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        Spiteful Healer

    
    
    
    
                In the year 2090, technology has advanced to the point where Simulation Boxes, (Sim Box for short) are common place, allowing for the user to link up their brain's neural network to a full dive Simulation. While initially used for educational purposes, recently a large gaming company, Averon, released a fully fledged immersive MMORPG simulation where users can become anyone they desire, level up, choose their class, and become a hero or a villain. The name of this simulation is The Shattered World Online. 

Eli Winters had no interest in playing it. His father, a jobless bum who spent his entire life playing games in the hope of becoming a famous player or streamer, was able to use the release of The Shattered World Online to gain wealth and fame, quickly becoming the number one player and a household name as the game took the world by storm. He immediately abandoned Eli and his mother in favor of being with someone from his guild, despite his mother having worked two jobs to support them and raise Eli by herself. Eli had nothing but spite for his father and the game. 

When Eli's best friend convinces him to try out the game, his father's fame begins to interfere, culminating in him being singled out and shunned by his peers, and his father offering to pay for his university tuition in return for Eli hiding their relationship and quitting the game. Instead of complying with his father's wishes, Eli decides to prove to everyone how useless a guy his father is by challenging him that if Eli is able to surpass him in the game world he must delete his account and quit his streaming career. His father accepts the challenge believing his son to be useless at games - but Eli will soon show him just how ambitious a spiteful person can be. 



 -----------

Updated Weekly, Fridays

            

    
        Chapter 1: Scholarship

    
    
    
    
                Eli stepped inside the large office room, closing the door behind him. It was quiet save for the sound of his footsteps, and he felt the tension building with each step he made towards the chair waiting for him. When he reached it, he sat down, straightened his back, and looked straight ahead. 

In front of him were two men and a woman all in business attire, illuminated by the light of the afternoon sun shining through the windows behind them. He himself wore his finest clothing, a white dress shirt buttoned up with black dress pants and shoes to go with it. It made him look older than his age of 18. He brushed his hands over his short brown hair casually, concealing his true purpose of making sure it wasn’t sticking up. He needed to impress these three.

They remained silent, the sounds of papers shuffling as they read over the documents on a large table in front of them. Eventually the man in the center looked up, clearing his throat. He was the youngest of the three, looking barely older than Eli.

“So, Eli Winters. You wouldn’t happen to be familiar with David Winters would you?” The young man spoke, this prompted the other two to look up as well.

“Yes, he is my father.” Eli politely replied.

“No way, really? THE David Winters? The same that plays as Makarath in The Shattered World Online?” The man was unable to hide his excitement.

“Yes, the same one.” Eli remained calm as he’d gotten used to this reaction.

“Wow. What’s it like to have a Dad that’s so famous? I heard that his guild made it across the Eastern Deserts last week. I bet you were with them, right?” He spoke gleefully, leaning forward over his desk. Eli hesitated to answer. He looked to the female interviewer who seemed equally excited to hear his response, while the third man on the left, much older, did not.

“No, I’m not a player myself.” Eli replied.

“What? Are you kidding me?” The young interviewer pulled back in disbelief. “It’s got millions of players worldwide, and your dad is one of the most famous players in it. Heck I plan to go watch his streams once these interviews are done today. And you’re telling me you don’t even play?” 

“No, I’ve been focused on my studies.” Eli stayed calm, keeping his posture straight.The young man let out an audible sigh of disappointment. While the woman shook her head and looked down at the papers in front of her.

“Now that that's done...” The older gentleman spoke up. “Your grades are impressive. Easily one of our top candidates for this Scholarship. Tell me, why is it that you want to study at Equinor University?”

“I’d like to become a doctor, sir.” Eli turned to face the older gentlemen in an attempt to ignore the disappointed glares of the other two interviewers. “I’ve read a lot about my options to reach that goal and found that Equinor is the best.”

“Why do you want to become a doctor?” 

“Well, my mother is a nurse, and I’ve spent a lot of time with her in the hospital growing up, and I’ve heard they make a respectable income. I like the idea of being able to help people while at the same time making enough money to allow my mother to retire early.” Eli performed his rehearsed response.

“Why not take after your father?” The woman interviewer asked. Eli turned to her and hesitated. 

“I don’t want to be like that man.” Eli replied coldly.

“That seems a bit inconsistent, if you want a respectable income. He’s got hundreds of sponsorships and has tens of thousands of viewers on his streams and content. I’m sure if you followed in his footsteps you could do the same. You’re young and handsome, you’d appeal to a wide audience.” The young man suggested.

“I don’t want anything to do with that useless guy.” Eli was getting annoyed now at the reverence his father was receiving from these people, but did his best to stay composed.

“Useless guy, are you kidding me? Your father rose to the top in the biggest virtual MMORPG of our time and has achieved things other players can only dream of. He’s on talk shows and has had interviews on famous news sites. Do you know what success is?” The young interviewer snapped back.

“What he doesn’t talk about in those interviews is what he was like before the game came out. My mom worked endlessly every day to support us as he attempted to make a ‘gaming career’. Since I was born, the only time I’ve seen him is when he took breaks from playing to use the bathroom. I didn’t understand it, but my mom always believed he would catch his big break some day and everything would turn out great. 

She was right, he finally did get famous and made millions 6 months ago when Shattered World Online came out. And he left us, abandoning my mom for a woman from his guild. After all the things she put up with from him. So yeah, I’d say he’s a useless guy.” Eli snapped back. The room fell awkwardly silent, until the older gentleman cleared his throat.

“We’re not here to talk about his father. We’re here to talk about you Eli, and why you think you deserve this Scholarship.” The older interviewer said.

.....

Eli stepped out of the room 10 minutes later. Once he closed the door behind himself, he let out an annoyed groan. He didn’t need to wait to hear the results of the interview, the two had made up their mind the moment he talked badly about their idol. As he stood in the hallway and saw other students waiting to go into the interview room he saw that several of them had various transparent screen devices over their eyes, watching various videos on the Shattered World Online. Guide videos, or streams of players doing dangerous quests. It was all around him.

It had been 2 months ago that his father had left them and started living in a mansion with his new wife. He claimed that because neither he nor his mother played the game, he couldn’t relate or connect with them anymore and wanted to be with someone who understood him. His mother was destroyed by it, but has been slowly recovering. Seeing his face plastered everywhere didn’t help, but the blow was softened by the fact that there was some truth to his words. His mother was too busy working all day to spend any time being interested in his most recent gaming endeavor. He barely spent any time with them in the first place. 

As Eli headed from the building to the bus stop, seeing adverts for The Shattered World online on the side of the terminal, his phone rang in his ear as a small transparent screen appeared in front of him showing the caller ID. Derrick, his best friend and classmate. He accepted the call and a small dim blue light lit up on his ear, signalling to those around him that he was speaking on the phone.

“What's up?” Eli asked.

“How’d it go?” Derrick replied, his voice coming from an ear implant so that Eli could hear him clearly.

“Terrible. Two of them were fans of David.” 

“You didn’t trash talk him again did you?” Derrick sighed.

“Can’t help it. Pisses me off when people put him up on a pedestal.” Eli replied.

“You’re never going to get a scholarship like that. Pretty much everyone plays that game now. We’ve even got a few big name players in our school.”

“You and I don’t play.” Eli replied as the bus pulled up. He ran his wrist over a scanner on the bus which confirmed he had an active bus pass, then moved to find an empty seat and sat down.

“The only reason I don’t play is because I’m broke and can’t afford a Sim Box. But you said your dad left his behind right?”

“Yeah, I’ve been using it to study... My mom worked her ass off to pay for it so no point letting it go to waste.” 

“Still a waste to just use it for the default simulations. Just try the game out. I’ve heard it's crazy fun, insanely immersive. You could be anything you want in it.” Derrick championed the game. “Almost got enough money saved up to buy my own Sim Box.”

“Not interested. It’s just a game, and just thinking about it reminds me of David.” 

“You’re being too stubborn man. Forget your shitty Dad for a second. Besides, you can make money in that game super easy. That’s one of the reasons you want to become a doctor, right?” Eli went quiet for a second. The idea of being able to make a bit more money on the side while he was studying was tempting, if he could pay for his own tuition he wouldn’t have to put up with anymore scholarship interviews. 

“I don’t know anything about playing it though. How would I make money, and how much? More than a part time job?” Eli asked.

“If you’re good, way more. You just sell resources, even the low level stuff. People have full time jobs doing that. Richard from our chemistry class literally just mines all day and sells it on the Market Exchange for money.” Derrick replied.

“How much does that make?” 

“I think I saw a video guide on how to get 10$ an hour mining, so something like that.”

“Seriously? 10 dollars an hour? That’s less than minimum wage.” Eli groaned.

“Yeah but Richard’s an idiot. You could do way better than that, and you don’t even need to be good at games.”

“Who the hell is buying stuff in a game with real money?” 

“Tons of people. Too lazy to farm themselves, or don’t have the time and just want to level up and fight monsters when they get off work. You’re underestimating how big this game really is. How do you think your Dad got rich?”

“If I play I’ll be doing exactly what he did.” Eli sighed.

“Well you’re going to need to find a way to make money somehow if you keep screwing up Scholarship interviews.” Derrick replied. “At least think about it. You could probably ask the big shots at school to help you get started, since you’re so damn popular.” 

“People only want to talk to me about David... Look I’m at home, I’ll talk to you later.” Eli replied, hanging up the phone as the bus pulled up to his stop. He got off and walked down several blocks to arrive at his small townhouse building, crammed between several other houses. It had a small walkway leading up to the front door. 

The neighborhood was rundown but his mom and him had made an effort to at least keep the front of their house tidy. Their clean and well tended small garden contrasted heavily with the surrounding houses.He put his key in the door and walked inside, taking his shoes off.

“Mom, I’m home.” He called out, but got no response. He walked through the kitchen, living room, bathroom, all doors were open but no sign of his mom. “Mom?” he called again, going upstairs into a narrow hallway. He looked in his room, her bedroom, the upstairs bathroom. All were empty. He turned to see the door to his dad's gaming room closed. 

Eli opened the door to see that the Sim Box light was on. It was a slick white round edged box about the size of a bathtub with a height of roughly one and a half meters. Similar to a tanning bed, the top of the Sim Box was closed over the bottom but a bright light came from a screen on the side.

Eli walked towards the screen and saw the buttons and interface he’d grown familiar with since his dad started using it all the time. It showed who was inside playing, what they were playing, and had buttons to communicate with them and pull them out of the simulation in case of emergencies.

He saw his mom was inside the machine, playing as a level 1 character in The Shattered World Online. He didn’t understand, why would she play it after everything it had done to their family? He pressed the button that allowed him to talk to her while she was in the game world.

“Mom? I’m home…” Eli said. 

“Oh, be right out sweetie.” Her voice came through the speaker. A few seconds later the light turned off and the Sim Box opened with a beeping sound. He saw his mom laying in the Sim Box in her pajamas as if she’d just gotten out of bed.

“How long have you been playing?” Eli asked, seeing her clothes.

“Oh, you know… I thought I’d try it out this morning on my day off, just to see what it was like. And wow is it incredible. You can eat food and taste it, and ride a horse, it all felt so real. I just lost track of time… how did your interview go?” She asked as she sat up and got out of the Sim Box. 

“Terrible, more fanboys.”

“And you talked badly about him again? How many times have I told you not to talk badly about your father.” His mother scolded him as she headed through the house towards the kitchen.

“How can I not?” Eli grunted back as he followed her. She sighed as she began pulling out food from the fridge, preparing to cook. Eli quickly jumped in to help as he had usually done, getting out the pots and pans, but he eventually paused. “Mom, why were you playing that game?” She didn’t reply at first, she continued preparing the meal until finally coming to a halt. 

“I know you hate it, it’s just that a bunch of my co-workers are playing it and I was starting to feel like an outsider. I promise it’s nothing to do with your father. And I actually had fun, surprisingly. I never knew horseback riding could be so exhilarating. You should try playing it, just once.” His mom suggested.

“Not you too.” He groaned. “No thanks.” Eli replied.


After finishing eating with his mother, having small talk about her day and the interview, the two made their way to the living room. The moment the TV flicked on though it was advertisements and media revolving around the Shattered World Online. It didn’t seem to bother his mother much, despite the mention of the top ranker Makarath and his recent progress towards being the first player to reunite the Shattered World Online.

“I think I’m going to go upstairs and study.” Eli said after the 5th channel went by talking about the game.

“Alright sweetie, don’t stay in there too long.” His mother replied. Eli grabbed his school bag from near the front door of the house, then headed upstairs into his dad’s office and approached the Sim Box, tapping the screen to turn it on. It proceed to display a simple menu.



Registered Calibration Settings:

Jillian Winters - (Selected)

Eli Winters

David Winters

New User




He clicked on his name and the menu popped up indicating that the system was recalibrating. Inside the Sim Box he heard a few electronic noises until it was complete. 



Load Program:

Recent: 

The Shattered World Online

Office Environment

Surgery Simulator

Sports Stadium Online

Tourist World Simulator


All Programs

Program Shop

Promoted Programs




He hovered his finger between office environment and surgery simulator for a moment, eventually deciding on office environment, and a new menu loaded up.



Office Environment 2090

Start Simulation


Input Material Manually

Download New Material

Delete Material


<- Back




He pressed the input material manually button, and a small flat tray extended out of the side of the Sim Box. As it did, he reached into his school bag and pulled out a large text book on rare medical diseases. It had a small label on the front that indicated it was borrowed from a library. He placed the book on the tray and pressed a button on the screen which caused the Sim Box to fire off a green grid-like light over the book.



Scan Complete: The new material will be loaded into your office.




The small tray retracted into the Sim Box. Once it had he touched the screen pressing Start Simulation. The Sim Box made a few more noises before the top opened up, revealing the interior. It was a padded blue seat with armrests, tilted back to the point where the person seated would be practically laying down. He took off his socks and stepped in, settling into the seat as comfortably as possible. 

He placed his arms on the armrests while pressing his head down on the back of the seat. Once he had, the sides of the Sim Box closed in around his head gently as the top moved down, shutting him inside. A message on the top half of the Sim Box appeared on a small screen in front of him.



Please select the desired simulation speed.

Current: 4(Max) (1s Realtime = 4s Simulation Time) 

Information: Simulation speed is the rate at which the Sim Box will speed up your neural activity, changing your minds perception of time by improving the rate at which it can take in information and output actions. 

< Back Begin Simulation




He pressed begin simulation quickly, as if by habit.


Confirming User: Eli Winters

Confirmed

Confirming Backup Power Supply…

Confirmed.

Initializing Neural connectors…

Do not move during this process

Initialization Complete, loading Simulation…




Once he saw the message, his vision went blank temporarily. Afterwards, he found himself standing in a small office room. There were several shelves loaded with books, a desk with a computer, and a window letting in bright sunlight. The room was well furnished with a beautiful carpet, pictures of his mom and some famous scientists alongside popular movie posters he enjoyed watching while growing up.

He walked over to the desk and pulled out the chair. Laying on the desk in front of him was the book he had just scanned. He sat down and opened it, and began flipping through the pages. It wasn’t long before he pulled out a notebook from one of the desk drawers, then snapped his fingers causing a pencil to appear in his hand. He used it to take notes as he studied.

Thanks to the simulation speed, even though it took him roughly 16 hours to get through the book, in real time it had only been 4. Just as he started going over his notes, a screen appeared floating in the air in front of his face.



Incoming Call: Derrick

Answer Ignore




He pressed the answer button without looking up from his notes, after which several buttons appeared on the side of the screen. The screen remained persistent in the top right corner of his peripheral vision regardless of the direction he looked in.

“What’s up?” Eli asked.

“Yo you’re never gonna believe what happened.” Derrick said excitedly. “Check out what simulation I’m in.” Eli heard him and pressed a few buttons on the interface.


Caller Information

Friend: Derrick

Status: In Simulation

Simulation: The Shattered World Online

Character Information: In Character Creation Menu




“You bought a Sim Box?” Eli asked in disbelief.

“Nah, not exactly. The Public Sim Box Center on Avern Street just had their Sim Box’s updated and they installed The Shattered World Online on all of them. Now I can play for just 2$ an hour.” 

“That’s great, just don’t waste all your savings on that or you won’t ever get your own.” Eli replied.

“You kidding me? I’m gonna be makin 2$ easy in this game. So you’re gonna come right? We can start out together, I know a sick grind spot for low levels.” Derrick couldn’t contain his excitement.

“Nah, I’m busy studying right now.”

“Seriously? Dude you get perfect scores on every test. You don’t need to study. Just hop on and try it out.”

“No thanks.”

“C’mon man, don’t leave me hanging just cause you’re dads a dick. You know I’ve been dying to play this, and you’ve been my best friend since middle school. Just try it out, forget your old man for 5 minutes and think about me instead.” 

“I don’t know anything about that game.” Eli sighed, he was having trouble resisting his friends enthusiasm.

“It’s fine man, I’ll walk you through it.” Derrick shouted excitedly. Eli tapped his virtual pencil on the desk. He thought about how his mom had enjoyed it, how he couldn’t get through interviews because he couldn’t talk about it to the interviewers.

It was as if a battlefield suddenly appeared inside his mind. On one side was an army made up of his anger for his Dad. The other side was an army made up of Derrick, and the idea of making some money to pay for tuition. The two armies charged at each other, swords and shields clashing as the knights trampled over the soldiers on their armored horses, shouts and cries of war everywhere.

“Listen, just try it out with me, please. If you hate it, I’ll never bring it up again, deal?” Derrick said. Suddenly the tides of battle began to shift, the army of Derrick pushed forth and overtook the angry dad army. It wasn’t long until a clear victor could be seen. 

“Alright fine, but only if you show me how people are using it to make real money.” Eli sighed as he leaned back in the office chair. 

“Fuck yeah! Let’s go baby!” Derrick shouted. Eli waved his hand in front of him to make a simulation menu appear in front of his eyes.



Simulation Details

Current Simulation: Office Environment 2090 (Change Simulation)

Simulation Speed: 4  (Change Simulation Speed)

Time in Simulation: 16h ST (4h Realtime)


Exit Simulation




Eli pressed the change simulation button, and a menu popped up with the available simulations installed on his Sim Box. He held his finger over the Shattered World Online button for a few seconds. He wasn’t sure if he’d regret it or not. Remembering all of the annoying interviewers and members in his class who wouldn’t shut up about it. He shook it off for the sake of his friend, reached forward and pressed it.



Changing Simulation to: The Shattered World Online

Info: This simulation is locked at Simulation speed 4.

Loading Simulation....



            

    
        Chapter 2: Character Creation

    
    
    
    
                Chapter 2: Character Creation




Welcome to The Shattered World Online

Our systems are detecting an unregistered user login attempt

Eli Winters - is this your first time logging in?




Yes: Create New Account

No: I have logged in before (Re-scan)

Contact Live Support




Eli pressed the create account button. A few more calibration messages popped up, indicating the simulation would be using extremely sensitive and accurate calibrations in a 3d environment, and needed to ensure its precision. Once it the calibration had completed, he was presented with a character creation menu.

It had options to change his race, gender, and appearance, but he was stuck with a default set of starting stats and no class. He fiddled around with a few options, noticing that changing his race was altering his starting stats slightly.

“Yo Derrick, you still on the call?” Eli spoke, looking to see in the top right corner of his vision that his call was still connected.

“Yeah, I just got the message that you’re playing. Oh man today is like a dream come true.” He sounded giddy like a schoolgirl. “Just a heads up though once you’re in-game it's gonna block calls, we can only talk through the in-game system.” 

“Got it, I’m at character creation. What’s all this stuff about?”

“Uh basically it’s all appearance related stuff. The stats you get with different races change a bit but not by much. Orcs get more starting strength but less intelligence. Elves get high agility and intelligence, but lower constitution and strength. The point differences are really minor, so you should focus more on appearance. It also changes how the NPCs react to you though, so watch out for that.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well if you pick dwarf then you’ll start out with a really bad reputation with elves, and vice versa. Orcs are disliked by almost all the other races so I would avoid them. Easiest is to just go human, they’re balanced in stats and only hated by a few of the other races like Dark Elves, but Dark Elves hate everyone anyway.” Derrick replied.

“Right…” Eli said with skepticism. Hearing his friend talk so seriously about all these fantasy creatures was hard for him to get used to. He selected human to see that his stats had perfectly balanced out as flat 10’s, then moved to appearance. He opted not to tweak anything as he wasn’t good with that stuff, and kept it as default, his gender as male. He pressed accept and another menu popped up. This one asked him to select his name and his starting island, there was a list of 6 starting islands to choose from. 

“Which island do I pick to start in?” Eli asked as he read over them.

“I’m picking Kalmoore. You’re done customizing already?”

“Yep.” Eli said has he selected the Kalmoore region. For his character name he wasn’t feeling particularly creative and just took the s off his last name, leaving him as Winter. Once he hit accept, he was prompted with one last message letting him know he’d be unable to change his character once the account was created without a re-registration fee being paid, and phone calls were disabled inside the game world. After that, a final warning popped up.



This game uses Sim Box technology to simulate damage to your body in order to increase immersion. You are allowed to set the level of pain you would like to experience in this simulation. Higher settings will increase the experience gained for defensive skills. To avoid exploitation, this setting can only be changed once per week. If you are concerned or unsure of what setting is right for you, please set this setting to 0 and consult your doctor before increasing it. If your mental stress levels go beyond the safety threshold at any point while playing The Shattered World Online, you will be ejected from the simulation and emergency services will be contacted.

Pain Level: 3 (Default)

Level 3: The sensation of damage and attacks you receive will be simulated to you at 30% of their actual strength.

Experience Bonus: Defensive skills will gain 30% more experience.




Eli looked through the options. The pain levels went from 0 to 10, 10 being 100% and 0 being a 0%. He figured he might as well see all that the game had to offer and selected 100%. He confirmed his selection and got a final confirmation to enter the game world.

“I’m making my character now, so I’ll see you in the game.” Eli said calmly.

“Alright, let’s do this!” Derrick cheered.



Character Creation Complete!

Welcome to the Shattered World Online,

Logging in as player [Winter]...




His vision went blank for a moment, then suddenly extremely bright. It took him a moment for his eyes to adjust to the bright sunlight and the noise flooding into his ears. He could hear hammers clanging, people chatting, wheels turning, and the sounds of the beasts of burden that pulled the carts along. 

The first thing he saw was the bright sun shining down from a clear blue sky above. Looking around, he was standing in the middle of a fantasy village square. In the middle was a large simple white fountain spouting water out the top, and around the outskirts of the square were several merchant stands selling various fruits, vegetables, weapons and tools, all on display for potential customers to see. Everything from apples, to fine linens, to swords. The merchants were shouting out their prices at the people passing by, attempting to draw in customers.

“Selling cotton in bulk!”

“Cheap copper swords for beginners, lowest prices in Orm Village, become a swordsman today!”

“Fresh apples, restore 20 hunger for cheap!” All of the sounds flooded in at once. It took Winter a moment to adjust. He had been in many simulations before, but none of this scale that seemed so lively and realistic. He looked down to see his own hands and body - he looked exactly as he did in the real world, but he was wearing a white cloth shirt and brown leather pants with leather shoes.

He waved his hand into the air to make his main menu appear in front of him. Like other simulations, the menu was tied into his peripheral vision, so it stayed in his view no matter which direction he looked at. His menu had settings, character menu, inventory, quest log, skills, friends list, and a few others, but some were greyed out like the guild menu. He clicked to check his inventory and saw that he had 1 gold, and 0 silver for his currency, and one inventory slot contained a stack of 5 Kalmoore Buns. He checked to see they were valued at 1 copper each and restored 10 hunger.

In the top left corner of his vision he saw several status bars displaying his health, mana and stamina that coincided with his character stat menu which he opened up next. 



Name: Winter

Race: Human

Gender: Male

Level: 1

Class: None

Health: 100/100

Mana: 50/50

Stamina: 50/50

Hunger: 100/100


Strength: 10

Agility: 10

Constitution: 10

Intelligence: 10

Spirit: 10

Charisma: 10


Equipment

Chest: Beginner’s Shirt - Clothing

Legs: Beginner’s Pants - Clothing

Feet: Beginner’s Shoes - Clothing




He didn’t have time to read into it much before he felt a hand on his shoulder, turning to see an unbelievably handsome man standing beside him. Sparkling deep brown eyes with beautifully styled black hair, and the name above his head reading [Davoth - Level 1]. 

“Hey, you were easy to find.” The voice spoke in a deep, manly tone.

“Derrick, that’s you?” Winter’s eyes widened.

“Yeah man. How do I look?” He smiled while taking a step back to show off his face.

“Way over the top. You shoulda just kept the same appearance.”

“Yeah easy for you to say mr. pretty boy.” Davoth teased. “So how is it, pretty awesome right?”

“This is… well it’s a lot more realistic than I was expecting, I’ll give it that.” Winter said as he looked around once more. 

“So I read about tips for new players starting out that you should try different weapons and spells before you decide on your class. You can get some basic copper and wooden weapons from the armor shops, or maybe get a deal if another player is selling them cheap. Then we can kill some basic monsters in the fields outside the village. I picked Kalmoore because it's not that popular, not a lot of big guilds around here so it's easier to get good farming spots without worrying too much about PvP. The downside is that it's pretty far away from the other kingdoms.” Davoth explained.

“Just how big this game…” Winter asked.

“Huge, not even 25% of it has been explored yet and its been out for 6 months.” Davoth replied with glee. “So what kind of weapons do you want to try? Should we check out the bowyer for bows? The magic shop for a staff? The blacksmith has all sorts of weapon. It’s important we spend our first gold wisely.”

“I’m not sure… you said people pay real money for stuff in here, right? How much is gold worth?” 

“Hmm, I guess if you look at the auction sales, 1 gold is probably worth about 1 cent when exchanged. You’d get more money if you tried selling rare items for real money instead of raw gold. The Market Exchange has an auto converter between real money and gold, it’s how so many people have been making a living in this world. You can find one in the capital cities of each island. The exchange rate has stabilized now so it’s pretty reliable…”

“What’s the best way to make money starting out? You want to buy yourself a Sim Box and I want to start saving up for tuition, right?” Winter asked.

“Y-yeah, but, well at our level it’s gonna be tough. I guess the best would be to just mine for copper ore all day until we get high enough to mine higher materials. Hunting monsters at this level isn’t worth much... But mining is gonna be pretty boring, it’s way more fun to hunt monsters.” Davoth replied.

“Okay, how do I start mining?” Winter asked.

“Seriously? Look around you.” Davoth turned and waved his hands at the fantastical scene surrounding them. “Quests galore, beautiful maidens waiting to be saved. Evil monsters to be slain! Lands to explore! Adventure and mystery awaits us! Mining is but a peasants task!” Davoth shouted out with enthusiasm, so that all around him could hear. He got no response from Winter, and when he turned back around he saw Winter standing in front of a merchant stand holding a pickaxe.

“He sold me a copper pickaxe for 5 silver.” Winter replied nonchalantly. Davoth let out an elongated sigh.

“You’re hopeless. You really don’t care about this game at all.” He shook his head. “Fine, I promised you I’d show you how to make money.” Davoth grumbled, quickly buying a pickaxe from the same merchant. 

            

    
        Chapter 3: Gear Up

    
    
    
    
                Davoth lead Winter through the streets of the village of Orm. The village itself wasn’t that big, most of the business happened around the village square. The outskirts of the village were made up of farm houses and fields growing crops, with a few Kalmoore guards patrolling about to keep the peace. Everything about the atmosphere screamed fantasy, from the clothing of the villagers to the construction of the buildings. Even the strange birds flying about looked unfamiliar to Winter.

“This building here is the Craftsman Guild Hall. Normally each profession has its own building, but in the small starting village of Orm, they’ve only got one and it’ll only help you train beginner skills.” Davoth explained.

“Right, how do skills and all that work in this game?” Winter asked as they approached the large brick building, it had a sign hanging over the door with an anvil and spool carved into it.

“There’s 2 types of skills. Basic skills, and class skills. You can learn any skill of any type except the class ones. They all start out as beginner skills and can only go up to level 30. If you want to upgrade them at level 30 to intermediate then you’ll need a class that allows it, or meet special conditions like completing difficult or rare quests. So for example if you wanted to go to intermediate Mining you’d need to be beginner 30 in mining and have a mining related class, or complete the intermediate mining class quest which I’ve heard is ridiculously tedious so almost no one does it.” Davoth explained.

“Okay got it so far.” Winter nodded.

“For class skills though, you only get those when you pick a class, for example if you pick the class wizard you’ll get all the beginner wizard skills. And when you reach level 30 and are able to move on to intermediate, you specialize your class a bit more and can learn new spells based on that, so like an elemental wizard will learn intermediate element-based spells. And when they go advanced, I think they learn an even more specific set. There’s not a lot of details yet on that though, no player has reached the advanced level of any class yet. For non-class skills, advanced is rumored to have ridiculous requirements. Only one player in the world so far qualified for an advanced life skill, and he said the quest will probably take him 2 months to complete in a recent interview. He didn’t say what it was making him do though.” Davoth explained as they walked inside the Craftsman Guild Hall. 

 “Let me do the talking.” He whispered as they made their way towards the front desk of the establishment. The interior was smokey with several crafting benches and a hot furnace in the back, giving the room an orange and red hue. There were several other players inside the building working on different tasks - some were sewing leathers together, others carefully polishing shields or hammering hot metal over an anvil.

Behind the front desk was a stout dwarf with messy black hair and a bushy black beard with soot in it. He was leaning over a parchment and scribbling on it with an ink pen. Winter could see his name and level above his head in white text, [Hoggan - Level 15] When the two walked up, he lifted his head.

“Ay there, some new faces I’m seein’ ‘ere today. What can I do for ye’s?” He spoke with a smile, giving off a scottish accent. 

“We’d like to register as miners.” Davoth spoke.

“Ah, good, great, we can always use more hard workers out there gatherin’ the precious metals. It’ll be 5 silver coins each.” He smiled. Davoth nodded and pulled the coins out of his inventory, causing them to appear in his hand, then placed them on the desk in front of the dwarf. Winter went into his inventory and fidgeted around with it a bit to get the 5 coins out and did the same.

“Wonderful. I’ll handle yer mining registration papers. Ye might have a rough time startin’ out though, the Chief Miner here won’t do much to talk to ya until ye’ prove that yer’ worth his time first.”

 


Quest: Collect 10 copper ore and bring it back to Hoggan in the Craftsman Guildhall of Orm Village.

Objective: 0/10 Copper Ore

Quest Giver: Hoggan the Craftsman

Reward: [Skill: Beginner Mining]

Difficulty: Easy

Restrictions: None

 

ACCEPT DECLINE



 

The message popped up in front of Winter’s face. He read over the details briefly before hitting accept, and promptly got a message that the quest was added to his quest log. He looked to see that Davoth had done the same.

“Thanks Hoggan. Let’s go mine some copper.” Davoth said to Winter.

“Ye’ can find some good mines in the hills west of the village, just watch out for them Rockjaw’s lurkin’ about.” Hoggan said, they both nodded back and waved politely as they stepped out of the building.

“Was that guy a player?” Winter asked as they walked back through the streets.

“Nope, that was an NPC. You can tell by the names above their heads. NPC’s names will always be white.” Davoth said.

“Gotcha. This seems pretty easy so far… so we just go west to the hills and start mining, right?”

“Don’t get ahead of yourself, we should pick out a starting weapon first, there’s low level monsters in those areas.” Davoth said as he lead Winter back to the town square. They once again saw the countless shops and stands selling all assortments of goods imaginable. “Any idea what weapon you’ll try out?” Davoth asked excitedly.

“No idea. I’ll browse for a bit I guess.” Winter replied unenthusiastically.

“Good idea, me too. Let’s add each other to our friends list and meet up when you’re ready. Try to grab some armor too.” Davoth spoke while tapping into the air at his menu. A few seconds later, Winter got a friend request notification from Davoth and accepted it. 

Winter watched as Davoth hopped excitedly into one of the nearby shops lining the town square, he’d never seen his friend this excited before, but Winter still wasn’t getting it yet. Sure, the world was immersive and well made, but it was still just a video game.

He took a moment to watch the other players around him. Rather than walking up to shops at random, he decided it best to gage which shop had the best potential based on how popular it was, while at the same time taking note on the value of different goods. He started by scouting out the various merchant stands set up to sell weapons, and it didn’t take long until he singled out the merchant with the best deals, and approached her. 

The merchant he approached was a female demi-human player with big floppy dog ears, short messy brown hair, and a tail wagging behind her. Above her head he could read [Ruffily - Level 7].

“Hello there, you look like you could use some great beginner equipment, made by yours truly, woof!” She cheered excitedly at him. The woof threw him off a bit. 

“R-right. What would you recommend for killing Rockjaws?” Winter asked, Ruffily eyed the Pickaxe in his hand. 

“Woof! Looking to do some mining? Well any weapon here is great, woof! Rockjaw’s are nothing special. It's more about what fighting style you prefer. Do you like to stab, shoot, or smash? Woof!” Ruffily replied with enthusiasm, doing motions as she described the various ways to kill the monsters.

“Uhm… I’ve done a lot of time in Surgeon simulations, so probably stab.” Winter shrugged. 

“Great! Woof! I’ve got some of the highest quality copper weapons you’ll find for beginners. Crafted myself. Short swords, daggers, longswords, axes, all of them perfect for cutting up a nasty Rockjaw! Woof!” She motioned to the various weapons on her shop stand. He looked over the axes, they looked too big and clunky for his liking. He instead focused on the short swords and daggers.

“What’s with these two here, both of them are copper short swords, but this one does more damage.” He said as he motioned to two blades on her stand. 

“Woof, that’s right! Higher quality materials and a skilled blacksmith will equal better quality goods. You won’t find better quality copper shortswords from anyone else in Orm! Woof!” Ruffily smiled proudly.

“Does that make it worth more money?” Winter asked.

“Of course, woof!”

“How do you get higher quality materials?”

“Well, its different for the type of material, woof! If you want to mine high quality ore you’ll have to level up your mining skills, and mining in good spots helps improve the chances too, woof! Then you process the ore into bars to remove impurities, higher processing rank will improve the bar quality. Woof! The last step is to turn the bars into weapons like these, the more skilled the blacksmith, the better the end result.” 

“I understand. I’d like to buy the higher quality shortsword, please.” Winter said, motioning to it.

“That’ll be 20 silver, woof!” She smiled. He pulled  out 21 coins and handed them over, then got a message saying he’d bought the sword, while simultaneously the sword vanished in a flash of light from her shop and appeared in his inventory.

“An extra coin for the information.”

“Oh, very kind of you, woof! In that case, let me throw in a shield too. It’s not much, I just started leveling up my woodworking.” She smiled as her tail wagged furiously. He got a message saying he’d received a wooden shield as well.

“Thank you very much.”

“No problem, woof! Good luck mining, and if you get any copper ore with a 30% or higher quality, be sure to sell it to me, I’ll pay good money! Woof!” She cheered. He nodded back as he walked from her stand, going into his inventory and quickly equipping his new sword and shield.

 


Name: Copper Short Sword

Slot: Weapon (One Hand)

Type: Sword

Damage: 7-11

Speed: Average

Quality: 22%

Durability: 35/35

Description: A basic copper shortsword made by Ruffily.



 


Name: Wooden Shield

Slot: Off-hand

Type: Shield

Armor: 2

Quality: 1%

Durability: 20/20

Description: A crude wooden shield, made by Ruffily.



 

Once he equipped the sword, a simple sheath appeared around his waist with the hilt sticking out, and the shield appeared strapped to his left arm - it was barely bigger than a pot lid. He pulled the sword out and swung it around a bit, it felt just as he’d imagine it would, pretty darn realistic. He resheathed it and began browsing more shops while waiting for Davoth to return.

Next up was armor. He used the same methods to locate the best merchant in the town square. It took a bit longer as armor was more common, but eventually he was able to single one out as having the best prices and most traffic.

This time behind the stand was a large male orc player, [Brutus - Level 11]. He was tall and muscular with dark green skin and an imposing figure, a scar across the center of his face. But when he spoke, his voice was soft and friendly which made Winter a bit uncomfortable.

“Greetings friend. What can I help you with today?” Brutus politely asked as Winter approached.

“I’m looking for some armor to go Mine in the hills and kill Rockjaws. Got any suggestions?” Winter asked.

“Ah, a miner, great. For mining and fighting Rockjaws, I recommend leather. Let’s you move easy but will protect you a bit if they get ya.” Brutus explained.

“I’ll take leather then. What’s the highest quality stuff you’ve got?”

“Oh, looking to spend big? My best set is a mix of pieces ranging from 15 to 25% quality. Chest, legs, feet, and gloves. I’ll sell it to you at a discount for the bunch, 30 silver down from 40, how’s that sound.” 

“Sounds good.” Winter shrugged. He didn’t particularly care if he got ripped off a few silver yet, he knew he’d have to take time to learn the economy of the game better. Once he bought the four armor pieces, he equipped them. None of them had special bonuses, but in total with his shield he got his base armor up to 20, reducing damage he took from monsters his level by 25%. 

It took another 10 minutes or so before Winter finally saw Davoth emerge from a shop lining the town square wielding a longbow with a quiver. He practically skipped his way across the square towards Winter with a big dumb grin on his face.

“So you went with a sword and shield? Check it out, I got a bow! Pretty sick right?” Davoth squealed with excitement.

“Do you even know how to shoot a bow?” Winter asked with a raised brow.

“Nope, but once you use a weapon for a bit the game should give you the weapon mastery for it, and it’ll help you learn. I’m gonna be a badass archer like from those old fantasy movies.” Davoth replied.

“Sure you are. We ready to get started?” Winter replied.

“Y-yeah, I bought us both maps. Here.” Davoth made a rolled up scroll appear in his hand from his inventory and handed it to Winter. “It says that the popular copper mines are in the hills this way. Cmon, let's do it! Adventure time baby!” Davoth shouted, holding his hand out to Winter waiting for a high five. Winter looked at him like he was crazy for a moment, then reluctantly high fived him. 


Davoth has invited you to join his Adventuring Party.

Accept Decline



            

    
        Chapter 4: Orm Forest

    
    
    
    
                Chapter 4: Orm Forest

 

The pair made their way out of the village following the western road. Winter could see in the distance where the farm fields stopped that a treeline began. Briefly glancing at the map he saw it indicate a forest surrounding the village that stood between them and the Kalop hills, where it was said to contain loads of copper. Just as they stepped through the threshold leading out of the village, they heard a voice call out from behind them.

“Yo! Winters, is that you?” A deep male voice shouted, causing both Winter and Davoth to stop in their tracks. They turned to see a tall handsome elf with golden blonde hair rushing towards them, wearing amazingly intricate armor and weapons.

“Who’s that?” Winter whispered to Davoth confused. Davoth squinted his eyes for a moment to see the name above his head as he approached.

“That's.. I think that’s Jeremy from our Trig class. Dang he’s level 36.” Davoth whispered as Jeremy caught up to them. Winter saw the name above his head reading [Swiftstar - 36]. 

“No way, it really is you Winters. You didn’t even change your character appearance.” He smiled while eyeing Winter’s avatar up and down.

“Yeah.” Winter shrugged.

“I thought you were completely against playing this game? You always avoided us when we started talking about it.”

“He’s here because I dragged him along.” Davoth jumped in. “Got him to promise he’d try it out just once.”

“Hah, figures. So is your Dad coming to show you around, give you some insane items? I hear he’s now one of the top 10 in levels now.”

“Nah, that guy ain't coming.” Davoth spoke for Winter, seeing he was already irritated by the conversation. “We’re just heading out now to start playing, we’ll catch you around Swiftstar.” 

“I gotcha, cool. Great to see you playing, take it easy!” Swiftstar spoke with enthusiasm, waving and watching as they walked off.

“Sorry about that.” Davoth sighed once they were far enough from the village.

“Not your fault, should’ve changed how I looked.” Winter replied. “Is there a way to do that once you’ve started?”

“I think so, costs a lot of gold though. It’s no big deal, barely anyone will be on this island.” Davoth reassured him. It didn’t take long before they arrived at the tree line and entered the Forest. 

The trees around them were large and old, with thick roots protruding out of the ground. Because of their size they left a good distance between each other, but the canopy was thick and not much sunlight pierced through the leaves above. The sound of birds and wildlife was occasionally muffled by the winds blowing through the forest.

For a moment, Winter completely forgot they were in a game world. The smells, sounds and sights were all so realistic, it felt like they were in a real place. Suddenly, ahead of them they saw a bush shaking abnormally. Davoth stopped and held up his hand, drawing his bow and pulling an arrow back in the string.

“Our first monster!” He was shaking with excitement, his eyes glowing with passion. Winter unenthusiastically drew out his sword and held up his shield, the two waiting patiently for the creature to emerge. Sure enough a plump brown boar with tiny white tusks poked hits head out of the bush, running its nose along the dirt as it sniffed out prey. 

Once it poked its head out and saw them it let out a loud squeal and charged forward like a bull towards them.

“It saw us!” Davoth yelled. He fired off an arrow at the charging beast, but the arrow flew wide. Unless someone had told you beforehand, you wouldn’t have known he was aiming for the boar given how far off the shot was. He drew another arrow from his quiver and fired another shot quickly as the boar closed in. Another complete miss.

Winter saw his friend would be unable to take another shot in time, and instead moved in front of the boar with his shield up to protect him. The boar slammed its forehead into the shield, pushing Winter back off his feet, causing him to stumble. He was caught off guard from the shock of the blow. For a moment it felt as if his arm would break. He looked to see his Hitpoints had dropped by 5, but he managed to stop the boars charge. He got a notification pop up in front of his eyes.


Skill Learned: Shield Mastery



 


Shield Mastery - Level 1 (Beginner)

Improves your capabilities with a shield. Increases the damage blocked while reducing the amount of push back felt through a shield, as well as reduces the durability lost when blocking.

Shield Block Bonus: 5%

Pushback Reduction: 5%

Durability Lost: -5%



 

“Holy shit that hurt…” Winter said as he pulled back his arm and shook off the pain, to his relief the sensation faded after a few seconds, but that was enough time for the boar to begin a second charge. 

“It’s coming again!” Davoth shouted, he fired an arrow at almost point blank range now and finally managed to land a hit. Winter saw a small red 6 appear above the boar, and a health bar was revealed below its name. It was about 1/5th down from that single strike. This caused the boar to lunge at his friend again. Winter saw it coming and jumped in the way a second time, holding his left arm out with the shield on it to take the hit. The boar slammed into the shield and cause Winter’s arm to swing forward out of the boars path, he was only able to redirect the boars lunge away from his friend rather than stop it completely. 

This time for sure, he was certain he’d dislocated his shoulder, popped out his elbow, and felt his bones shatter. The pain was excruciating for about three seconds, until it was gone completely. He looked to see his health was now at 89 out of 100, and his stamina had dropped by 2.

“Hit it with your sword!” Davoth panicked, attempting to draw another arrow back to shoot before the boar made another strike. Winter did his best to shake off the pain and pulled his right arm back, thrusting it forward at the boar with an angry shout. He pierced the blade into the creatures side forcing it to squeal in pain as Winter saw a red 14 appear above its health, its bar dropping down to half simultaneously. 

“Nice!” Davoth cheered as he fired another arrow dealing 7 damage. The boar turned around and lifted its hind legs up, kicking back in Winter’s direction with the full force of its hind legs. He held his shield up to block the blow and his tiny wooden shield took the hit. Unfortunately the force behind the blow was too much for Winter to bear, he was sent flying backward off of his feet until he landed on his back in the dirt a few feet away. 

 


You take 11 Crushing Damage.

Wooden Shield’s durability has dropped by 1.



This time for sure he thought it was over. His spine broke, his arm broke, he’d never walk again. He felt like one of the patients he had tried to help in the Surgery Simulation he’d been practicing in. The sound of the boar stomping across the dirt towards him rang through his ears, but he hadn’t the strength to fight through the pain and stand back up, he felt crippled… until a few seconds later, and the pain completely faded.

Winter stood up just as an arrow hit the boar from the side, stopping it mid charge. The boar angrily turned from Winter back towards Davoth, the source of the arrow, and rushed at him. With its back turned, Winter lunged up off his feet at the boar with his sword in front, stabbing the beast in its rear. It let out one final squeal of pain as the creature keeled over onto the ground, dead.

 


Small Forest Boar Slain!

You gain 4 Experience!



 

The notifications popped up quickly and he waved them away while regaining his composure.

“Whew, first monster down, that was easy!” Davoth grinned as he walked over to the boar.

“Easy? Are you kidding me? That thing hit like a truck. I thought I was going to die.” Winter rubbed his left arm.

“Nah you’re fine, you only took 22 damage ‘cause of your shield… wait a sec, what level pain level did you set the game to?” Davoth asked.

“To 10.” Winter shrugged.

“Are you insane? Not even the most hardcore players go above 50! You know that if the game detects your mind is in danger, it’ll force a logout right?” 

“I’m fine. I always wanted to know what it was like to break my arm 3 times in 15 seconds.” Winter shook his head. “Who designs this stuff?”

“You can change it once for free after making your character in the settings, you should bump it down a bit.” Davoth suggested.

“Nah, it’s fine, I get more experience like this right? I just gotta be more careful.” Winter shrugged. 

“Man, I’m sitting here trying to get you to like this game and you’re over there torturing yourself.” 

“Relax, it’s not that bad, seriously. So far the game’s pretty good. A lot more detailed than I was expecting.” Winter moved to stand over the dead boar. Despite all the stabbing and arrows, there was no blood present. “So what do we do with this thing?”

“Uh, if we had the right tools we could harvest it for meat and leather. Using the harvesting skill. You can grab them next time we’re in town.” Davoth shrugged. “Doesn’t look like it dropped anything, as expected of a level 1 monster.

“What about my health, how do I get it to go back up?” 

“It should regen at a rate of 1 a minute with our starting spirit, as long as you don’t take damage for a bit.”

“Okay, great. Let’s keep going for the copper.” Winter walked around the boar corpse in the direction they had been going.

“Hey, you’re starting to have fun, aren’t you?” Davoth grinned as he moved to keep up with his friend.

“Huh?” 

“You’re starting to get it, why this game is so awesome, right? I saw that little twinkle of determination in your eyes, the same one you get when the teacher hands out a test.” Davoth smirked.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. Let’s just go get some copper and make some money.” Winter played it cool, though deep down, he wasn’t hating the game as much as he expected. Perhaps he had been letting his anger towards his Dad cause him to miss out on something really fun, he thought to himself.

The two traversed through the forests over the next 2 hours, which in real time was only 30 minutes. During that time they encountered 12 more small boars. They weren’t actively seeking them out so the number was small, but after each fight Winter got more comfortable with using his shield and sword, and he adjusted to the bursts of 3 second pain he got from blocking.

During that time, he managed to use his sword enough and Davoth the bow to get the related weapon mastery skills.

 


Sword Mastery - Level 1 (Beginner)

Improves the damage you deal with swords and sword related techniques. Increase your chance to critically strike and reduces durability lost when dealing damage with a sword.

Sword Damage Bonus: 5%



 

“We’re still not even level 2 after killing 13 boars, huh?” Winter commented as they closed in on the Kalop hills. The density of the trees around them dropped significantly.

“Nope, we’re in a party after all so experience is being split. Also boars are just level one beasts so they don’t give much. We’re halfway to 2 though!” Davoth encouraged him. “Look, over there, that’s the place we’re looking for.” He pointed through the treeline at some elevated rocky terrain that rose up out of the forest. 

Seeing it, he broke into a sprint and Winter was forced to walk quickly to keep up. Once they broke the treeline they saw the rocky hills before them. The dirt of the forest transitioned to grey stony hills with patches of grass mixed in and a few odd trees still poking up. The hills varied in height making it difficult to see far in the distance, but towering over them further west was a large mountain range. 

They could hear the sound of stone clinks echoing throughout the hills. As they reached the top of the first hill they saw several other players with their pickaxes out, digging around in the stone and pulling out ore into their inventories. Most were between levels 1 and 5, just like they were. 

“Welcome to copper paradise! I’ve heard this is one of the best places to gather it, because this region has the lowest population. Way less competition. Low chance of finding high quality ore, but tons of it, so it's great for leveling mining.” Davoth cheered as he presented the hills to his friend.

Winter sheathed his sword and took his pickaxe out of his inventory, looking around on where to start. Watching the other players mine for a few moments, he got a good idea of what stones to go after in order to find copper, then scanned the area to find an area without any competition.

“Since you’re the one wanting to mine, how about you gather the ore for us and I’ll keep a look out for Rockjaws, okay?” Davoth suggested.

“Got it. I think there’s some this way.” Winter motioned to the spot he picked out. Once he got in front of the stone, he lifted the pickaxe and struck it down into the rock, causing the loud clanking sound to echo through the hills around him. 

            

    
        Chapter 5: Whistle While You Work

    
    
    
    
                
Acquired: Copper Ore [Quality: 1%]

 Acquired: Copper Ore [Quality: 0%]

 Acquired: Copper Ore [Quality: 1%]

 Acquired: Copper Ore [Quality: 2%]

 Acquired: Copper Ore [Quality: 1%]




 “All of this copper is low quality.” Winter sighed with disappointment.

 “What did you expect, we don’t have a mining skill yet. You’ll need to level it up if you want to get higher quality stuff. Without a skill of the appropriate level, you can’t get a quality above 3%.” Davoth commented, watching his friend sweat as he mined. 

 “So there’s no point mining until we get this quest done?” 

 “Eh, the experience is retroactive, so it’s not a waste. Once you get the skill, all the mining experience you accumulated beforehand will be added to your mining at once.” Davoth looked around the surroundings to double check for Rockjaws.

 “Perfect. Walking back and forth seems pretty inefficient.” Winter said between pickaxe swings. He looked to see his stamina dropping with each swing, and his hunger had dropped below 50%. “Any secret to getting my stamina back fast?” Winter asked.

 “It regens slowly whenever you relax for a few minutes. The regen rate is based on your hunger level and your stats.” Davoth replied as he continued to look out for Rockjaws to hunt.

 “Gotcha.” Winter pulled out one of the buns from his inventory, biting into it. He wasn’t sure what to expect from it flavor wise, but it tasted like freshly baked warm bread, surprisingly delicious. Before he knew it, he had finished eating and watched his hunger bar fill back up by 10 points, and after a few minutes of resting he was able to refill his stamina completely.

 “Not bad.” Winter stood up and stretched, then went back to mining the copper ore. He continued this for a good hour, getting a notification from the Sim Box that he’d been playing a long time without a break, but ignored it. Once he’d cleaned out all the ore out of one area he climbed to a high vantage point on the hills to find a new spot, and continued mining. 

 “Hey Davoth!” Winter called for him after about four hours of mining, climbing to the top of a hill.

 “Yeah!” He shouted back a few rocky hills away, running to reach his friend. “You finally get our 20 copper?” 

 “20? I’ve got closer to 200.” Winter bragged.

 “Seriously? We coulda headed back to turn in the quest hours ago?” He groaned.

 “Yeah but you said experience is retroactive right? Going back and forth is inefficient. I need your pickaxe.” Winter held his hand out expectantly.

 “What? Why?” 

 “Mine hit 0 durability, can’t mine with it anymore.”

 “Dude, you’re seriously going to keep mining? I’m already level 2. Check it out, I got a few copper ore to drop from the Rockjaws as well.” He took out 6 copper ore chunks from his inventory. “Hunting’s where the fun is at, this is an MMORPG!”

 “6 ore from hunting for 4 hours? Incredibly inefficient. Hand it over.” Winter wiggled the fingers of his outstretched hands at his friend.

 “You’re unbelievable.” Davoth sighed as he took out his pickaxe. “I finally get you to play and all you want to do is mine ore.”

 “I’m making money.” Winter proudly declared as he took the pickaxe and headed back down to another cluster of ore.

 “Well yeah, but I’m level two.” Davoth retorted as he headed off to find more Rockjaws. More time went by and the sun began to set in the simulated world. During the next stretch of his mining endeavor he got some benefits towards his stats.



 Attribute Up!: You’ve gained +1 Strength

 Attribute Up!: You’ve gained +1 Constitution




 Both increases helped raise his maximum stamina and make it easier to swing the pickaxe. After another few hours Davoth made his way back to check on Winter.

 “You’re still going at it? How much ore did you get?” Davoth asked.

 “Almost 600, my inventory’s getting full.” 

 “We should head back, you’ll get a decent level in mining from all this that’ll up the quality of the ore you’re getting.”

 “Yep, that’s the plan. The pickaxe will be done in about an hour. I-”

 “Eli, I made dinner.” He heard his mom's voice, she was speaking to him using the microphone outside the Sim Box.

 “I’ll be out in a minute. Sorry Davoth, gotta step out to eat. You head back and I’ll meet you in town.”

 “You gonna be alright heading back on your own? Monsters get tougher at night.” Davoth replied.

 “Yeah I’ll be fine.”

 “Alright cool, I’ll probably head off home too once I get back. But this was cool right? I mean, all you did was mine, but you down to play more tomorrow?” Davoth asked excitedly.

 “If this stuff really makes money, then sure why not. Beats a part time job and more scholarship interviews.” Winter shrugged.

 “Sweet! Catch you later.” Davoth grinned ear to ear. That was the last thing Winter saw before he hit the exit simulation button. His vision blanked for a moment. Once it came back to him he was looking at the top screen of the Sim Box, letting him know he’d been in simulation for just over 7 hours. He looked to his mom as the top of the Sim Box opened.

 “I saw you were playing it too, huh?” She grinned deviously. “What’d you think?” 

 “Derrick talked me into it, says there’s a way to use it to make some money so I figured I’d try it out.”

 “He finally got his own Sim Box?”

 “Nah they upgraded the Sim Box’s downtown, he’s using those. What’s for dinner?”

 “Your favorite! Spaghetti..” She lead him down the stairs and the scent hit his nose once he reached the bottom step. He didn’t realize how hungry he had gotten but when he saw the plates prepared he dove right into eating with his mom.

 “So will you be playing more?” She watched him curiously.

 “Yeah, I guess. Trying not to let the fact that David plays it get to me. You’re right about it being pretty damn incredible.”

 “What island did you start in?”

 “Kalmoore.” 

 “Aw, that’s way far from the one I picked. If you end up liking it we’ll have to get another Sim Box to play together.” She smiled.

 “You plan on playing more too?” 

 “Yup, had a lot of fun. My co-workers said they’d like to show off to me the houses they got in the game world.”

 “I always thought you hated playing video games, you never played with David.” 

 “Nah, I used to love them. That’s how we met. I just didn’t have much time and, honestly, it was tough playing with him after a while. He always took the games way too seriously for me, so I could never relax and enjoy them.”

 “If that’s the case, you should use the Sim Box. I’m not that into it.” Eli shrugged.

 “No, no it’s fine. I’m in no rush. Once we get you that tuition money to Equinor we can save up and get another. You have fun with your friends, you’ve been so focused on studying I was worried you forgot how.” 

 “Oh c’mon it’s not that bad.” 

 “Really? You’re reading books on rare diseases in your free time.” She motioned to his backpack and book that she’d already brought downstairs for him.

 “I find that stuff interesting.” Eli defended himself. His mother just raised a single brow in his direction to express her doubt. 

 “Once you finish your exams next week you’ll be home free. I don’t want you to spend the summer break worrying about me or money, so promise me you’ll try to enjoy your summer and have some fun.”

 “Yeah yeah, I’ll go drink alcohol, do drugs and have some one night stands with the other seniors. I promise.” He said with heavy sarcasm. His mother rolled her eyes at him. Once they finished eating he made his way back up to his dad's old office and stood in front of the Sim Box, waiting to choose a simulation to load.

 He thought about going into the Surgery Simulation to get some practice in, but the curiosity of how much money he’d make with all that copper got the best of him, and before he knew it he was back inside the game world, sitting atop a mound of stone in the Kalop hills. 

 While he had spent 45 minutes eating in realtime, that’d meant it had been 3 hours in the game world. Davoth was long gone from the hills. Winter saw his party had been disbanded and his friend was logged out.

 He took the chance to spend the last 5 points of durability on the copper pickaxe, clanging the stone under moonlight. He could hear the echoes of a few other late night miners at work, so he didn’t feel alone. 

 Once the durability broke, he stretched his back and arms and checked his inventory to see his haul. In total he managed to collect 683 copper ore, the highest quality piece he’d gotten was 3% and not many of them at that. 

 The next step was to take it back to the village and turn in the quest to see what mining level he’d gotten from all his hard work. He began the trek back in the dead of night, the sounds of owls hooting and crickets chirping all around him. Alone, he wasn’t particularly in the mood to fight anything so he did his best to avoid any rustling sounds in the brush of the forest.

 After about an hour and a half of walking he broke the treeline into the open fields around the village of Orm where he saw a strange gathering of 5 players, they had many small bright yellow lights floating all around them, illuminating their surroundings making it easy to spot them from far away.

 Winter didn’t think much of it as he walked towards the village, until he recognized one of them to be Swiftstar, the level 36. Swiftstar noticed Winter approaching and began pointing in Winter’s direction furiously.

 “There, that’s him! That’s Makarath’s son!” Swiftstar shouted out, causing the other 4 players to look at him. They walked over to him hurriedly and surrounded him. Winter knew something was up, but he wasn’t sure what his options were. He saw their names and levels, all of the other 4 were above level 50. Keldan, Shira, Rothrax, Medelon. They had high level armor and various types of weapons and equipment that looked well beyond what Winter was wearing. More importantly, he noticed a camera icon floating above Keldan’s head. He could only assume it had something to do with the live streaming feature the game had. 

 “You’re Winter, right? Son of the player Makarath?” Keldan spoke. He was a tall male human with wavy blonde hair that went around his ears, wielding a large white staff on his back. He wore very colorful decorative robes.

 “Who are these guys, Swiftstar?” Winter ignored Keldan and looked at the person he knew. Swiftstar didn’t reply to Winter, instead to Keldan. “It’s him. He said so earlier.” 

 “Good enough for me.” Keldan shrugged, waving his staff at Winter. Winter suddenly felt his body freeze up in place, paralyzed and unable to move. His body went numb, he could blink, see, and hear, but that was it. “Listen up, my fellow adventurers. Today, Justice will be served for those who have been trampled on by the Sages of Destiny guild. Here before us is the son of Makarath, the leader of the guild.” Keldan spoke as he began circling Winter, the others watched with smiles on their faces.

 “For all of you who were killed and pushed out of grind spots by those high level players, or had loot stolen from them, this is for you! Makarath, if you’re watching this, you should work harder to protect your poor weak little boy.” Keldan spoke with pride. Winter had a good idea of what was coming next. A giant fireball formed from Keldan’s staff and shot at Winter. For an instant, the pain was unbearable, until his screen went black.



 You have died.

 Login Restriction: 1h

(Reduced Login penalty due to player level)




The simulation ended and the Sim Box opened up, he sat in the chair annoyed for a bit as he looked at the screen. A bunch of high level idiots using him to get back at his dad. Whatever, he thought. Paying the price for not changing his appearance, he didn’t particularly care. He’d just find something else to do for an hour and then go back and check the copper prices.

He got up and headed to his bedroom. He had a small screen built into the wall beside his bed and pressed a few buttons on it to turn on music, then walked over to his exercise equipment and did a few stretches. He spent the next hour working out his muscles to make sure he stayed in shape, lifting weights and doing push ups until he worked up a sweat. Once he finished, he hopped in the shower, dried himself off, and headed to the Sim Box.

The time restriction was lifted, he could now log back in. Eli sat back into the Sim Box and started the simulation. Once it initialized and he’d gotten through the login screen, he awoke in front of a large white statue with angel wings. He was in a graveyard, it was still dark out but in the distance he could see the familiar buildings of Orm illuminated by lanterns lining the streets. 

He stretched his arms and legs to get used to his body again, double checking his status and inventory. Everything was exactly as before, no penalty for dying at level one. He strutted casually through the graveyard, noting the many high level Kalmoore guards present. He presumed they were to deter any would be corpse-campers.

When he arrived back at the village square he headed straight for the Craftsman Guildhall, stepped inside and saw that Hoggan was behind the desk, half asleep.

            

    
        Chapter 6: Efficiency is King

    
    
    
    
                Hoggan was snoring peacefully, face down on the desk as Winter approached. The Craftsman Guild hall was empty, but the furnace was still burning brightly, ready to be used for smelting by anyone who'd wander inside the building even at this late hour. Winter gently knocked on the desk next to Hoggan which shot him up from his slumber in an instant.

 “Huh, wha? Who’s there?” He looked around confused, rubbing his eyes as he regained his alertness. “Ah, ye’s back already. Brought the copper ore I trust?” Hoggan looked at Winter expectantly.

 “Yep.” He took out 10 ore and placed it on the counter. 



Quest Updated!


Quest: Deliver the Ore to Chief Miner Belthas in the basement of the Craftsman Guildhall of Orm Village.

Objective: Deliver the ore to Belthas 

Quest Giver: Hoggan the Craftsman

Reward: [Skill: Beginner Mining]

Difficulty: Easy

Restrictions: None




 “Great, this oughta make Belthas take ye’ seriously. Take this on down below and tell em you’d like to learn mining. He oughta sort ye out right quick.” Hoggan pointed towards the staircase leading to the basement.

 “Thanks.” Winter politely nodded, took the copper back into his hands and headed for the stairs. When he reached the bottom he saw another dwarf walking about, sorting through crates of metal bars. His name above his head read as [Chief Miner Belthas - Level 39]. The dwarf had long grey braided hair that was hard to differentiate from his beard, making his nose and eyes barely visible.

 “Excuse me sir, Hoggan sent me to learn mining.” Winter spoke, holding the ore out towards Belthas. Belthas stopped what he was doing and turned to look at Winter, then looked at the ore. 

 “Is that so? You think getting a bit of copper ore makes you ready to be a miner?” Belthas crossed his arms. “Any idiot can hit a rock and get some copper out of it. True mining is the art of finding the most precious, most valuable metals that the land has hidden from us. Extracting it with delicate care to preserve its raw purity, so that it can be used to forge mighty tools and weapons for all to use. Understand?” Belthas spoke with pride.

 “Yes, sir.” Winter felt as though he was talking to a professor, even though he knew it was an NPC. Belthas walked over and took the ore out of Winter’s hand, inspecting it one at a time. 

 “All of these are no good. But I can see you’ve got heart. When it comes to mining copper, it’s about checking the surrounding stone and chipping away at its surroundings cleanly. That way, you’ve got a chance to find some other useful stones as well, if you’re lucky you might even find some gems. Watch me.” Belthas took a large grey stone out of one of the crates and demonstrated how to pick at it with a nearby pickaxe he grabbed from a pile.

 Winter watched intently at the demonstration. He wasn’t quite sure if this was just an event he had to go through for the quest, or if he’d actually learn something about mining in this game from the dwarf, but he decided it best not to risk missing something by not paying attention. 

 “There, got it? You’re ready to start mining copper more effectively. But other ore is much more difficult. Once you’ve gotten the hang of copper, prove it to me and I’ll teach you how to get Iron.” He said as he finished the demonstration.



 Quest Complete!

 Skill Learned: Mining (Beginner)

 Level Up!: Your accumulated experience has increased your mining skill to level 4.


 Mining - Level 4 (Beginner)

Improves your efficiency and skill when mining ore. Higher levels increase your chance of finding rare gemstones and higher quality ore when mining any type of ore you’ve been taught how to mine properly. The chances vary depending on the difficulty of the ore being mined.

Ore Proficiencies: Copper


Quest: Mine 3 or more copper ore of 50% quality or higher and bring them to Chief Miner Belthas in the Craftsman Guildhall basement of Orm Village.

Objective: 0/3 Copper Ore Mined [Quality: 50%+]

Quest Giver: Chief Miner Belthas

Reward: [Mining Proficiency: Iron]

Difficulty: Easy

Restrictions: None




“Thank you for your instructions, I won’t let you down.” Winter said as he read over the notifications and headed back up the stairs. He was feeling quite proud of himself, level 4 already - but it was apparent leveling wasn’t something that happened fast in this game. His next stop was to see the value of his haul. 

Using the signs in town and guidance from the guards, he navigated the streets of Orm to find the Market Exchange Tracker, a specialized NPC that kept track of the value of items on other islands, updated once a day. He’d gathered that much information from asking around a few of the shops that were still open. 

When he found the building and entered to speak with the NPC, rather than get a menu that had the information he wanted, he was shown a collection of crates with scrolls, all labelled. He located the crate marked with ore, then singled out the scroll marked as copper. Once he unrolled the scroll, he saw a list showing the average selling price of copper ore on each island. His face was filled with disappointment.

Looking through the various islands it seemed that low quality ore would fetch 1s a piece. High quality went for 10s a piece. He did some quick calculations in his head. With 100 silver coins being worth one gold, that meant he’d gathered roughly 6 gold worth of copper. According to Derrick, 1 gold was worth 1 cent. He’d made 6 cents.

“Make money with this game? You kidding me?” He shouted out in disbelief. 

“Not with low quality copper, that’s for sure. Woof!” A familiar voice spoke from behind him. He turned to see Ruffily entering the building, though she headed for a crate that had weapon prices listed across the islands. Winter turned to look at her after putting the scroll away. 

“How would you do it?” He asked.

“Me? I’m not interested in that… but I imagine if you make the copper into items and sell them, and work your way up to higher level materials, you’d make money easy. Not a lot of players are selling high quality iron, and I don’t think anyone’s gotten high quality Mithril yet. There’s even a couple types of ore in the game encyclopedia that no one has found yet. High quality iron is where it's at right now though. Woof!” She said as she rolled out a scroll on Iron weapon values. “Most players are in that level range, and crafted stuff is usually better than the stuff the dungeon bosses drop. Woof! You make some high quality iron weapons and enchant them, you’ll be making at minimum 2000 gold per craft.”

“That’s like 20$. Is that hard to do?” 

“Lots of hard work, quests and grinding to get there. Woof! Enchanting is a crafting profession that can only be learned by a class that uses magic. Most people who learn magic classes don’t bother with leveling blacksmithing. You also need good hilt material from woodcutting and leatherworking, or silk from weaving. All of it really comes together. Woof! You can work with other crafters, or try to level it all yourself to make the most money, but that takes a lot of hard work.” 

“So it all depends on if its more efficient and profitable to make it all yourself, or if it's better to outsource some parts.” Winter put his finger to his chin.

“But crafting isn’t the only way to make money. You can make money doing almost anything. Hunting, building, performing, or getting a job as a knight or mercenary. Lots of guilds pay a lot for high level players to help in castle sieges. Woof!” 

“Got it, I’ll have to figure out the best method. Thanks again for all the information.”

“No problem, woof! You can add me to your friends list if you have any more questions. I’m happy to help out newcomers to Orm! Woof! The population is small so we gotta stick together!” She smiled while tapping her menu a few times until he got a friends request.

“Sure, let me know if I can help you with anything too.” Winter accepted and smiled back as he left the building.

Now that he knew it wasn’t worth to sell the raw ore, it was better to use it to start leveling crafts. In order to be self-sufficient, he first stopped by a few other shops to see what it took to make his own copper Pickaxes. 

Winter’s next step was to barter a good price on 50 copper. He was able to trade them to a farming player for 50 fresh apples that restored 20 hunger each, and ate a few to fill his hunger back up. He decided to go all out and get all of the available gathering professions after learning he’d need wood to make his own pickaxes. He started by trading in as much copper ore as necessary to get the funds for the tools.

By the time he’d gotten all he wanted done, he left the Craftsman Guildhall with 3 new gathering quests, and purchased 3 new tools. He’d gotten a quest to learn Woodcutting, Herbalism, and creature harvesting as well as bought a copper axe, a copper skinning knife, and another copper pickaxe. After his trading was done. He was left with 500 copper ore and 23 silver. 

The sun began to rise in the village of Orm as he headed to the western edge of the village. Before heading out he checked the simulation time, noting it was getting on past midnight in real time, and deciding to call it a day. He ended the simulation and stepped out of the Sim Box to hear the buzzing of an incoming phone call.

“What’s up?” Eli answered.

“You’re finally out, what’ve you been doing?” Derrick answered.

“Just messing around in Orm, why?”

“You were on the news. Keldan live streamed himself pking you, bragging to everyone that he killed Makarath’s son.”

“Oh yeah, that guy was really happy about that. Made a weird speech and everything. Jeremy’s fault.” Eli said nonchalantly.

“Keldan’s the top player at our school, he’s got a lot of fans. Sorry man, it’s my fault this happened.” Derrick apologized.

“Relax, who cares?” 

“Everyone online is making a big deal about it, everyone’s talking about how Makarath’s son started playing and are wondering how good you’ll be.” 

“Oh… people take this stuff way too seriously. I’m just trying to figure out how to make some money.” Eli yawned. “I don’t get any penalties for dying at level 1, right?”

“Nah, you don’t drop gear until level 6, and the logout penalty only goes up to 6 hours at level 6 too. They’re the ones who take a penalty. Pretty big one, since they killed an innocent level 1 player. They lose a lot of fame points.” Derrick reassured him.

“Then it's no problem if I stay level 1 right, no one will bug me? Unless they’re idiots.” 

“Hah, yeah I guess. You’re planning on staying level 1?” 

“Dunno, I’ll see. Gonna crash, let’s go again tomorrow.” Eli replied

“Ahhhh! I knew you’d have fun! Alright sweet, cya tomorrow.” He said with enthusiasm before hanging up. Eli plopped in his bed and fell asleep.

            

    
        Chapter 7: A Quick Study

    
    
    
    
                
 Eli stepped off the bus in front of his school the following morning, heading up the stone steps in front of the large 4 story building. It was built with more windows than walls, and crowded with other students driving up in their Autocars, stepping out, and letting their car automatically find a parking spot on its own. 

 Just before Eli could enter the school building he found himself cut off by a group of individuals. He recognized a few of their faces, not by name though.

 “Hey Winters, sorry about last night man.” A tall brown haired boy spoke, looking to be the leader of the group.

 “Last night?” Eli looked confused. He glanced between them for a second until he recognized Jeremy as one of the group and started to piece it together.

 “Yeah, we killed you outside of Orm, remember? Your Dad’s one of the top players, so we got tons of views for it. No hard feelings right?” 

 “Yeah no worries Kelman.” Eli shrugged him off and started walking around them.

 “Keldan. His name’s Keldan. You know? He’s kind of famous.” One of the girls in the group corrected Eli. 

 “Right, my bad, Keldan.” Eli responded.

 “Jeez, this guy. Acting like that just ‘cause he’s Makarath’s son.” Jeremy mumbled to the others, but Eli could still hear him. They misunderstood, he just genuinely didn’t care, but unfortunately he also didn’t care enough to correct them. 

 He noticed a lot more stares than usual as he walked through the halls making it to his first period class on the third floor. Instead of desks, the classroom was filled with smaller Sim Boxes, clearly an older model than the one Eli had at home. He took a seat in his Sim Box, leaving the top open and off to the side as other students entered.

 He saw one of Keldan’s posse enter the room, and noticed everyone who walked by had something to say while looking in his direction. He was starting to get an idea of what Derrick was trying to warn him about, but at the same time he couldn’t believe people really thought something like a level 50 player killing a level 1 player was worth mentioning. Eventually his teacher stepped into the room and the whispering stopped.

 “It’s the last week before your exams. We’ll be continuing with review and self study. If you have any questions about anything we’ve gone over during this semester, let me know and we’ll go over it together. Just because you’re almost done with school doesn’t mean you can mess around, so if I catch any of you in any game simulations you’ll have Sim Box privileges revoked.” The teacher addressed the class as he sat down. “Now get to it.” 

 Immediately after he finished talking, several Sim Boxes in the classroom closed. Eli pulled out of his bag the large user manual and encyclopedia books on The Shattered World Online, then opened the scanning tray for his Sim Box. He did his best to cover up what he was scanning in, and once it was done he slipped the books back into his bags and got comfortable, loading up the office simulation.

 He spent the entire day studying all of the details about the game he could at simulation speed 4. He finished learning the basics in the user manual fairly quickly before moving on to user created content. By picking through hearsay, some obviously bad advice, and various methods and guides players had put together, he was able to grasp the basics, though it was clear the game was still in its infantile state and it looked as though every day that new guides were popping up. The games economy revolved around rare materials and crafters, or rare items that dropped off of monsters. Bounties and hunting was profitable at high levels, but selling high quality, high demand items seemed to be the easiest, most lucrative option - both items related to fighting enemies as well as casual, decorative items for in-game houses or fashion. It unfortunately would require Eli to reach high levels in crafting to be able to make highly sought after items at low material costs, so the latter half of his study session was redirected towards the fastest ways to raise his crafting skill’s levels.

 Most of the advice pointed to either ‘hard work and grinding’ or a few expensive, hard to obtain equipment pieces found in dungeons that’d boost efficiency and experience gained for certain crafting skills, but when he dug deeper and looked at more obscure references, he stumbled upon a particular skill that seemed unbelievably good, but hardly mentioned. 

 On a forum for one of the many Shattered World News sites, a mage class player with an identifying spell made a post, claiming to have used identify on a Crusader class player and found him with an amazing passive skill no one had seen before. The skill was granting the Crusader 100% experience to all defensive and life skills, but -100% experience to all offensive skills.

 Most replies to the forum post thought the mage was making it up, but some of the reporters and admins on the site investigated it further, interviewing the Crusader a week later. He denied having such a skill, and another identify was used only to see that the Crusader had indeed no such skill.

 Eli was ready to move on, it wasn’t the first dead-end post he’d read already today, but the mage player continued to argue that he knew what he saw, and persisted in the investigation himself, even long beyond the point that others were reading or replying to the post.

 The mage revealed the level of the Crusader (31), his 3 deities he was worshipping for his divine power at the time (Certain divine based classes required you to worship at least 1 of the Shattered World fictional deities), and was able to find out the last few quests he had completed - noting one high level quest that required the Crusader to travel across the Unath Mountains, an uncleared, extremely high level region, of which the Crusader took almost a month to complete due to him suicide running through the zone, seeking out the safest path until finally finishing the quest.

 Eli thought on this information for awhile, doing his own research on the Unath Mountains, the deities, and possibly the quests, trying to see if such a skill did exist - if Eli could obtain it he’d be able to make a lot of money really quickly, then wouldn’t have to play the game so long or worry about a scholarship any longer. He slowly began to piece together a theory on the nature of the skill and how he might be able to obtain it - it seemed far fetched but he was eager to try it out.

 When the school day finished he headed out of the building, getting more awkward stares from strangers. Loitering in the front foyer he spotted the group of PKers huddled together. As he passed them he looked to see them staring back at him with stinkeyes, still not really sure what was going on, but in that moment he accidentally walked into another student carrying a stack of SimBox discs, knocking them out of her hand.

“Ah, sorry, sorry about that.” He apologized, looking to see the young lady who’d fallen on her bottom, the discs scattered about. He heard a few chuckles from onlookers, the girl looked up at him in shock. He recognized her from some of his classes, she was short and on the heavy size, braces on her teeth with long black hair. He politely reached down to help her stand back up, she quickly took his hand while her face turned red.

Without asking, he quickly gathered the SimDiscs he had knocked out of her hands, they looked like miniature CD’s locked in clear plastic flat boxes. As he picked them up, Derrick arrived in the foyer and joined in.

“Sup Eli.” He said as he gathered a few discs, the girl watching in silence. 

“Hey.” He gave a nod to Derrick, handing the stack of SimDiscs to the girl. “Sorry about that,” he apologized again. “I wasn’t looking where I was going.” She took them and nodded, making a weird mmph sound.

“You ready to continue the adventure in Orm?” Derrick grinned. 

“Yeah. I have an idea of what I want to do now.” Eli replied as the two walked off, the girl remaining stationary for a moment. She looked as though she wanted to speak, but nothing came out by the time they walked out of the building.

“Oh really? What’s the plan?” 

“You might not like it much.” Eli warned him.

“No chance. Anything we do is gonna be fun in that game. Oh man!” Derrick squealed with excitement. “I’m gonna run to the Sim Center, see you in game!” He ran off from Eli down the street.

“It’s faster to take the bus!” Eli shouted out to him.

“Not when you run as fast as I do!” Derrick replied from a few meters away as he ran along the sidewalk. Eli just shook his head at him.


He got home, took his shoes off and headed straight upstairs just as his mother was stepping out of the capsule.

“I timed it just right!” She smiled as she saw him. “How was your day?” 

“Great. You were playing? Do you want to play more?” Eli asked.

“No no, I’ve been there all day. I’ve got some errands to run. You go ahead and have fun.” She replied while walking past him. “Don’t forget to wipe it down when you’re done. Don’t want it to get all smelly.” 

“Got it.” Eli replied. As he recalibrated the SimBox he thought about what it’d be like to play with his mom, and started making plans to spend the first batch of money on her, if he was able to make any. Once the simulation loaded, his eyes went blank for a moment, and afterwards he was standing at the front of Orm village.

It was a lot busier than he’d remembered, and the moment he logged in he noticed a lot of players around looking for him. They all started pointing at him and whispering. He’d anticipated a reaction like this to some extent, but ignored it for now - he had a plan. He checked his friends list to see that Ruffily was online but Davoth was not. 

His first stop was inside the village of Orm. He travelled towards the graveyard he’d revived at the night before where a small nearby wooden church was built with a bright white star carved out of white stone sat on the top of the bell tower. Many players watched as he entered inside, some followed him in to see what he was doing. They tried to be stealthy about it, but it was way too obvious. 

He didn’t waste any time idling about, he walked straight to the back of the church where the head priest, a human female with long black curly hair was standing. She wore dark robes adorned with a white star symbol stitched on the front, standing behind a podium on an elevated platform at the back of the church, the white text above her head reading [Priestess Clara - Level 41].

“Excuse me, Priestess Clara, could I bother you for a moment of your time?” Winter asked politely, other players that followed him in began taking seats randomly on the pews that lined the small building.

“How may I help you, young one?” She replied with a heavenly smile, looking him in the eyes.

“I would like to walk in your footsteps and follow the path of the light.” 

“I see, that is wonderful news. There are many gods and goddesses that can guide you on the path of light. Are you sure the Goddess Eirene is the right choice for you?” 

“Yes, I have studied her peaceful nature and wish to help spread her ways throughout the Shattered Islands. I believe that her teachings will be what will lead us into a brighter future.” Winter replied - he’d read that lines like these were the best way to impress the Goddess Eirene NPC’s. Clara looked impressed by his words, she stepped down from the elevated platform to stand right in front of him.

“I see.” She spoke while taking his hands in her own. “I can sense in your heart that you have not done any evil deeds. You must know that Goddess Eirene does not condone actions that would bring harm to the good creatures of the Shattered Islands. If you were to take such actions, you will find yourself abandoned by her light and guidance.” Clara spoke softly.

“I understand, I would never do something to disappoint her.” Winters bowed politely.

“Very well.” Clara smiled after a short pause. “If you wish to gain her favor, you must prove your kindness first. The Rostan family that lives on the outskirts of Orm have a daughter who has recently fallen ill. The medicine needed to cure her illness is made from the Poporon flower, but it only grows deep in the Greybone Forest to the south. If you were to retrieve it and cure this young girl, I can guarantee that Goddess Eirene will smile upon you.” Priestess Clara replied, and a notification popped up.



Quest: Gather 5 Poporon flowers from within the Greybone Forest, south of Orm village, for Priestess Clara of the Church of Eirene.

Objective: 0/5 Poporon Flowers Gathered

Quest Giver: Priestess Clara

Reward: [Class: Priest][Deity: Eirene]

Difficulty: Average

Restriction: Must not have chosen a class yet. 

Additional Info: Once you have chosen a class, you can not change it. Deity-related classes are able to change Deities if certain conditions are met, or in some cases worship multiple deities. 




 Once he accepted the quest he could hear a few murmurs from the nearby players watching him.

 “Makarath’s son is going for the priest beginner class?”

 “You think he’s going to go cleric or paladin at intermediate? Or maybe crusader?” 

 “Why’d he go with Eirene? Zeus and Odin have churches in Orm, they’re way stronger aren’t they?” The whispering went on as he walked through the rows of pews out of the church. Once outside he saw more odd onlookers of varying levels as he made his way towards the southern forest.

 “Yo, Winter, you ready to go?” Davoth messaged him through the in-game communicator.

 “Yeah, I’ll meet you at the south side of the village, I got a quest.” 

 “I know, Goddess Eirene right? One of the people following you is streaming for a major gaming outlet. Apparently people want to see what Makarath’s son is going to do.” Davoth groaned back. “So you’re going to play a priest? What intermediate class are you going for?”

 “Secret.” Winter replied.

 “Fine, be like that.”

 “I have a weird request though. I want you to stay out of my party and kill all the monsters for me. I’ll only block damage for you, alright?” Winter asked as he spotted Davoth in the village square and moved to walk beside him, so they could stop using the friend chat system.

 “You realize you’re not going to get any experience unless you do damage or you’re in my party, right?” Davoth replied.

 “Yep. If I stay level 1 long enough, these guys are sure to buzz off eventually. And I don’t need to level up my character to level up skills until they reach level 30.” Winter replied.

 “I gotcha. Still sounds kinda boring, but whatever. That’s almost like you’re power leveling me.” Davoth grinned. The two arrived at the south end of the village and continued through the farm fields until they reached the forest to the south. A few players continued to pursue them from a distance, but Winter was anticipating as much.

            

    
        Chapter 8: The Interview

    
    
    
    
                 “Boar incoming!” Davoth called out. Winter was in the middle of pulling cotton from a cotton plant growing in a small clearing of the forest, but looked up to see a small boar charging at them from the nearby brush. Davoth shot two arrows into the boar before it got close, at which point Eli jumped in front with his small shield and blocked the beast’s charge. It knocked him back off his feet and the pain was excruciating, but he was getting used to it. 

During that time Davoth was able to land two more arrows and finish off the boar.



Level Up!: Shield Mastery reached level 2!




“Finally, it leveled up.” Winter said as the pain faded. He pulled out the skinning knife and began using it on the dead boar. 

“I just hit level three.” Davoth smiled proudly. “You sure it’s alright I hog all the monster experience?” 

“Yep.” Winter spoke without hesitation.

“Alright, I’ll go pull some more boars.” Davoth shrugged as he scanned the surrounding forest for more targets. After a few seconds of using the skinning knife, Winter was able to get a few notifications.



Acquired: Small Boar Leather [Quality: 1%]

Acquired: Chunk of Boar Meat [Quality: 0%]

Quest Complete! Return to Hoggan the Craftsman




“That’s one down…” He mumbled to himself, standing up as the boar corpse vanished. He looked around to see 2 players still following them from a distance wearing high level armor, both had the camera icon above their heads. Shaking his head to himself he made his way back to the bunch of cotton plants growing in the forest clearing. He carefully picked them one by one, getting low quality cotton after low quality cotton until he finished the herbalism quest as well. 

Next up was the woodcutting quest. He pulled out his copper axe and looked for the easiest trees to chop down. Having no experience with it, it took him a while to get the 10 pine logs he needed, but eventually he got them all in between blocking for Davoth.

As the 10th tree fell over and he could finish cutting off the excess branches to get a log, he got a notification that his Woodcutting quest was completed. 

“Davoth, I’m done here.” He called out into the forest, prompting Davoth to rush back. 

“Good, I’m tired of boars. Next stop is Greybone Forest, right?” Davoth smiled.

“Yup.” Winter nodded. With a skip in his step, Davoth led the way further south into the forest, the streaming players following close behind. It was another two hours of walking south before they reached their destination. Along the way they made sure to kill any boars for leather and meat, chop any wood and gather any cotton or other useful herbs. 

The trees and brush around them changed abruptly when they stepped into the Greybone Forest. The tree bark turned grey and withered, the plantlife browned and darkened. Webs strung about from tree trunk to tree trunk, and the sounds of birds singing and insects chirping was replaced by an ominous howling wind.

“What are we looking for again?” Davoth spoke with an uneasy tone. 

“Something called a Poporon flower. No idea what it looks like.” Winter said as he navigated around the forest, avoiding stepping on strange spiky looking weeds that had broken through the ground and coiled themselves around fallen tree branches. 

“I don’t think any flowers grow here.” Davoth drew an arrow out and held it near his drawstring. The dead and dried leaves crunched underneath their feet with every step as the ominous howling continued, but they could hear the sounds of the streaming players still following along behind them, whispering commentary about their gameplay. Winter couldn’t imagine anyone would enjoy watching what they were doing.

“There, that should be it.” Winter motioned to a small 4 petaled flower growing inside the skull of a dead beast. His game interface indicated that the flower was an unknown herb. “Watch my back.” He said to Davoth who nodded. Winter cautiously walked up to the skull, it looked to be a humanoid type skull but with a large snout. As he got close enough and leaned in to pick the flower, suddenly the skull began to rattle as the bones around it collected, levitating into the air until it formed into a skeletal figure. [Brittle Skeleton - Level 7]. 

He put up his shield just in time to block the creature as it slashed out with its sharp finger bones, while Davoth fired off an arrow. The arrow hit but did reduced damage to its bony form. Even though Winter took 6 points of slashing damage, he didn’t feel any of the pain. Instead the shield lost 1 durability and had a huge set of scratches in it. 

“You might need to help me with this one.” Davoth said as he pulled back another arrow and shot it.

“Nope, no way. If I help then I’ll hit level 2.” Winter replied.

“What’s so bad about hitting level 2?” 

“Goes against my plans.” Winter replied as the creature scratched at him again. He blocked it once more, losing another 7 health and 1 more durability on his shield. Davoth let out a frustrated groan as he started firing arrows more rapidly. They were doing hardly any damage, but the skeleton was being whittled down little by little. The exchange of blows continued until finally the Brittle Skeleton collapsed into pieces on the ground. 

Winter was left with only 24 health remaining, and his shield was sitting at 8 durability, while Davoth reached level 4 for killing the creature. The two were gasping for air and put their hands on their knees to recover.

“Let’s not do anything else until my Health and Stamina are back up.” Winter said as he bit into an apple.

“Agreed.” Davoth replied, looking to see his stamina was low as well. Both took out some fresh apples from their inventory and started eating as they heard the sound of footsteps approaching. They looked to see 2 players, both in the level 30’s with camera icons above their heads. One was a female with wavy brown hair wearing silver chainmail and a large hammer on her back, the other was an excited young lizardfolk with leather armor and dark green scales.

“Excuse me, my name is Samathara and I’m streaming with S-World News, do you mind if we take a moment of your time?” The female asked, holding her hand out to greet them both with a smile. Winter and Davoth politely shook her hand and the Lizardfolk’s as well.

“And I’m Zekor from Virtual Gaming Network.” The Lizardfolk spoke. Davoth looked to Winter to let him reply.

“Sure, why not.” Winter shrugged.

“Great. Many viewers and fans of Makarath have been wondering, what made you decide to choose Kalmoore Island as your starting location?”

“Uhm…” Winter looked to Davoth, then to Samathara. “No reason, I guess.” 

“Many people are theorizing that Makarath told you to start here because there was something about the Kalmoore region that people didn’t know about. This is causing many new players to choose this island as well, even though it was very unpopular until now. Can you share your thoughts on this?” Zekor asked with enthusiasm.

“No, I don’t talk to him. People should start wherever looks most interesting to them.” He replied bluntly. Both the interviewers looked at each other nervously, which almost made Davoth burst out laughing, but he held it in. 

“D-do you feel a lot of pressure on you, knowing how powerful your father is in The Shattered World Online?” Samathara asked nervously.

“Not really, that guy can do whatever he wants.” Winter shrugged.

“Uh… it appears you took the quest to take on the priest class, could you tell us a little about what intermediate path you are planning to take?” Zekor whispered back.

“Don’t know yet.” 

“Why did you decide to go with the Goddess Eirene? Many people believe her to be the weakest deity for worship-based classes.”

“I thought the symbol on the church looked really cool.” Winter replied with fake enthusiasm. Both the interviewers pulled back for a second and whispered to each other.

“Is he really Makarath’s son?” Samathara asked Zekor under her breath.

“That’s what all our information says.” Zekor whispered back, but sounded unsure. “Do you have any plans to join the Sages of Destiny guild in the future?” 

“Nah.” Winter took a big bite of an apple, making sure to chew loudly.

 “W-well then. Thank you very much for your time, do you mind if we continue to broadcast your adventures? Many viewers are interested in seeing what you’ll be doing to get stronger.”

 “Go for it.” Winter gave them a thumbs up.

 “Good luck on your quest. I promise you’ll barely notice us.” Zekor added, the two awkwardly bowed and backed away from them. “He’s either a complete noob, or he’s trolling us.” Zekor whispered to Samathara, who nodded back. Once they were gone, Davoth and Winter looked at each other and Davoth shook his head with a giant grin, letting out a quiet chuckle.

 “I’ve got a good show for them planned.” Winter winked at Davoth as he stood up and moved to the skeleton corpse. He carefully harvested a flower out of the skull and collected a few of the bones that might be useful for crafting. 

 “Good news, it’s the flower I needed.” Eli said when he finished gathering.

“4 more like that?”

 “Yep.” Winter nodded. The two continued their search for the remaining flowers, spotting out each one hiding inside the skull of a creature. Knowing what to expect now, they were able to plan out each encounter and kill the skeletons from a distance, minimizing the damage taken, but during the fight with the last skeleton Winter had his shield break and become unusable.



Quest Complete! Return to Priestess Clara

Level Up!: Shield Mastery reached level 3!

Wooden Shield’s durability has reached 0 and is unusable until repaired.




“We heading back to Orm now right? I’m about out of arrows. Good experience though.” 

“Yup, all four of the quests are done.” Winter said proudly. “This thing is useless though, I’m gonna keep gathering wood on the way back.” He chucked the broken shield on the ground. The two made the long trek back through the forests north towards the village of Orm. Along the way Winter made sure to chop down any trees for more logs and gather any usable cotton and other herbs, and in the end they arrived back in Orm with quite the haul. 

He’d managed to get 50 Pine Logs, 80 cotton, 40 boar leather and meat, and an assortment of a few other alchemy based herbs. All the while the two broadcasters followed behind him. After the 2 hours of walking was up and the sun began to set, Winter couldn’t help but feel a little bit sorry for them for having the job of just following him around all day.

“I’m really feeling the bow, I might head to Kalmoore city to find a good class trainer and do my class quest too. You wanna tag along?” Davoth stretched once they entered the village square.

“Nah, I’m gonna hang around here and do some stuff. It’ll probably take a few days so you’d be better off leveling without me to be honest.” Winter replied.

“You sure? I mean I talked you into the game, I can stick around and help out.”

“It’s fine, you should go have fun. I’m gonna try out some ideas I got from reading guides today. It should get rid of the Makaroth fan club too.” Winter motioned to the two streamers tailing behind them at a distance still. 

“Alright, sounds good. Let me know if you need a hand!” Davoth replied as he waved and headed off. Winter stretched his arms and neck, smiling to himself as he made his way towards the church of Eirene.


            

    
        Chapter 9: Showmanship 

    
    
    
    
                 Winter walked into the small wooden church of Eirene to see standing at the back just as he’d left her, Priestess Clara. Upon entering the building she looked up to him with a smile.

 “You’ve returned. Have you brought with you the Poporon flowers?” She stepped forward towards him. Winter took the flowers out of his inventory and held them out towards her.

 “Yes, they’re here.” 

 “Thank you, you have done a great service in the name of the Goddess Eirene. Her light shines upon you, should you choose to walk her path.”



Quest Completed!

Warning: This quest will change your class to Priest. This decision cannot easily be undone without a full character reset. Are you sure you would like to become a Priest?

Accept  Decline




 “The moment of truth, will Makarath’s son follow through with the quest? Or will he change his mind and go for another class?” Samathara said in a whisper as she stepped into church with Zekor, both staring intently at the interaction. Winter rolled his eyes and hit accept.



Congratulations! You have chosen the class Priest!

Skill Learned: Minor Heal (Beginner)

Skill Learned: Smite (Beginner)

Deity Skill Learned: Gentle Touch


Minor Heal - Level 1 (Beginner)

Restores a small amount of health to a target, must remain still while casting. Amount healed and mana cost increase with levels.

Cast Time: 2s

Cost: 15 Mana

Range: 5m

Effect: Restores 20 health to a friendly target of your choice.


Smite - Level 1 (Beginner)

Shoot a bolt of holy energy in a line, dealing holy damage to the first target hit. Deals double damage to undead, demon, and dark creatures. Damage and mana cost increase with levels.

Cast Time: 2s

Cost: 10 mana

Damage: 10


Gentle Touch - Passive

Deity: Eirene

Improves the effectiveness of all non-combat related skills by 10%

Restriction: This skill is lost if the favor of Eirene is lost.




 “I’m happy to have another to follow in her holiness’s footsteps. I’m afraid I have bad news though. The illness that has affected the Rostan Family has now spread to other villagers, and I suspect foul play. I would like for you to investigate the cause of the sickness.”



Quest: Priestess Clara would like you to find out what is causing the spread of illness in the village of Orm.

Objective: 0/1 Orm Investigation Complete

Reward: [Vestments of Eirene], +100 Favor with Goddess Eirene

Difficulty: Average

Restriction: Limited to classes: Priest.




 He hit accept, the quest didn’t sound too difficult.

 “I’ll do my best.” Winter bowed politely before heading out of the church. He had one last step to complete in his plan before he returned to the Craftsman Guild hall though. At this time the sun had set but the crowds in Orm village continued to grow. He stopped by a random merchant to pick up a new wooden shield for 5 silver coins as he made his way through the village square.

 After equipping it he made his way along the western road out of the village and headed straight to the tree line in the dead of night. He heard murmurs from the two streamers behind him about how dangerous it was for a level 1 player to fight monsters alone at night because of monsters becoming more deadly when the sun set, and he could only smile to himself knowing the show he was about to put on. 

 It didn’t take long for him to find his first young boar. He got its attention by yelling at it, while Samathara and Zekor used illumination spells to light up the area around him so they could record more easily. 

 The boar charged at Winter with all its might and slammed into his shield. He blocked it and was sent back off his feet, then drew his sword. He took a swing wide at the boar and missed, hitting dirt instead, and the boar gave him a swift hind kick to his shield knocking him back once more.

 “What’s he doing?” Zekor whispered as they watched. Winter pretended to struggle to compose himself as the boar came at him again, and again, while he constantly swung wide and missed the boar, dealing no damage, until his health got dangerously low, 4 health left.

 “Is this guy seriously about to die to a boar?” Samathara asked in disbelief.

 Winter gripped his sword tightly, held his shield in front of himself, and let out an enormous battle roar, giving one last desperate charge at the boar as the creature matched his enthusiasm with a loud squeal, crashing its head into Winter’s shield, dealing 6 damage and killing him.



 You have died.

 Login Restriction: 1h

(Reduced Login penalty due to player level)



 The Sim Box opened up. Eli climbed out and stretched his muscles as he headed downstairs to see his mom watching television. On the screen was a live stream of his character in the Shattered World Online through the perspective of the streamers.

 “Sweetie? What are you - I’m watching you on TV. Does that mean…?” His mother said worriedly as she looked between Eli and her TV screen.


 “It’s not looking good for Winter, he hasn’t even been able to land a single blow on this boar and his health is getting dangerously low!” The commentator's voice said on the screen, he recognized it as Zekor’s voice. 


 “Their livestream editing team is impressive, they’ve almost got the simulation speed 4 edited up to realtime.” Eli noted.

 “They fast forward and slow down a lot. It’s pretty hard to watch without a SimBox viewer.” His mom complained. 

 

 “One more hit and it could spell the end of Winter.” Samathara commented. He heard himself roar loudly as he made his final charge at the boar, then watched as the boar killed him.


 “Oh no!” His mom cried out at the scene. “Oh I’m so sorry sweetie, are you okay?”

 “Mom relax, I’m fine, I died on purpose.” Eli reassured her. “Want me to make dinner?”

 “Why would you go and do that?” She asked worriedly.

 “I’m trying something out. I’ll make something.” He answered his own question as he headed to the kitchen. “If you want to jump into the game you can, I just need to log in every hour to die.”

 “What the heck are you trying to do? Did I raise a masochist?” She called through the house, a hint of sarcasm in her voice. “Alright, let me know when dinner is ready.” She added as she got up from the couch and headed upstairs to the Sim Box. 

 As he began to cook he heard that the TV was left on and the interviewers continued to talk about him.


 “Are we sure this is really Makarath’s son?” Zekor asked.

 “Absolutely, our sources have confirmed it. It seems like the old saying, like father like son, just doesn’t apply here.”

 “It’s practically night and day. If we look back on the earliest footage of Makarath we see at level 1 he was fighting groups of 10 enemies at once without any trouble. I can’t imagine how he’s feeling after seeing his son fall to just a single boar.”

 “Unfortunately it looks like the player Winter isn’t anything special. He’s far below average, I’d go as far as to say he’s a complete noob. 

 “That goes against our original theory from our interview earlier today. We had suspected he was either a beginner, or a sarcastic guy. It looks like our questions have been answered. There is still the possibility of him trying something unusual though. As some viewers are pointing out, his sword swings seemed way too theatrical. We’ll continue to follow him a bit longer to make sure we uncover the truth.

 Stay tuned in 4 hours Simulation time, 1 hour real time, to find out. Is the player Winter, the son of the top player Makarath, truly a complete noob? Or is he hiding something?” Zekor said anticipatory.


 The broadcast switched over to advertisements after that. Eli just grinned to himself, wondering just how long they’d stick around, knowing what he was planning to do. If his theory on that mystery skill was right, he would have to die as much as the Crusader had died on his high level quest. Knowing that the Crusader had taken almost 3 weeks to finish the quest, in tandem with the fact that the death lockout time goes up by 1 hour per level, until the maximum 6 hours at level 6, he theorized the Crusader had died around 50 times without having killed or attacked a single monster. 

 After reading the deities the player worshiped, it only made sense to Eli that the mystery skill’s nature, and the circumstances under which it was obtained, was related to the goddess of Peace, Eirene. He could only hope his theory was correct, but luckily since he had kept himself at level 1, he could tack on deaths much more quickly than the level 31 Crusader had. 

 “Too theatrical, huh. I’ll have to tone that down a bit so no one gets suspicious.” He mumbled to himself. He finished making dinner after 45 minutes and got his mother out of the Sim Box to eat together. Once they were done, he hopped back into The Shattered World Online after reassuring his mom he’d be back out in a minute.

 He logged in standing in front of the familiar white statue in the graveyard, seeing that Zekor and Samathar were both already waiting for him along with other curious onlookers. He pulled out his sword and put on an angry expression.

 “That bastard boar.” He grumbled furiously, loud enough so that the streamers could hear him. He charged through the streets of Orm back to the forest to the exact same spot he had died, and sure enough the same boar was rustling around in the bushes. 

 “I’m back for revenge, you damn beast!” He shouted out, only afterwards realizing he’d been a bit too dramatic. The boar was drawn to his voice and charged at him. Another intense battle ensued. At least, Winter did his best to make it look intense. He pretended to have the boar knock the sword out of his hand, then slam him around a few times until eventually he fell over again, dead. 



 You have died.

 Login Restriction: 1h
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He hopped out of the Sim Box and ran downstairs to see his performance on TV, his mother passing by him to take his place in the game, but as she did she looked at him like he was crazy.

            

    
        Chapter 10: Pacifism

    
    
    
    
                “I’ve never seen a boar knock a sword out of a player's hand before. Perhaps this boar is secretly much more powerful than the others?” Zekor asked, trying to keep the broadcast interesting as Winter got tossed around by the level 1 beast.

“No, no... it’s just a typical boar.” Samathara sighed.

“Based on the expressions Winter is making, many viewers have pointed out that it’s likely he’s set his pain level to 10. Still, it doesn’t explain his horrible swordsmanship.”

“My 5 year old sister was able to stab boars on her first day, honestly this is just pathetic. Pain level 10 or not.” 

“Either way, it looks like he’s getting a lot of shield mastery experience. Uh oh, one more blow and he’ll be done for again!” Zekor shouted out.

 Eli watched his avatar on the television charge at the boar once more, get hind kicked across the forest into a tree, and die. 

“Aww dang. Poor guy, he just can’t seem to take out that boar. It’s a shame his friend isn’t still around to help him.”

“I wonder if he’s going to give up.”

“I hope so.” Samathara groaned. 

“It looks like we’ll be taking another break, tune in while we join Black Phoenix’s grind team in the Darklight Caverns, and we’ll be back with more on Winter’s great boar duel.” Zekor tried his best to hype the situation before it switched back to commercials.


“Seriously, they’re still going to keep going?” Eli shook his head in disbelief. An hour went by, he logged in, swore vengeance on the boar, went back to the forest, and repeated the process, dying a 3rd time.


“Should I just kill the boar for him? I honestly feel bad at this point.” Samathara commented as he went back to watch his third death, on the TV he was able to catch his last moments thanks to the delay.

“No way, this is no longer a simple fight with a boar. This is a battle with a man’s pride on the line. Even after losing twice, Winter doesn’t give up. He may completely suck at this game compared to his father, but you have to admire his spirit. Come on Winter, we’re rooting for you!” Zekor cheered in a whisper. 

“The audience seems to agree.” Samathara pulled up a window showing the SimBox chat that went along with their livestream. It was filled with encouraging messages along the lines of ‘You can do it Winter!’ ‘Don’t give up!’ ‘Show that boar who’s boss!’.

“It’s getting down to the wire now, he’s getting low on health. All he needs to do is land 4 good hits with his sword and that boar is done for!” Zekor cheered.

“At a certain point, you have to wonder, why isn’t he healing himself or casting smite?”

“Maybe he doesn’t know how to use his spells. Uh oh, here it comes!” Zekor cringed his eyes shut as Winter went flying up into a tree from a hind kick, dying again. “Damn it. I was really hoping for him that time.”

“I think we need to face the facts. This guy is hopeless.” Samathara said.

“No way. With his fighting spirit, I’m sure he’ll come out on top.” Zekor clenched his fists. “Place your votes in the chat now for round 4, who will win? Winter the Brave? Or the Demon Boar! We’ll find out in 1 hour.” It cut to commercials again.


“Still not?” Eli commented. The process repeated several more times. After his 5th death, the sun rose in the Shattered World and the streets of Orm were lined with spectators cheering him on, players were offering him special equipment to help him kill the boar, such as copper swords with beast slaying enchantments. Even Ruffily gave him her newest high quality shield for free after admitting she was watching the broadcasts. It was getting way out of hand, he had hoped they would leave him alone after seeing him die so often, but it was having the opposite effect. 

 After his 6th death his mom had gone to sleep, and at around the 7th death the people cheering him on started mocking him and telling him to give up. On the 8th death, the broadcasters hosted an interview with a staff member of The Shattered World Online discussing whether or not boars were too dangerous as beginner monsters. The number of spectators died down and the enthusiasm around the event was dispersing. It looked like the broadcasters and viewers were finally getting tired of watching him die pathetically to a level 1 boar. On the 9th death, there was no broadcast and it was getting into the AM, but Eli had figured he had a lot more dying to do to prove his theory was right or wrong. 

 Knowing the next days of class would just be self study, he was able to talk his mother into letting him skip them. He continued up through the next day as well. death, after death, after death. At the 25th death he started to seriously doubt his theory, but he wasn’t one to give up part way through. The broadcasters had popped in again from time to time, once reporting that an unaware player had killed the boar that he’d been fighting - they made a show out of it but Eli just found another one. 

He used his time in between the lockouts to try and get some shut eye, and got worried calls from Derrick but Eli assured him he knew what he was doing. Derrick doubted him but let him be and kept playing in his own way, he seemed to think that Eli was making a joke out of the game and sounded a bit disappointed the longer it dragged on.

The interviewers on the broadcasts made several attempts to reach out to his father for a word, or perhaps have Makaroth come and help out his son for a big broadcasting event, but his father was busy live streaming his own dungeon clearing which had tens of thousands of viewers on its own. Eli figured there was no way that by now his father hadn’t heard about what was going on though. He couldn’t help but grin, thinking how David would have to explain that he’d abandoned his son and wife for the game, so had no relation to him anymore. That alone kept Eli motivated to push on.

As the 50th death approached that Thursday evening though, Eli began to get nervous. There was no guarantee his theory was correct, he may have just made a fool of himself in front of all his friends, classmates, and the world, and have nothing to show for it. A sensation of doubt and uncertainty began to creep in as he walked up to a boar for the 50th time. With no broadcasters around, he didn’t bother putting on a show, and just sat down to let the boar wail on him until he died.



You have died.
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He climbed out of the Simbox and began nervously pacing around the room. His idle hands led him to start cleaning things around the house aimlessly, things that clearly didn’t need cleaning. By the time he was done, the Simbox looked brand new. His mind raced about what would happen when he logged in. Would he have a quest to get the skill, or would he have it learned already? What if 50 deaths wasn’t enough, does he keep going until he hits 75, or does he give up? Was he wasting precious time that he could have been using to make money already in the game, or would this be worth while? Why did he follow through with the random words of a mage on a forum post that no one else believed? He had read over the post multiple times now, the name of the mage deeply ingrained in his mind. Aros, a level 45 mage. It was based on Aros’ determination to prove he was right, that Eli set out on this endeavor. 

The long hour ended, and the login restriction was lifted, but Eli didn’t jump in right away. He took a deep breath outside of the Simbox, then slowly sat inside and began the simulation, his heart racing from anxiety. After the bright flashes of light, the simulation began, and he found himself standing once more in the graveyard, but a notification was waiting for him, indicating he had acquired a new skill. 

His heart skipped a beat, he couldn’t help but shout out for joy, jumping in the air, which was not well received by the other players logging in at the graveyard after having met their own demise’s. He hastily touched the notification to open his skill window and read it. 



Pacifism - Passive

Deity: Eirene

A blessing granted to those who refuse to cause harm to others even in the face of certain death. 

Effect: Increases Experience Gained by 100% for all non-offensive skills. Reduces experience gained by 100% for all Offensive attacks and skills.

Restriction: This skill is lost if the favor of Eirene is lost. This skill is removed permanently if you cause harm to any creature or player in the Shattered World,




 A gigantic grin grew across Winter’s face. He reached his hands out, intertwined his fingers with one another and cracked his knuckles as he looked in the direction of the Crafting Guild Hall. 

 “Time to start playing.” He said to himself. 

            

    
        Chapter 11: Fruits of Labor

    
    
    
    
                 Despite being exhausted from his intermittent sleep schedule the past few days, he was hit by a second wind and felt the urge to keep playing. Whether he liked it or not, Eli was feeling excitement towards the game now, and he rushed towards the Craftsman Guild Hall with a skip in his step. The amount of players in Orm had gone down slightly, but it was still much more crowded than it had been originally. Shopkeepers selling their beginner wares on the streets showed nods of appreciation towards Winter, offering a few basic gifts - he wasn’t sure if the friendliness was due to his relation with Makaroth, or their appreciation towards him for their influx of new customers.

 More importantly to Winter was that it seemed he’d shaken off the interest of any livestreamers, none were tailing him any longer. A new level 1 player dying to a boar repeatedly didn’t bring in much viewers.

 He entered the Guild Hall to see quite a few players working on their crafts already, at this time it was about afternoon within the game world. There were players hammering at the anvil, others weaving threads of cotton and some sewing together leather packs. A thick welcoming scent of soot and iron hit his nose as he entered.

 After a brief chat with Hoggan and a few other NPCs around the hall, he managed to acquire all of the gathering skills available to him in Orm, then began working on the crafting skills.

 Scattered throughout the various floors of the Craftsman Guildhall were NPCs that introduced him to the crafting and processing skills of the game. Each of them had him run through a sample quest to craft his first item through the profession, and Eli was surprised how involved the process was. 

 He was expecting to hit a few buttons on a menu to begin the process, but this game forced him to physically go through the process of each, and the simulation was detailed to the point where he could feel the heat of the furnace on his face as he forged his first copper blade. His stamina dipped incredibly after just a single crafting, but he’d made a ton of mistakes and had trouble shaping the blade mold properly. 

 When he’d finally finished, it looked questionable at best. Despite it having just been made, you’d have guessed it had been through hundreds of battles already from how dented and dinged up it looked. Still, the NPC accepted it as a quest completed and gave him blueprints for a set of copper armor pieces - most requiring leather and cloth as well to make.

 Moving on to weaving and sewing, it went much better. He was forced to take a break midway through to eat up apples and replenish his stamina, but his practice in his surgeon simulations was paying off, and he found it much easier to sew and thread needles through cloth than it was to hammer copper on an anvil. He felt most comfortable though when he headed to the second floor to learn alchemy. Mixing the various herbs he had gathered and learning what they could be used for felt right at home for him.

 The potion making system in the game was complex. The Alchemy trainer was willing to give him some common, basic recipes, but once he’d finished the beginner quest he was told that experimenting with various ingredients and understanding their properties would allow him to make more advanced, complex potions, even ones unknown to the Shattered World up until now. This got him excited about the profession more than the others. The idea of being the one to write textbooks instead of being the one reading them was always a goal of his after he’d become a doctor - yet here the opportunity was just sitting there, waiting for him, in an online game. Of course, he wouldn’t be brewing anything real, and he’d only be tending to fictitious wounds, but even knowing this, it bubbled up his excitement and he moved on to the last few crafting professions.

 Making his way to the woodcutting, he felt right back at the bottom again, splintering his fingers and accidentally cutting himself multiple times. The pain threshold really got on his nerves by the time he’d finished. Despite the pain of splintering wood digging under his skin fading after a few seconds, it still hurt a lot for the moments it happened, to the point where even after he’d finished the quest and stopped working the wood, he swore he could still feel the splinters itching under his skin. 

 He fought off his exhaustion for a while, ending up staying in the Craftsman Guild Hall an entire day, nearly wiping out his supply of apples. He’d kept telling himself he’d stop after the next quest, or the next craft, but seeing the materials he’d gathered waiting his inventory, he couldn’t resist to try crafting something else.

 “Eli? Are you alright in there?” He heard his mother’s voice break him out of his crafting trance, speaking through the Simbox microphone.

 “Y-yeah mom, I’m alright. What time is it?” Winter replied to her through the icon that had appeared in front of his face.

 “It’s 7:00am, Friday morning, you’ve got school in an hour. It’s your last day of Highschool before your final exams... Do you want me to call you in sick again?” She replied with a mischievous tone.

 “N-no, I’m okay, I’ll be right out.” Moving his fingers around the menu to select logout, he paused to briefly glance over his character sheet. 



Name: Winter

Race: Human

Gender: Male

Level: 1

Class: Priest

Health: 100/100

Mana: 50/50

Stamina: 56/56

Hunger: 100/100


Strength: 11

Agility: 10

Constitution: 11

Intelligence: 10

Spirit: 10

Charisma: 10


Equipment

Chest: Beginner’s Shirt - Clothing

Legs: Beginner’s Pants - Clothing

Feet: Beginner’s Shoes - Clothing

Mainhand: Copper Short Sword

Offhand: Wooden Shield


Class Skills [Priest]

Minor Heal(Beginner): Level 1

Smite(Beginner): Level 1

Gentle Touch: Passive [Eirene]

Pacifism: Passive [Eirene]


Basic Skills

Shield Mastery(Beginner): Level 3

Sword Mastery(Beginner): Level 1


Crafting Skills

Mining (Beginner): Level 4

Woodcutting(Beginner): Level 2

Herbalism(Beginner): Level 2

Creature Harvesting(Beginner): Level 2

Weaving(Beginner): Level 1

Sewing(Beginner): Level 1

Refining(Beginner): Level 2

Blacksmithing(Beginner): Level 2

Woodworking(Beginner): Level 1

Alchemy(Beginner): Level 1

Tanning(Beginner): Level 1

Leatherworking(Beginner): Level 1






 Seeing his sheet, he paused for a moment to look longingly at the signs around the Guildhall, seeing one directing to the Kitchen to learn cooking, another towards scribing, architecture and artistry. He’d missed out on a few. Resisting the urge to take his mother up on her offer, he sighed and began the logout process.

 The game faded from his vision and the Simbox opened to reveal his mom standing in front of him with a plate of breakfast already prepared, steam rising off of the eggs and bacon.

 “Glad to see you finally stopped dying to that boar. What were you trying to do anyway?” She asked curiously as he climbed out of the box.

 “Thanks.” He said while taking the plate, rubbing his baggy dark eyes first. “I was trying to get this rare secret skill, finally got it.” 

 “Oooh, sounds interesting. You know, I’m getting pretty good at my horseback riding skill,” She spoke with pride as she turned to lead Eli out of the room. He followed with one hand holding the plate, another on a fork as he began digging in, eventually making his way to the kitchen for a cup of coffee.

            

    
        Chapter 12: Frenemies

    
    
    
    
                 The rest of that morning was a blur, his lack of sleep caught up with him and as he stepped off the bus in front of his school - he had to look down at his feet to make sure he put shoes on, as he couldn’t remember if he had or not.

 Making his way up the stone steps to the front doors of the school, the droning chatter of nearby students around him was interrupted by an obnoxiously loud shout from behind, causing him to jolt up off his feet and turn.

 “Watch out for that Boar!” A student yelled. He didn’t recognize him, but it got a good laugh out of everyone nearby. The comments of those nearby revolved around explaining to anyone who didn’t get the joke what had happened. 

 By the time he made it to his first class, Eli was sure everyone in the school was talking about it. He had heard that at one point the viewership to watch ‘Makaroth’s Son’ spiked up to one hundred thousand concurrently, making it to the top 100 most viewed broadcasts. More than feeling embarrassed though, Eli couldn’t help but feel annoyed at just how much an impact the game seemed to have in the real world. 

 All he wanted was to have the teacher tell them to self study, so he could slip into his Simbox and sleep. By the time the teacher entered the class, the boar jokes and comments shouted at him had already gotten repetitive, and he saw some people looking at him with sympathy.

 Attendance taken, instructions given, Eli did just as planned, slipping into the Simbox and falling asleep without turning it on.

 *CLUNK CLUNK*, the sound of knocking on hard plastic rung in his ears. He shot awake to see Derrick standing over him, half a sandwich in his mouth, another one in his right hand wrapped in paper.

 “Yo, it’s lunch.” Derrick mumbled with his mouth full. Eli sat up slowly, rubbing his groggy eyes as Derrick handed him the wrapped sandwich. 

 “The bell already rang?” 

 “Yep, you slept through it. Was worried someone locked you in your Simbox or something.”

 “Nah, just tired, was up the last few nights.” 

 “I know, I heard. I mean, you were on everyone’s radar for awhile. Was that your plan? Just commit suicide until they left you alone?” Derrick asked.

 “Kind of… I was trying to get a skill…” Eli replied as he took a bite.

 “Eh? A skill? What kind of skill involves dying to a boar repeatedly?” Derrick asked as he sat sideways on the adjacent Simbox, legs hanging off the side.

 “A really good one. I’ll tell you tonight.” Eli had a sly grin grow over his face, to which Derrick let out a sigh of relief.

 “Oh man, I’m glad to hear that. I felt bad for leaving you, and all this attention, I didn’t know it was gonna happen man, I just thought it’d be cool to- I mean this is all my fault, you didn’t even wanna play and-” Derrick stuttered through his words nervously.

 “Derrick chill, relax, it’s not your fault, I’m doing this on my own. It’s nothing I can’t handle, and I got a good plan for making the money I need for Uni.” Eli patted him gently on the shoulder.

 “I should warn you, it’s not just those broadcasting companies. I heard a couple pe- there’s some big names in our school that play, livestreamers and what not. They saw the viewers you got, they’re probably gonna-” Derrick was cut off by the sound of the classroom door opening. 

 Eli looked over the rows of old Simbox models in the class - some still in use by students skipping lunch to study - and in the doorway he saw a girl he was all too familiar with. Long curled blonde hair, bright blue eyes, and over the top makeup and clothes for someone just attending school. It was hard to argue the fact that she was beautiful, the only problem Eli had with her was that she was very, very much aware of it. 

 Miranda. He’d interacted with her a few times in the past, but he wouldn’t even consider her an acquaintance. He avoided her sort, and he regretted looking up to see who had entered the room, because the moment he did, their eyes met and she smiled from ear to ear.

 “There he is!” She said in an excited whisper, walking into the room. She wasn’t speaking to herself, nor to the group of individuals who followed her in, no - she was speaking to one of three small black ball-shaped camera drones that were hovering around her. A common sight to see when someone was live streaming.

 “Hi Winter!” She spoke in a friendly, soft voice while waving and smiling. “My viewers heard that I went to the same school as you, and wanted to see how you were doing after those rough nights. I was worried when you didn’t show up to school, is everything okay?” She said as she casually sat on the edge of the nearest empty Simbox. Behind her trailed another female student, and a large muscular male with shaved hair and sunglasses, wearing a suit and tie - much too old to be a student, Eli assumed him to be a bodyguard of some sort.

 “I’m fine, thanks for your concern.” Eli replied with a polite smile as well. What he wanted to do was tell her to buzz off, but he knew that was likely just to make things worse. From his experience, the best way out of an annoying situation was to act stupid, or stupidly friendly and boring.

 “You know, I’m a monk player in the Shattered World - I’m not a very high level yet, but I thought maybe I could meet you in Orm and we could learn the game together? I think a priest and a monk player could make a really strong team.” She spoke with puppy dog eyes, leaning in towards him. Eli watched as her camera drones alternated from him to her.

 “Honestly, it’s a bit embarrassing right now for me to play with anyone, because I’m so new, but maybe in the future when I get a bit better.” He replied carefully. He saw her eyes and figured what her plan was - if he’d refused outright she’d turn her audience against him for rejecting her.

 “Really, you mean that?” She smiled with enthusiasm, jumping up and leaning in uncomfortably close, so that he caught a whiff of her perfume and got a clear view of her cleavage. His face reddened as he turned away.

 “Y-yeah, of course.” He did his best to keep it together. He knew she was putting on a show, but he was still a man after all.

 “Great! Since today is the last day of classes, we should add each other's contacts then, just in-case. Here’s mine!” She stretched her arm forward and waved her wrist over Eli’s ear implant. His eye implant displayed that he was receiving her contact information, and prompted him to accept or decline it. He accepted it and smiled. “Now do yours!” She cheered with excitement as she pulled her hair back behind her ear right ear so that it was visible, leaning in closer still.

 “R-right.” Eli nervously waved his wrist over her ear as well, the smell of her perfume intoxicating him momentarily. Against his will he felt his cheeks flushing hot red from how close her head got to his, but it only lasted a moment before she’d accepted his contact information and straightened her back again.

 “Great! It was really nice meeting you, hope to hear from you soon.” She replied to him, then turned and squeaked towards her cameras and did a fist pump. “We got it guys! He’s a lot nicer than I was expecting! Alright, now I’m motivated to play more!” She spoke to her audience, her voice trailing off as she headed out of the room, the door eventually shutting behind her and blocking her voice completely.

 “She’s trying to use you, y’know.” Derrick nonchalantly said between bites of his food.

 “She was friendly though.” Eli shrugged, to which Derrick gave him a deadpan stare. “What?”

 “That reminds me, what was the name of your ex-girlfriend?”

 “I haven’t had one yet…” 

 “Exactly. You better learn quickly that girls who look like that are only friendly when they want something from you.” 

 “My friendship?” Eli smirked.

 “No, she just wants your Dad’s viewers.”

 “What if she wants both?” 

 “Why would a girl like her want to be friends with guys like us?” Derrick raised an eyebrow at Eli.

 “I dunno about you, but I’m kinda handsome.” To this comment, Derrick kicked Eli’s dangling foot. 


 The final moments of class passed by uneventfully. Eli took the time to touch up on his knowledge to make sure he was prepped for the exams, not wanting confidence to blind him, but more so because he wanted to use the weekend to take advantage of his new experience boosting skill. He ended up staying in the Simbox a few minutes beyond the bell, and by the time he’d stepped out he had a message from Derrick letting him know that he’d already run off and would message him in game.

 As Eli was packing up his things and preparing to leave the now empty class-room, the door opened up and several familiar faces walked into the room. He recognized Jeremy, the player behind Swiftstar’s character, and the tall brown haired boy who went by the name of Keldan.

 “Good, you’re still here, was afraid we’d miss you.” Keldan spoke as he marched in with confidence. 

 “Saw you on Miranda’s stream earlier, guess you’ll have an even easier time becoming popular now, eh?” Jeremy added.

 “Guys like him piss me off.” A larger boy with short black hair spoke as he shut the door behind them. Eli had a sense for what was going on and just let out a long huff, rolling his eyes back and moving hastily towards the 2nd door of the room, but before he could get to it, another male and female pair stepped in and shut it behind them.

 “Chill out.” Keldan waved at the black haired boy. “We just came to ask you if you could stream with us too, like Miranda. Y’know, give us a little boost.”

 “Look I don’t want any trouble, I’m not actually that interested in the game, or streaming, so-” 

 “Y’see that’s what annoys me about you.” Keldan sucked his teeth. “Guys like us are fighting to get noticed, to pursue our passion and make it big. And guys like you, who have it handed to you on a silver platter, don’t even care.” Keldan walked towards Eli with his fists clenched and his chest puffed out. Eli had a sense he wasn’t getting out of this easily and used this time to put his things back on the ground. “You’re trying to be a doctor or something, right? It must be nice to have that much freedom to choose between one great life or another.” Eli remained silent.

  “D'ya Know that, the last few days, all you did was die to a boar and you got more coverage than I have in my entire streaming career combined? I’ve been working my ass off day in and day out just to get noticed by a measly 100 viewers, and this guy just makes his character and is being shout-casted by 2 major networks.” Keldan directed this at Jeremy. “Is that fair?”

 “Not even a little bit.” Jeremy replied. 

 “I gotta wonder though.” Keldan stopped right in front of Eli. “You really that weak you can’t even kill a level 1 boar?” To this comment, his friends laughed. Eli looked him in the eyes but didn’t reply. Not exactly an expert in dealing with these situations, he had the sense that anything he might say would just make the situation worse.

 “Too good to answer?” Keldan sighed, glaring right back at him. Eli could see the anger in his eyes, it reminded him of his own towards his father, but at the same time he couldn’t sympathize with him, getting this worked up over the game.

 “We could be friends, you know. Run some dungeons together. I could help you fight boars, and maybe you could get us into your dad’s guild... Or even just give us a shoutout, let the world know who we are. It’s not much to ask, is it?” Keldan broke his glare and forced a smile. Eli took this time to look at the others in the room, and they all seemed to be smiling at him awkwardly, save for Jeremy who looked nervous. 

 “Like I said, I don’t plan on being a part of any of that.” Eli replied.

 “You’re already a part of it, buddy. You didn’t notice?” Keldan rolled his eyes and started pacing. “I get it though, we’re not cute girl streamers, so you’re not interested?” 

 “I think you’re pretty cute.” One of the other guys commented, getting a laugh out of the others. 

 “Thanks.” Keldan winked at him, then turned back to Eli, seeing him still glaring ahead. “We aint asking for that much, are we?” Keldan turned to Jeremy again, but Jeremy seemed uncomfortable with the situation now.

 “I don’t think he’s interested.” Jeremy replied, to which Keldan sighed. 

 “Well, that’s a real shame.” Keldan aggressively pressed his hand on Eli’s shoulder. Eli turned to stare at the hand. Keldan opened his mouth to say more, but was interrupted by the door to the room opening.

 “Everything alright in here?” An unfamiliar voice spoke, to which everyone turned and saw a young male standing in the doorway, scruffy black hair with broad shoulders whom Eli didn’t recognize.

            

    
        Chapter 13: Worlds

    
    
    
    
                 “Oh hey, Max. We’re just saying our goodbyes. Last day and all that, right Eli?” Keldan spoke to Max while forcefully patting Eli’s shoulder a few times before taking his hand away.

 “Really? I wonder if the playback on his implant would tell the same story.” Max crossed his arms and glared at them.

 “No need to check something like that, right Eli?” Jeremy asked with a nervous smile. Eli didn’t reply, nor make eye contact with any of them.

 “C’mon, let’s go.” Keldan’s female friend suggested. The boys recomposed themselves quickly and started walking away, without taking their eyes off of Max. They didn’t say more until Keldan got to the door of the room that Max wasn’t standing at.

“Well, at least we’ll still be able to hang out in the game. See you in Orm.” Keldan smiled cheerfully before slamming the door shut behind him. 

“Thanks.” Eli managed to get out as he leaned down to pick up his things.

“You do have playback recording settings enabled on your implant right? Were they threatening you or something?.” Max asked.

“It’s fine, nothing I can’t handle.” With his bags in hand he stepped forward to walk past Max, but saw that he stood firmly in the doorway, blocking his path.

“I play the game too, y’know… Everyone’s looking for a way to climb up to the top. Until you get stronger, you’re gonna look like an express ladder for everyone at the bottom like them.” Max replied. Eli didn’t respond at first, instead staring at him with a look of confusion. Didn’t know who this guy was, but it felt like he was trying to lecture him.

“The Spiran Dojo downtown still teaches Kendo I think, so, you know, the trouble with the boar you had-” 

“You watched it too, huh.” Eli sighed and shook his head. Max nodded slightly, and Eli noticed now that Max was looking at him with pity. 

“Those guys, you, these networks, these streamers, Makaroth... You all realize it’s just a game right? A video game? None of it’s real, yet…” Eli stopped himself after meeting his eyes again. “Forget it.” Eli waved his hands to let him know he wanted to get by, but Max hesitated before moving out of Eli’s way.

“A little boy kicking a ball around is just playing a game, but what about a man kicking a ball in a stadium, in front of millions of people?” Max asked Eli as he had walked past him, causing Eli to pause. “Nothing that you take seriously and put your heart into is just a game, at least not for the person doing it. You may think it is, but to them, it’s much more.” Max finished this sentence, then turned from Eli and began walking down the empty hallways of the school. 

“The Shattered World is one of the most popular games in the world right now. Even if you don’t take it seriously, at least understand how important it is to the people that do. Otherwise you’ll end up in more situations like this.” Max’s footsteps trailing off away from Eli as he stood there motionless, partially considerin what Max said, partially annoyed by the random lecture. 

Eventually Eli found his way onto the bus back home, albeit much later than usual. His mind was rushing through thoughts and frustrations. Seeing how those people took the game seriously, how they spoke of it, it all reminded him of Makaroth, his Dad, how he stayed locked up in his room playing game after game, streaming day in and day out.

He found himself thinking on why he was trying to play in the first place and all that effort he’d put in to gain that skill, part of him wanted to join in that world, but the face that kept coming up in his mind was his father’s.

 The bus reached his stop and he got out, making his way over to his house. He halted a few houses away when he noticed a beautiful GNX-Cruiser parked in the driveway, one of the most expensive autocars on the market. He already knew who the owner of it was and angrily picked up his pace towards his house. To his surprise, before he got to his front door, the car door opened and out stepped David, his father.

 “You’re coming home pretty late. Tough day?” David asked. He was wearing a dress shirt with the top buttons undone, sunglasses on with groomed short blonde hair and goatee - he looked cleaner than Eli had ever seen him while growing up, even looked in better shape as well.

 “The hell do you want?” Eli snapped back.

 “Relax, I’m here for you, won’t be bothering your mother.” 

 “I don’t want anything to do with you.” Eli began walking towards the door.

 “Sure about that?” David raised a card-sized chip in the air held between two fingers, causing Eli to stop.

 “What is that?” 

 “Tuition, paid in full. I heard you were shopping around for a scholarship, figured that might be why you started playing.” David smiled. Eli glanced between the chip and David’s sunglasses.

 “Why do you suddenly care about helping me out now?”

 “You were desperate enough to try playing a video game. In all your life, you’ve barely touched them, and, let’s just say, these past few days have made it painfully obvious why.” David let out a half-hearted chuckle, but Eli remained straightfaced.

 “Look, it’s clear you take after your mom, and this,” he waved the chip around “is the least I oughta do. And if you feel the urge to play still, don’t worry, I went ahead and used my contacts with the bigger broadcasting networks, they won’t be bothering you anymore.” 

That’d be it, Eli thought. Staring at him in the face was a solution to all his problems. He could wipe the game from his mind and go on with his life, doing what he wanted to do. He shouldn’t feel bad about it, right? It’s the least a parent should do, pay for their child's education. It’s expected, even. But it still itched - something at the back of his mind kept him irked about the situation. As he was thinking this, David stepped around the car and held the chip out to Eli, wiggling it a bit. Eli hesitated for a moment, then took it.

“Great,” David patted him on the shoulder with a smile. “Now we can go back to doing what we’re both good at. Me being the famous one, you becoming a nurse or doctor or whatever.” As he spoke with this hint of condescension, he let out a sigh of relief and turned to walk back to the car.

“You don’t actually care, do you… you think you’re so much better than us?” Eli spoke angrily as David opened the car door.

“Of course I care, why else would I give you that much money?” David shrugged back with a forced smile, one that Eli was all too familiar with - the same smile he’d always make when he was just trying to get out of a situation as fast as possible, telling whatever lies necessary to get back to his game. Seeing it, it all clicked in his head.

“How generous of you to call off the major networks, it wouldn’t have been because of the bad publicity I was giving you was it? Makaroth’s son, the trash player, can’t even kill a level 1 boar. Must’ve been embarrassing. If they can’t broadcast me, then people will stop talking about what I’m doing and go back to focusing on your greatness. They’ll stop asking you to swoop in and ‘show me the ropes,’ Right? Because we both know that’ll never happen.” Eli shouted.

“C’mon you know it’s not like that-” David started saying.

“You’ve never been interested in me or what I do, or what I’m good at. So don’t start pretending now. You think sitting in a Simbox all day is something special? The only reason you’re on top now is because you could keep playing while Mom held your life together.” Eli interrupted him angrily, clenching his fist around the chip. 

“Look, just, take the damn money. You don’t understand what you’re talking about.” David said dismissively. 

“You don’t think I understand? That you’ve lived in a fantasy world as a loser for the last two decades? And now because these people worship you, you’re better than us?” Eli shouted - and as he did, he surprised himself. He’d always had hatred for his father, but was able to maintain self-control somewhat, at least much more than he was doing right now, but he felt the anger not only towards father, but all of the kids at his school, all the interviewers rejecting him, everyone, building up into a balloon ready to pop. He felt so justified in lashing out that-

“You think I’m the one living in the fantasy world?” David snapped back, taking off his sunglasses. “I might be playing games, but I’m much more in-tune with reality than you are. You think learning to be a doctor is going to matter in thirty years? Twenty years? More than half of medical services are already handled by nanobots and AI, yet YOU pursue a dying profession like it's something noble. Look around you,” He forcefully waved at the neighbourhood, directing his hands up to the sky.

“This world's problems, almost everything has been solved. Exploration? Adventure? Conflict? Discovery? In this world, it’s all been done. Technology has won. There’s nothing left to do that has any meaning anymore in this world. At least not for me, or for millions of others. It’s in there-” He pointed in the direction of the second floor of the house, to the general area of where the Simbox was. 

“That’s where achievements can still matter, where you can experience growth, fame, and wealth. Adventures beyond your wildest imagination, exploring and discovering things and places never seen by anyone else before. Actual excitement, actual thrill.” He shouted with a passionate smile. “It’s not just me that thinks this, or has realized this. Your mother supported me because she knew it, just like those broadcasters know it, the advertisers, hell, even your peers. You’re the only one who doesn’t seem to get it. You’re the one living in a fantasy world.” He paused, his voice getting quieter towards the end, and the two were silent for a moment, just staring at each other. 

“It’s not my fault that you and your mother couldn’t get interested in the world I live in.” he sighed. “So take the cheque, go study your life away in university, no matter what you achieve out here, it won’t amount to half as much as what I’ve done in there.” He motioned to the general direction of the Simbox again. “Don’t call me a loser and try to undermine what I’ve achieved just because you can’t understand it.”

“I understand it perfectly fine. I played that game, achieving something in there - it’s nothing special. You’re nothing special.” Eli’s voice now much quieter, he’d never heard his father shout before and was taken aback by it. 

“Hah, rich coming from you. You spent the entire time playing just dying on purpose - and yeah, don’t think I’m stupid, I know you were doing it on purpose. To get back at me or something, whatever your plan was… be happy, you had your fun embarrassing your old man and belittling his world and you got what you wanted.” David motioned to the chip. 

“You think this is what I wanted? You really think it all revolves around you?” Eli held it up and waved it around. 

“I get that it’s tough for you, having a famous dad, so acting out a bit is expected…”

“Acting out…” Eli mumbled in disbelief. “All this talk of being famous, all you actually did was play more than anyone else.” Eli replied, to which David sucked his teeth and sneered - Eli could tell he hit a soft spot.

“The fact that you think that just proves you’ll never understand me, or the game.”

“I understand that if I took the game seriously, I could surpass you easily. It’s nothing compared to what it takes to be a doctor, or a nurse.” Eli retorted. David rolled his eyes at this.

“The day someone like you surpasses me is the day I delete my character.” He scoffed as he climbed into the car and sat down, shutting the door, while rolling down the window nearest Eli. “Have fun studying the next few years of your life away for nothing. Compliments of your ‘worthless’ da-” 

“D'you mean that?” Eli cut him off.

“Which part?” David asked.

“If I surpass you, you’ll delete your character?” Eli asked, leaning on the door now to glare at him through the open window. 

“Hah.” David laughed, but soon realized how serious Eli was being. “Jeez…” he shook his head in disbelief. “What kind of spiteful little boy did my ex-wife raise.” He mumbled to himself. “You know what, sure. Yeah. I mean it. You’re really going to learn to play a game you hate and try to reach the top, just to prove to me that I’m a loser?” David smirked. “I’d really, really like to see you try. It might teach you a lesson, give you some perspective.” He said, followed by another sarcastic laugh.

 “Or, you know, you could just suck up your misplaced pride, take the money, and let us both move on with our lives. Cruiser - ON.” He spoke his last words to the dashboard, and the autocar reacted by turning on the engine. “Watch your hands.” David motioned to Eli’s hands that were still leaning on the car door.

Instead of complying, Eli lifted up the money chip and held it through the open window, snapping it multiple times into tiny pieces. His anger had long since taken over his logic, and watching the tiny pieces fall felt as if a heavy weight was lifting off of his mind. 

“I’ll see you in game.” Eli said coldly, pulling his arms away. The window rolled up automatically, but the two glared at each other through the window for a long few seconds before David gave a command to the Car and it drove out of the driveway and down the street.

The image of interviewers mocking him, laughing at him and idolizing his father flashed in his mind.

Eli clenched his fists tight, standing on his front yard and staring at the empty street.

The image of Keldan and Swiftstar streaming, mocking him, laughing at him flashed in his mind.

He squeezed his fists tighter.

The image of his fellow students whispering, taunting him and making jokes about him.

Tighter. The interviewers following him around, talking about him and judging him. The advertisements for the products of the game, the streams, plastered all over the city. Then finally, the image of David, sitting comfortably in a state of the art Simbox, in a magnificent mansion he’d imagined but never seen, laughing at his leisure life.

Finally he took a deep breath, calming himself down and releasing his fists, his nails having left imprints in his skin.

“I’m gonna crush ‘em.” He whispered to himself before turning and walking inside.

            

    
        Chapter 14: A Mans Fight

    
    
    
    
                 Through careful timing Eli managed to get into the Simbox without having to talk with his mother, he didn’t feel he was in the best state of mind to talk about what had happened yet. Instead he snuck into the Simbox while she went to the bathroom and entered into the Shattered World right where he’d left off in the Craftsman Guildhall. An odd sensation it was, as his sense of touch was overtaken by the simulation and the anger he held in his mind carried over into his avatar.

 He glanced at the Cooking, Artistry, Architecture and Scribing signs around the guildhall, remembering he hadn’t learned those professions yet. He wasn’t convinced he’d need them and at the moment he still had a lot of emotion boiling inside of him that made him want to pull out his sword and start stabbing things. So he took another deep breath and decided that a nice, easy calming set of activities first would be ideal to keep his head straight.

Two hours in-game, 30 minutes realtime later, he had acquired the last four crafting professions. He was pleased that he could now cook his own boar meat for stamina recovery, but the basic recipe that the NPC gave him tasted questionable at best. He’d also learned that he could combine the Artistry skill with most of the other crafting skills to design unique looking pieces, thus he started brainstorming ways to make his crafts more valuable just by improving their appearance. 

He began working on cleaning up his inventory space to gain some experience in his new crafts. He used the leather and cloth he’d obtained first, refining it to the best of his ability before attempting to expand the size of his inventory. He didn’t have much growth in this regard, but he figured a few more slots and carrying weight couldn’t hurt. He then went to using his copper ore and wood supplies, with the intent of making as many copper tools as he could. His plan was to be as self-sufficient as possible with well made tools.

 The process of working ore into usable metal by the game’s standards was tedious, as was the wood and the actual crafting, but after about an hour he got into a rhythm, and gained a level in each of the skills so that by hour three, he’d managed to make 5 of each tool, and use up the last of his apple supply in the process to keep his stamina up.

 Stepping out back into the streets of Orm he was relieved to see no signs of Zekor or Samathara. He took a deep breath, taking in the many scents and sounds of this fantasy village, and very quickly all of the troubles of his real life felt so far away, he was so quickly at peace and immersed in this world - a place where he knew exactly what he needed and wanted to do.

 Locating a merchant selling food, he stocked up on a few more apples and fastened his shield to his left arm before heading out of Orm towards where he’d remembered all the copper was. He didn’t get more than a few steps out of the village proper before a familiar voice shouted out to him.

 “There you are, we’ve been looking for you!” Keldan smiled, his live streaming icon above his head switched on, with Swiftstar and some other players standing behind him. Winter let out an elongated sigh. These would be the first people he’d have to deal with, but at level 1 he couldn’t do much, he had to try and lose them for now.

 “How long have you guys been waiting here for me?” Winter said groaned.

 “Eh, not long. I’ve got bad news for you, City guards in Orm are sparse… aaand they seem pretty busy right now.” He peered around the streets to make sure none were nearby. “Oh well. See you in an hour.” Keldan grinned before releasing a huge blast of fire from his hand in Winter’s direction. Winter winced, anticipating the impact and burning sensation, but nothing came. Winter instead opened his eyes to see standing in front of him a tall, handsome Elven male with beautiful long silver hair standing in front of him, a giant greatsword nearly as tall as he was being held at his side. He wore intricately crafted full plate armor and a large tabard over his breastplate depicted an owl with spread wings. 

 Looking over this Elf’s shoulder, Winter saw DEAD text overtop all of Keldan and his goons' health bars, watching their bodies disintegrate as they were forced to log out. He then looked at the name above the Elf, it read Herilon, Level ???. From reading the Shattered World manual he knew that a player could choose to hide their level from other players that were at least 50 levels lower than them. Winter looked at Herilon in confusion with wide eyes, which Herilon quickly noticed.

 “What? They initiated PvP, so no penalty for killing them.” Herilon shrugged. 

 “Why’d you help me?” Winter asked.

 “I’m stuck on Guard duty for Orm.” He huffed with disappointment. “All these new players showing up, bunch of wannabe PvPers, bandits and thieves trying to take advantage. My guild rules over the Kalmoore region, so we get a percentage of taxes that the NPCs pay. It’s in our best interest to keep the peace. Still, what was the deal with those idiots? Attacking a level 1? That’s a good way to get yourself KOS’d by guards.” 

 “Ahehe…” Winter didn’t feel like explaining it to the stranger. “What’s your guild called?”

 “You haven’t heard of it? You oughta if you’re starting here. We’re the Night Hunters.” He tapped the tabard symbol on his chest. “We’re recruiting of course, but you’ll need to be at least an intermediate class to be considered. Recruitment’s tightened up ‘cause of the recent influx of players. That Makaroth’s son being here’s been a real pain in our ass.” Herilon complained before suddenly looking shocked at something across the way. “Ah, damn cheeky- I saw that.” He shouted out at no one in particular, and in a flash, he was gone. 

 He didn’t seem to notice who Winter was, which was refreshing, and after turning to try and see where he’d gone, he spotted Herilon taking out a level 30 player down the street who was in the process of pickpocketing a merchant. Winter turned to continue on his way, a skip in his step now that he knew he wouldn’t be bothered by those guys for the next 6 hours - plenty of time to get somewhere they wouldn’t bother him. 


 “So, first thing is first.” He said out loud as he stepped under the shade of the forest surrounding Orm. He wandered forward for a bit until he found a rustling bush, then quickly opened his interface, the screen hovering in front of him, and made his way to his spell book. 

Locating his minor heal spell, he double checked to see how to cast it. The spell indicated it had verbal and somatic components - he’d have to shout the name of the spell and raise a hand in the air. Easy enough, he thought to himself as he closed out of the menu. 

He had a plan of action on how he could still get experience without attacking, but he wasn’t 100% sure it was going to work, so he went through the help menus to reread the basic rules on stamina.



Stamina Usage


All intense physical actions, skills, spells, and activities utilize stamina. 


If a player reaches 0 stamina, they will exhaust themselves to death and be logged out, the same as if they have dropped to 0 hit points, so it is important to always give yourself time to recover stamina between intense activities.


When a non-player creature reaches low stamina levels, they will enter an enraged state. (enraged state can also be triggered by a creature reaching low hit point levels, see: Combat for more information) Creatures become more powerful during an enraged state, however they will, just as players are, be defeated once their stamina reaches 0. Exceptions to this are Undead, Mechanical, and Boss enemies, as well as other unique encounters. *Note* Non-player creatures have significantly larger stamina pools relative to their hitpoints, 




He didn’t read the rest, instead closing out of the menu. He’d found from his research the days previous that most high level monsters had impossibly large stamina pools, so wearing them out wasn’t an option. For low level boars on the other hand...

Feeling as prepared as he could be, with all weapons and tools unequipped and just a shield out (to resist the temptation to accidentally fight back and lose his hard earned pacifism skill), he stepped forward toward the nearby rustling bush until he got the attention of the aggressive boar residing within. It charged at him from the brush with full force, and he braced himself with the shield, digging his feet into the ground. 


 You take 10 Crushing Damage.


 *WHAM* - the sound of the boar’s hard skull slamming into the shield, his feet slid backward into the dirt an inch, the boar swerving around him to keep its momentum, turning a few feet away and charging back at him anew. He looked at his status, seeing his stamina drop a bit, and then braced for the next hit.

 *WHAM* - This time felt harder, the pain of the impact mostly felt by his arm as he did his best to hold it in place. He double checked to see he’d taken 12 damage this time.

 “Minor Heal!” He shouted with his right hand in the air. His hand began to glow with a white, warming and soothing light, which took him by surprise. He felt the warmth grow down his arm as the light grew brighter over the next 2 seconds, before finally it burst into an explosion of radiant energy and swirled around him, and his health went back up by twenty points.

 Unfortunately, in that time, the boar had closed in for another hit, slamming into his shield and immediately taking him down a bit more. 



 Level Up!: Shield Mastery reached level 4!




 “That was fast.” Winter said to himself, turning to face the boar and take another hit. He followed this method, taking several more strikes and healing himself 2 more times, until he saw his mana depleted. The following hit after that dealt another 10 damage, at which point the boar added in a secondary hind kick strike after its charge, dealing another 10 points and knocking Winter back off of his feet. 

 Winter quickly corrected himself, getting back to his feet as the boar dug its front hooves into the dirt, huffing and preparing a charge again. At that moment, he could swear the boar was grinning.The boar charged eagerly at him. At that moment Winter realized, a little late, that he hadn’t accounted for how slow his mana regeneration was.

 “Hey hey, wait little guy, chill out for a second.” Winter shouted at it, but he got ignored, so instead of taking the attack head on, he tried strafing out of the way to avoid it, causing the boar to charge into a tree behind him. 

Winter saw the collision and got an idea, sprinting to a nearby tree in the opposite direction the boar had charged. With a running jump he leaped up as high as he could onto it, grabbing the lowest branches and scrambling up on top of them. The boar turned and glared up at him, puffed air from its long snout, and charged.

 “Hah, hah.” He panted out of breath, double checking to make sure his stamina was still decent. “Can’t get me up here.” He said mockingly to the boar, but despite this he swore he saw the boar’s eyes twinkle with determination, and its continued charge started to worry Winter.

 The boar slammed it's hard head into the tree he’d climbed, shaking the branches, and the trunk made a distinct crunching and cracking sound. Following the impact, it turned around and backed up, preparing another charge, and Winter looked down to see the busted up section of the trunk the boar had hit.

 “You gotta be kidding me.” He said in disbelief as the boar charged again. “Stop you stupid-” realizing he was talking to a computer generated animal, he gave up on negotiations and panicked, holding on to the trunk as tightly as possible as the second impact hit. This time the trunk gave way and the tree began to teeter over, slowly falling to the ground. Winter braced himself as best as possible, rolling off the tree at the last second and getting back to his feet on the forest floor.

 “What the hell is your skull made out of?!” He shouted as it charged at him, landing another hit into his shield, nearly knocking him off his feet. 



 You take 9 Crushing Damage.

 Wooden Shield’s durability has dropped by 1.




 “Haaaaaah!” Winter shouted in frustration as he broke into a sprint. He was shamelessly running away from the level 1 boar, who had turned once more and gleefully broken into another charge at him. The boar was moving faster than him, but from glancing back he saw it having trouble following him around the larger trees and bends, and decided to take advantage of this, maneuvering himself around various tree trunks. 

 Jumping at the right time, he could get the boar to charge past him, missing him completely and forcing it to turn around and charge again. From sprinting, Winter noticed his Stamina was draining fast, so he instead started maneuvering around a specific pair of large trees that the boar was having trouble with. This continued for a long while filled with furious squealing. A ridiculous game of cat and mouse took place while Winter happily regenerated enough mana to cast Minor Heal once more, nearly topping himself back off.

 Suddenly the boar stopped charging and froze in place for a moment, huffing angrily as it began glowing red. It dug its hooves in more menacingly than before, its eyes bright crimson with rage.

 “There’s the enrage. Here comes the hard part...” Winter nervously mumbled, the boar responded by bursting into a furious charge, much faster than before. Winter attempted to maneuver around a tree trunk once more, but the boar ignored the trunk completely, clipping through it partially and catching Winter’s shield with one of its tusks.



 You take 22 Crushing Damage.

 Wooden Shield’s durability has dropped by 1.




 “Shit!” Winter shouted in pain, it felt as if his arm had been torn off. He had to double check to make sure it was still there - luckily the pain subsided shortly after, but he saw the boar turning to charge again. “D-demon boar.” He hissed. The boar, of course, didn’t react. Winter knew he shouldn’t take any more attacks from this thing, and resorted to climbing a tree again as the boar closed in. 

 The boar crashed through the trunk like a bulldozer, but Winter managed to avoid the strike. The tree fell down forcing Winter to jump to another as the boar rushed forward to charge again, knocking a second down. He panicked, there wasn’t another one immediately nearby, so was forced to sprint away again as the boar charged at him from behind, gaining on him.

 At the last second Winter turned to take the impending hit head on with his shield, flinching as the boar closed in, but suddenly it lost its footing, collapsed and slid forward through the dirt, the boar let out one last huff of heavy breath, then stopped, laying there motionless. 


 Small Forest Boar Defeated!

 You gain 8 Experience!


 “Whew...” Winter wheezed, dropping his hands onto his knees to catch his breath, sweat dripping from his forehead. “Now the moment… of truth…” he nervously said to himself while looking at the notification. He hastily went through his interface, checking to see his Pacifism skill was still present. His heart jumped into his throat with anxiety for a moment, but to his relief, it was still there. He took a moment to stare at the boar suspiciously, then walked over to it and gently nudged it with his foot. “Oi… you alright little guy?” He whispered. It’s health was at 0, it looked just as the boars did that he and Derrick had beaten on his first day in the game. 

 “Hah… haha…” He cackled to himself maniacally, taking out his skinning knife and kneeling over the boar's body. “Take that, stupid boar. Pacifism, bitch.” he began harvesting it triumphantly.

            

    
        Chapter 15: Spicing it Up

    
    
    
    
                 After obtaining leather and boar meat Winter scanned his surroundings to look at the knocked over trees. An idea popped into his head and he took out his wood cutting axe. With it, he was easily able to harvest logs from them. Next he gathered a few small leftover pieces of wood together and lit a fire to cook the boar meat on, relaxing and eating it once it was done.

 The meat was chewy and tasted awful, akin to a rubbery old shoe, but it helped recover his stamina back to full over the next few minutes. His mana took a bit longer to regenerate by itself, but eventually he was as good as new. He stood up, dusted himself off, stretched out his arms and legs began searching for the next boar.

 It didn’t take long to find one and once he had he started the process anew. It was easier exhausting the second one now that he knew what to expect and how to utilize the surrounding environment to the fullest. He tried to take advantage of the fact that the boars could be used to help him level woodcutting if he had them ram into the right type of trees, and during just the second encounter, he got some significant improvements. 



 Level Up!: Minor Heal reached level 2!

Attribute Up!: You’ve gained +1 Agility

Attribute Up!: You’ve gained +1 Constitution

Congratulations, you have reached level 2!: 3 attribute points available, +24 health, +10 mana!




He took a moment to catch his breath as the second boar collapsed, navigating to his character window and looking over his stats. With each level he’d be able to assign 3 points to any of his main attributes but he wasn’t sure yet which he should focus on. Constitution would help with his stamina, agility with his movement, intelligence with his magic power, spirit with his magic regeneration. Strength could help him block more and help with taking the heavy blows. The stats had obvious offensive benefits as well but Winter could ignore that aspect of them given his intended playstyle.

“Leveling fast... recovery rate would be most important, right? Constitution and spirit… for now let’s get those up to lower my downtime.” He thought out loud. He added 2 points to his constitution, and 1 to his spirit, and saw that his stats reflected the changes once he applied the attributes. Each point of constitution was raising his maximum stamina by 2, and points in spirit were raising his mana recovery rate by roughly 1mp per minute. His stamina recovery was a percentage of maximum based on his hunger, so the higher the maximum got, the faster it’d recover on its own.

Feeling satisfied with these choices, he pulled out the knife again and headed over to his second victim’s corpse, pausing for a moment as he stood over it to wipe sweat from his forehead once more. It was quiet around him, sirene even. The sound of the wind blowing through the trees, birds singing in the distance.

He took in a deep breath of fresh forest air and the scents of the nearby vegetation filled his nose. He didn’t want to admit it to himself completely yet, but he closed his eyes to enjoy the moment - he was starting to like the game. 

“Right, let’s get to it then.” 


Harvest boar, harvest logs, cook meat, recover, find the next boar, run it to exhaustion, repeat. Winter followed this process for the next couple of hours.



 Level Up!: Minor Heal reached level 3!

 Level Up!: Shield Mastery reached level 5!

Attribute Up!: You’ve gained +1 Agility

Attribute Up!: You’ve gained +1 Strength

Level Up!: Creature Harvesting reached level 3!

Level Up!: Woodcutting reached level 3!

Level Up!: Cooking reached level 2!




Thanks to his experience boost the levels were coming fairly fast, Winter was aware this would slow down as they got higher though he was more surprised by how many boar steaks he got away with eating in the last hour. It felt strange to be able to eat so much food and have no consequences to his actual body, given how well the game simulated the taste of food. That being said, his boar steaks were not delicious at all and he would’ve been happier with no flavor in the simulation at all. 

 On his 10th steak he started considering ways to make it taste better. His inventory was chock full of apples, but mixing them with the steaks didn’t do much. Instead he started scanning the nearby vegetation for anything useful. Using his herbalism skill he was able to locate some spices - he could ascertain that they had no value for alchemy and thus were easy to find. Other players in the area ignored them for that reason. He chopped them up using his knife and tried using them to season the steaks. They certainly helped with the flavor but he couldn’t help but feel he wasn’t using the spices correctly. Each attempt he tried different methods of preparing them and cooking them with the steak using the limited tools at his disposal. 

 About 2 hours and 20 boars in he’d finally gotten rewarded for his efforts. He managed to cook up a boar steak that tasted much better, and granted him a 10 minute long buff that increased his stamina recovery rate by 1 per minute.

 “So even stuff like this is possible.” He mumbled to himself proudly with a mouth full of passable steak. He continued experimenting with other spices, improving his craft as he leveled up herbalism alongside the other skills. Another hour in and his shield broke, but luckily he’d gotten an extra shield from Ruffily during the whole boar stream fiasco. With it equipped he continued grinding the boars like this for the next few hours, postponing eating dinner with his mother when she came to check in on him though the Simbox communicator. 

 As the time passed he kept focused on a few things. Firstly, how long it would take before Keldan and his goons would be able to log back in, and secondly, the durability remaining on his shield. Once the shield got low enough he started making his way to the copper hills west of Orm. He wanted to be back in Orm with enough wood and copper to recraft shields and tools before Keldan and Swiftstar could log back in, so he moved through the forest as efficiently as possible.

 By the time he got to mining ore again the boars were becoming significantly easier to deal with. Because of his attributes and skills going up, they were dealing about half as much damage by the 18 hour mark and he was able to cast strong enough heals that he could take out up to five boars in a row before he needed to stop and recover. He was reluctant to test his luck on the higher level Rockjaws around the copper hills though, and instead opted to just avoid them for now until he could get a decent set of armor equipped.

 He managed to fill up his bags completely before wearing out the last of his pickaxes and felt quite satisfied with his haul, making it back to Orm with just under 30 minutes left before the troublemakers would be able to log back in. He slipped into the craftsman guild hall, stretched out his arms, and decided before digging in that he oughta take a break to have a chat with his mom. Once he was sure he’d tucked away in a nice private corner of the guildhall, he logged out of the simulation and stepped out of the Simbox. 

 The sound of his footsteps coming down the stairs prompted his mother to stand up from what she was doing in the living room.

 “Finally, I was starving.” She called up as she made her way to the kitchen and turned on the microwave to warm up the food, plates set for them both already. He took a seat at the table waiting for the food, but one glance from his mom at him caused her to do a double take.

“What’s the matter?” She asked worriedly.

 “I uh… I’m playing the game a bit much, right? Just like David did.” Eli said aloud as he thought about it.

 “Is that why you’re making that face? Oh please.” She rolled her eyes at him. “You’re not nearly as bad as I was when I was younger.” She smiled as she leaned up against the counter to face him.

 “If we’re both playing, then I don’t want it to be like it was with David, where only one of us sits all day in the Simbox...” Eli suggested before taking in a mouthful of food.

 “That would be nice, but we’re trying to save up for your schooling right now, remember? Simboxes ain't cheap.” His mother raised her eyebrow at him.

 “That’s what I want to use the game for, if I can get enough currency in-game I can convert it into real world money and buy one.” He was reluctant to tell her his other goal in the game, as he knew if she heard he was trying to make David delete his character, she wouldn’t approve. 

 “Sure Eli, but I want you to prioritize your education over playing together.” She replied sternly.

 “I can handle both, don’t worry.” Eli replied confidently.

 “Is that so, hm?” She smiled. “How about you focus on your Exams, and if you do well, I’ll try calling in some favors with my boss to try and get my hands on one of the discarded Simboxes lying around at work. They’ve got some in storage that are just missing a few replacement parts to work, and one of my coworkers' spouses knows how to repair them. Said they’d be willing to do it for the price of parts if I could get the box, which at first look seemed to be under 200$.” 

 “That sounds… really planned out already.” Eli stared quizzically.

 “Yeah... I was going to do all that anyway.” She smirked back at him. “Derrick's not the only one excited you’re playing something, gotta use this summer to show you what your old lady is made of!” She grinned with pride while flexing one arm and patting her biceps with the other. “Kalmoore’s kinda far though, so, be a good son and find out for me how I can get there from Lanusk.” She said this with a poor helpless girl voice to try and garner sympathy, and Eli bought into it with absolute enthusiasm.

 “Y-yeah, sure, I’ll figure it out. Just a warning though, I’m gonna be working hard to make money, so I probably won’t be riding horses with you much.”

“You better not be. Once your school's paid for you’ll have to buy us the new Simbox models that came out, heard they up the immersion significantly, with auto-cleaning functionality. Dream play enabled... Oh, and momma wants one of those them there Auto-kitchens for the house.” She winked. 

“Just how much money are you expecting me to make?” Eli nearly spit out his food, knowing state-of-the-art hardware she was describing cost about as much as an Autocar. 

“You’ve got all summer, right? So, a lot. I mean, as long as you know what you’re doing. I don’t think you were dying to a boar 3 days straight just for fun, right?” Her devious smile returned.

 “I know what I’m doing.” Eli grinned.

            

    
        Chapter 16: Stretch Goals

    
    
    
    
                Eli felt a lot less guilty now about climbing into the Simbox when the meal was done. He couldn’t imagine what his mother’s character would look like, or what class she’d play. It just seemed so far out of reality that his imagination ran wild with it, picturing her wearing heavy armor carrying around a giant sword and cleaving boars in half. 

 He shook the image out of his mind as he reappeared in the craftsman guild hall, taking a peek at his inventory and decided to start with refining. There was only a singular furnace in the Craftsman Guildhall, big enough to house 3 medium sized crucibles, and at the moment it was unoccupied.

 Winter jumped at the chance and moved towards it, shoveling in coal from a pile nearby and billowing the flames to the right temperature, then filling 30copper ore into the first crucible - the max that would fit. 

 The process of forming the ingots involved him keeping the furnace hot enough to melt it down and remove as many impurities as possible, then carefully pouring it into ingot molds that sat nearby. Once the first 30 started he looked around the hall to see it was clear and got a bit ambitious. He dropped 60 ore into the other two crucibles and stuck them in the flames, beginning the process of making sure all 3 crucibles remained smoothed and evened out of impurities as the ore liquified, taking out other metals or objects that floated to the top using tongs. 

 The heat blazed outward as he worked, causing sweat to drip from all over, but he managed to finish the process on all three crucibles without trouble, pouring the ingots and collecting them, in total managing to get 18 bars of roughly equal quality to the ore. Feeling proud of himself, he loaded up all three crucibles again and continued.

 “Having fun? Woof!” Ruffily asked as she approached from behind about midway through the second batch.

 “Y-yeah, actually. Did you want to use one?” 

 “Not just me.” She smiled while motioning to two grumpy looking players glaring at him, tapping their feet impatiently. “You’re pretty good at that though, 3 at once is not bad for a beginner.”

 “I think I could handle more, to speed this all up.” He said as he leaned back for a moment to get a reprieve from the heat. “Are there places with bigger furnaces?” He asked.

 “Woof! Yup, of course, the big cities have them, but they’re also public. Serious crafters usually get a private one built. You can hire a decent leveled architect once you buy some land.”

 “You can buy land? Right, I remember reading about that...” Winter replied. “How much is something like that?” 

 “Orm prices went up because of you! Woof! But Kalmoore land is still on average cheaper than the other islands. I’m saving up for a plot myself, woof!” She grinned as her tail began to wag. “Of course if you want to buy the deed to land for really, really cheap, you could do it in the wilderness, there’s some places you can claim. Players can't steal your stuff that easily but guards won't be around so creatures and other NPCs aren’t restricted from walking in on you while you’re napping. Risky risky, woof! To answer your question, A small 1 room house in Orm would cost you about 30 000 gold pieces, woof!” She answered.

 At this, Winter gasped and took in a mouthful of smoke, causing him to cough excessively for a moment. He did some quick math in his head before recomposing himself.

 “That’s 300$ worth of gold, for an in-game house!” Winter shouted at her, others in the hall started shushing him almost immediately.

 “Yup! It’s an investment though! If you think that’s bad you should see the prices on the more popular islands like Savrigard. I hear houses in the capital go for tens of millions of gold. Some people are crazy, woof!” Ruffily shrugged.

 “H-how does someone make that much?” Winter asked in disbelief.

 “Playing a lot, or spending real money. Lots of people like to show off in this game. There’s even a popular stream show that rates people’s in-game houses, it’s kinda fun to watch. Woof!” She said excitedly. Winter had to take his focus off the conversation for a moment to tend to his copper. 

 “So making money from this game really isn’t just a dream, eh?” He grinned as he worked.

 “Nope.” She smiled back. “And it’s easier if you got a big ol’ private furnace! I might let you use mine once it's built! I’ll make sure to get one that’ll go hot enough smelt mithril, unlike this junk.” 

 “R-right, I look forward to it.”

 “In the meantime though, Woof!” She did a hand motion to tell him to hurry up, and Winter apologetically nodded to both her and the guys waiting impatiently. Once he finished his batch he switched to just using one crucible and continued talking shop about crafting in the game with Ruffily.

 By the time he’d finished with his ingots his stamina was drained and opted to share a spiced steak with Ruffily as thanks for her information again before moving on to tanning and woodcutting.

 After that was crafting. He tried out a set of copper armor first - it was time consuming to make and when he equipped it he felt too clunky and uncomfortable. So instead he made an attempt at a set of leather armor, and it felt much better once equipped. The quality wasn’t that great but he went in on leveling his leatherworking from there, eventually ending up with something passable. 

 After that he worked on making backup shields and tools and tried to expand his inventory a bit more. All his work in the guild hall took up another half a day of in-game time but he was proud by how fast all of his skills were progressing and took a break to look at them as he munched on a few apples. 
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 Feeling pleased and still wide awake, despite it being past midnight in the real world, he thought he’d try his luck and see if he could avoid Keldan and friends on his way out of Orm - if not he’d just call it a night. He stepped out of the guild hall and wandered the streets to the west, keeping a keen eye for any suspicious individuals loitering about. He spotted Herilon patrolling around but no sign of the others.

 Winter continued walking onward to the outskirts cautiously - assuming they may have wisened up and set an ambush for him in the forest, but at first he saw nothing. When he reached the tree-line and started to feel safe he heard a voice from behind a nearby tree.

 “They’re not here, they logged out for the night.” A jovial female voice spoke, startling Winter into jumping and bracing his shield. She slowly stepped out from the shadow of the trees until the moonlight illuminated her.

 [Silentwire - Level 8], She looked about his age, slender build with plain skin tight cloth and leather armor accenting her body shape. She had long black hair partially tied into a ponytail, partially hanging in the front down to her shoulders on either side of her face, bright blue eyes staring at him with a smile. 

 Winter took a moment to calm down. He was expecting to get attacked and still wasn’t sure he was safe despite her friendly demeanor. However seeing her level he felt a lot less threatened - he considered the distance back to town and how much damage she could do to him in the time it took to get Herilon to notice he was being attacked, and he must’ve looked back over his shoulder at Orm without thinking because Silentwire seemed to almost read his thoughts.

 “I’m not going to attack you or anything. I actually came to help out! We go to the same school - I saw Keldan’s stream, they’re trying to pick on you, so I wanted to help out.” She raised her hands to try and appear harmless, keeping her distance.

 “You were going to help me fight them? They’re in their 30’s, you’re only level 8.” Winter raised a suspicious brow at her.

 “I just started playing this Tuesday… I’ve been trying to level up fast to help…” She replied shyly. Winter was having trouble with this one, he couldn’t get a read on her. She wasn’t livestreaming or asking him for anything, so…

 “Why do you want to help me exactly?” 

 “Well..” She broke eye contact and put her hands behind her back, fidgeting her feet in the dirt like a little kid would when they’d just gotten in trouble for something - further confusing Winter. “I’ve been in a few of your classes and I noticed you are always studying, so... I thought it wasn’t fair that when you tried to have fun that everyone started harassing you…” She replied shyly, to which Winter sighed.

 “So it's pity then. Right, I appreciate the thought but I’ll be okay on my own.” He said dismissively, to which she stepped forward worriedly.

 “N-no, not pity! To tell the truth, I just wanted to play with… you…” Her face flushed bright red and she put her hand over her mouth as if she could pull the words back in.

 “You’re being oddly persistent here. How much are they paying you…” Winter started glancing around at the treetops, he thought he’d just now pieced it together. This person is being used to lure him from the town, most likely being paid by Keldan and his friends.

 “No one’s paying me! Sheesh.” She looked flustered now, stomping one foot on the ground. Winter ignored her for a moment, squinting his eyes to look around the nearby treetops and listening carefully for the sounds of any movement. Silentwire patiently waited for him to finish and look back at her. “Believe me yet?” She crossed her arms. 

 “If you go to our school, what’s your name?” Winter asked.

 “Selena... Mabrinosh… Selena Mabrinosh. We have science together this semester…” her voice trailed off as she saw Winter’s blank expression. “You bumped into me the other day and knocked a bunch of Simboxes out of my hands, and helped me pick them up…” Her confidence dwindled as she watched his face remain blank.

 “Oh, yeah, right, of course, Selena. Mabinrosh.” He said this while opening up his friends list, relieved to see Davoth still online at level 7. He started messaging him in plain view of Silentwire, though she couldn’t see his interface she could see his hand motions and surmised what he was doing. 

 “Seriously?” She huffed then began tapping her foot impatiently. 



 “Do you know someone named Selena Mabinrosh?” Winter messaged Davoth, speaking in a whisper so that Silentwire couldn’t hear. 

 “You mean Mabrinosh? Really quiet girl, goes to our school. Why’d you ask? Oh shit you’re level 3 now?” Davoth steered the conversation quickly.

 “Yeah… got revenge on some boars.”

 “Sweet, I’m almost finished up with the archer basic quests to unlock all my base skills. We can meet up and start leveling for real tomorrow if you want!” 

 “Sounds good...” Winter looked at Davoth’s level, 7, comparing it to Silentwire at level 8 in front of him. “Have you been leveling nonstop? You’re already 7.” 

 “Y-yeah, as much as I can. I’m gonna have to dip out soon though, the Simbox Center started charging extra for Simbox usage if you stay in one for over 8 hours. It’s a real pain. I gotta get some income fast before my parents find out how much I’m spending to play.” Davoth replied.



 

 “Ahem.” Silentwire cleared her throat loudly as Winter had stopped paying attention to her, he had even started walking away trying to find some boars to start grinding. 

            

    
        Chapter 17: Selena

    
    
    
    
                 “Alright cya later.” Winter closed the conversation box with Davoth. “Right, sorry, Selena, or Silentwire. You swear on your life you’re not tricking me?”

 “I promise.” She groaned. 

 “Okay. Well, I’m going to fight some boars then. See you around.” Winter continued walking away.

 “Wait, what about playing together?”

 “Oh yeah, uhm. I’m mostly playing alone, the grinding I’m doing is a bit weird, really boring.”

 “I can help!” She replied enthusiastically as she followed behind him.

 “I’m good, I appreciate it though.” 

 “But leveling in a group is way faster, especially for a priest.” She insisted, he paused at this thought and turned to face her.

 “The experience gets split if we party, doesn’t it?”

 “Well, yeah, but we could fight a lot more monsters at once.” She suggested. Winter thought about it for a second.

 “I’m training my defensive attributes and skills, so that doesn’t really help me much… I’d just die faster than I can heal myself if we grabbed more enemies.” 

 “It does! I thought about it - I can round up the boars for you, and if you heal me, they’ll run to attack you, and once you run out of mana I can kill them for you. That way you don’t have to wait for them to run out of stamina.” She explained, to which he glared at her. She clued into why he was glaring rather quickly and threw her hands over her mouth.

 “Sorry, I just thought they might try to come after you again, so I tried to find you in the forest to make sure you were okay. I only watched you for a little bit, and then left. I wasn’t s-spying, I swear.” Winter crossed his arms and eyed her carefully. He knew he wasn’t the best at reading people, but he didn’t sense that she was lying to him.

 “I don’t get it, why’re you so set on helping me out and playing with me, we’re not exactly friends.” Winter put it bluntly.

 She looked away to avoid his gaze. “I guess it makes sense you don't trust me.” She sighed. “Wait here.” She asked before quickly dashing off into the dark forest. He heard her footsteps fade out of earshot, followed by the sound of squealing in the distance. Due to the darkness of night and the sparse moonlight breaking through the canopy, he could hear more than he could see, but about 30 seconds later he saw her return, trailing behind her were four angry boars.

 “Now heal me!” She called out to Winter, but saw his look of hesitation glaring back at her. “Just trust me.” She groaned, and Winter took note of the fact that unlike himself she was able to outrun the boars fairly easily. 

 “Minor Heal!” He began casting against his better judgement. Two seconds later his bright radiant light surrounded Silentwire and the focus of the boars shifted to him. He put his shield up and braced himself for the hits, and as their skulls collided with his shield he kept repositioning himself and the shield to make sure the attacks didn’t get through his defense. 

 It took a lot more concentration than usual but between blocking their hits and healing himself until his mana was empty, he got a few notifications rather quickly.

 

 Attribute Up!: You’ve gained +1 Agility

Attribute Up!: You’ve gained +1 Strength

Level Up!: Shield Mastery reached level 8!


Because of his armor and improved shield, the boars were only dealing three to four damage per hit, and his healing at level 5 was healing for 71 health. But Minor Heal and his attribute experience had a drop off because he’d only been fighting level 1 monsters.

Winter had figured out that the Pacifism experience boost also wasn’t affecting his base level experience, only the skills. Because of his pain threshold and pacifism, Shield Mastery was still gaining experience from the level 1 boars, but even that was beginning to drop off. 

“I noticed for some reason you aren’t using a weapon? Why don’t you just kill them with a sword instead of running them out of stamina?” Silentwire asked.

“I can’t…”

“Are you afraid of them? Or scared to use weapons? I could teach you!” She smiled.

“No, it’s something else. Can’t explain it.” Winter replied between taking blows, forcing him to shout over the loud squeals and thuds.

“Oh… okay. I can be the sword then, you be the shield?” As she said this a party invitation message popped up in front of his peripheral vision. Winter let it hang there for a moment, thinking on it as he blocked a few more hits. Eventually he relented and hit accept, and the party interface appeared showing her health, stamina, and mana values. It also displayed her class to him as a Thief. 

“Good!” She smiled gleefully. “Now I can see your stamina and mana, so when it gets low, I’ll finish them off.” She drew two small daggers from her belt and held them tight, pacing around nearby as she watched him take the hits. 

“Thief?” He asked between blows.

“Y-yeah. They’re good at hiding. I like to.. go unnoticed...” her voice trailed off shyly. 

Winter glanced at her inquisitively for a brief second. “Is that so.” He blocked one last hit and healed himself with the remains of his mana. “Now should be good.” He called out. On command Silentwire dashed forward with grace and stabbed each boar in the back with her dagger, killing them all in one hit mercilessly and with finesse, granting Winter 2 experience per kill. Winter found himself staring at her with confusionion due to her sudden transition from shy girl to ruthless killing machine, but quickly shrugged it off.

“You get a lot more experience fighting higher level enemies.” She said while sheathing the daggers.

“I - well, I guess if you’re killing them for me we could try Rockjaws. I’m almost able to tank these boars infinitely though, and the leather…” His eyes twinkled as he pulled out his skinning knife and began harvesting the boars. 

“Okay.” She shrugged. “I don’t mind, I can grab a lot more. There’s a den somewhere around here.” 

“You sure? It looks like you could easily handle higher level guys, so I can’t imagine this is fun for you.” Winter said as he knelt over the second boar with his knife.

“It’s fun.” She smiled. 

“Alright.” He said doubtfully. “How many boars are in this den?”

“I dunno. Let’s find out.” After recovering, he followed her along through the forest, taking breaks to chop down valuable trees and gather herbs along the way so that his mana had time to recover, and eating in between to top up his stamina. Despite the fact that this slowed down their travel significantly, Silentwire didn’t seem bothered by it too much. 

They arrived at a large rocky mound jutting out of the forest floor, gigantic oak roots entangled with the stoney slopes as their large trunks sat on top. There was a large opening into the hill with vines and roots draped over it, and clear signs of movement in the earth surrounding the opening - countless boar prints going both in and out of the wide cavern entrance and a large area where the grass had died down into dirt due to the hoof traffic.

“You wait here, I’m really fast so I’ll grab them and bring them outside.”

“Right, just try not to bring too many…” Winter said as he tried to get a better view of the contents of the cavern, but it was too dark to see far inside. Silentwire nodded before rushing in, and seconds later she disappeared into the darkness of the cavern. It wasn’t long before Winter heard the squeals of several boars coming from deep inside the cave, as was expected.

He positioned himself in front of the cave a few meters away in a fighting stance with his shield held in front, waiting as the squeals increased. More, and more, and more. Winter began to get nervous, but what sent him over the edge was a sudden loud snorting squeal that echoed out of the cave and through the forest around him. Following it, the sound of heavy stomping hooves that shook the ground itself causing birds to flock out of the trees nearby and flee.

He looked at his party interface, then glanced over his shoulder to see a clear escape route, a path through the forest he could use to get away. He had half a mind to run as he considered the possibility that she may still be tricking him, but his curiosity overtook his caution and he held his ground.

A moment later he saw Silentwire rushing towards him out of the darkness of the cave with a panicked expression.

“Too many! I think I got too many! And a really big one!” She yelled, and from behind her out of the darkness came a stampede of boars charging forth, trailed by one gigantic boar with large gnarled tusks, easily the size of a house. Unlike the other creatures that Winter had encountered thus far, this one had text floating above it, a singular word written in red.

[Boss]

            

    
        Chapter 18: The Boar King

    
    
    
    
                 “You didn’t think that maybe you should turn around after 5 or 10?” Winter shouted at her angrily.

 “I couldn’t, they surrounded me!” She squeaked back.

 “You can kill them in one hit!” 

 “That only works when I can stab them in the back!” 

 “Then stab them in the back! Minor Heal!” Winter shouted, casting heal at the maximum range as all of the boar's attention turned to him. He raised up his tiny shield which to him felt as though it was shrinking smaller and smaller as the stampede closed in on him. Silentwire maneuvered around the stampede and began dashing between the smaller ones, picking them off quickly while the Boss Boar overtook them and raged towards Winter.

 Once it was close enough he flinched his eyes shut as the tusks larger than his head collided with his shield.

 *CRACK!* - He felt it, he imagined it was akin to what getting hit by a train felt like. His spine, skull, arms, everything - it felt as though all of his bones had shattered, while simultaneously he felt light, the force knocking him clean off of his feet. He opened his eyes to see the Giant Boar getting further away from him - or rather he was getting further from the Giant Boar.

 *CRUNCH* - his back slammed into a tree, it felt as though his entire body had cartoonishly warped around it like a piece of playdoh. His shield’s durability immediately dropped to 0 and shattered. His entire body surged with unimaginable, excruciating pain.



*WARNING* Mental Stress Levels are nearing the safe limit. You will be forcibly removed from the simulation if the current level of stress continues or increases.


[Force Log out] Take a break from the game and relax, you will respawn at the nearest Graveyard.

 [Lower Pain Threshold] Threshold change is currently available for your account.

[Ignore] Keep Playing, acknowledging that Averon is not liable for any damages caused by continuing the Simulation. (If conditions persists or worsen you will be logged out against your will as part of our Terms of Service)




 Winter hit the ground, and a few seconds later the pain from the blow disappeared, but despite this he fell into a cold sweat, his entire body felt weak and he staggered, struggling to stay on his feet. A blow like that wasn’t something he could just shake off, but at the same time he saw an attribute level up notification from taking the hit, +1 Constitution. If he could just bear with it… maybe it’s because he was caught by surprise? He wondered to himself as he hit the ignore button.

 Silentwire was making quick work of the small boars but the large one was digging its hooves in, preparing to charge at Winter again. He could’ve sworn he heard her scream out worriedly when he got hit, but even now he only had ringing in his ears. He was getting a constant stream of 2 experience point gains, but Silentwire wouldn’t be able to do anything about the boss yet.

 “Minor Heal!” He looked at his hit points - he’d taken 79 damage from that attack despite his shield mastery and armor. One heal wasn’t enough to completely top him off, but he could cast 3 more times and the boar would then need to hit him twice to take him out.

 Just taking the behaviour of this creature into account, Winter thought that together the two could beat it. The problem was, he didn’t know if he could handle another hit like that. He was tempted to lower the pain threshold, but he remembered it’d be unchangeable for a while after he did, and he didn’t want to miss out on leveling up fast. He had to get stronger fast. An image of Makaroth flashed in his mind. He gritted his teeth, planted his feet, and equipped a new shield from his inventory.

 *WHAM!*



You take 82 Crushing Damage.

 Copper Shield’s durability has dropped by 36.

 Your use of the Shield Mastery skill has unlocked the Shield Mastery Ability: [Brace]


 [Brace] - Shield Mastery

While remaining stationary, press your shield forward into an attack at the moment of impact to double your Shield Mastery bonuses for that attack. Consumes 5 stamina per attempt at bracing. Stamina is consumed regardless of whether Brace is successful.

Shield Block Bonus: 18% (9% base from Shield Mastery Level 8)

Pushback Reduction: 18% (9% base from Shield Mastery Level 8)

Durability Lost: -14% (7% base from Shield Mastery Level 8)




It was a pleasant notification to read as Winter flew through the air again, this time landing on some branches and tumbling down a nearby tree, taking few extra points of falling damage. He tried to think of calming thoughts for the short few seconds that the pain surged through him, it was a battle of the mind. He knew the pain wasn’t real, he just needed to be completely convinced in order to shrug it off. 

When he stood back up, he felt as though his legs could not possibly be able to still lift him up, because they should’ve been broken. Overcoming this mental block took him a moment but it was easier the second time around. “Minor Heal!” He could shout out as the Giant Boar began charging again. 

“Winter are you okay? I finished with the small ones!” Silentwire called out to him.

“N-never been better. Please kill this one.” He mumbled weakly. The Giant Boar closed in, shaking the ground with each step. Winter knew if he wanted to take advantage of the new brace abilitiy he couldn’t flinch, so he opened his eyes wide to watch the giant tusks rush at his face. Just as they were about to hit he forced his shield arm forward and his shield suddenly flashed with yellow light, growing in size for a mere second as the tusks connected. 



You take 65 Crushing Damage.

Copper Shield’s durability has reached 0 and is unusable until repaired.




The pain was lessened and he was not knocked in the air, instead skidding across the ground backwards a few meters until impacting a tree. The Boss Boar breathed heavily from it’s large snout, preparing another charge as Winter healed himself again. 

Silentwire rushed at the boar from the rear and once close enough began stabbing it in the back furiously, each stab doing a range of 60 to 70 points of piercing damage. Winter could see the red text appearing and hear the impact sounds, it caused the boar to squeal in pain and angrily turn around to face her, doing a quick side swipe attack with its mouth. Despite her being higher level, she took more damage from the hit than Winter - 104 crushing. Her health was much higher than his at least so she wasn’t in immediate danger, but she was just above half from that single blow.

“Chase me you big hairy pig!” She screamed at it before turning and dashing in the opposite direction. Winter had a moment to catch his breath and recover some stamina and mana. He limped awkwardly forward and watched as the large boar stormed off after her, bulldozing through the surrounding forest.

“If you get its attention back by healing me, I can do more damage!” Silentwire shouted to him from a distance. Winter wiped the sweat from his forehead and pulled broken twigs and branches out of his armor, gasping heavily and recomposing himself for a few moments as he nodded back. In those few moments of watching Silentwire flee, a sudden lightbulb flicked on in his head.

“H-how long can you keep running from it?” Winter yelled.

“Uh, uhm, I guess maybe 10 minutes? But my sprinting will use all the stamina I use for attacks.” She replied, shouting over the sound of the stomping beast. She turned back to see Winter with a giant smile on his face. He watched the Giant Boar as it recklessly rushed at her, leaving destruction in its wake, knocking over the large trees of Orm forest with ease.

“T-try to lead it to the Pine trees.” He suddenly pulled out his woodcutting axe.

“ARE YOU KIDDING ME?” She screamed back. He didn’t hear her, he only saw the goldmine in front of him as tree after tree fell over. They took minutes to chop when they were standing, but broken on the ground from boar strikes? Seconds to turn them into logs suitable for adding to his game inventory. He located the first pine, hit the loose branches off with a few swings and got a clean hit at the bottom and top to keep only the good parts, then put it in his inventory. 

“And here I was worried about you...” Silentwire couldn’t believe what she was seeing, watching Winter run from pine to pine behind her.

“Hey, focus! There’s a bunch to the left!” He shouted back at her. 

“You’re telling ME to focus?! There’s a giant boar trying to kill us and you are chopping wood!” As her voice trailed off in the distance she swapped over to using the party communication system instead. Despite her protests, she led the Giant Boar exactly to where Winter suggested.

“This boar is awesome.” Winter cheered giddily. He was practically drooling at the mouth moving from pine to pine as fast as he could, draining stamina from sprinting between them. 

“You’re unbelievable. Alright, 5 minutes, then we kill it, okay?” Silentwire relented. Winter heard her but didn’t respond, he was stuffing his face with food to keep his stamina up. The next 5 minutes consisted of Winter directing Silentwire on where to run to make the most of her sprinting time, conserving his stamina somewhat for the impending conclusion to the fight, though he wasn’t too keen on letting all those broken trees sit around for someone else to steal. They weren’t exactly being discrete, but he couldn’t keep up with how fast they were falling.

“Okay, I’m coming back now, you better heal me.” She grumbled as she rushed towards Winter at the end of the 5 minutes. When she closed in, Winter complied with a minor heal and garnered the Giant Boars attention. 

The moment he started his charge at Winter, Silentwire began assaulting the boar from behind, it seemed unable to switch targets with its charge very easily so continued towards Winter despite the massive damage Silentwire was able to deal.

Winter dug his feet in with a new shield equipped and timed his brace perfectly, still sliding back from the blow but the pain was lessened by the thought of all the pine logs he’d be rolling in.

“Flurry!” Silentwire shouted, her hands glowing blue as her attacking speed rose significantly, stabbing multiple times a second with each forcing the creature to squeal. The Boss boar was huffing and preparing to turn and strike her again, and in the process the creature began to give off a red glow.

“It’s enraging!” Winter warned her, preparing to cast a minor heal. The moment it turned to hit her, she flew off her feet into a nearby tree and took 220 points of damage - more than Winter’s entire health bar, and she fell to dangerously low levels. He healed less than half back, but that was enough to turn the enraged boar back on him. He then used the last of his mana to heal himself.

“Hooo boy.” Winter gulped as the boar dug its hooves in. Silentwire recovered quickly and rushed at the boar, stabbing it again furiously - but it was clear she wouldn’t kill it before he took the hit.

He focused intensely on the impending tusks boring towards him through the air. It took every ounce of his willpower not to flinch, he needed to see the exact moment of impact to brace it properly or he’d be out.

*CRASH!* 



You take 138 Crushing Damage.

Copper Shield’s durability has reached 0 and is unusable until repaired.

Level Up!: Shield Mastery reached level 9!

Attribute Up!: You’ve gained +1 Strength




As he slid along the dirt from the impact, crashing into a cluster of bushes, he got several more messages. 

 


The Boar King [Boss] has been Slain!

You gain 904 Experience!

Congratulations, you have reached level 4!: 3 attribute points available, +26 health, +16 mana!

Skill Learned: Leather Armor Proficiency.




The Boar King crashed into the ground, unable to withstand Silentwire’s relentless attacks any longer. It landed with a loud thud, and as it did Winter witnessed 3 orbs of varying size and color in front of the beast, rolling onto the ground after seemingly appearing out of thin air. Two were green, one was grey, and after a few moments, all three orbs cracked, crumbled, and opened with a grandiose flash of light. Once the light faded, three large objects appeared on the ground in their place.

“Is that…?” Winter asked as he climbed out of the bushes and eyed the items. 

“Oh right, you’ve only been fighting low level monsters up until now, and they almost never drop items, so this is your first time seeing it? The item orbs?” Silentwire smiled as she walked over to him.“In that case, you should do the honors! Go see what he dropped.”

Winter walked towards them excitedly like a little boy on Christmas morning. 

            

    
        Chapter 19: Lumberjack

    
    
    
    
                When Winter approached the items, cards appeared above them detailing what they were, similar to the information he’d get from items in his inventory. The grey orb had revealed a giant boar tusk resembling the Boar King’s. One of the green orbs had a small dagger that looked to be made out of the same tusk material, and there was a pair of green quality leather boots from the final orb. 



Name: Boartusk Dagger

Slot: Weapon (One Hand)

Type: Dagger

Damage: 17-21

Speed: Fast

Quality: 41%

Durability: 45/45

Requirements: Level 5

Option 1: +5% Damage dealt to beasts.

Description: A small dagger made from the tusks of the Boar King.





Name: Boar King’s Treads

Slot: Feet

Type: Leather Armor

Armor: 12

Quality: 40%

Durability: 50/50

Requirements: Level 5

Option 1: -5% Damage taken from beasts.

Description: Leather shoes made from the hide of the Boar King. 





Name: Boar King’s Tusk

Type: Crafting Material

Option: Increases damage dealt to beasts.

Quality: 36%




 It all lined up from what Winter knew from reading the manual. Any item of a quality below 40% was considered common and colored white. Above 40% was considered uncommon and showed up as green. Above 60% was rare and came up as blue, while 80% and above was considered Magnificent and colored purple, 90% and above was colored orange and considered Mastercraft, and 100% was considered Perfect and colored red, but none had been found thus far - from what Winter had read, only a handful of Mastercraft items had even been found.

 He was mainly interested in the Tusk. There were no detailed crafting recipes in The Shattered World Online, only basics - to craft powerful equipment one needed to get creative in how they go about it. Certain materials had different options, and it was up to the crafter to add them into the basic recipe so that it would gain the properties of that item. 

 Since he had the recipes for most of the basic equipment already he started pondering how he could incorporate the Boar King’s Tusk into them so that the craft would gain its properties, also taking into consideration how he could use the artistry skill to change the way it looked. With good quality ore, careful technique, and the right additional materials, he might be able to craft an item worth a lot of gold - though trying to add too many additional materials to a recipe could mess up the process and cause the craft to complete with 1 or 0 maximum durability, which meant a failed craft. He imagined with enough practice and high enough skill levels, he could add 3, 4, or even 5 bonus materials to his weapons. Thinking of the money he’d make turned his pupils into gold coins.

 “Probably not worth it to add to copper crafts… should wait until I can use Iron.” He mumbled aloud as he fixated on the tusk. Silentwire was drooling over the dagger however.

 “D-do you mind if I take it? It’s better than mine.” She asked. Winter looked it over for a moment - he thought it might be worth a good bit of gold, but would help him level faster if Silentwire was really determined to stick with him.

 “Go for it.” 

 “Okay, thanks! You should take the leather boots!” She smiled as she grabbed the dagger and sheathed it. She picked up the pair of boots and handed them to Winter as he finished stuffing the tusk into his inventory. He gladly took and equipped them while remembering the notification of his new skill. Pressing his menu in his peripheral vision he navigated through it to get to the skill window and read it. 



Leather Armor Proficiency - Level 1 (Beginner)

Improves the effectiveness of Leather Armor when only leather armor is being worn, as well as movement speed. Bonus does not take effect when wearing any pieces of Cloth, Mail, or Plate armor. 

Armor Bonus: 1%

Movement Bonus: 0.2%




Next, he assigned his attribute points from leveling up by putting 2 in spirit, 1 in constitution. 

“You killed that boss pretty fast, by the way. Are all bosses that easy?” Winter asked while pulling out his harvesting knife. 

“I think it was level 5 so I did extra damage, since I’m higher level.” She shrugged. “Usually bosses take full groups of players to take down but I’m pretty sure the beginner bosses around this forest are made easier for new players.”

“It didn’t hit like it was made for new players…” he grumbled. “Listen, the hard part is up next. You see all that?” Winter pointed over the destroyed forest littered with broken trees, and the giant pile of dead boars in front of the cave. “I have an important mission for you, don’t let anyone steal my stuff until I’ve gathered it all.” His eyes beaming, he dug his blade into the Boar King and started harvesting it for anything useful. 

“I got it… you want me to kill other players if they start trying?” She asked innocently. To Winter’s surprise, she seemed perfectly okay with this.

“Ah, well - persuade them to go away. Tell them it’s all property of your party or something.” Winter replied, and she nodded. It took Winter 5 minutes to get done with the Boar King, but it was beyond worth it. He was able to harvest a second tusk as well as 3 pieces of Boar King Hide, which had the property to reduce damage taken from beasts. Unfortunately none of it was above 20% quality - his creature harvesting was still too low to get better. 

With one hand armed with his skinning knife, the other with his wooden axe, he unleashed the power of his inner survivalist. The sun came up in The Shattered World and morning dew formed on the leaves and grass. The birds returned to the trees and sang once more, having fled during the commotion.

The sound of his axe hitting the logs echoed off of the surrounding forest. The tasks were menial, it gave him a long time to think about things as he worked. The thought of doing hands-on work like this in the wilderness wasn’t something he’d ever imagine doing in his life, it was so farfetched from what he did in the real world with all of its conveniences. At the same time though, he was enjoying it, it felt incredibly rewarding to watch his experience bars and inventory fill up.

He’d also pondered more about Selena. She was doing nothing but patrolling about and watching him work for several hours straight without a single complaint. She deterred a few low level players who wandered nearby, preventing them from touching the logs and bodies, and none tried to press the issue against her. She was either incredibly patient, or something else was going on, Winter thought. 

After 8 hours of diligent work and endless apple digestion, Winter had finished. His harvesting had gotten high enough during the ordeal that he started gaining more than 1 log and leather per harvest, and ended up with close to 1000 logs and 600 leather, and enough steak to feed a family of 5 for a year. His bags were nearing their limits, and his tools were about done for.

“What next?” Silentwire yawned and stretched when she noticed Winter wrapping things up. 

“I can’t do much with this stuff without Copper, but bags are stuffed. Gotta head back to Orm and find a place to stash all of it.” Winter said as he got his bearings and started heading eastward.

“Okay.” She said sleepily.

“The crafting and gathering’s pretty boring, you don’t have to follow me around y’know.” Winter replied.

“I’m okay.” She rubbed her eyes.

“You don’t want to go hunt something while I craft?” Winter raised an eyebrow.

“Nope.”

“What sort of equipment do thieves use? I could craft you something.”

“Daggers, throwing knives... leather armor… uhm, oh a lockpicking set would be nice. And tripwires for traps and things.” She pondered.

“I’ll try to make some while I’m crafting.” 

“Okay.” Her face lit up. It wasn't long before the pair made it back to Orm. Despite it being afternoon in-game it was still very early morning in the world, so as expected there was no sign of Keldan and the goons. 

Silentwire led Winter to the storage building of Orm where Herilon could be found sitting on a bench outside reading an in-game book, Winter curiously peaking to see the title ‘The Grand Abyssal Voyage’ on the cover. He looked up when Winter passed and they exchanged nods of recognition briefly before he unloaded his wood into the storage hall, a large stone structure with several Kalmoore guards patrolling about.

When he entered he was directed to a large iron door off to the side, and upon touching the door it opened for him revealing a quite large empty stone chamber. The logs took up a lot of space but he made sure to organize it properly to maximize the area, keeping the leather on him. 

When he was done he stepped outside, Silentwire unable to enter on her own.

“Oh, me too.” She stepped forward and touched the door, but when she opened it, a completely different chamber appeared filled with all manner of items scattered around the floor sloppily. Winter peaked inside to see a large pile of torn and discarded cloth, rusty looking weapons, broken arrows, the sort. Silentwire took the time to drop off a few more broken weapons from her inventory before rejoining Winter. “Okay, all set.” She patted her hands together.

Resisting the urge to ask her about her storage, he opened his inventory to see the readily available pickaxes he’d made, and saw he only had 1 copper shield remaining from the battle with the boar. He double checked the mining quest he had, he needed 3 copper ores of 50% quality. The best he’d gotten so far was a 20, and only one at that.

“So… my goal is to get to Iron to make money. I’m gonna be mining a lot… gonna try to improve my bag size first…” Winter was trying to hint at Silentwire his boring plans.

“Okay.” She smiled and nodded as the two left the storage building, completely oblivious. Winter subtly shook his head to himself. He started by selling excess steak to some players and NPCs for extra gold, then used the gold to buy cloth and sewing materials. He combined that with the leather he had gathered in the Craftsman Guildhall to expand his inventory significantly, he’d wager he could hold close to 8000 copper ore if he had nothing else, but at that point he ran out of money and cloth.

“How much copper ore can you carry?” He asked Silentwire while walking out of the Guildhall.

“Uhm, about 2000 I think?” She shrugged while munching on a piece of bread. “You are going mining now? It’s pretty late.” She asked.

“I know, but…”

“You’re having fun, huh?” Silentwire smiled. “Me too, I’ll help with whatever!” 

“There’s no way you’re gonna sit around watching me mine is there?” He raised his eyebrow at her. She was starting to feel less like a potential threat and more like a lost puppy. “If you’re gonna be the sword, you should use the time to get sharper, or whatever.” Winter insisted while walking westward a few steps with her.

“Oh, uhm… I guess there are some skill quests around the thieves guild, but it's over in the neighboring city.”

“You should go and do them.” Winter suggested, “I’ll be mining for a while, we can meet up after.” 

“Are you sure? What if Keldan and those guys come back?” She asked worriedly.

“Then I’ll have an excuse to sleep a bit.” He shrugged.

“Heh… okay… can we add each other to friends?” 

“Yeah, of course.” He sent her a request and she accepted immediately - he now had 3 on his list.

“Got it!”

“Great. I’ll see you later then. Thanks for helping.” Winter bowed politely to her.

“I had a lot of fun. I’ll go as fast as possible!” She smiled and waved before turning and running off in the opposite direction, however she remained in his party interface. Winter moved forward with determination, hopefully for the last time towards the copper hills. He arrived without any trouble and immediately began mining.

100 ore, 200 ore, eating his spiced boar steaks in between to keep his stamina up, watching the quality of the ore as he gathered it - unfortunately nothing particularly high. He got a level in mining and from it saw a few more 20% quality and one at 22%, but it was around that time a message popped up on his screen.



WARNING: User has entered a sleeping state.

This Simbox does not support Dreamstate Simulation, logging out…




Despite his best efforts to stay awake, the menial task of mining eventually made him pass out. 

Silentwire was about halfway to the Capital city of Kalmoore, Kordas, following the main road when she got the notification that Winter had logged out.

“I guess he fell asleep.” She yawned to herself, “I hope I wasn’t acting too weird. I think I was being too weird. Ughh I’m so stupid!” She shouted to the sky, which garnered her strange stares from the passing caravan. She sighed and opened her interface, opening up the settings menu and seeing his name on her friends list next to several other names and unanswered messages. 

She opened the messaging window to a player named Jaese.



“I can’t believe you actually rerolled. The guild leader is pissed - we can’t even clear Marauder's keep anymore. We got killed by the twin-headed Voxen's enrage without your damage.”

“Hey you’re ignoring me now?”

“Guild leader says if you don’t rejoin when you hit level 90 again he’s coming after you.”




She huffed and closed the messages from Jaese and instead opened another set from a player named Nejina.



“I’m proud of you, go get him girl! Make sure you don’t regret it!”

“Hope he appreciates what you gave up just to play with him.”

“Gimme all the juicy deets asap!”




A big smile stretched over her face as she wrote a message back to Nejina.



“I forgot I was only level 8 and almost got us both killed..."

"Best day ever!”



            

    
        Chapter 20: Neslea

    
    
    
    
                



	--[One Year Earlier]--







 A younger Eli walked into his 11th grade classroom early in the morning, dark clouds dominating the sky outside. The room was full of desks, not Simboxes, and most of the seats were already filled with students unpacking their bags, waiting for the lesson to begin. Eli took his seat near the front of the room, minding his own business and following suit. The students talked amongst each other about various topics that he was uninterested in, some speaking of the latest Simbox game.

 “Yo I got Master ranked last night on Counterstrife.”

 “Seriously? No way. How?”

 “‘Cause I’m good, duh.”

 “I heard that the military sends recruitment letters to Master rank players.”

 “Heh? No thanks, I’ll stick to the simulation.”

 “Wussy, I bet you got carried up the ranks.”

“You’re just jealous you can’t afford a Simbox.” Two boys spoke loudly behind Eli as he unpacked his bag, but they fell silent when the teacher entered the room. An older gentleman with short scruffy brown hair and a goatee, and a set of large round spectacles resting on his nose. 

Suddenly the room was filled with tension as the teacher's footsteps echoed off the tiled floor. He placed his bag on the large wooden desk at the head of the room and he shuffled around papers inside his bag.

“So, as we discussed last Friday, today we’ll be starting your end of semester assignments. I don’t need to remind you all that this will affect your grade greatly, perhaps more than your exams themselves. You know the subject but you will each be given different topics, and infront of me are the details of the assignment and how you will be graded. I’ll be having you work in pairs-” Immediately upon hearing this word the classroom erupted.

“Winters, yo pair with me!”

“Hey hey, Winters! Cmon, we’re best friends right?” the entire class stood up and started pleading and begging, moving to surround his desk.

“Guys, guys…” Eli tried to calm them down as he became overwhelmed, holding back laughter.

“I’ll buy you lunch for next year!”

“I’ll give you a massage!”

“You can grab one of my boobs!”

“Huh?” Eli turned to see who said this, his face turning red.

“I’ll sell you my grandma!”

“Why the hell would I want your grandma?” Eli laughed.

“Enough!” The teacher shouted, causing the students to calm down and step away from Eli. “Eli, come up front.” Eli reluctantly sighed as he moved to the front of the class and looked over the other students as they scrambled back into their chairs. “You’re all hoping for an easy ride. I get it, he’s had the highest scores on every test this semester. You’re a bunch of lazy bums.” The teacher smirked.

“So it seems you’ve got your pick of the litter, choose someone so we can move on.” He spoke to Eli. Staring back at him were many sets of puppy eyes, seductive eyes, and pleading eyes. All but one student, a young girl in the far corner of the room. Selena, with long black hair hanging off her shoulders, a larger build and dark brown eyes. She was focused on a textbook on the desk in front of her, ignoring the situation entirely. 

“I’ll partner with her.” Eli said, pointing over the other students at Selena. There were several audible sighs and groans, various complaints from around the class. Many eyes turned to Selena, causing her to look up embarrassed across the room.

“Selena, do you wish to partner up with Eli?” The teacher asked her.

“Cmon Eli, she doesn’t even want to.”

“Her name was Selena? I didn’t even know she was in the class.”

“Why her Eli?! Cmon, if you pick me we can have loooots of fun together.” A beautiful brunette in the front row urged him with a wink. Eli rolled his eyes.

“No thanks, I prefer quiet girls.” He remarked sarcastically, however Selena’s face flushed red when he said this. 

“U-uh, okay.” she mumbled.

“There you have it, everyone else find your partners and leave Eli alone.” The teacher declared. The noise picked up again, this time the students were much more orderly and less enthusiastic as they moved around the room to pick partners for the assignment. The teacher handed a paper to Eli and he took it to the back of the classroom, standing next to Selena’s desk. He put the paper down and leaned over the desk to look at it with her.

“Sorry about that, they were just too noisy. Looks like the assignment is on the U.I.B..” Eli spoke while reading it over. Selena had been staring at his face in shock, for some reason fixated on his chin as she was unable to meet his eyes, but this knocked her out of her trance and she leaned in to read it. 

“T-the universal income bill. How will it change society if it passes and gets implemented in 2100.”

“Guess he’ll be checking our critical thinking and analysis skills. Shouldn’t be too hard.” Eli straightened his back. “I like to get stuff like this out of the way as fast as possible, do you have time after school today to get it done?”

“U-uhm… y-yeah.” She started fiddling with her fingers. 

“My place work for you? Needa be around to make dinner tonight.”

“O-okay.” Selena nodded.

“Great. Meet you out front after school.” Eli took the paper and walked back to his desk, and once he was far enough away Selena sighed with relief.

----------------------------------------------------------

Selena stepped out of the school’s front doors and walked across the paved pathway to reach the sidewalk where she’d spotted Eli waiting, pacing around looking up and down the street. She hesitated approaching for a moment, huddling her arms inward and cautiously avoiding the many other students walking by. Eli eventually spotted her and gave her a nod, so she had no choice but to walk forward.

“Dad’s supposed to pick me up in the Autocar… but I’ve got a feeling.” Eli groaned as he hit his ear implant, pulling up David and attempting to reach him. 


“Yeah? What’s up Eli?” David replied, the sound of battle could be heard in the background. “I’m livestreaming right now so make it quick.”

“Mom left the autocar with you today so you could go shopping and then pick me up. It’s pickup time.” Eli replied, Selena could hear the annoyed tone in his voice. He sounded completely different than he did when he talked to anyone at school, which made her perk up her ears and listen in on the conversation more attentively.

“Ah, you can handle that by yourself can’t you? Great, thanks.” The call ended. Eli leaned his head back to look up at the sky while sighing. He turned to Selena. “I’ve got to stop by the supermarket first, then we can take the bus, if that’s okay with you. Do you have a bus pass?”

“Y-yeah, it’s okay.” She replied while looking at her feet. 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

The two of them walked into the Supermarket together, Eli pushing along a shopping cart and Selena nervously trailing behind. Eli used his wrist implant to bring up a shopping list message sent from his mom to both him and David, as if she’d already anticipated that Eli would be the one who’d have to go shopping. 

“Alright, where are tomatoes…” Eli said aloud, walking around the fresh produce section. 

“Uhm, there.” Selena pointed across to another aisle. “This shop only sells the biofarm tomatoes, s-s” Her confidence weakened as Eli turned to listen and looked her in the eyes, she quickly broke eye contact. “They’re over in the biofarm section."

“Oh, thanks.” He nodded and pulled the cart around to grab them. “Do you shop here often?”

“Y-yes, my house is nearby.” She replied while trailing behind him.

“Oh, then you could probably find everything quick, right?” Eli asked, she nodded. 

“Here, let me send you the shopping list. Gotta add contact information first.” He stopped and moved his wrist over her ear to send the information. Selena got the notification in her eye implant and her eyes went wide.

“Ah, sorry, I guess if you don’t want to that's fine.” Eli noticed her reaction.

“N-no, it’s okay.” Selena hit accept, seeing now that her contacts list had its 3rd ever member added to it, right below Mom and Dad. “Here’s mine…” She shyly held out her hand and waved it over Eli’s ear, accidentally brushing his skin, which caused her to jerk her hand away anxiously. “S-sorry.” 

Eli didn’t react, instead was messing with his interface to accept the information and send the shopping list. 

“Got it?”

“Yup.” She nodded back and opened the list. Eli stepped aside from the shopping cart to allow Selena to take over.

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Eli opened his front door with the grocery bags, taking off his shoes and pack and then moving further into the house. Selena took a bit longer to step inside, eying the walls cautiously as if they might jump out at her.

“You want something to drink or eat before we start?” Eli asked from the kitchen, he began putting the groceries away.

“N-no, I’m okay.” She took off her shoes and walked in view of the kitchen as he unpacked. “Is anyone else here?” She asked nervously.

“Yeah, my dad’s upstairs in the Simbox, streaming.”

“H-he’s a livestreamer?”

“Not a really good one.”

“What does he stream?” 

“I dunno, something with gladiators in an arena I think. It changes every now and then.”

“Blood Challenger X?” Selena asked with enthusiasm. For a brief second her shyness transformed into excitement. 

“I guess.” Eli shrugged back.

“D-do you play?”

“Nope. Even if I wanted to, only got one Simbox and he’s in it all day, that’s why I gotta do everything around here.” Eli sighed.

“Oh…” Selena slowly transitioned back into being shy. 

“Ready to get started?” Eli asked as he finished putting away the last of the groceries. Selena returned a nod and Eli led her to the living room. The two unpacked their bags and Eli linked up his wrist implant with the TV so that he could easily look up anything they needed. “Alright, let’s just write up some basic ideas each, and then we can read over each other’s ideas and see which ones we like the best.”

“O-okay.” Selena nodded, pulling out a paper and pen. Both of them spent a few minutes writing points on the page, then quietly exchanged them.

“Hah.” Eli laughed when he got done reading her paper, while Selena was fascinated by the ideas on Eli’s. 

“Mine are bad?” She asked worriedly.

“No, it’s just funny, I think I partnered with the one person in the class that definitely didn’t need my help to pass. These are good. Let’s mix your 1 and 2 with my 1 and 4 and go based on that, okay?”

“Okay.” She smiled as her face brightened. The two began working together quickly, writing out paragraphs and paragraphs on their assignment, the longer they spent the more relaxed Selena became, and she was able to be vocal with ideas to Eli which surprised even herself. They lost track of time and finished quickly, but kept talking about the idea of U.B.I. and debating it - at one point Selena got so into the discussion, waving hand gestures around to prove a point that she nearly hit her hand into a potted cactus on a small table beside the couch they were both sitting on, but Eli saw it coming and caught her hand.

  "Careful. Mom likes to keep cacti because they're low maintenance." Eli said as he lowered her hand for her, and all of her shyness rushed back, her face going bright red. 

  "T-thanks." 

  "No problem." Eli shrugged. "I guess that's about all we needed to do. Thanks for actually putting in effort, if it was anyone else in the class they'd be gone already.

  "N-no problem. Thanks for picking me..." Her voice trailed off.

  "This was fun. You should talk more, you're really smart, yknow." Eli began cleaning up their books and papers sitting on the coffee table. 

  “Oi, Eli, you’re not finished dinner yet? I’ve only got a 10 minute break! C’mon, you know I’ll lose viewers if I take too long.” David shouted through the house, causing Eli to stand up and rush to the kitchen. 
 “Shit, sorry, lost track of time. I’ll throw something together.” Eli shouted back.

“You’d better, your mom’s gonna be home soon too and she’ll be hungry.” David retorted angrily, to which Eli sighed. 

“It was my fault, I think…” Selena spoke up, stepping into the hallway in view of David. Seeing him caught her by surprise though, he was standing in his boxer shorts with a sweat-stained t-shirt on. An unkempt beard with messy hair that looked as though it hadn’t been washed for weeks. David looked equally as surprised as Selena.

“Ah, sorry. Eli, you didn’t tell me you brought your girlfriend over. Damnit, now I’m a pedophile or something.” David shouted embarrassed, rushing back upstairs. “Sorry miss, I’ll get some shorts on.” his voice trailed off. Selena’s face was that of shock.

“That’s my graceful dad. You want to stay for dinner?” Eli called to her from the kitchen over the sounds of pots and pans. 

“N-no, I don’t want to intrude. Thanks. I will see you at school tomorrow.” Selena quickly packed up her things into her bag.

“Cya.” Eli shouted back. Selena put her shoes on and stepped out the front door only to be stopped just outside the house by Eli’s mother walking towards her wearing a jacket over nurse’s clothes. 

“Oh, are you a friend of Eli’s?” She asked politely, stopping Selena in her tracks.

“Y-yes, maybe…” She nervously replied. 

“Nice to meet you, I’m his mother Jillian.” She reached out her hand to shake it. 

“I’m Selena.” She obliged. 

“You’re the first girl he’s brought home, I’m sad I missed it.”

“We were just working on school work together… I should get going.” Selena rushed away anxiously. Jillian shrugged and headed into the house, and once the door closed Selena let out a loud sigh of relief, as if she had just survived a deadly encounter.





	--[5 Months Earlier]--







“Are you ready to see it?” Selena’s father asked her. He, Selena and her mother all stood at the top of their basement staircase, a large red ribbon and bow tie was strung across the threshold leading down. Her father was middle aged with short black hair, her mother also on the heavy side like Selena, with big rosey cheeks and long black hair tied in a ponytail. 

“I better have my socks blown off from how much money you spent on it!” Selena’s mother replied.

“Oh, not just your socks. C’mon, you do the honors Selena.” 

“Okay.” She excitedly ripped through the ribbon and rushed downstairs into the basement. When she reached the bottom she found herself standing in what she considered a dream come true. 

Three of the latest Simbox models all laid out side by side on one end of the room, the opposite end had a table and a Quickcook Microwave which made her eyes widen with excitement. The floor and walls were all designed to look like a castle dungeon with fake lanterns for lighting.

“Wow.” Selena’s mother's jaw dropped.

“Behold. We no longer need to compete for Simbox time, we’ve all got our own. And an easy food break station!” Her father spoke proudly.

“So we can all play at the same time?” Selena smiled ear to ear. “Do they have Shattered World installed too?”

“Yup.” He grinned.

“FINALLY!” Selena squealed with joy. “I call dibs on the one closest to the Quickcook.” Selena rushed towards one of the Simboxs.

“My socks are officially blown off. What island are we starting on?” Selena’s mother said as she rushed to the middle Simbox.

“Savringard of course, that’s where that Makaroth guy started. If the current number one player started there, it’s gotta be good.” Her father impatiently climbed in the last one.

Once calibration completed Selena was able to enter the game for the first time and began making her character, after connecting her father and mother in a call.

“Selena you read all about this right, which race should I pick?” Her mother asked, Selena could hear the excitement in her voice still.

“Uh, it doesn’t matter that much, whichever you like. I’m going to go with human.” Selena replied as she stared at her default human avatar with disappointment. She quickly edited the body size to slim herself down until she looked fit and thin, then edited away her bracers. Finally she moved on to naming her character. “What name should I pick? I’m really bad at names.”

“Why not just Selena? It’s a pretty name, picked it myself.” Her father replied.

“I can’t use my real name.” She grumbled back, though despite this, she entered Selena in anyway and stared at it for a second. Pondering on a name, nothing came to mind, so instead she opted to just start moving the letters around. It ended up as Neslea. She shrugged and hit accept.

It wasn’t long until all three of them entered the game world. Neslea, Nejina, and Romeo.

“Really? Romeo?” Nejina hit him on the shoulder looking disappointed. Neslea noticed that her mom, Nejina, also looked identical to her real self save for the body shape, but none of them commented on each other’s character appearance.

“Alright, it’s time for adventure!” Romeo shouted excitedly. They were standing in the middle of a busy medieval city in front of a large stone fountain, cobbled streets leading in all directions. They got a few chuckles from passersby as he said this. 

“Good. Well sweetie, you probably don’t want to follow your parents around all day, so I won’t make you hang out with us. You go and find your friends and have fun, okay?” Nejina smiled and gave her a kiss on the forehead. 

“And if you find any sweet longswords, send ‘em to me! I’m going to be a great warrior soon!” Romeo cheered.

“O-okay, you guys have fun.” Neslea smiled and waved, walking away in the opposite direction of them. “Friends…” she sighed to herself. She opened up her out of game contacts list, seeing it still containing only her parents, and Eli.

---------------------------------------------------------

Selena walked into her 4th period class, the only one she shared with Eli this semester. She moved with determination, but it all but immediately faded the moment she saw him and she quickly 180’d towards her Simbox instead. She thought about calling him using his contact information but decided against it. She closed her eyes and started trying to pump herself up. It was a slow process, but she had moments until the bell signalling class start went off. Just as she stood up she saw another student approach his open Simbox.

“Yo Eli, could you help me out with the homework?” Another boy from their class asked, holding a paper out to him. 

“Figure it out yourself.” Eli replied coldly. It was then that Selena saw how troubled he looked and quickly settled back into her Simbox.

“C’mon man, it’ll just take a second.”

“Piss off.” Eli angrily hit the paper away.

“Alright jeez, what’s his problem?” The boy asked some others in the class and they all shrugged. Just then the door to the room swung open violently and an out of breath boy rushed in.

“Yo guys, Makaroth just streamed his face reveal, he’s doing a tour of his new mansion! it's dope as hell!” Everyone’s ears perked up.

“So? What’s he look like, some mega nerd?” A girl asked.

“Forget what he looks like, get this, his real name is David Winters. Isn’t that your Dad’s name, Eli?” The boy shouted. Eli didn’t reply, he kept his head down in his Simbox looking over his notebook pretending to not hear, but all the students turned to look at him. With no response, another student approached curiously.

“You live in a mansion now? How crazy is that?”

“Are you in Makaroth’s guild? What level are you? What’s your character name?”

“I’m his biggest fan, I bet if you tell me one clue about your character, I’ll know which guild member you are. Are you Sinopse? I bet he’s Sinopse!” 

“The most famous player in the Shattered World is related to the smartest kid in our school. So much in common.” This comment finally irked Eli enough to respond.

“We’ve got nothing in common. I don’t play that game. I’m not in his guild, and I don’t live in a mansion.” Eli shouted to the silence the class, which remained silent a few seconds after.

“What so he’s not your father? Wrong guy?” someone asked. Selena listened and watched in silence, but she could see Eli looking angrier and more frustrated by the second - she’d never seen him like this before. Suddenly the door to the room swung open and in stepped Derrick.

“Yo Eli I - “ Derrick picked up on the mood pretty quick as all eyes fell on him. “Too late eh?” Derrick sighed. “Ya’ll better not be harassing him about Makaroth.”

“So Makaroth is Eli’s father?” A girl asked excitedly.

“Calling that guy a father, hah, that’s rich. Anyone bring up that name around Eli again, I’ll hit you over the head.” Derrick shouted angrily to the class. It remained awkwardly quiet for a moment, Selena watched Eli and Derrick nod to each other. “I gotta get back to class. But I’m listening, got big ears, so leave Eli alone.” Derrick threatened before leaving the room. 

Selena lost all will to ask him to play, piecing together what had happened based on her encounter with his father in the past.




	--[1 Week Earlier]--







 Selena sat at the table outside of the three Simboxes in her dungeon-like basement. Her mother and father sat across from her, a screen set up on the wall showing a livestream of recent major events in The Shattered World Online. It was playing in the format of a typical news show but within the gameworld itself. The three of them were eating in silence watching it.

 “We’ve just got breaking news! A rookie streamer apparently caught wind of a big scoop! Makaroth, one of the current highest level players in The Shattered World, has a new player to watch over. And this time it isn't one of his guildmates, no, it’s his own flesh and blood, his son! He’s recently created a character and started on the Kalmoore island, in the small village of Orm. Expert analysts are already speculating why he might have chosen such a remote starting location, but let’s roll the footage.” The reporter spoke quickly before it swapped over to the footage of Keldan’s livestream as Keldan began to monologue.

 “Makaroth’s son? Eli, right? Have you talked to him lately?” Her mother asked.

 “N-no.” Selena’s eyes were wide open with shock, she’d stopped eating.

 “Isn’t that the boy you couldn’t stop talking about, how nice and friendly he was and whatever?” Her father asked, to which her mother elbowed him into shutting his mouth. The three watched as Keldan killed Eli’s character in a single blow, and it switched back to the reporter.

 “What are those idiots doing!” Selena shouted out angrily, slamming her fist on the table, causing her mother and father to full back.

 “Trying to get famous I bet.” Her father replied.

 “He finally gets a chance to play and they want to ruin his fun, after all he has been through.” Selena stood up. “I’m going to go there and help him."

 “Whoa whoa easy there, he’s in Orm, that’s a week long airship ride and a buttload of gold to get to from Savringard.” 

 “H-how much gold?” She hesitated.

 “I think the last tickets auctioned for 100 thousand.” Selena went quiet for a moment, then slowly turned to face them.

 “Can you len-”

 “I don’t even have five thousand to my name.” Her father replied dismissively. Selena looked to her mom and she shrugged.

 “Sorry hun.” She replied. Selena let out a long sigh. “The only way you’re getting to Orm anytime soon is if you delete your character and start over there.” She gave her a look of sympathy before going back to eating. Her father did as well shortly after, thinking the ordeal was sorted out, but Selena marched towards the Simbox.

 “Good idea, thanks Mom!” Selena replied, causing her father to shoot right up out of his chair. 

 “N-now now, hang on Selena. That’s 5 months of work you put into Neslea. You’re going to throw it away to try and help him? You said you haven’t even talked to him lately.”

 “Remember when you told me I should play with my friends?” She asked rhetorically. “He’s the only one I have, The only one who ever talked nicely to me!” She spoke with desperation and a hint of sadness in her voice.

 “Now c’mon, that’s not true, you’ve got that whole guild you joined, don’t you? Those guys, the- uh, Citadel. Right?”

 “Dad, they’re not my friends, they just use me because I deal high damage. And I use them because I have no one else to play with.” Selena rolled her eyes.

 “Bu-” Her father started, but was interrupted when her mother pulled him down into his chair by his shoulder. The two looked at each other, speaking with their eyes rather than words. “Ugh…” her father relented. “Fine, throw it all away for a boy you barely even know. Don’t listen to your dad, what does he know? Damn teenagers…” His mumbling got quieter and quieter. 

 “You sure you want to do this sweetie?” 

 “Y-yeah.” She smiled back at her mom.

 “Go get em then.” Her mom gave her a thumbs up. Selena climbed into the Simbox and logged into the game. She opened up her guild chat log and quickly wrote a message.



 “Hey guys I’m rerolling thanks for everything bye.”




 She then opened up her main menu and went to account settings and found the options to delete her character and start over. She had to press a lot of warning notifications before the request went through, and after a bright flash of light she found herself back at the character creation window. 

 After only changing her starting location she hit complete character, but got an error.



 [Unable to take the name of previously deleted characters on this account]

(For more information please refer to our Terms of Service.)




 “Ugh… I’m so bad with names…” Selena groaned to herself impatiently. 





	--[Present Day]--







 Silentwire logged into the game around midafternoon to see that Winter was already back online. She could tell by his stamina movement that he was already mining ore again. 

 “S-should I say good morning? Or should I say hello? I bet he doesn’t even know I’m online yet. Maybe I wait until he says something…” She continued mumbling to herself along this train of thought as she followed the road towards Kordas - in the end, she didn’t say anything to him.

            

    
        Chapter 21: Rockin' Rockjaws

    
    
    
    
                Eli awoke in his bed to his surprise, having recalled falling asleep in the Simbox. He was still wearing his clothes from the previous day, and his right shoulder felt sore as if he’d pulled a muscle. He got up to see it was already early afternoon and a paper rolled off of his bed.



‘You were up all night studying, right?

Work till 8, food in the fridge.

P.S. accidentally banged your shoulder on the door frame trying to move you,

Love, Mom’




 Winter devoured the sausage and eggs left for him by his mother without bothering to warm them up, then drowsily made his way back to the Simbox. He hovered over the office simulation for a moment while thinking over the subject of his first exam on Monday.

 “Eh, I’ve got it.” He nodded to himself, opting to select The Shattered World Online.


 His ears were immediately filled with the sound of pickaxes hitting stone echoing across the copper hills, other players already hard at work in the early morning hours of the game world. A quick glance at his interface told him that he was still partied with Silentwire and she was offline, as was Davoth. 

 Not to waste time he pulled out his pickaxe and started working away, but after an hour he couldn’t help but feel he was being inefficient with his time and started scouting for ore that had a Rockjaw nearby. It wasn’t a long search before he spotted one and it occurred to him that it was his first time seeing a Rockjaw.

 A strange bulky creature with stone-like skin, four short legs and a round belly with a miniscule pointed tail. It’s most defining feature was of course its giant lower jaw which looked to be made of solid grey stone, so big it jutted out beyond its tiny black nose. 

 When Winter approached it, shield at the ready, the creature glanced at him and wiggled its pointed ears, then opened its mouth wide and began to snap at him with its large jaw. 



 You take 15 Piercing Damage.




 He’d managed to use Brace, but it still did some damage, and unlike the boars it did not run off to wind up another charge, instead it rotated itself around him to try and bite from another angle at a much higher attack rate than the boars, but nothing he couldn’t handle as long as it was just one.

 “Okay, now, the hard part…” He carefully tracked the creature's movement while raising up his pickaxe and hitting the ore deposit in front of him. It worked fine, but he swore that doing this had pissed the Rockjaw off and it began growling louder.

 With his mana regeneration as it was and how much he healed for now he was able to hold the Rockjaw on him for a solid minute and gather 20 ore in the process before he had to flee. Rockjaws were much slower than the boars so he was able to run far enough that it lost interest, though he got a few quizzical stares from nearby miners as he did this.

 From there, he planned out his day. Anytime he had full mana he would mine near one, otherwise just mine and eat, and he was extremely relieved that the Rockjaws did a damage type that didn’t hurt so bad through a shield. 

 It was a long grindy process, but it was nothing compared to the long study sessions he was used to, no menial task was enough to deter him. The sun set and the sun rose in the Shattered World Online, twice, yet he continued to mine and mine.

 Not wanting to waste time going back, he managed to barter with another miner to trade 200 ore for 4 copper shields as his had started breaking. It set him back a bit but not by much. After 48 in-game hours he had reached level 6 in his leather armor proficiency, level 15 in shield mastery, and minor heal reached rank 7 - from there things began to pick up massively. He reached the point where he was able to take hits from a Rockjaw infinitely and was able to pull them into their enrage, defeating them through exhaustion. It took a significantly longer period of time than the boars did but his experience started to flow in alongside his copper ore.

 Harvesting the Rockjaws sometimes yielded more ore, leather, meat, and rocksalt. After experimentation with the rocksalt and other spices, he got the hang of cooking delicious Rockjaw Steak that restored 5% stamina a minute for ten minutes, and 10 stamina immediately upon consumption. He swore to never go back to Boar steak after this discovery, and with it his downtime became almost non-existent.

 The only break he took was to eat dinner with his mother that night, otherwise he grinded on through the ore and Rockjaws the entire weekend, sleeping only a few hours Sunday morning.

 “That guy, does he ever logout?”

 “Why does he just let the Rockjaws hit him while he’s mining? Why doesn’t he just kill them?”

 “I feel like I recognize him from somewhere.”

 “That’s Makaroth’s son, the guy who couldn’t kill a boar.”

 “Should we help him, maybe? I feel bad.”

 “Just leave him alone, he doesn’t need help. Kid is probably a millionaire, doesn’t need to be good at the game because of who his dad is.”

 “Look, he’s not even taking it seriously.” The comments from the onlookers and other miners were becoming a headache, but Winter learned to focus on the sounds of the Rockjaws and rely on their grunts to time his Brace usage. Every once in a while a higher level player would show up looking to level mining, and they’d explain to the low level players what Winter was doing by mining and taking hits at the same time. It’d result in either the gossiping players calling him mental, or trying to copy him and ending up dying to a Rockjaw instead.

 It wasn't until Monday at around one in the morning realtime that he finally got a notification pop up on his screen that he’d been struggling for all weekend, the past 6 in-game days.



Quest Complete! 3/3 Copper ore mined [Quality: 50%+]: Return to Chief Miner Belthas

Level Up!: Mining has reached level 13!




 “FINALLY! IRON!” Winter shouted triumphantly. He got applause from a few of the other miners who’d been mining that’d avoided gossiping about him, but it died out quickly. Disappointed that he couldn’t brag to Davoth, or even Silentwire, as both were offline, he turned to the next best thing, Ruffily.


 ‘IRONNNNN’ He cheered into the messaging interface.

 “Woof!? What?! Seriously?! You’ve barely just started playing!? How?!”

 “Hard work!” Winter smirked as he began trekking towards Orm.

 “No way! I mean, I don’t even have Iron yet, I’ve been playing for a month. How di, Woof! You’re insane, most players take two months,”

 “I’m coming back to Orm, I can prove it.”

 “I won’t be here, Woof! I’ve got mining to do, I can’t fall behind!” Ruffily shouted with determination before closing the messaging window. He took the time to check the progress he’d made from his grand copper grind.



Name: Winter

Race: Human

Gender: Male

Level: 5

Class: Priest

Health: 311/311

Mana: 121/121

Stamina: 80/80

Hunger: 100/100

Armor Rating: 59 (-11.78%)


Strength: 18

Agility: 17

Constitution: 25

Intelligence: 10

Spirit: 20

Charisma: 10


Equipment

Chest: Simple Leather Armor - Armor: 18

Legs: Simple Leather Pants - Armor: 12

Feet: Boar King's Treads - Armor: 12 (O1: -5% dmg from Beasts)

Hands: Simple Leather Gloves - Armor: 8

Mainhand: Copper Pickaxe (Tool)

Offhand: Copper Shield


Class Skills [Priest]

Minor Heal(Beginner): Level 12

Smite(Beginner): Level 1

Gentle Touch: Passive [Eirene]

Pacifism: Passive [Eirene]


Basic Skills

Shield Mastery(Beginner): Level 16

Sword Mastery(Beginner): Level 1

Leather Armor Proficiency(Beginner): Level 11


Crafting Skills

Mining (Beginner): Level 13

Woodcutting(Beginner): Level 7

Herbalism(Beginner): Level 5

Creature Harvesting(Beginner): Level 10

Weaving(Beginner): Level 4

Sewing(Beginner): Level 4

Refining(Beginner): Level 7

Blacksmithing(Beginner): Level 5

Woodworking(Beginner): Level 4

Alchemy(Beginner): Level 1

Tanning(Beginner): Level 6

Leatherworking(Beginner): Level 6

Artistry(Beginner): Level 1

Architecture(Beginner): Level 1

Scribing(Beginner): Level 1

Cooking(Beginner): Level 9




Despite the fact that his Shield Mastery stopped gaining any experience from the Rockjaws at level 16, Winter felt all too pleased with himself. A giant grin followed him all the way back to Orm.

Just as he’d arrived at the threshold of the village and eyed the craftsman guildhall, he was interrupted by a message through the Simbox.

“Eli, exams, bed.” His mother commanded him. Eli gazed at the guildhall for a moment longingly, then reluctantly exited the simulation.

“You barely slept and played all weekend. You better ace those exams.” His mother scolded him.

“I’ll be fine.” He yawned as he wobbled back to his bed.

            

    
        Chapter 22: Eirene's Request

    
    
    
    
                “Pheeew, that was brutal.” Derrick sighed as he met up with Eli in front of the school, hoards of other students slowly piling out on that monday afternoon. “How’d you do? I saw you playing all weekend so I know you didn’t study.”

 “Eh, nothing unexpected.” Eli shrugged. 

 “Dammit you’re like a walking textbook. The world isn’t fair.” Derrick groaned. “I’ve almost got the last of the common skills for my Archer class though. I know there’s hidden ones but, man even the basic skills are rough to get. Should be back in Orm soon, hopefully. How are you doing with your class skills?”

 “Uh… I’ve just got the starting ones...”

 “You better step it up. Priests get some crazy support skills even before you go intermediate. What the heck have you been doing?”

 “Mining. Oh and killed a boar boss with Selena.” Eli replied.

 “The quiet girl you asked about?” Derrick glanced at the crowds of students around them trying to find her. “She should be here too, right? Is she any good?”

 “I think so, I mean she killed a boss really fast. And I think she’s leveling faster than you.” Eli shrugged.

“That’s not fair, I gotta rent my damn Simbox. How are you doing on the money front, can you buy me one yet?”

“Just got to Iron.” Eli grinned with pride.

“Damn, nice! You found some already?” Derrick looked impressed.

“N-no. Just got the quest complete to learn to mine it, haven’t even turned it in yet. Gonna start on that as soon as I get home.”

“What about the next exam tomorrow?”

“Eh… I’ll be okay.” Eli shrugged.

“So unfair.” Derrick groaned again. “Oh, hey you don’t watch any of the streams or news networks right? You should know there’s something big happening on Lanusk island.” Derrick said as they reached the sidewalk in front of the school, both waiting at the bus stop with several other students.

“Lanusk? That’s the island my mom is playing on.” Eli's ears perked up with interest.

“Well, I hope she doesn’t own any land there. Some crazy abyssal invasion took place with these giant boss level monsters - apparently they went after the Corestones that keep the islands from falling out of the sky. There was a top guild, I can’t remember the name-” Derrick was interrupted by a random boy at the bus stop who was listening in on their conversation.

“Star Knights, 8th best ranked guild in the world. The Behemoth wiped the floor with them, saw it live. It was crazy.” He said excitedly, to which Derrick pointed and gave a nod.

“Exactly. The island is in the process of sinking, so a bunch of players are loading up stuff on airships to escape. Apparently all the players on Lanusk are being forced to new islands, losing all their land and stuff.” Derrick spoke while turning to invite the stranger into the conversation outright.

“It’s not that bad though, I heard that anything they have in storage will get moved to their new island.”

“Can you put horses in storage?” Eli asked curiously.

“N-no.” Derrick replied.

“Oh man my mom is going to be so upset.” Eli sighed, the stranger put his hand on his shoulder to show sympathy, but Eli just gave a strange stare to the overly friendly stranger.

“Sorry for your loss, my condolences.” Eli and Derrick looked at each other and Derrick just shrugged. 

“At least she can come to Orm now, right?” Derrick replied.

“I heard most of the players are going to Savringard. Now that people know the Abyss can attack and sink islands, they all want to go to the Island with the number 1 player on it. Makaroth did a whole speech where he said he’d make sure he protects everyone on Savringard no matter what, it was pretty epic.” The boy replied with enthusiasm. To this, Eli lifted up his hand off his shoulder and dropped it.

“Hooray for Makaroth.” Eli cheered sarcastically while now glaring at empty air just as the bus was pulling up. The three got on the bus one by one, Derrick excitedly talking about the event with the other boy while Eli fell silent and listened in here and there.

“Ah- Hi Eli!” Selena whispered from a distance, the last second before Eli got on the bus and out of her view. She’d been idling around at a distance, hiding amongst the crowds of students while trying to build up the confidence to say something to him. By the time she had, she was too quiet and he was already on the bus, unable to hear her.

She huffed and kicked at a tiny pebble on the ground. “I’m so stupid.” She mumbled to herself. 


 When Eli walked through the front door he could hear muffled whimpering coming from the living room.

 “Mom? Everything alright?”

 “Oh Eli!” his mom wailed as she came around the corner holding a half-knitted horse made out of wool. “It’s terrible, Lanusk - my horse Speedy, he-.” She got in between her sniffles as she tucked her head onto his shoulder.

 “Mom, it’s just a virtual horse. You can get a new one in Kalmoore, can’t you?”

 “Heartless.” She grumbled under her breath, but her crying cleared up almost immediately - Eli had figured she wasn’t being serious. 

 “What is that?” He pointed to the half-knitted creature.

 “I’m making a stuffed version of Speedy. To remember him by.” She replied as she made her way back to the living room while Eli took off his shoes.

 “Aren’t you going to ask how my exam went?”

 “Oh who cares about that, my poor Speedy is gone. I already know you aced it.” She waved at him dismissively before picking up her knitting tools - Eli chuckled.

 “So you’re coming to Kalmoore now?”

 “Yes, and you better have a new horse ready for me. I’ve already thought of a name. Spoody.” 

 “Very creative. Unfortunately I’m fresh out of horses so you’re on your own, I’ve got some crafting to do.”

 “Then make me a nice bridle for Spoody.” She called up as he started ascending the stairs.

 “Spoody doesn’t even exist yet.” 

 “Oh Spoody will exist, don’t you worry. He’s going to be twice as fast as Speedy.” His mom called back to him as he reached the Simbox. The moment he sat in it, the only thing on his mind was Iron. 


 When he entered the game world he found himself back in Orm once more, the chatter of the other players around him was abuzz with the Abyss Invasion and Lanusk, but Winter had Iron on his mind and went straight to the Craftsman Guildhall, into the basement to look for the Chief Miner Belthas. However when he got there, Belthas was nowhere to be found. He went back up to the front desk to Hoggan.

 “Eh, y’alright there Winter? What can I do for yeh?” He asked as he looked up from some parchment on his desk.

 “Looking for Belthas, finished the task he gave me.” Winter replied quickly.

 “Ah, ol’ Belthas, he’s fallen ill just like half the village. Yeh ought to find him at the church with the others, healer’s tryin’ to fix him up. I’d only go if it’s urgent.” Hoggan replied.

 “Okay, thanks.” Winter replied with a confused expression, he wasn’t expecting something like sickness to affect NPCs, but shrugged it off and headed towards the church of Eirene with the large white star sitting atop the belltower. 

 When he walked inside, the interior had changed. The pews had been pushed against the far wall and many beds lined the walls on either side instead. Along with Priestess Clara, several other priests of Eirene and players were walking around carrying potion bottles or trays of herbs to various patients resting in the beds.

 The patients themselves looked sickly pale, sweating profusely and coughing heavily - the ones who were awake had bloodshot eyes. After a few steps inside he got the attention of Priestess Clara who rushed over to intercept him.

 “Good, you’ve finally returned. Have you found the source of the sickness?” She asked with desperation.

 “N-no… what about those flowers you had me gather?” Eli asked, confused.

 “Yes, they slow it down, but this sickness seems to be created from a creature's blood. If I don’t know what creature it is, I can’t cure it properly… I’m not good enough with alchemy. These other priests are trying…” She motioned to the other players pacing around, all of them looking extremely stressed, his eyes drawn towards a little girl wearing ragged clothing crying over a bedside with a middle-aged woman sleeping in it.

 “Momma, please wake up, momma!” The girl shook the lady's arm. It was surreal, it took a moment for Winter to accept the situation, these NPCs, these people, were deathly ill and showed symptoms he’d studied about - symptoms of some form of poisoning.

 “I thought it was just a quest…” Winter mumbled back at Clara. 

 “Do you think I give out quests and tasks for fun?” Clara glared at him before storming away, tending to the patients once more. He walked slowly through the church looking at the many filled beds of sick people, it was of all ages - and races. The youngest being a boy not more than 5 years old being watched over by his parents.

 Eventually Winter arrived at the bed of Belthas. He was laying conscious, staring up at the ceiling of the church.

 “Hey, Belthas, you alright?” Winter asked him.

 “Hugh.” He coughed as he tried to sit up. “Aye, ain't no sickness gonna bring me down. Yeh managed to get the copper, eh?” 

 “Y-yeah…” 

 “Good on yeh, knew you’d have the knack.” He coughed profusely. “Soon as I’m up ‘n better, I’ll show yeh what yer wantin’ to know. Just gotta rest a bit here.” 

 “A-alright.” Winter replied nervously. He looked over the hall anxiously, feeling guilt about what he was seeing. Was this caused by him not doing his quest? He wondered. He watched as Priestess Clara walked over to a young man laying on one of the beds and checked his pulse. She then knelt over him and said a prayer and motioned another priest over. He couldn’t hear what they were saying, but it didn’t take a genius to figure it out. The man was dead.

 Winter frantically opened up his messaging system to see Silentwire and Davoth online.



 “Yo Davoth, what happens when an NPC dies in the game, do they respawn?” Winter asked him.

 “Huh? No, they stay dead. They all run off of Averon’s AI to simulate real people with real lives.” Davoth replied. 




 “Shit.” Winter mumbled to himself as he looked over the room once more, seeing the girl crying over her mother, the little boy, and Belthas, among many others sick. In that instant he was struggling to seperate what he was seeing from reality.

 “Clara, I’m going, I’ll be back as soon as I can.” Winter shouted to her as he rushed out of the building.

 “Please hurry.” She pleaded. The moment Winter stepped out of the church he was met by Herilon heading towards him.

 “Yo, Winter. We didn’t formally introduce ourselves before, right? Apologies for being rude.” He spoke imposingly, blocking Winter’s path.

 “Y-yeah, nice to meet you.” Winter replied, the two shaking hands briefly. 

 “You’re a priest, aren’t you? Got any quests related to what's going on here in Orm? A lot of the people are getting sick, looks like it’s getting worse. Productivity here is way down.” Herilon asked, sucking his teeth. “It’s a pain in the ass.” he mumbled under his breath. Winter decided not to answering, he figured this guy would get even more annoyed with him if he found out that it was a result of Winter not doing his quest. Based on how he was speaking, Winter could surmise that Herilon knew who he was now. 

 “I think they’re being poisoned somehow. That’s what Priestess Clara just said.” 

 “Alright, thanks. I’ll call one of our high level Clerics here to hopefully sort it out.”

 “How long will that take?” Winter asked.

 “A week or so in-game I think. They’re pretty deep into the Kordas Crypts with the rest of the guild.” Herilon shrugged. Not soon enough, Winter thought. 

 “Okay, well, see you around.” Winter replied, showing him a nod of respect as he moved on back towards the center of Orm. He surprised himself, he thought he would be mainly worried about Belthas dying, but the first image that popped into his head was the little girl and boy, one with a sick mother and the other sick himself.

 Who would poison the villagers of Orm? His mind began to wander as he paced up and down the busy village streets. It began before he arrived in Orm, so it was unlikely related to his appearance or another player. It must be another NPC with some malicious intentions. The targets seem random, indiscriminate of race, gender, or age. That means that the poisoner isn’t choosing targets specifically, but rather poisoning through something that they’d all come in contact with.

 With a goal of poisoning random targets indiscriminately, it made him think of terrorist motivations, someone who disliked Orm in general and not a particular person. But he didn’t know enough about the village to use that to narrow it down to anyone. Rather than focus on the person behind it, he ought to focus on the source of the poison. 

 “The simplest explanation is usually the correct one. Easiest way to spread poison indiscriminately is…” He thought aloud, then opened up his messaging system to find Ruffily online.

            

    
        Chapter 23: Agent Winter, Priest Detective

    
    
    
    
                “Ruffily, what’s the main water source for villagers in Orm?” Winter asked her.

 “Woof! Uhm, there’s a river on the east side that they sometimes use. It feeds into the well on the eastern side of Orm, that’s the one we use for smithing and farming and stuff, they don’t drink it usually. Drinking water for cooking and alchemy comes from the well towards the center of Orm, if that’s why you’re asking. Woof!” Ruffily replied. 

 “What about the fountain in the center, where does it get water from?” Winter replied with a sense of urgency in his voice.

 “The fountain pulls from the river I’m pretty sure...Woof! Guards get mad if you try to touch it though.” She answered. “Are you on a quest or something?”

 “Yeah, thanks, I’ll explain later.” Winter closed the message interface and rushed towards the center well after asking a few players and NPCs where it was. It was in a crowded area surrounded by players and NPCs, a few merchant stands nearby as well. It was a simple cobblestone well with a tiny wooden roof, a rope with a bucket hanging on a spindle. What stood out to Winter was that it had an iron grate locked in place atop the well by a simple chain lock, preventing the water from being drawn. 

 Winter tried to pry open the grate but the lock held firm. He took a step back to think about it, and in that time he watched an older man with a white name above his head walk towards the well holding a wooden bucket. [Rinok Stormdon - Level 3]. 

 “Dangit, who the heck keeps locking this thing in the middle of the day?” Rinok grumbled as he turned to walk away.

 “Uh, excuse me…” Winter stepped in front of him. “The well isn’t usually locked?” Winter asked.

 “It is at night, but if we’ve got guards watching it, they’ll unlock it. To make sure no one messes with it. Just gotta go and find one. All lazy, the whole lot of ‘em.” Rinok complained as he peered around the crowds. Winter took a step back to watch the interactions unfold. He was impressed, the NPC Rinok flagged down a nearby Kalmoore Guard, and the two of them had an authentic argument without any real player getting involved. It started to feel to Winter as though this place was filled with actual real people. 

 The confrontation resulted in the guard giving in to Rinok’s demands and walking towards the well, unlocking it with a keyring on his belt.

 “Where the heck is Farlion. It’s gotta be the 5th time in the past week.” The guard mumbled to himself as he took position near the well to watch over it. Rinok took the opportunity to hook up his own wooden bucket to the spindle rope, but Winter stepped forward to stop him.

 “Wait, I have reason to believe that this water is poisoned.” They both looked at him confused. “Your friend, Farlion you said? He keeps locking up the well during the day?” Winter asked.

 “Y-yeah… who are you exactly?”

 “My name is Winter, I am a Priest of Eirene. I’m looking into the cause of the recent sickness spreading through Orm. You’ve heard about it, right?” Winter asked.

 “Y-yeah. Of course. We’re supposed to lock it up anytime a guard isn't present to watch over it. Farlion typically watches it in the early hours of the day, but he’s been off doing something else - not sure what, so he locks it up.”

 “How long has he been doing this?”

 “I guess a week or two, every couple of days.” The guard shrugged.

 “Do you mind if I climb down and check the water?” Winter asked as he moved forward to the edge of the well. 

 “Yeah, I do, that’s the village’s drinking water, you’re covered in dirty leather.” The guard protested, to which Rinok nodded in agreement.

 “If I’m right, then that water is poisoned.” Winter argued.

 “Yeah but if you’re wrong, our water’s gonna be disgustingly filthy with whatever that stuff is on you.” The guard retorted. Winter looked down to see he still had saliva and blood stains on his armor, both from himself and the Rockjaws. He sighed and rolled his eyes back as he began unequipping his equipment down to his cloth shirt and pants. Once he finished though, the Guard didn’t seem satisfied.

 “Seriously?” Winter asked, and the guard shrugged. The two watched as Winter undressed down to his basic cloth underwear, and truth be told he was surprised the game let him get this close to naked. He couldn’t resist the temptation to look into his underpants to see just how far the game took its realism, but there was nothing there - it was flat between his legs. The two NPC’s saw him do this and looked at each other quizzically. As he stood there practically naked he heard several whistles and catcalls from nearby players walking by.

 “That oughta be alright.” The guard nodded approvingly. Winter shook his head in annoyance as he climbed into the well, grabbing the rope. Rinok leaned over the edge to watch, as did the guard while slowly winding the spindle to lower Winter down.

 It got colder and darker as the top of the well got further away, the single round beam of light illuminating the bottom of the well.

 “What’re you looking for exactly?” The guard shouted down, his voice echoing off the cobblestone walls.

 “Vials or, a creature corpse, or something, signs of poisoning.” Winter shouted back. It wasn’t long before the cold water touched his bare feet. “That’s good right there, hang on a sec.” Winter began sifting his hands through the water and found nothing on the surface. He couldn’t see much for how deep it went but eventually let go of the rope and dove in. 

 It was hard to see so he relied on his sense of touch to feel around for anything unusual, swimming deeper and deeper. Nothing but cobblestone, but as he swam underwater low enough he noticed suddenly his stamina began draining rapidly, and he felt the sensation of suffocating. The thought of running out of air in the game didn’t immediately occur to him, but he pieced it together quickly when he felt this desperate pain in his lungs of gasping for air. 

 It was one of the most horrible sensations he’d ever felt in his life, no doubt due to his pain threshold - the sensation of suffocation and being unable to breath got stronger and stronger as his stamina plummeted downward. He broke the surface of the water at the last second, taking in a deep breath of air and panting heavily.

 “Holy shit.” He mumbled to himself. A few seconds later, the sensation faded from his lungs and throat. He looked to see that his stamina had dropped to 15.

 “You find anything?” The guard shouted down.

 “N-no, nothing…” Winter hesitated as he calmed his breathing down. To be sure, he decided to open his mouth wide and take a big drink of the water. Worst case for him is he’d revive in 20 hours, he thought. After ingesting the water though, he had no status ailments appear. “All clear, pull me up.” Winter tugged on the rope. Rinok and the Guard worked together to bring him back up out of the well where he quickly put his armor and clothing back on.

 “So it’s safe to drink?” Rinok asked.

 “Should be.” Winter ruffled his hair to get the water out. “Tell me, if the well is locked, where would someone go to get water? If they’re too lazy to ask another guard for help.” Winter asked.

 “They’re supposed to go to the river just outside of the village. However many of them are lazy and take water from the eastern well, even though they’re not supposed to, it’s not meant for drinking.” The guard replied.

 “Okay, thanks.” Winter nodded, but before he could walk away he saw another player approach him from out of the crowds. [Pilvas - Level 6].

“Hey, you just went into the well, right?” Pilvas walked in front to block his path. “You doing the priest quest too?” 

“Y-yeah, why do you ask?” Winter hesitated.

“There’s a couple of us, seems like all the churches in Orm are giving out the quest. We’ve been trying to find out the poison source for the past few days. I coulda told you that the drinking water is clean.” Pilvas shrugged. “We’ve got a few checking into the granary now, and looking into some shady merchants trading food the last few days. Nothing yet. How about you, find anything?” Pilvas asked.

“Nope… honestly just started looking.” Winter shrugged, feeling a bit of pressure fall off his shoulders. He initially thought the quest was given to just him, but when he thought about it logically, even in a realistic setting it made no sense that the priests would only rely on one person. He let out an audible sigh of relief, but simultaneously became more concerned - if several priest players hadn’t been able to figure it out over the past few days, it’d be a lot harder to solve than he initially thought.

“Well, there’s a job board out front of the town hall, we have a parchment posted there tracking everything we’ve checked and are suspicious about. If you have anything to add or want to know what we know, just stop by it and check it out. Better if we work together on this. Good luck.” Pilvas smiled and nodded politely before walking away. 

Winter decided to drop by the job board and found a parchment with a label on the top that read ‘PRIEST POISON INVESTIGATION’. Below it were a list of possible leads, and a list of things that had been checked already. The Center well was the first thing marked off, and not far below it was the eastern river which fed into the eastern well and fountain. However the eastern well and fountain themselves hadn’t been checked. Winter had his doubts but decided to be completely sure. 

He made his way over towards the fountain first. As he approached the fountain nestled in the very center of Orm where all of the streets converged, the busy markets all around it peddling their wares, he was reminded of his first day in the game - this was the exact spot he’d appeared. He noticed a few players appearing around the fountain seemingly for the first time just like he had - some as level 1 players, others appeared to be Lanusk refugees. 

 Most importantly,Herilon and several guards were walking around this area. A few people sat on the edge of the fountain but no one appeared interested in drinking the water at all. Winter watched the area for sometime for any unusual activity, but nothing out of the ordinary occurred. After about 15 minutes he decided on checking the river next, passing by the eastern well along the way where he watched some Orm NPC’s filling up watering cans meant for gardening, a guard standing watch. He headed out of Orm to the east. The outskirts of Orm were mainly farmlands that transitioned into the forest at the circular treeline that surrounded Orm. However to the east was where the main road towards Kordas was located, passing over a river via a stone bridge before going beyond. 

 The river was partially obscured by the large trees of Orm forest, but it wasn’t very far beyond the treeline, so easy enough to travel to. Winter followed along the road and got to the bridge, seeing many travelers and merchants passing by going in both directions, some with wagons and carts pulled by various beasts of burden. 

 Winter leaned over the side of the bridge to look at the river as it travelled from north to south, and nothing seemed out of the ordinary. He did spot up the river northward aways a large wooden water mill. Figuring it must be where the fountain and east well got water, he hopped off the bridge and followed along the riverbank towards the building.

 When he got close to the building, built on a rocky section of the riverbank, he noticed a guard standing in front of the door leading into the watermill. He was seconds away from revealing himself, raising his hand up to get the guard’s attention for questioning, until he noticed the white name above his head. [Farlion - Level 10].

 Winter instead looked for a large rock near the edge of the river and ducked behind it as quietly as possible, to not be seen. He watched Farlion carefully and waited, noticing he was glancing around anxiously in all directions as if extremely nervous. After several minutes the door to the mill opened from behind Farlion. Out stepped a figure wearing a black hooded cloak, obscuring their identity - Winter couldn’t tell yet if it was a player or an NPC.

 “Good, we are done for today.” The male voice spoke from under the hood.

 “A-and my wife?” 

 “She is unharmed. Do as we say and nothing will happen to her.” 

 “When will I see her again?” Farlion replied in a panic.

 “When our work is complete.” The voice replied. Farlion looked down at his feet shamefully while the cloaked figure walked from the building deeper into Orm forest. Farlion slowly walked off as well. Once the coast was clear, Winter got up and approached the building.

 The door was left unlocked, he was able to step inside without much difficulty. It was an old spacious building built of dark oak planks and logs. There were many windows, a few crates and barrels leaning up against the various walls as well. The entire eastern wall was open, giving a good view of the water wheel rotating with the movement of the river. 

 It was all very primitive to Winter but after looking at the structure he could piece together how it was functioning. The wheel was being used to grind grains into flour on one end, and the crates and barrels were apparently loaded full with it - though the gristmill was currently not being used. 

 Another portion of the building was using a secondary smaller wheel to draw water into a small funnel, the water was feeding into a wooden canal that led into a pipe of some sort which seemed to travel into the ground westward back towards Orm. Winter walked across the building, the floorboards damp and creaking under his step, and approached the water intake. The sound of the turning wheel and the running river water made it hard to hear much of anything regardless of how loud his footsteps were, but he still kept glancing behind to make sure no one had heard him and followed him in.

 When he got to the edge of the water intake he saw a cork resting on the floorboards nearby. Winter picked it up to look at it carefully, it looked identical to the corks he used when he was learning Alchemy, to seal vials and bottles. Knowing he was on the right track, he turned to sprint out of the building, hoping to catch a glimpse of either Farlion or the cloaked figure, but they were both long gone.

 He at least knew where to look for Farlion and broke into a sprint back towards Orm. Just at the threshold of the townsquare he caught up to him and grabbed his shoulder, pulling him back.

 “Ah, eh? What? What do you want?” Farlion replied in a panic.

 “Where is he hiding, the cloaked guy?” Winter asked while releasing his shoulder.

 “The cloaked? - Uh, I, I uh, I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

 “I know you’re lying. Do you know what he’s doing? What are you helping him do?” Winter shouted angrily, as he himself had pieced it together.

 “I don’t-” 

 “You lock the west well, he poisons the east well and the fountain water. Anyone who can’t reach the river easily drinks from the east well during that time, even when they shouldn’t, and get poisoned - explains why everyone’s having a hard time finding the source.” Winter spoke aloud partially to Farlian, partially to himself. “You’re killing the people of Orm, you know that? Just this morning, a young man died.” From this, fright fell on Farlion’s face, and a look of desperate guilt. 

 “H-he has my wife. He’s going to kill her if I don’t do what he says.” Farlion whimpered. Winter sighed, taking a step back to think on how to handle this character.

 “Listen, I’m a Priest of Eirene. I can get your wife back and put a stop to what he’s doing, but only if you tell me where he is.”

 “I…” He hesitated for a moment as Winter stared him down. 



Skill Learned: Persuasion (Beginner)




“He’s hiding out in an old woodcutter waystation. It’s a stone building just north east of the treeline, we use it to store firewood once it’s dried out. H-he’s really dangerous. You promise to save my wife?” Farlion replied anxiously.

“I’ll do my best.” Winter replied as he turned and ran quickly towards the north eastern treeline. 

            

    
        Chapter 24: Questionable Ethics

    
    
    
    
                There were no direct roads or paths leading to the stone building that Winter sought out, but nonetheless it stood out like a sore thumb amongst the trees of the forest; He didn’t have to travel far before spotting it. As quietly as possible, he scouted the exterior from all directions to get a lay of the land. The building wasn’t very big, less than 5 by 5 meters Winter estimated. It had no windows and a singular wooden door. 

 After confirming no sounds were coming from the structure and the coast appeared clear save for the wild critters of the forest wandering about, Winter approached the structure. When he reached the door he put his ear up to it to listen inside. He could hear a quiet shifting movement coming from within.

 He took a deep breath and opened his inventory, making sure he was ready with his best equipment on. He tightly fastened a copper shield to his left hand, clenched his fists, then slowly pushed the door open to reveal the interior of the small stone building.

 To the right and left of the door were small stacks of firewood cut up and ready to be used, but on the far end was a woman wearing torn, ragged clothing. She was chained up to the wall by manacles on both wrists, forcing her arms to remain spread wide, the manacles and chains bolted to the wall behind her, she had her head down facing the door, her long tattered brown hair draped over her eyes. [Tinsel - Level 3]. She looked up to see who had entered the building, her face illuminated by a torch hooked onto the wall dangerously close to her face. 

 “Wh-who are you?” She asked in a weakened voice. Winter walked forward quickly. Without answering he began examining her condition - she seemed unharmed, no injuries and her health appeared to be full, but she looked famished. 

 “I’m a friend of Farlian. Are you his wife?” He asked, to which she smiled.

 “Y-yes.” 

 “Are there keys anywhere?” Winter asked, she nodded and motioned to a small crate in the corner with a few objects on it, one of which was a singular iron key, one was a rolled up parchment, and the last was a corkless vial. The moment he looked at the vial, a message popped up in front of him. 



Quest Complete! Return to Priestess Clara




“Doesn’t even require me to save you.” Winter shook his head to himself, wondering how many other possible outcomes a quest like this might have. He grabbed all three items from the crate and put all but the key in his inventory, then unlocked the manacles on her wrists. “Here.” He pulled out a rockjaw steak, and she bit into it without hesitation. She had a look of gratitude for a moment, but as she turned to the doorway her expression morphed into fear. Winter turned as well to see a hooded figure standing there in the doorway. 

“And who might you be? A dog of Kalmoore, or perhaps the puppet of a false god?” He spoke in a menacing tone as Tinsel cowered behind Winter. Winter lifted his shield up cautiously. Unlike the boars and rockjaws, he had no idea what to expect from this enemy or how strong it might be. The light around them began to suddenly dim, even the sunlight that was shining through the doorway waned, as if something was sucking it out of the air.

“H-he uses shadow magic, don’t leave the light!” Tinsel shouted in panic as she yanked the torch off the wall hook and held it close. The torch’s flame was still flickering but its light was spreading like that of a small candle, and in those few moments the hooded figure seemingly disappeared. 

Winter glanced around to try to see where he had gone but the room had become dark. He could hear a whooshing sound of movement through the shadows, but no footsteps, and it seemed to move around behind them. Then, at the threshold of the torch light, he saw a misty, human shaped shadow lunge forward out of the darkness with a dagger in its hand, thrusting it towards the back of an unaware Tinsel. He lifted his shield up behind Tinsel’s head just barely in time to block a dagger from striking her in the back as the blade slid off the side of his shield and went wide, activating Brace simultaneously. 



You take 12 Piercing Damage. 




The yellow flash from Brace was enough to illuminate the misty form of the cloaked man as he retreated from the failed attack back into the shadows of the dark room. Winter was surprised that the damage wasn’t higher, but he wasn't about to complain.

As the cloaked figure moved, the whooshing wind-like sound resumed. His body seemed to morph into a mist, no longer corporeal, and Winter recognized immediately that fighting inside this dark building was a death sentence.

“Run, make for the doorway!” Winter shouted as he grabbed the torch from Tinsel’s hand. The two rushed forward towards the exit, and while running Winter caught a glimpse of the shadowy form moving into the light of the torch from the right side of the room. Winter stretched out his shield again in the nick of time to block another dagger strike on Tinsel, and in that moment Tinsel passed through the threshold of the doorway into the sunlight. Winter turned back to look into the room and stood in the doorway with the torch. 

“You’re not teleporting right? It’s some sort of movement skill that only works when there isn’t any light present. I read about something like that. That means you can’t use it to get through this doorway as long as I’m holding the torch here.” Winter shouted at the formless man within. As he shouted this, Tinsel stopped running to look back at Winter worriedly.

“Go, run back to Orm, tell Priestess Clara everything you know.” Winter instructed. Tinsel nodded and ran off into the forest.

“I can’t have her ruining our plans. She knows too much. Move, so that I may kill her.” The voice growled angrily as it shifted back into a human form, his silhouette barely visible inside the dark building. 

“T-thats fine.” Winter took a fighting stance. “If she dies, that's it for her, but I’ll be fine.” Winter spoke defiantly.

“So be it.” The figure grinned. Lunging forward with two daggers drawn, he began striking Winter’s shield.



You take 4 points of piercing damage.

You take 3 points of piercing damage.

You take 4 points of piercing damage.

You take 2 points of piercing damage.




“Of course…” Winter had a realization. “Creatures that attack slow will hit big, but fast attackers with low damage are really weak against shield users right? As long as I can brace all of your attacks? Which, to be fair, it is a bit hard, but...” Winter said as he timed his shield movements to coincide with the dagger strikes of the cloaked man.

“Will you shut up and fight back?” The man shouted at him in frustration. “Thought If you’re planning on just being a pincushion, I’m fine with that. I’ll admit, your shield skills are above average, but how long can you keep that up?” He continued stabbing furiously, to the point where he was hitting Winter’s shield on purpose, focusing on it with the hopes of breaking Winter's defense. His focus was only interrupted by a chewing sound, causing him to stop and look overtop of the shield.

He saw Winter was holding the torch under his right armpit while using his right hand to eat a steak.

“You’re eating lunch while we’re fighting?” The cloaked man shouted in pure rage.

“Well yeah, you’re draining so much stamina -” Winter replied with his mouthful, stuffing an entire rockjaw steak in, then pulling another from his inventory.

“Just how much do you want to underestimate me!?” The man raged. He waved his daggers away from the torch into the darkness, and when he brought them back near the light they had become engulfed in a shadowy mist.



You take 12 points of Shadow damage.

You take 11 points of Shadow damage. 




 “Shit. Shadow daggers not good. Need light, need light.” Winter frantically tried to wave the torch towards the daggers to cancel the effect, but they were moving too quickly in the now pitch black storage house. Then an idea suddenly popped into Winter’s head. This was a firewood storage house. Firewood. Torch. 

 Instead of using the torch to try and cancel the shadow on his daggers, he thrust it into the stack of dry firewood to the right of the door. It took a few seconds to catch fire, but once it did it began to spread quickly.

 “Really not the best choice of hideouts.” Winter commented with his mouth full of steak once more. “Minor Heal!” He cast, restoring his health back up a bit.

 “Insolent Priest!” The cloaked figure roared as he unleashed another flurry of blows on Winter’s shield, who went back to steak eating and using Brace. By now Tinsel was long gone and Winter thought it’d be safe to try and run, but a notification popped up to deter him.



Level Up!: Shield Mastery has reached level 17!

Level Up!: Leather Armor Proficiency has reached level 12!




“I’m getting Shield Mastery experience again! And it’s a lot! Hey, what level are you?” Winter asked excitedly as the fire inside the small structure began to blaze out of control.

“He’s level 15.” A voice answered from behind Winter. He glanced back to see Herilon standing there, his greatsword drawn, and he had a strange glass monocle sitting over his right eye emitting a blue light, which faded a moment after Winter looked at him. “Guild leader said she got a warning that a building within my territory was on fire. You mind explaining what you’re doing, Winter?” Herilon asked.

"How'd you find me so fast?" Winter asked, to which Herilon pointed at the billowing pillar of smoke rising up above the treeline. "Oh... I’m a- it’s a quest. I was looking for the person poisoning Orm, it’s this guy. He uses shadow magic, so, y’know, fire.” Winter replied between mouthfuls of steak, healing himself, and blocking attacks.

“Oh, in that case, great work. I’ll take it up from here.” Herilon took a few steps forward while raising his oversized greatsword into a striking position.

“Ah- wait, hang on. This guy’s really good skill experience.” Winter protested, causing Herilon to stop and look at him confused. 

“Y’know, I was wondering. How’s a level 5 player surviving so many hits from a level 15 Shadow Assassin NPC?” Herilon asked rhetorically, Winter didn’t answer. “I can see you’re using Brace really well. Not many players can handle bracing fast dagger attacks so consistently, but still... You started playing what, like, a week ago? And you spent most of that time dying to a boar. Something's weird here.” Herilon began pacing behind Winter, making him uneasy, but he couldn't watch what Herilon was doing, he had to pay attention to the dagger strikes to Brace them properly.

There was a sudden flash of blue light behind Winter, he glanced back once more to see a beam of blue magical energy radiating from a wand that Herilon had pulled from his inventory, the beam connecting directly to Winter.

“Hey, what the heck are you doing?” Winter shouted at him.

“Relax, it's just a wand of identification.” Herilon said this as he fidgeted around with an item card that appeared in front of his interface containing all of Winter’s statistics and skills. 

“Shit.” Winter sighed, he knew what was coming next. 

“What the heck is Pacifism -” Herilon said as he clicked on Winter’s pacifism skill to read it, and in an instant his jaw dropped wide open in disbelief. There was an awkward silence between them, filled only by the sound of the vulgar threats and dagger attacks of the Shadow Assassin, who was very unhappy with being ignored. 

“You cheeky little bastard.” Herilon had a nasty grin grow over his face. “The whole world thinks you’re some hopeless noob who can’t kill a boar. This is what you were doing? How’d you learn about this, did Makaroth tell you?” 

“I’ve got nothing to do with Makaroth. He doesn’t know about it, in fact no one really does, except me, and now you.” Winter replied anxiously. 

“Oh this is gold. So, you had to die a lot to get it? Eirene, I guess it only works for divine classes. Dang, that rules me out.” Herilon began pacing back and forth again while thinking on it. 

“Any chance you'll keep it to yourself?” Winter asked as politely as he could.

“What I don’t get is why you’re keeping it hidden in the first place. You could clear up your name in an instant if everyone knew this is what you were doing. You’d be famous. Again...”

“I’d be famous for being Makaroth’s son, not because of the skill. I don’t want anything to do with that guy.” Winter replied.

“Ahhhh, I see. So that’s how it is.” Herilon stopped pacing, it was clear he was enjoying his position of power over Winter, all the while Winter was struggling to multitask blocking attacks, eating steak, and talking with Herilon. “It’s kind of hard to level up without being able to attack anything though, isn’t it? I mean eventually that guy will take you out. It’s not like you’re going to exhaust him, he has ten thousand stamina.”

“How do you know that?” Winter asked, to which Herilon tapped his eyeglass.

“Arcanist's Eye, it’s an intermediate level enchanted item, let’s you see the statistics of monsters that are lower level than you.” Herilon replied. 

“Well, ten thousand is nothing.” Winter faked confidence. 

“Pfft, yeah right. How much steak did you bring?” Herilon raised an eyebrow as he put away his sword and crossed his arms. Winter didn’t reply to this, he had no doubt that eventually he’d need to run from this assassin, ask for help, or die, but as he was thinking his, he felt a burning sensation in his throat all too familiar to him, and his stamina dropped a large chunk suddenly. He coughed painfully as the smoke from the flames billowing out of the building through the doorway became too much to handle, he couldn’t breath and was forced to turn his head and take in fresh air from outside to stop the suffocation effect. Another lightbulb flicked on in his head.

“How about we make a bet.” Winter suggested as more level up notifications appeared for Shield Mastery and Leather Armor Proficiency - they were going up incredibly fast. “If I can defeat this Shadow Assassin, you won’t tell anyone about my skill.” 

“Hmmm.” Herilon thought about it for a moment. “I’m starting to like you, Winter. I definitely got the wrong first impression about you…” He put a finger to his chin. “Alright, deal. I’ll need to tell my guild leader about it, but I’ll make sure she keeps it between us. But only if you can defeat that Assassin.” Winter grinned, eying the bright flames and thick smoke built up inside the stone building.

As long as Winter could hold his ground, the Shadow Assassin had a chance of also suffering the suffocation effect. His only concern was whether or not it would still be considered not attacking. Sure enough, after a minute longer of dagger attacks, the Shadow Assassin began coughing profusely. 

“There you are, we’ve been looking all over for you!” A familiar voice shouted from behind him. Winter turned to see Keldan, Swiftstar, and two other players, named Rocknight and Vriflow, all approaching from the distance. They were all about 2 levels higher from when Winter had last seen them. Winter let out an audible groan

"How did you guys fi-" Winter didn't even get the sentence out, all four pointed at the giant pillar of smoke. "Oh, yeah." He mumbled in defeat. 

“Looks like he still has his bodyguard.” Swiftstar commented, motioning towards Herilon who glared back at them.

“These your pals, Winter?” Herilon asked.

“No.” Winter replied coldly. 

“Hey hey, we respect the Night Hunters. We’ve learned from our mistakes. We won’t start any more fighting within Orm, but, we're not exactly in Orm right now, and we’ve got a bone to pick with Winter.” Keldan’s speaking was overly dramatic, so much so that Winter could tell he was live streaming again without needing to turn and see the icon. 

“Be that as it may, I just made a bet with this little guy, I’d prefer you not interrupt it.” Herilon gently patted the hilt of his greatsword.

“What kind of bet?” Swiftstar asked, the four of them walking close enough now to see the level 15 Shadow Assassin fighting for his life inside the small firewood house. It looked unusually cruel, so much that Winter might’ve felt bad about it if the assassin hadn’t been continuously threatening to rip out Tinsel’s throat and make Winter eat it in between his attacks. 

“Winter says he can beat that level 15 Shadow Assassin without attacking it.” Herilon shrugged.

“Are you mental?” Vriflow, an elven female wielding a scepter and shield, commented. She had straight long red hair, wore black and blue mail armor, and stood behind the others a few meters back. 

“Being Makaroth’s son has gotten to your head, huh? Did you forget that you couldn’t even kill a boar? How’s a level 5 going to beat a level 15?” Keldan shouted, partially directed at Winter, partially at his audience. As he said this, the Shadow Assassin collapsed on the ground.



Shadow Assassin defeated!

Congratulations, you have reached level 6!: 3 attribute points available, +51 health, +21 mana!

Level Up!: Shield Mastery has reached level 21!

Level Up!: Leather Armor Proficiency has reached level 15!

Level Up!: Minor Heal has reached level 13!

Attribute Up!: You’ve gained +1 Constitution 

Attribute Up!: You’ve gained +1 Spirit




A small grey orb rolled out of the assassins body, cracking open to reveal a black cloak. Winter bent down to pick it up before frantically navigating to his skill list to see if Pacifism was still there. To his relief, it was.

 "This game's a bit twisted." He mumbled to himself as he stepped away from the blazing building, glad to be free from breathing in the smokey air. As he turned around he saw all five of them staring at him, eyes wide, jaws dropped, including Herilon. “So uh, deal’s a deal, right?”

            

    
        Chapter 25: Preparations

    
    
    
    
                 “Cheeky lil…” Herilon shook his head in disbelief. “Alright, a deals a deal. I’m heading back to Orm.” 

 “What a coincidence, me too!” Winter ran to walk beside Herilon, glancing back anxiously at the four who stood dumbfounded at what just happened.

 “H-how?” Swiftstar shouted at Winter, who shrugged back nonchalantly. 

 “He, I think… did he suffocate him? Make his stamina drop?” Vriflow suggested.

 “You could do something like that? What kinda messed up tactic is that?” Rocknight mumbled, to this Keldan broke out of his stupor and took a few steps after Herilon and Winter.

 “Oi, you still protecting him? The bet’s over right? Come and fight us, Winter!” Keldan shouted out.

 “I’m not protecting him, I’m keeping order in Orm.” Herilon replied dismissively. “We just happen to be heading in the same direction. Don’t worry, I won’t attack you, unless you flag hostile.” Herilon grinned mischievously. Winter inched closer to Herilon and walked quickly to keep up with him. As the two got further away, the four of them huddled together.

 “What’re we going to do? He was taking hits pretty easy, he might be a bit stronger than we thought.” Swiftstar asked.

 “He’s level 6, that means he’ll get full death penalties now. We’ll be fine. Besides, we gotta give the people what they want. You guys want more Winter, right?” Keldan shouted to his audience, noting the viewership was nearing 500 - significantly higher than his 100 average. “He’ll have to leave Orm eventually.” 


 When Herilon and Winter arrived back in Orm the two parted ways, Winter making his way back to the church while Herilon got back to work patrolling the streets. The moment Winter was out of earshot Herilon hastily opened up his messaging interface with a character of level 134 named Quinn, his friends list denoted the character as the guild leader of the Night Hunters.



 “Hey Quinn, I got news from Orm.”

 “Oh yeah? Stepped in manure? Or encounter a gang of angry level 5 thieves trying to steal your lunch money?” Quinn replied sarcastically. 

 “It’s about that Winter kid, Makaroth’s son.”

 “The one who couldn’t kill a boar?”

 “Yeah, about that…” Herilon smiled. 




 Winter entered the church of Eirene to see it much in the same state as he had left it, with the exception of Tinsel and Farlian standing inside waiting for him, huddled together.

 “Winter! I can’t thank you enough - you saved my wife. Here, it’s not much but, take it as an apology.” Farlian held out a small vial of blue liquid.



 Acquired: Minor Mana Potion [Quality: 5%]




 “Thanks.” Winter took it and added it to his inventory, moving past them to greet an anxiously approaching Clara.

 “You were right, there was foul play. An assassin was poisoning the fountain and eastern well, and having Farlian lock the west well, so anyone who didn’t take water from the river during that time got poisoned.” Winter explained to her.



Quest Complete!

 +100 Favor with Goddess Eirene.

 Experience Earned.




 As the message popped up he watched as Clara materialized a folded cloth from her inventory and handed it to him.

 “Thank you, you’ve worked very hard, as I’ve heard from Tinsel. She informed me exactly what you did, but we still don’t understand why, or what creature the poison is based off of.” Clara looked troubled.



 Acquired: Vestments of Eirene [Quality: 10%]




 Winter took the cloth and put it in his inventory to check later.

 “Were there any clues or hints that you found that may lead us to some answers?” Clara asked. Winter thought for a second, then opened his inventory and pulled out the parchment, the cloak, and the empty vial, and handed them all to Clara hoping she’d be able to make something of them.

 She unfolded the parchment to reveal a crudely drawn map made with black ink. It had indicators of Orm, the river, the firewood storage, and another structure marked much further away, far to the north of Orm.

 “I would wager we may find some answers at this location, though the map is hard to read.” Clara said as she handed it to Winter, next she unfolded the black cloak and examined it. On the inside of the hood she found a skull symbol, however the skull had eye sockets where the jaw should be, and the jaw was on the top where the eyes should be. “The mark of Darxon, the God of Suffering. That would explain everything.” Clara concluded. Winter stared blankly at her, he’d heard of the god by reading the game manual, but didn’t get it. Clara picked up on his blank expression.

 “The followers of Darxon grant him power by drawing on the suffering of innocents, typically by absorbing it into a dark magical object. They’re known for using cruel and tortuous poisons that cause suffering over long periods of time.” She paced a few steps around the church before returning to Winter.

 “I will send requests to the other Churches within Orm that excel at handling cultists. As followers of Eirene it is only our duty to save the lives of the innocent and keep the peace, so I will not expect more than that of you. That being said, please, I beg you, go to this location and discover what manner of creature’s blood they are using to create this poison. Time is still short, but if you move quickly we may still yet be able to save everyone here.” Clara clasped Winter’s hands with her own.



Quest: Priestess Clara would like you to find the Darxon hideout near Orm and discover what creature is being used to create the poison ailing the villagers of Orm.

Objective: 0/1 Creature’s Identity Discovered

Reward: Priest Class Skill: Cleanse (Beginner).

Difficulty: Very Hard

Restriction: Limited to classes: Priest.




 Winter accepted the quest while looking over the sick people still coughing and resting in the church. The little girl that’d been crying over her sick mother was now sleeping on the end of her bed, clutching her mother’s hands tightly with tear marks on her cheeks. 

 “I’ll be back as soon as I can.” Winter turned and left the building, walking away from the church. He thought it’d be best to update the other priests first and made his way to the job board out front of the town hall.

To his surprise, another priest wearing the mark of Zeus was already in the process of modifying the parchment. When finished, he took a step back and several other Priest players leaned in to read what he had written. Winter did the same, looking over their shoulders to get a glimpse of the parchment on the job board. 



 POISON SOURCE FOUND - DARXON HIDEOUT RAID TONIGHT 


	Leaving at Nightfall, meet at northside of Orm village (4:00PM EST REALTIME)




	All classes welcome, (don’t need to be a priest with quest to join us)




	Level 5+




	Difficulty warning: Very Hard! Come prepared!






 “Any idea who found the poison source?” A priest asked, looking at another.

 “Dunno. The head Zues priest just told me it was one of the Eirene priests.”

 “Heh? Really? Eirene? Not bad. A Darxon raid at level 5 sounds exciting.”

 “Yeah no kidding, I thought those guys were only for high level content.” 

Winter avoided joining in the conversation. He thought it’d be smarter to go with a group than by himself, and that would give him time to craft some better gear. Firstly though, he opened his inventory to check out the Vestments.



Name: Vestments of Eirene

Slot: Back (Cloak)

Type: Cloth

Armor: 1

Quality: 10%

Durability: 40/40

Requirements: Follower of Eirene

Option 1: Increases mana regeneration by 3/m.

Description: A lightweight white hooded cloak bearing the symbol of Eirene.




 An item for a slot he had empty. He gladly pulled it out of his inventory and equipped it on his person. Despite it being called a Vestment, it looked and functioned as a cloak would. Clean white with the symbol of the yellow star of Eirene embroidered on the back and over the right shoulder. It had a small string to tie the cloak closed. With it on, Winter flapped it around a bit and took a moment to get used to it - he was able to pull up the hood, as well as hide his arms under it by pulling it closed, but was also able to pull it open and lower the hood to let it fly behind him like a cape, which he felt more comfortable with. He double checked to make sure he wouldn’t trip over it, seeing that it stopped just above his knees.

 Feeling satisfied, it was time to move on to the Craftsman Guildhall. He entered the building and got to work using his spare materials. 

 Knowing he wouldn’t have time to refine and craft everything he’d gathered he instead focused on creating the most powerful and efficient copper shields he could make. Leveling Blacksmithing and Leatherworking were giving his crafts passive bonuses and boosts and increasing the highest potential craft he could make, but in the end the craft was largely based on own capabilities to use the materials and not entirely the skill level.

 He spent 2 hours making shields, and another 2 hours on a set of leather armor. For his shields he focused on making them as durable and defensive as possible so that whatever he came up against, he’d be able to withstand the blows from it.



Name: Reinforced Copper Shield

Slot: Off-hand

Type: Shield

Armor: 30

Quality: 25%

Durability: 85/85

Description: A shield made of Copper, Pine, and Simple Leather. Made by Winter




 By adding more copper at the right moments he was able to boost the durability and armor slightly, and the quality of copper he used was on the higher end. He was able to craft roughly 5 shields like that, all while dreaming of the day he’d be able to craft one good enough to be worth repairing instead of discarding when it broke. 

 The leather he’d made was a bit better than what he had, but nothing to brag about, and once it had completed he stepped out of the guildhall. The sun was now setting over the village of Orm, and Winter took a moment to look over the people and players walking around. What he saw was a peaceful village, one that needed help, protection from a deadly sickness. All the time he’d spent reading and studying to be a doctor, he thought situations like this would be an exciting test of his skill, a chance to be a hero. Experiencing it, though virtually, felt much different than he imagined. 

 He adjusted his cloak and made one last pitstop at the storage hall, moving his ridiculous amount of ore into it without any attempt to organize, most of it clattered about atop the pine logs and left over boar and rockjaw leather. He was aware that at level 6 he’d have a chance to drop portions of his inventory on death. At the very least, if he died on this quest he’d only lose what was on him. 

 By the time he’d made it to the north edge of Orm the sun had set and there were quite a few players already gathered around, talking amongst each other. Some were getting to know each other, some standing alone off to the side waiting patiently. He noticed a good amount of the players present were not dressed or equipped like a priest - clearly a wide variety of martial and magic classes present, all waiting with anticipation for the raid party to start.

            

    
        Chapter 26: Ultimatum

    
    
    
    
                At exactly 4:00pm EST when the sun finished its descent, a loud voice spoke up over all the chatter. [Galanis - Level 9] All eyes turned to see the same Zues Priest that had edited the parchment, he had one other player standing by his side.

 “Great turnout, glad to see everyone is willing to work together on this. As you can all see, my name is Galanis. Darxon Cultists are dangerous enemies typically reserved for high level players, they’ve caused quite a few incidents in the Shattered World already. But we’re not going to let anything happen here in Orm.”

 “They specialize in stealth and shadow magic, and they sometimes employ demons and other abyssal creatures, so expect to encounter something along those lines. From speaking with the various priests present here, I’ve learned that some of us have differing objectives. Some of you have a quest just to identify the creature whose blood was used in the poison. Others have the quest to take out the leader, and some have the quest to find and destroy the magical object used to collect suffering. And of course, some of you have no quest at all, you’re just along for the ride.” He spoke very clearly and confidently, Winter got the impression that his day job was probably related to giving speeches.

 “Regardless, we intend to wipe out the Darxon hideout completely and clear all quests. We’ll be forming into several parties and assigning you jobs based on your class and level. The more organized we are, the easier this should be. Any questions so far?” Galanis asked, and it fell silent for a moment.

 “Good, I had my friend here -” He motioned to the player beside him with a longbow on his back, [Eccen - Level 8] “Use his tracking skill to find the Darxon hideout. It’s a long trek north, an old abandoned keep at the base of that mountain.” He pointed to a lone tall mountain to the north, towering over the forest. “It’s built next to a network of caverns that delve deep into the mountain, and is fortified by a small river that runs along the outside of the keep. Make sure you prepare your skills based on that information.” He paced and looked around a bit, seeing all the faces staring at him blankly with still no questions.

 “Good, then let’s start moving. It’s a long walk, we’ll organize parties along the way.” Galanis turned and began walking northward out of Orm. The other players started whispering to each other as they gathered their things and followed behind him.

 “With a guy like that leading we should be fine, right?”

 “Yeah he seems to know what he’s doing.”

 “I’m so excited, this is my first raid party!”

 “Just make sure you pull your weight.”

 “We have so many priest players here, at least we don’t need to worry about dying.”

 Winter listened in on the various conversations while hanging back. He thought about checking his messages to ask Davoth and Silentwire to join him, but decided against bothering them as the likelihood they’d make it back from Kordas anytime soon was low.

 The group moved under the moonlight to the treeline and entered Orm forest, illuminated by various torches that the group carried with them to see in the dark. Winter followed near the back of the group and watched as Galanis moved around and talked to everyone one by one, giving them out assignments and asking them questions about their class. The more he talked, the more the chatter picked up in general as the players started to get more friendly and comfortable with one another. 

 It wasn’t long before Galanis made his way to the back and spotted Winter, moving to walk beside him.

 “Hey, you are Winter, right? Aren’t you Makaroth’s son?” He asked curiously, Winter didn’t reply, just looked straight forward. 

 “If you’ve got a strategy already, you can use me as a tan-” Winter was interrupted.

 “WINTER! COME OUT AND PLAY!” A loud obnoxious Keldan shouted from the front of the group. The players all stopped moving and started looking around confused at each other. Standing in front of the large group of low level players was a party of 4 players in the level 30’s. Galanis looked at Winter and saw his annoyed expression, gently patted him on the shoulder, and motioned him to hide behind a nearby tree.

 “I’ll deal with this.” He said reassuringly. The raid party began to murmur amongst each other.

 “Was Winter here?”

 “I think I saw him, where is he now?”

 “Who the heck are these guys?”

 “They look kind of familiar…” 

 Winter could hear the chatter, deciding to trust Galanis he hid behind the shadow of a nearby large oak tree.

 “What’s the hold up? We’re in the middle of a raiding party, on our way to a Darxon hideout. Are you here to help us?” Galanis shouted as the group cleared a path, allowing him to get to the front while illuminating him with torchlight. 

 “Nah, we’re looking for a friend of ours. He’s a priest, we saw him fighting a Shadow Assassin earlier, so we’re pretty sure he’s doing these Darxon quests with you guys.” Keldan spoke with his big live streaming icon above his head. Swiftstar, Rocknight and Vriflow standing behind him. When Keldan said this, there were a few whispers of realization amongst the priests that it was Winter who had found the poison source.

 “I’ve organized this group and I can assure you, no one named Winter is here.” Galanis replied.

 “Eh… I don’t believe him. Vriflow?” Keldan replied while motioning to her, and she nodded. 

 “Eye of Divinity, Form of Truth.” She shouted as her hands began to glow white and a large spectral eye of light appeared above her, staring at Galanis. “If you lie, the eye closes. Is Winter a part of this raiding party?” Vriflow asked him politely with a devious smile. Galanis glared at the spell.

 “Just haaad to be a Priestess of Yamara.” Galanis sighed in frustration.

 “He’s not here.” Eccen shouted while moving to stand in front of Galanis.

 “Ah - I need to hear it from Galanis, not you.” Vriflow wagged her finger. Galanis stared back at her without speaking.

 “I think that answers it.” Rocknight commented.

 “Hey Winter!” Keldan shouted to the forest around them. "You’ve got 3 seconds to show yourself, or all these lowbies go boom.” Keldan raised his hand in the air as a gigantic ball of blazing red flame began to form above his palm. “3.” He shouted as the ball got larger, several of the players turned and began to flee into the surrounding forest. “2.” Galanis held his ground in the face of the fireball, now the size of a large wagon. Seeing this, many of the other players held their ground as well.

 “There’s no way he’s going to PK this many lowbies, he’ll be hated by guards forever.” Some players commented, crossing their arms defiantly.

 “1.” Keldan grinned. The defiant players saw in that moment, Keldan didn’t care about killing low levels. He pulled his hand back and thrust the fireball forward towards the center of the group.

 Winter, who had already begun dashing to intercept it when Keldan said 2, arrived just in time to Brace the Fireball with his shield, stopping it from travelling into the group as he stood in front of Galanis and Eccen. The ball of flame parted around his shield and released a violent shockwave of wind to the surrounding forest, setting several trees ablaze.



 You take 231 Fire Damage.

Your use of the Shield Mastery skill has unlocked the Shield Mastery Ability: [Shieldwall]


[Shieldwall] - Shield Mastery

Blocking Area of Effect attacks with your shield will provide protection to anyone or anything that stands behind you at the time of the block, depending on the angle of the area of effect attack relative to your shield's position. Note: Does not work on area of effect attacks that pass through objects.

Area of Effect Protection Range: 3.1 meter cone behind impact point. (Shield Mastery Level 21)




The explosion of the Fireball that Keldan released did not extend beyond a 3 meter radius, all of the players standing behind Winter remained completely unharmed. Winter himself however had taken significant damage and quickly threw a heal on himself as the dust settled. The members of the raid party who had begun fleeing stopped to see what had happened as the flash from the explosion dissipated and most of the embers fizzled out.

 “Ah, see? There he is!” Keldan cheered and pointed at him excitedly as Winter glared up at them. While Keldan seemed happy, the other three of his friends did not look so confident. 

 “How’d he just survive that?” Vriflow whispered to Swiftstar, who shrugged back, also wondering the same thing. 

 “You’ll let these guys go and do their quests, right? They’ve got nothing to do with me.” Winter asked.

 “Yeah, of course, we just want to hang out with you a bit.” Keldan shrugged.

 “Alright,” Winter turned to face Galanis. “Thanks for trying. Just take everyone and go on ahead without me, sorry for the trouble.” Winter spoke politely.

 “You sure? Those guys look like they’re planning to PK you...” 

 “I’ll handle it somehow.” Winter replied. Galanis hesitated for a moment, looking to Eccen and back to Winter and seeing his determination. 

 “Alright guys, this PvP has nothing to do with us. Let’s keep moving, we got a village to save.” Galanis shouted to the raid party. He walked forward past Keldan and his group, and seeing him do this the other players joined in. Winter watched them all as they walked away northward beyond Keldan and his friends, some glancing back at Winter with looks of sympathy and pity, others annoyance.

 “We don’t have to do this the hard way, y’know, Winter.” Keldan began pacing around the recently formed clearing that had been created by the explosion of his fireball. He double checked to see his viewer count was moving up to 1000. “We could party up and help you with the quest, with us around it’d be pretty easy, right guys?”

 “I mean, it’s a level 5 quest, right?” Rocknight nodded in agreement.

“Or, the other option is, we just keep PKing you until Makaroth shows up. You guys wanna see Makaroth?” He shouted excitedly to his audience more than to anyone present. Winter let out an elongated sigh.

 “I’ve got two pieces of bad news for you Keldan. One, no matter how many times you kill me, Makaroth won’t show up. And two, I’m never going to group up with you to do anything, no matter how much you threaten me.”

            

    
        Chapter 27: The Filter

    
    
    
    
                “You’re acting tough, but let’s see how tough you really are. I’ve got something you might like, Winter! Icelance!” Keldan’s last word was the casting of a spell. A giant icicle in the shape of a lance formed above his left hand as he raised it up, and with a swift swinging motion of his hand the lance shot forward at Winter. Winter held up his shield and timed the impact perfectly, but the blow was powerful. 



 You take 353 Ice Damage.




 He nearly died in a single hit, with 9 health remaining, even after using Brace properly. His feet skidded backwards in the dirt from the impact. The lance broke apart upon impact into tiny sharp shards of ice that scattered over his skin, it felt as if being stabbed by hundreds of freezing cold needles. His body shivered and felt numb for a moment before the pain faded, and he quickly casted minor heal three times to get himself back to full.

 

 “Holy shit… he survived that?” Rocknight said in disbelief as they all looked upon Winter with expressions of shock.

 “Hah! I told you guys. He’s hiding something. Have any of you ever seen a level 6 player survive a nearly 800 damage Icelance from a level 35 player?” Keldan exclaimed. The chat was speeding through messages of people confused about what had happened, some begging to know Winter’s secrets. The viewers were slowly creeping up to 2000. 

 “Yo Winter, seriously, are you cheating?” Swiftstar asked. 

 “I bet his dad gave him an item or something.” Vriflow commented. Winter didn’t reply at first, making use of their awe to look over his skills and stats, confirming his damage reduction. With a combination of his armor, shield mastery, and Brace, he was reducing the attack by just over 50%, and thought about it for a moment.

“Isn’t it just that you’re really weak?” Winter asked in earnest. He realized after he had said it how rude it was, Keldan’s face disfigured while the others went silent, avoiding eye contact with him. “I-I mean, what level is your Icelance skill?”

“It’s level 5, why, got a problem? What level are your skills?” Keldan shouted back embarrassed, he skimmed through his fast moving livestream chat to see the audience mocking him. Winter didn’t answer, he pieced together that Keldan must not have focused on leveling a single skill like Winter had, but multiple, so all of his damage was coming from his stats - the skills themselves were weak. It gave him a bit more confidence that he could get out of the situation somehow. 

“What about your Fireball you just used?” Winter asked with a raised brow.

“It’s… look it doesn’t matter okay? I’m trying to become an elementalist as my intermediate, it requires a lot of different spells to be leveled up, alright? It’s not so easy!” Keldan shouted back at him flustered. “It still doesn’t explain why I didn’t one shot you! What level is your Shield Mastery?” 

“We’re fighting right now, why would I tell you my skill levels?” Winter replied coldly and heard Vriflow hold back laughter. Keldan heard it too, further aggravating him. He looked at the livestream chat once more to see the messages.



“Is this guy new? Why’s he admitting his skills are so low to his opponent?”

“Aren’t those skills too low?”

“You should focus on one skill first, everyone knows that”

“I feel bad for Winter, this bottomfeeder won’t leave him alone”

“Even my pet hamster would survive those attacks”

“He died to a boar but you can’t even kill him, embarrassing”




Keldan closed the chat and glared at Winter. “Swiftstar, you still got that Wand of Identifying we bought a while back, right?” Keldan latched on to the hope that if he could prove Winter was hiding something, a secret item or skill, it would restore his image.

 “Y-yeah, it’s almost out of uses though, and it was expensive.” Swiftstar hesitantly took it out of his inventory. Winter focused in on the wand - he at least knew how it worked. He knew he couldn’t let it hit him no matter what. Swiftstar tossed the wand over to Keldan who waved it at Winter. “Let’s see the truth behind why you are taking these hits.” Keldan smirked. Winter watched the blue beam shoot out from the wand and dashed to the side, it crashed into a tree behind him, displaying the item card for a Pine tree.

 “Tch, knew it. He’s got something to hide. Hold him still.” Keldan motioned to the others. 

 “Pinning Shot!” Swiftstar shouted, bow drawn. A green arrow flew through the night sky at Winter. Not knowing if his shield would stop its effect he opted to sidestep it quickly, narrowly avoiding it from hitting his head. “Redirect.” Swiftstar shouted. Based on the name, Winter ascertained what that skill did just in time, he turned to see the Pinning Shot had switched directions and was coming at him again from behind.

 “Quakestomp!” Rocknight slammed his foot into the ground, shaking the earth of the clearing and causing Winter to lose his footing and tumble to his knees - he had no way to dodge and could only pray his shield would be enough to stop the pinning shot. The green arrow collided with Winter’s shield, and as it did it flashed a bright emerald light around him.

 “Richochet Shot!” Swiftstar shouted, and rather than stick into the shield it bounced off and flew upward. “Redirect.” It curved back downward. At least Winter knew the shield stopped its effect, he could still move, but the ground around him was still shaking. 

 “Light Binding!” Vriflow shouted, and from her hand a bola of light shot out, rotating rapidly towards him. His footing weak, he jumped up off the ground over the bola, meeting the arrow midair and blocking it with his shield. 

 “Richochet Shot, Redirect!” Swiftstar shouted, the arrow once again bouncing away and coming back at him from another angle.

 “Never seen someone so desperate to dodge a Wand of Identifying.” Keldan squealed with anticipation, his viewers shooting up to 2500. “Static field!” A glow of lighting verberated through his staff and out in a wave towards Winter. Trial by fire, Winter thought, as he couldn’t dodge midair he was forced once again to hope that he could block it. The wave of electricity collided with his shield as he pulled his knees up to make sure he was completely covered from the attack. It didn’t work, it wasn’t a damaging spell at all - Winter felt his body begin to tingle and his muscles began to spasm, it felt awful, like sudden cramps occurring all over his body. As he collapsed onto the ground, he was forced into partial convulsions.

 “Yo, what’s with the overacting.” Rocknight looked a bit disturbed, pulling back for a second and causing the quaking to stop. Through the pain, Winter was able to roll onto his back and hold his shield up and block the pinning shot once more, this time Swiftstar didn’t ricochet it and the arrow stuck into the shield.

 “Hey, Keldan… I think he’s playing at pain threshold 10.” Swiftstar commented.

 “So that’s your secret Winter? You took all those beatings to get your defensive skills up? Not a bad strategy for someone who doesn’t know how to fight.” Keldan replied.

 “Should we lay off the painful attacks?” Vriflow asked anxiously.

 “I mean, we’re just trying to identify him right? It’s his own fault for playing hard to get. One of you guys just snare or root him in place already.” Keldan commanded them. Winter was able to use the time to get used to the spasms. The status effect of shock was hanging in his peripheral vision with a 10 second timer remaining, making it difficult to control his shield. 

 “Hey, Winter, no hard feelings man.” Swiftstar spoke apologetically as he pulled back another arrow in his bow. “Multishot, Pinning Shot!” Out from his bow fired 3 green glowing arrows.

 Winter sighed to himself in frustration as they soared in the air towards him. Then out of the corner of his eye he saw Rocknight draw his large battleaxe from off his back and swing down into the earth.

 “Shockwave!” He shouted, a violent blast of earth and wind shot forward from the impact in a cone outward from Rocknight towards Winter. He jumped backward to avoid a pinning shot arrow and moved in the direction of the shockwave, using it to propel him, but the wind and rocks were much faster and several crashed into his shield. During this time the other two arrows redirected and curved around, and Vriflow was dashing to maneuver behind him with her hands glowing white.

 “Light binding!” She shouted. Two arrows from front, binding from the back, gushing wind and rocks from the side. He jumped up into the air to dodge the light binding, lifted his shield up to block one arrow while attempting to shift his body so that the second would fly over his right arm, but a sudden jolt of shock electricity surged through his right hand, forcing it to spasm upwards into the final pinning shot against his will. 

 Green magic surged out of the arrow and created vines outward from the impact point which rapidly grew downward and dug into the earth, binding Winter to the ground.

 “Nice shot!” Keldan cheered at Swiftstar. 3000 viewers now and climbing, Winter was immobilized by the vines wrapped around his right arm and rooted into the earth. He struggled to break free his arm, but the vines were as strong as metal. He saw in the distance Keldan waving the wand, a blue light shot out from it directly at his head once more. Winter dropped down to the ground, hugging the dirt as the beam passed over top of him, identifying Vriflow instead.

 “Seriously? Come on. Rocknight, grapple him or something.” Keldan rolled his eyes, motioning a gesture to Rocknight who stomped forward towards Winter. He watched the shock status effect fade, but the pinning shot would last another 5 seconds. As Rocknight approached with his arms outstretched towards him, Winter’s first instinct was to kick him away, but in the last moment he reminded himself not to - it’d break his bonus. He had to think of something to buy himself 5 seconds of time...

 “Psychology Attack!” Winter shouted as if he was casting a spell, but in reality all he did was pull his leather pants down, underwear included.

 “Dude what the hell!” Rocknight flinched and turned away, throwing his arms over his eyes. 

 “Pffft.” Swiftstar couldn’t hold back chuckling.

 “Not cool Winter, I’m streaming!” Keldan shouted at him.

 “Guys, relax.” Vriflow didn’t look away at all. “He has the parental filter on, there isn’t anything there.” She sounded disappointed.

 “Just grab him!” Keldan commanded Rocknight. 

 “Wait there’s a filter?” Winter asked as he opened his menu up, still being mindful of the wand.

 “Why’d you tell him?” Keldan shouted at Vriflow.

 “What? Sorry.” She shrugged innocently as Winter waved his fingers in the air at his interface, searching through his options until he spotted it.



 Parental Filter
 Disabling Requirements: Age 18+, Minimum Account Standing of Good (or higher)

 Current Age: 18, Current Standing: Good

 [ON] / OFF

 [ ] I have read and agreed to the Terms and Services of removing this filter and swear to oblige by the rules set by Averon Inc. I understand that Averon reserves the right to delete any user’s account and ban users from all future usage of Averon products if the terms of this agreement are broken, or the rules set by Averon Inc. are not followed.


	I understand that all accounts are monitored at all times by Avermind AI(™) and if any forms of abuse of this filter (sexual assault or unwanted contact between PC or NPC, ect.) may result in permanent banning and reporting to appropriate authorities.




	I understand that inappropriate behaviour may result in account standing lowered, possibly resulting in a ban, or increased monthly fees to maintain access to The Shattered World online until standing is improved. 




	Any and all laws within the United States will be considered as they would be in the real world, and certain offenses will be reported to authorities in the event of a breaching of Averon Inc.'s terms of services, as deemed necessary by Averon Inc. Staff in conjunction with Avermind AI(™).




	Any attempts to livestream or broadcast your gameplay without this filter must be flagged as an adult livestream (18+), or risk being banned from the platform, network, as well as The Shattered World Online. 



 [Read More…]




 Winter didn’t have time to read it all, he hit the checkbox and held his finger over the off button. “Aha, found it! Back up, or I turn it off!” Winter threatened Rocknight, who immediately took two steps back. At this point, the pinning shot effect was gone, the vines fell to the ground releasing his right arm, but Winter felt this tactic was way too effective to stop halfway. 

 “Everyone calm down... The parental filter only stops working if both players have it turned off. You guys have yours turned on, don’t you?” Swiftstar said with a reassuring tone, but all three of them looked at Swiftstar with guilty expressions. “You guys are perverts.” He sighed.

 “Ahah! See? Don’t you get in trouble for streaming that stuff?” Winter threatened Keldan.

 “Only if he didn’t mark his stream correctly as 18 plus. You did, right?” Swiftstar asked Keldan, to which he nervously scratched the back of his head. “You’re a pervert and an idiot.” Swiftstar sighed in disbelief. 

 “Hey, hey!” Rocknight interjected as he held his hand out to Winter to get him to stop, while keeping his distance. “You realize that if you made your character with the filter on, it’s defaulted to, yknow, your real… real one?” Rocknight said, suddenly looking flustered.

 “What kind of doctor would I become if I was ashamed of the human body?” Winter replied with confidence.

 “Dude I’ve got like 4000 viewers, you’re really going to flash them all?” Keldan tried to call his bluff. 

 “I’m the guy who died to a boar for 3 days straight. I’m crazy, who knows what I’ll do!?” He smirked back.

 “Why the hell does this game even have the option to turn it off?” Swiftstar groaned at Vriflow as the two began a side conversation. The tension from the fighting seemed to have disappeared completely.

 “It’s one of the reasons the game beat out competition, realism, y’know.” Vriflow defended it. 

 “Rocknight, damnit, just turn your filter on and grapple him, you won’t see anything no matter what he does.” Keldan commanded him. Winter watched as Rocknight fidgeted around with his menu for a second.

 “There, I’m all good, I won’t see it.” He took a step forward before Winter winked at him.

 “Yeah, but that doesn’t mean it isn’t still there. You’ll know it, deep down in your heart.” Winter gave his hips a little wiggle. This was enough to cause Rocknight to pull back.

 “Man, Keldan, I don’t want to grab him when his pants are down, filter or not, it’s not cool.” Rocknight cringed away. 

 “He might be bluffing.” Swiftstar suggested.

 “Eye of Divinity, Form of Truth!” Vriflow shouted while staring at Winter, the spectral eye forming above her. “If it blinks, you’re lying. Are you really about to turn off the nudity filter in front of all those viewers?”

 “Yup.” Winter replied confidently. The eye didn’t blink. All of them nearly facepalmed save for Vriflow who took a few steps closer to get a better view. 

 “You should do it, grapple him Rocknight.” Vriflow said excitedly.

 “I can’t believe you guys. Look, Keldan, just turn yours off, problem solved.” Swiftstar shouted in frustration.

 “Even if I turn mine off, I started livestreaming with it on, so I’d have to restart the stream…” Keldan looked at the viewer count nearing five thousand. “You guys will come right back, right? No one goes anywhere?” He asked the audience excitedly. The chat was spammed with messages that threatened Keldan with death and other horrible acts if he tried to restart his livestream with the filter on. The general consensus was that the chat wanted to see Winter naked, and they’d boycott the stream if Keldan tried to restart it with an Adult Only barrier, or with the filter on. Keldan sighed with frustration.

 “Alright, alright, fine, you win!” Keldan motioned Rocknight to back up, much to his relief but to the disappointment of Vriflow. “I’ll make you a deal. You let us identify you, and we’ll let you live.”

 Winter kept his finger on the button in his menu, for all his lack of offensive power, this attack seemed too effective to take his hand off of it, and he shuffled to turn and face Keldan with his pants still down.

 “I’m gonna say no to both.” Winter replied.

 “Keldan, look away for a second, I got an idea!” Vriflow shouted, to which everyone glanced in her direction. Winter lifted his shield up in preparation for an attack. Knowing she was a priest player he had a good idea of what she was capable of. Keldan hesitated for a moment before turning himself away. Winter panicked, she stared him down with utmost confidence. He watched her hands and feet for any glowing light indicating a spell was coming - her weapons weren’t drawn yet so she likely wasn’t going to try to melee attack him.

 “Psychology Attack!” Vriflow shouted, lifting up her chainmail shirt and cloth shirt, revealing her featureless chest - Winter’s filter was still on so in truth he saw nothing, but it didn’t stop him from getting shocked by her action, He reactively flinched to cover his eyes and look away. “Now!” Vriflow shouted. Rocknight reluctantly dashed forward and grappled Winter into a headlock, preventing him from moving his arms. Keldan looked back around to see the scene unfold and violently waved the wand in Winter’s direction, anticipating the blue beam of light firing off and hitting him. Winter was unable to break out of Rocknights grasp in those few short seconds and flinched his eyes shut, anticipating the beam hitting him as well.

 But there was nothing. No blue beam whatsoever. Keldan looked down in confusion to see that the Wand of Identifying was no longer in his hand. 

 “Heh? Huh?” Keldan looked around confused, trying to find if he had dropped it on the ground somewhere. 

 “What the hell, Keldan!” Rocknight released Winter as all three of Keldan’s party members looked at him in annoyance.

 “You guys look like you are having fun.” A familiar female voice spoke. All of them turned to see a female figure standing in the shadow of a nearby tree. [Silentwire - Level 11]. In her hand was the Wand of Identification. Winter had never felt so relieved to see a thief, but the moment he turned to look at her, she glanced at his half naked character and her face turned bright red, immediately looking away from Winter. 

 “Who the hell is that?” Swiftstar asked as heavy panting could be heard from the forest behind her, slowly getting closer. 

 “You… you’re… really… fast…” Davoth gasped for air as he caught up a few steps behind Silentwire and stopped to grab his knees, trying desperately to catch his breath. “Hey, Winter… you might... wanna… pull up your pants...”

            

    
        Chapter 28: The Ladder

    
    
    
    
                


	Earlier That Day






Davoth stepped out through the gates of Kordas under the giant grey stone archway with the afternoon sun shining bright in the sky, leaving behind him the vast capital city of Kalmoore. Giant towers and magnificent buildings of varying colored roofs lined his backdrop. In front of him was the road back towards Orm, with a few farmsteads dotting the landscape around the outskirts of the large stone walls that wrapped around the city. He double checked his equipment to make sure he had everything he’d wanted from Kordas, a nice new longbow on his back with a set of leather armor, and all of his beginner Archer class skills.

 He opened up his friends messaging interface to see Winter was still online, he had sent a few messages to Winter letting him know he had finished his last quest in Kordas and would be coming soon, but Winter hadn’t checked the messages yet to initiate voice communications.

 “I wonder what that guy is doing…” Davoth whispered to himself curiously as he began walking forward.

 “Davoth? You’re Derrick, right?” A female voice shouted to him from behind. He turned to see Silentwire rushing through the gates, but not towards him - she was running to a large stables that sat on the side of the road just outside the gate where several other players were loitering about.

 “Y-yeah. Oh hey, Silentwire! Selena? How’s it going? You heading back to Orm now too?” Davoth asked excitedly.

 “We gotta hurry, Keldan’s going after Winter again.” She shouted with urgency.

 “Heh?” Davoth asked, confused. He pulled up his Simbox menu to open the livestream viewer. He typed in Keldan into the search bar, but nothing came up. Then he typed in Winter - still nothing. “How do you know? Did Winter say something? Keldan’s not even streaming…” Davoth replied while walking to follow behind her. He watched as Silentwire began bartering with the stablemaster about borrowing a horse.

 “He’s streaming. For some reason the Virtual Gaming Network is suppressing him from search results, but I had a direct link. Here-” Silentwire sent a party invitation to Davoth, who quickly accepted. When the party interface appeared, Davoth saw that not only was Silentwire in his party, but Winter.

 “He’s in your group?”

 “Yeah, he’s not paying attention to any of the messages, so don’t bother trying. Look.” Silentwire shared a stream ID with Davoth. He clicked it to see Keldan’s stream pop up. It showed him walking around Orm forest with his companions, talking to his chat about how they’ll be camping out and waiting for Winter to leave so that they could ‘play’ with him. 

“Man that guy’s annoying.” Davoth groaned.

“You coming?” Silentwire asked. In the time Davoth was looking at Keldan’s stream, she had gone into the stables and retrieved two borrowed horses, and was now leading them out onto the road, both already geared up for riding. 

“Y-yeah. Of course… but, I don’t know how to ride a horse.” 

“It’s easy, just hop on and you’ll get the beginner skill within a few minutes.” Silentwire smiled as she hopped on her own horse. Davoth approached the horse awkwardly, trying his best to mimic Silentwire. He fumbled off a few times before finally getting on the saddle and settling his feet in the stirrups, awkwardly grabbing the reins.

“You ready? We gotta go fast if we want to get back by nightfall. Just have to hope Winter doesn’t leave Orm until then.” Silentwire said, but she didn’t wait for Davoth to reply. “Hyah!” She whipped the reins and her horse took off running along the road.

“Uh.. Hyah..” Davoth tried copying her, and the horse took off as well, nearly sending him flying off its back. “Aaaaah I don’t like this!!” He screamed while grabbing on for dear life. 

-------

The sun had set by the time their horses passed over the stone bridge leading into Orm from the east. Silentwire pulled her horse to a stop just outside the Orm stables sitting on the edge of the village. She gracefully hopped off the horse and led it into the stables, and as she was talking to the Stablemaster about her borrowing fee, Davoth’s horse trotted up to the stables as well.

 Davoth’s face was pale, his cheeks sunken in. He looked as though he had nearly died multiple times, but his stamina and health were perfectly fine.

 “D-did you get the Horseback Riding skill?” Silentwire asked him while looking at him with guilt.

 “I don’t want it. I don’t want to ever ride a horse again. Humans invented cars for a reason.” Davoth replied as he tumbled off the horse. “That thing, it’s evil.” He pointed at the horse aggressively. Silentwire laughed awkwardly as she led his horse to the stables as well, getting gold back from the borrowing fee for returning the horses unharmed.

 “We made it though, Keldan hasn’t found Winter yet, so he’s probably still somewhere in Orm. Let’s split up and find him.” Silentwire suggested.

 “I’ll check the Craftsman Guildhall first.” Davoth replied. The two began walking around Orm, quickly asking guards and other players if they had seen Winter around. A few players mentioned seeing him around the Craftsman Guildhall, but not recently. Herilon, who was keeping watch of the town square, overheard Davoth as he asked a Kalmoore guard about him, piquing his interest as he saw the sense of urgency from Davoth. Just as Herilon was about to approach and ask him what was happening, Silentwire ran up from Davoth from the surrounding crowds.

 “A bunch of priests and other players headed north a bit ago to do a quest. Someone said they saw Winter with them. Lets go before it's too late!” Silentwire tugged Davoth’s shoulder before breaking into a sprint northward. Davoth didn’t hesitate to follow her.

 “Hm.” Herilon squinted at them curiously as they got further and further away.

 The two of them ran as fast as they could through the forest to the north, but it was dark and there was little to no sense of direction, atleast until there was a sudden bright flash of red flame that lit up the sky straight ahead a good distance away.

 “That’s gotta be them, come on let’s hurry!” Silentwire shouted to Davoth, at which point she took off at an incredible speed, leaving Davoth in the dust.

 “W-wait… I’ll be there… in a second…” 





	Present







 “I can’t pull up my pants, it’s the ultimate weapon.” Winter rejected Davoth’s suggestion, he remained standing in the clearing while putting his finger back on the filter button.

 “Tell that girl to give me back my wand.” Keldan shouted at Winter. Winter shuffled around to face Keldan again. 

 “No.” 

 “These guys are just making fools of us.” Rocknight shook his head in disbelief as he walked away from the center of the clearing to rejoin his companions.

 “Let’s just forget it, eh Keldan?” Swiftstar suggested, also walking towards Keldan. Winter saw them begin to argue amongst themselves in a huddle, and took the time to notice Silentwire was still too embarrassed to look at him. He relented, pulling up his pants, and enabled party voice chat.

 “How’d you guys find me?”

 “He’s streaming.” Davoth replied while pointing at Keldan.

 “Oh, yeah, right. Thanks for the save Silentwire.” He smiled, and she gave a nod back, slowly warming up to looking at him again. 

 “I think you demoralized them, looks like they’re leaving.” Davoth motioned to them with a nod, watching them bicker. Winter turned to face them as well and thought for a moment.

 “Do you guys mind dying with me?” Winter said in a serious tone, turning back to look at his friends. Both of them saw that, despite all of his antics up until this point with Keldan, he looked pissed off.

 “I’m almost out of time on the Simbox today anyway.” Davoth shrugged.

 “What do you have in mind?” Silentwire smiled. Winter turned from them and walked back towards Keldan, seeing them preparing to leave while still arguing with each other.

 “Oi, where the hell do you think you guys are going? Now that it's three against four, you’re leaving?” Winter shouted at them from across the clearing, causing them to all stop and turn.

 “No, we’re leaving because you’re not taking anything seriously, pulling down your pants and whatever.” Keldan retorted in frustration, the others nodding.

 “Heeeeh?” Winter snarled at them aggressively. “Aren’t you the one not taking this seriously? You threaten me with that wand and with killing me, and I did everything in my power to stop you.” 

 “Yeah, whatever, you win, good job. I underestimated your pervertedness, next time I’ll have the filter on.” Keldan said dismissively.

 “There won’t be a next time. I’m tired of you showing up, getting in my way because you’re trying to live off of Makaroth’s fame. Let’s settle this right now. Fight us, and if we win, you’ll leave us alone for good.”

 “Is he serious?” Keldan said jokingly to his companions, Vriflow shrugged while Rocknight chuckled, but Swiftstar took him at face value and glared back. 

 “I’m dead serious. Unlike you, I’m not interested in living off of someone at the top. I’m aiming to be at the top. And you’re in my way.” Winter spoke coldly, his words seemed to hit a soft spot for all of them, the laughing and mocking stopped. 

 “Isn’t that just a lose-lose situation for us? For beating three low levels, no one’s going to care.” Swiftstar interjected.

 “If you beat us, we’ll give you the wand back.” Winter motioned to it still being twirled in Silentwire’s hands.

 “Fine. You’ve really got such a big ego that you think three level 10’s can beat four level 30’s? Basic dueling rules, then. First party to lose a member loses the fight.” Keldan replied confidently. Winter switched to party communications. He looked in his party interface to see that Davoth was now the class Archer.

 “Do you have the skill Redirect?” Winter asked him.

 “Yeah, why?” Davoth asked.

 “Can you use it on any arrow you’ve shot, or just the last one?”

 “Any, I guess...” 

 “How many times?”

 “It’s pretty low mana, I guess 35.” Davoth did some quick math in his head while looking at his maximum mana. Winter pulled out the mana potion from his inventory and tossed it to Davoth who caught it, looking at it closely. “50 with this.” Davoth replied. The three turned to see that Keldan and the others had drawn their weapons and began to spread out, Keldan giving a speech to his 6000 viewers now, which they ignored.

 “Okay, Silentwire, keep their attention on Vriflow. She’s a priest so they’ll expect it. You’ll swap targets when I call it out. Davoth, hide in the shadow of the trees and let me know once you’ve fired all 50 arrows, and I’ll call out the target.”

 “W-what, wait, huh?” Davoth replied confused. “What am I shooting at?”

 “The moon. Make sure to shoot as high as you can so they stay airbourne for as long as possible.” Winter replied. Davoth looked at him confused for a few more seconds until he figured out what Winter was planning and nodded. 

 “We don’t have an official timer, so how about I count down?” Keldan shouted across the clearing. “Three…” Winter and Silentwire both turned to face them, walking a few steps forward as Davoth stepped back towards the trees. “Two…” Silentwire put the wand in her inventory and drew her dagges out. “One…”

 “Remember, just survive, only make them think you’re trying to kill them.” Winter gave his final instruction to Silentwire who nodded obediently.

"Duel start!" Keldan shouted with excitement. 

            

    
        Chapter 29: First to Fall

    
    
    
    
                
 “Should I do something about this?” Herilon asked, speaking through his friends list to his guildmaster Quinn.

 “Nah, I want to see what happens. If you help him, that guy will just keep coming back anyway. Winter’s gotta deal with it himself.” Quinn replied. Herilon was standing a good distance away, watching the scene unfold from the shadows of the forest.




 “Icelance!” Keldan flung an icicle at Winter. Winter ran right, Silentwire ran left, the Icelance flew past him and crashed into a tree behind them, encasing it in ice. 

 “Eye of Divinity, Form of Intention! Look at her target of aggression.” Vriflow shouted, a giant spectral eye formed above her. It looked at Silentwire, then turned to Vriflow and began glowing red.

 “Of course they’re going for the healer, cover her.” Keldan ordered Rocknight, who dashed to stand between Silentwire and Vriflow. “We’ll do the same!” Keldan motioned to Swiftstar who pulled an arrow back in his bow and it slowly began to glow green and get larger.

 “Piercing Shot! Multishot!” Swiftstar shouted. Winter could tell Swiftstar was not underestimating him. He watched as three gigantic arrows, each the size of his shield, were fired into the air, the release of the bowstring was powerful enough to release a gust of air around him.

 Winter looked up to watch the three arrows flying above him, waiting for the redirect, but that was what Swiftstar was hoping for.

 “Multishot, Pinning Shot!” Swiftstar shouted, he abandoned the three piercing shots and aimed the 3 pinning shots with precision. The distraction almost worked on Winter, he turned back to block the first pinning shot with his shield while the other two flew around him.

 “Redirect, Redirect!” Swiftstar shouted twice. Winter turned to watch if the two pinning strikes had turned to come at him, and saw one merely millimeters from his face. He lifted his shield up quickly to block it, and in that second of turning around he noticed that the third pinning shot hadn’t been redirected at all. Winter looked up to see instead a piercing shot had been redirected and was soaring down from the sky right at his head.

 “Shit!” Winter leapt backwards - he had a feeling that unlike Keldan’s attacks, he wouldn’t survive Swiftstar’s if he tried to block it. Just as Winter leapt backwards, he heard Swiftstar shout redirect again. As the piercing shot crashed into the earth it released a huge cloud of dust and smoke, the force of the impact pushing Winter back a bit. He knew Swiftstar had just redirected the final pinning shot, but he couldn’t see. His only chance was that Swiftstar also couldn’t see in the cloud of dust, and he dropped to the ground on his stomach, catching a glimpse of the green glowing pinning shot fly through the dust overhead, just narrowly missing him. 

 “His leather armor proficiency has to be decently high, he’s moving really fast.” Swiftstar commented to Keldan.

 “Static field!” Keldan slammed his staff on the ground, releasing the wave of electrical energy once more. 

 “How do I dodge that?” Winter panicked as he jumped to his feet, speaking into party communications.

 “It has a short range! Move away!” Silentwire shouted back, her voice strained. Winter dashed away from Keldan as the electrical wave extended outward from him. He kept running until he saw the spell stop, and took the time to look over at Silentwire. She was dashing around Vriflow’s shield, landing attacks on her and deflecting the clearly telegraphed big axe swings of Rocknight, but her deflections were not blocking the damage completely - her health was getting low.

 “Minor Heal, Minor Heal!” Winter shouted, casting it on her twice to get her back to full. 

 “If single target attacks won’t land…” Swiftstar mumbled as he pulled another arrow back. “Rain of arrows!” he shouted, and as he fired it upwards into the sky it split into 30 smaller arrows that arched downward towards Winter. The area of their spread was too large to try and run out of it, he knelt down and held his shield above his head instead at the last second, able to position himself so that only one arrow hit him, and he was able to Brace it.

 


 You take 78 Piercing Damage. 



 “He has to block, hit him while he’s blocking.” Swiftstar shouted at Keldan. “Rain of Arrows, Rain of Arrows! Rain of- shit mana.” Swiftstar was able to fire off two more, then paused to pull out a mana potion and start drinking it.

 “Minor Heal.” Winter cast it on himself.

 “Icelance!” Keldan shouted. As the first rain of arrows pelted down on Winter, he Braced one arrow for 78 damage. Just as the second rain was coming down on him, so was the Icelance fired by Keldan. He dashed to the side out of the way of the Icelance as carefully as possible so that only a single arrow would hit him through his block as the Icelance flew past him.

 


 You take 153 Piercing Damage. 



 The arrow stuck itself into Winter’s right shoulder, it was extremely painful and he reactively tried to reach and yank it out, but it disappeared after 2 seconds along with the pain. He had to shake his right arm to get the feeling of it back to normal. Their area attacks were hard to dodge, but at least they didn’t hurt that bad, Winter thought.

 “Minor Heal, Minor Heal, Minor Heal.” Winter cast it three times, twice for himself and once for Silentwire, but he looked and saw he had only enough mana for one more cast. In those few seconds he felt a sudden burst of wind, looking to see that Rocknight had cast Shockwave on Silentwire, forcing her to retreat into the shadow of the forest.

 “She hits damn hard for a level 11. Stop letting her get back attacks on me. Healing Wind!” Vriflow shouted at Rocknight as a white glowing light began to swirl around her. 

 “She’s fast as hell!” Rocknight complained. Seeing Vriflow and Rocknight having trouble with Silentwire, and watching Swiftstar fail to kill Winter, Keldan began to look anxious. Winter’s words reverberated in his ears ‘Isn’t it just that you’re weak?’. 

 “Errah! Enough of this!” Keldan shouted out angrily as his left hand began to glow red, his right hand glowing blue. “They’re just some low level noobs, he can’t even kill a boar. Die, die, just die! Icelance, Fireball! Icelance, Fireball!”

 “Winter, ready!” Davoth shouted into the party communications.

 “Keldan!” Winter back shouted as loud as he could.

 “Got it!” Silentwire replied. 

 “Redirect redirect redirect redirect redirect redirect….” Davoth began mumbling like a crazy person, trying to cast it as fast as he could on his 71 arrows soaring through the sky - some had already fallen to the ground in the time it took them to shoot them all up. 

 “Shadowstep.” Silentwire called out, suddenly vanishing in the darkness of the trees in front of Rocknight and Vriflow.

 “Where’d she go? How does she have the Shadowstep skill already?!” Rocknight shouted angrily. “LANDSCAPE SLASH!” Rocknight swung his axe at the forest, a giant wave released from it and sliced through the first few trees it hit, knocking them over, but Silentwire was gone. She had appeared in the treeline a few meters behind Keldan and dashed forward with her daggers out.

 Keldan was so focused on killing Winter, he didn’t notice. Winter was able to Sidestep the first Icelance, then blocked the first Fireball with his shield. 


 You take 251 Fire Damage.



 It created a familiar explosive flash of red light and smoke. The second Icelance flew by Winter as he began casting Minor Heal, restoring as much health as he could to himself. His Minor Heal put him at 255 health, just barely enough to survive one more Fireball, and no mana left to heal anymore. He was blinded by the smoke and debris surrounding him, unable to see the second Fireball exactly, but as it soared through the air into the smoke, its pressure and heat cleared the air.  Relying on his senses of hearing, depth perception, and timing, he rushed into the Fireball, hoping to Brace it.

 “Behind you!” Swiftstar shouted to Keldan, but it was too late. Silentwire drove both of her daggers into the back of his head, each strike dealing critical damage to the tune of 98 each. As Keldan turned she got several more strikes in, dealing between 30 and 50 damage each, before Swiftstar shot arrows at her, forcing her to retreat.

 “Hah, that’s it? I’ll admit, you hit hard, but that’s not going to be enough to kill us.” Keldan replied confidently. “Vriflow, heal m-” He held out his hand towards Vriflow, but before he could finish his sentence, 71 arrows crashed down on him from the sky, killing him instantly, and ending the livestream. The battlefield went silent from both sides. 

 “W-wait, it doesn’t matter, we killed Winter first.” Swiftstar shouted in frustration, looking to the center of the clearing where the cloud of smoke from the Fireballs had yet to settle. Silentwire smirked as Davoth ran out from the treeline to see what had happened. As the smoke settled down, Winter’s silhouette became visible.

 “No way…” Swiftstar said in disbelief, a look of complete defeat on his face. 

 “You frickin cheater! I know you’ve got some cheap item or skill from your father, using it to make a fool out of us!” Rocknight shouted angrily as he stomped towards the center of the clearing with his axe out. Winter was out of mana, and saw in his interface that both Davoth and Silentwire were empty on mana and stamina as well, he could only tumble back a few steps anxiously as Rocknight pulled back his axe, preparing to swing it down on Winter. 

 “I don’t accept it!” Rocknight shouted angrily as he took his swing, but before the axe could hit Winter’s shield, a DEAD message appeared above Rocknight along with a flash of yellow light. Standing behind his body as it disintegrated, due to forced log out, stood Herilon with his greatsword drawn.

 “The duel's over, fighting more is just shameful.” Herilon shouted to Swiftstar and Vriflow, both startled by his appearance. “You made a deal with him, he won. As a member of the Night Hunters, the ruling guild over the Kalmoore Island, if I find out you’ve gone against your word and continue to harass Winter, the Night Hunters will make your lives a living hell on this island.” Herilon replied while sheathing his sword.

 “Come on, Vriflow. Let’s go... We’ve got to study for exams anyway.” Swiftstar called to her. She nodded and ran to his side while Silentwire and Davoth rushed to rejoin Winter’s side.

 “Thanks.” Winter smiled with relief to Herilon.

 “No problem. I kept the promise, by the way. My guild leader wants me to recruit you to our guild. She thinks you’re an interesting guy. And, it’s got nothing to do with who your dad is.” Herilon replied.

 “No thanks.” Winter replied without hesitation, causing Herilon to laugh.

 “I told her you’d say that. Well, my watch over Orm is ending, another member will be showing up soon. I get the feeling we’ll be seeing each other again though. You cheeky bastards have fun.” Herilon smiled as he turned and walked off into the surrounding forest.

"Hey Winter!" Swiftstar shouted, getting the attention of Winter and his party. "Sorry about all this." He said in ernest before turning to leave. Once the three of them were alone, a giant grin grew over Davoth's face.

"That was badass." He stretched out his arms. "Seriously though, I should go study for exams. You better be around to play tomorrow." 

"What are you going to do, Winter?" Silentwire asked curiously. Winter looked around, feeling satisfied with the outcome and letting out an exacerbated sigh of relief. His first thought was the quest, to help save Orm - but he remembered the large raiding party that had gone ahead, and figured he'd have nothing to worry about, as they'd be able to handle it.

"I guess it's good to take a break here so we can play together tomorrow. It's so much better to have people around that'll kill things for me." Winter smiled at them. "See you guys tomorrow, good luck on your exams."

"Later." Davoth waved. 

"You too, bye!" Silentwire said cheerfully, to which they gave her one last nod before logging out. Silentwire did a little twirl of excitement, overly proud of herself that she was able to say goodbye properly, then logged out. 

            

    
        Chapter 30: Opportunist

    
    
    
    
                Shinji stretched his arms up and yawned, leaning back in a comfortable white reclining chair that sat in front of his computer desk. He had dark bags under his eyes from lack of sleep and messy short black hair that hadn’t seen a shower in days. In front of him were several floating screens displaying random video feeds from players within the Shattered World. 

 He glanced to his left and right to see several other people just like him, sitting in chairs of different styles and comfort. All of them staring at two or three screens at once, waving their fingers at keyboards and controls floating in front of them.

 “This sucks.” Shinji groaned to the others.

 “It’s not that bad.” Another person replied without looking from their screens.

 “Come on, no one likes highlight hunting. It’s why it’s a punishment, no one does it voluntarily.” Shinji replied.

 “Maybe you should stop arguing with the boss, then you’ll stop getting stuck in here.” He replied. Shinji just made a huffing sound, looking back to his monitors - unlike the other employees within the room, he was watching 6 at once. 

 “How much longer?” Shinji groaned.

 “Just focus, find some good clips to use in the next broadcast.”

 “From all these wannabes? C’mon. Look, check out this guy.” Shinji motioned to one of his screens. With a few wags of his fingers he enlarged the screen so that it was displayed on the back wall for all 5 of the employees in the room. The stream was of a guy sitting beside a river somewhere within the Shattered World, fishing. “I’m supposed to get a highlight clip from this?”

 “What if he catches something big?” 

 “It looks so relaxing.”

 “That just makes me want to log in and go fish.”

 “Bleh.” Shinji complained at their responses, shrinking the screen back down so the others could get back to work. One of his screens suddenly flashed with bright red flames, drawing his attention, and he saw in front of him the feed of Keldan’s livestream clip. The livestreamer had shot a fireball, and once it had cleared he saw a person standing there in the midst of the smoke. A level 6 player had stopped the blast and protected a bunch of low levels from dying, but as Winter’s avatar appeared, the screen flashed red, and in big black letters ‘C.O - B24’ appeared on the screen before the footage disappeared and got replaced by another streamer's footage.

 “Nuh uh, that looked interesting.” Shinji sat up and began wagging his fingers around, bringing the footage back and closing his other 5 screens to enlarge it. He watched through the entire clip, right until the end, and his eyes lit up with excitement. 

 “Guys, what’s C.O B24 mean?” Shinji asked his co-workers.

 “No idea.” They replied with a few confused and uninterested shrugs. 

 “Be right back.” Shinji replied. He pressed a few more buttons to save the clip to a chip, then opened his Simbox interface to exit Virtual Gaming Network Suite simulation. 

 When the simulation ended, Shinji in his real body stepped out of a state of the art Simbox in a room with several others, still in use, all of them labeled with the logo for Virtual Gaming Network, VGN with a light green keyboard underneath. He pressed a button on the side of his Simbox and a small chip was ejected, which he quickly grabbed. With it in hand he walked out of the large room into the adjacent hallway and walked past several doors until reaching a glass door with a tall blonde lady wearing a dress suit inside, sitting behind a desk with her ear implant glowing. Shinji knocked on the glass lightly to which she nodded him in and motioned him to have a seat while she finished up her conversation.

 Shinji sat down and waited for her ear implant to stop glowing, then carefully placed the chip on her desk.

 “What’s this?” She eyed it.

 “That’s what I wanted to ask you. What’s C O B 24?”

 “You’ve been a Sim-Editor for 10 years and you don’t know?” She looked at him disapprovingly.

 “Should I?”

 “I guess it’s rarely used nowadays. Censorship Order from the Online Protection Act, B24…” She fidgeted around with her keyboard a minute and then spun her computer monitor to face him. Shinji began reading while she continued. “It’s for when famous people don’t want their fame to hinder the lives of their loved ones. Under that order, we’re restricted from knowingly sharing and promoting any footage that intentionally contains the relatives of that person. I’m going to go ahead and guess that on that chip is footage of Makarath’s son?”

 “Y-yeah, how’d you know?” Shinji pulled back as he finished reading the page.

“His lawyers came in hard with that the other day, not just to us, the other networks as well. So no more clips of highlights including his son, or interviews, or anything, unless expressly permitted by the famous individual, or the relative in question if they are 16 years or older.” 

“Can we get permission somehow? The clip is pretty crazy, watch.” Shinji took the chip and injected it into the side of her monitor, so that the clip began to play. His boss leaned back in her chair and watched it, it had been edited to be watched within 15 minutes by Shinji. He watched it with her as she laughed at Winter’s antics, then leaned in with anticipation in the final minutes.

“Damn… this is good.” She commented once it ended.

“So, can we get in contact with Makaroth to have it permitted?” Shinji asked excitedly.

“Unfortunately, no. He and his lawyers made it painfully clear that they don’t want us anywhere near him.”

“But this kid is gold, he’d get tons of viewers! It’s not often we get a player trying that hard to win, and he’s not putting on a show or being fake about it. This is the kind of guy people want to watch!”

“There’s nothing I can do.” She shrugged.

“What about the kid himself, if he agrees, we can use his footage right? Maybe even sign him on to our streaming network. A guy like that needs an editor so his stream can be watched outside of a Simbox s-” Shinji’s enthusiastic proposal was cut off.

“No chance. Makaroth made it clear that if we tried to approach his son, he’d cut ties with our network and only stream exclusively on the other two major ones. The guys on the top floor value him too much to risk something like that. He’s not just a top player, he’s family friendly and cracks a lot of jokes - advertisers love him. If it’s discovered we approached his son, someone from this company, he’d cut ties immediately and Corporate would throw a shit storm.” She crossed her arms firmly as she explained this to Shinji. 

“But if someone outside the company did it, it’d be fine, right?” Shinji asked as he leaned forward excitedly. “The kid probably doesn’t even realize how much he’s worth, Makaroth’s name or not.” 

“If you go ahead and try something like that, I won’t be sending you on highlight duty, you’ll be out the door faster than you can say Simbox.” His boss threatened back with a glare. Shinji leaned back in his chair and thought for a moment, tapping his fingers anxiously on the armrest. 

“Guys like that, they’re the reason I got into this job in the first place. Sorry Boss, but I’m tired of editing for a bunch of wannabes.” He pulled his employee badge off of his shirt and dropped it on her desk, she sighed while shaking her head in disbelief.

“Shinji, what if he says no, huh? You’ll have thrown away your career for nothing.” she replied. 

“Eh, I hear that Ama.live is hiring.” He grinned slyly at her as he stood up from the chair and walked towards the exit.

“Wait, Shinji. As much as I love to give you a hard time…” She started typing on her keyboard. “You’re still the best editor I know, and a decent guy. So, you didn’t quit, you’re fired. Here.” She finished typing and a chip ejected out of her desk from a chip reading device. “Your severance package.”

Shinji smiled at her and took it out of the chip reader. “I knew you had a crush on me.” 

“Just a warning… even if he signs, Makaroth’s lawyers will come at you hard for likeness. You better have a lot of faith in just the kid, and not the name.” She replied sternly.

“What? It's not like they can copyright the name Winter.” Shinji remarked sarcastically, to which his boss gave him a matter-of-fact raised brow. Shinji hesitated for a moment when he saw this. “I’m interested in the kid, not the dad.”

“Good luck.” She said as Shinji walked out of the door, closing it behind him. All his nerves hit him hard at once, realizing a weight had lifted off his shoulders now that he had no job, but at the same time a long road had just been placed in front of him.

As Shinji headed out of the building he hit his ear implant to dial an unlabeled number on his contacts list.

“Yeah?”

“Hey, listen to this, I got us a golden ticket.” Shinji replied enthusiastically.

“Who is this?”

“It’s me, Shinji, remember?”

“Eat a dick.” The call ended. 

“Tychaaa, playing hard to get.” He exclaimed loudly, causing other nearby employees to stare at him strangely. He made his way to the elevator and rode it down to the lower levels, passing through a foyer and out the glass front doors of the building. 

On the side of the stone paved path that led to the crowded city streets sat a large metal kiosk with a screen and several buttons on it, a short line forming in front of it of various men and women wearing suits. Shinji joined the line, watching as each person took turns pressing buttons in the kiosk, and after a short delay, a plain white one-seated miniature vehicle with 4 small wheels rolled up. The door opened by itself, the person stepped inside, and without a steering wheel the vehicle drove off.

Once it was Shinji’s turn he stepped up to the metal kiosk, addressing the keyboard by typing in an address. The screen displayed a fee, estimated time of arrival, his current insurance standings and other information that he skimmed over. He hit accept, and in a few seconds a single seated vehicle pulled up, the door opening for him as he walked in and sat down. 

Once the door had closed the vehicle took off and left the Virtual Gaming Network property - the building was huge but it didn’t stand out amongst the hundreds of other skyscrapers lining the city streets.

The autopod that was transporting him was far from the only one on the road, but traffic was moving efficiently with little to no stops as the autopods and autocars on the streets drove in perfect harmony with one another. In the time the pod was moving, Shinji used his wrist implant in conjunction with his eye implant to research more information on the restriction Makaroth had placed on Winter.

Slowly but surely the amount of other vehicles on the roads around him dwindled, and the fancy and prestigious buildings around him transitioned into rundown, old and, by the standards of year 2020, modern buildings. 

Eventually Shinji’s pod stopped in front of a small three story brick building. Compared to its neighbors, it looked high-end, but still nothing compared to the Virtual Gaming Network’s tower. The door of the autopod opened and Shinji stepped out, and it drove off within seconds. He closed the screens open on his eye implant to look at the sign above the glass double doors leading into the building. It read ‘Fanta-see Network’. Shinji took a deep breath and stepped through the doors into the foyer. There was a front desk but no one was sitting behind it. Shinji walked up to it and leaned over the desk, pressing a button to unlock the doors leading further inside - he knew exactly where the button was. 

He continued further into the building down a long corridor, eventually coming to a doorway labeled ‘Broadcasting Studio’ and opened it, stepping inside like he owned the place.

The room was filled with multiple desks with display monitors, and 4 Simboxs sitting along the far wall, only one was currently in use. In total there were 20 monitors, all but one was displaying Shattered World gameplay footage of various players live streaming. The one single screen not displaying the game was showing a beautiful asian woman in a bright red dress speaking into a microphone, as if narrating over footage in a news broadcast.

There was a single other person in the room sitting in a computer chair monitoring the screens, frantically pressing buttons on a strange looking keyboard while cycling through the footage.

“Hey, Tommy! How’s it going?” Shinji said excitedly to him.

“I said eat a dick, was I not clear enough?” The man in the chair, Tommy, replied without turning to look. “I’m working right now, get lost.” 

“Hae-won still working here? Woulda thought she’d get picked up by one of the big networks by now.” Shinji commented as he leaned in to watch the female reporter speaking.

“What the hell do you want Shinji?” Tommy signed to turn and face him reluctantly. He had dark skin with short black hair with a scruffy goatee, unhealthily thin with sagged eyes not unlike Shinji. 

“I’ve got an opportunity of a lifetime, right here.” Shinji lifted the recording chip and waved it at him. 

 “That’s what you said when you abandoned us to go work at a major network.” Tommy snapped back. “Get lost, I’m not interested.” He turned his chair away and went back to typing.

 “I quit.” Shinji replied, causing Tommy to pause and turn back to him.

 “You quit, or you were fired?”

 “I quit… well, technically fired for severance, but, it was my choice.”

 “Why would you quit that job? Wasn’t it your dream to be an editor for the big dogs?”

 “That… that wasn’t it. My dream is to be the editor of someone telling a fantastical, amazing story, Like a movie, but through a virtual world. You know, like Lord of the Rings, a story of our era, of mystery, challenge and adventure. I thought I’d get that chance working at the big network… Yeah, the pay was good, but I’m editing for… guys like that.” He pointed at one of the monitors.

 “That’s our highest viewed player, he’s keeping us in business.” Tommy remarked.

 “Not anymore. This guy, this is what I quit for. This is the guy that’s gonna tell the story I want to be a part of, the story I want to edit into a masterpiece.” Shinji waved the chip around, seeing he’d finally gotten Tommy’s attention. 

 “So why are you bringing this to me? Why’d you quit your job, why not do it with VGN?” 

 “They can’t touch this guy. None of the big networks can, he’s lawyered up by his dad. Something about a B24.”

 “Who’s his dad?” Tommy asked intrigued.

 “Makaroth.” Shinji replied. 

 “Ah. I heard about that. They’ve been blocking broadcasts from anyone who even shows the kid. But he’s terrible isn’t he? He just died to a boar - and even if he was halfway decent, you’d have to jump through a hundred hoops just to broadcast him without those pain in the ass lawyers from Silnok’s firm breathing down your neck.”

 “Watch the clip.” Shinji took the chip and injected it into a monitor. Tommy reluctantly sighed, pressing a few buttons on his keyboards to alert his streamers that their feeds were not currently being edited for non-simbox viewing. Tommy showed much of the same emotions as Shinji’s boss had by the end of the broadcast.

 “So, what do you think?” Shinji grinned.

 “Heh… a couple of low levels beating on high levels who have no idea what they’re doing, it’s a nice David versus Goliath story… but to go through all that trouble to livestream him?” Tommy was unsure as he leaned back and thought about it.

 “It’s not about the fighting, it’s how he did it. He’s not even trying to livestream, he’s just trying to play, and he claims he’s going for the top. If I’m right on this Tommy…” Shinji trailed off, the two both stared idly at the streams in front of them.

 “Alright.” Tommy relented, moving over to a desk on the side of the room, he began shuffling the papers around and organizing a few documents. “Based on what we saw, I really doubt he’s going to agree, but I’m tired of broadcasting a bunch of entitled nobodies. You’ve got to get him to sign all three of these papers. This is a 6 month contract to work for us, it’s the longest allowed for his age range.” Tommy handed a set of papers, Shinji took it. 

 “This is the permission form to stream his likeness to bypass the B24, it overrides the restrictions his father put on him.” Tommy handed another set of papers. “And this, depending on the kid, will be the hardest. The only way we’re going to get away broadcasting him scott-free…” Tommy handed a final set as Shinji read over it.

 “This is an application for re-customization for the Shattered World online, multiple, in fact…” Shinji commented.

 “Yeah, not just the kid. I’m not sure what’s up Makaroth’s ass, or his lawyers' ass, but from what I’ve been hearing, they might even go after association.” 

 “Sheesh.”

 “Hey, what’s this ugly guy doing here?” A female voice shouted from across the room. Tommy and Shinji turned to see Hae-won stepping out of her Simbox. Unlike her Simulation form, in real life she was wearing sweatpants and a baggy t-shirt with flip flops slapping the ground as she stomped towards Shinji aggressively. 

 “He’s here to save our network.” Tommy replied for Shinji, then turned back to him. “Go there in person, convince the kid to sign all those papers, and I’ll get to work on World Streamer.”

 “World Streamer? Huh? What’s going on?” Hae-won interjected, confused, as she started attempting to read the papers in Shinji's hand over his shoulder.

 “Yeah, World Streamer. Regardless of network partnerships, every live stream is typically broadcast on World Streamer, It’s the all access place people use when they are fans of streamers over multiple networks. Even if the big 3 block the kid, if we’re on World Streamer then we should be able to reach a large audience regardless.” Tommy explained as he began typing.

 “I know what World Streamer is, I meant, what kid?” She replied annoyed. 

 “What about my travel expenses?” Shinji asked.

 “Pay for them yourself. We’re broke.” Tommy replied.

 “Tch, stingy. And you were playing hard to get.” Shinji groaned. “Have the spot ready, I’ll be back with these papers signed in no time.” He turned and began walking out of the building.

 “W-who is he signing? What’s going on?” Hae-won replied confused.

 “Makaroth’s son.” Tommy replied dismissively.

 “You’re sending Shinji alone? Are you kidding me? He can’t even convince a fish to go in water!” Hae-won stormed out after him.

 “Where are you going!?” Tommy shouted back.

 “To get us the big fish!” Hae-won’s voice trailed out.

 “Great, sure, no problem, who needs my one and only employed commentator when I have 20 active streamers?” Tommy grumbled to himself as the door shut behind them.

            

    
        Chapter 31: Proposal

    
    
    
    
                 “It’s not fair.” Derrick grumbled. He sat in front of the school as the crowds of students flooded out of the front doors, having finished their second exam. He had spotted Eli walking out looking too carefree for his liking. “Stop smiling like that.”

 “Like what?”

 “Like you just came back from an amusement park or something.”

 “Oh, should I look more like this?” He forced a pout.

 “Yes please, thank you.” Derrick felt better. 

 “Hey, Winters!” Keldan shouted from behind them, rushing through the crowds with a sense of urgency. The two stopped as he caught up, catching his breath for a moment while holding a paper. “Th-that was really fun last night, eh? What a fight. I guess I’m the one who needs to learn how to play, hahah.” He laughed awkwardly.

 “What do you want?” Derrick said what Eli was thinking.

 “So uh, funny thing, about the stream last night. It was a big hit, but the clip got removed from my channel. I can get it back, but only if you sign this form.” Keldan anxiously held the paper out.

 “Huh? Why? I mean, I didn’t turn the filter off so you shouldn’t have gotten in trouble.” Eli replied confused.

 “Y-yeah, it’s not that. Something to do with your dad, not allowed to stream you on purpose without your permission.” Keldan replied. Eli’s interest piqued, he pulled the paper out of Keldan’s hand and read over it, remembering what David had told him about networks bugging him. 

 “Why would I sign it?” Eli replied coldly.

 “Well, because it was so much fun, right? Everyone got to see how cool you were?”

 “I’m not going to sign it.” Eli shoved the paper back in his hand.

 “Wha- but tha-'' Before he could finish his sentence, the female player behind Vriflow came from behind Keldan and grabbed him by his ear, tugging him away. She looked similar to her in-game avatar, but brown hair instead of red and no pointed ears. 

 “We promised to leave him alone, so leave him alone.” She spoke without looking at Eli or Derrick. A few seconds later, Jeremy walked past as well and gave them both a nod. Once they had disappeared back into the crowds of students, the two looked to each other.

 “Your da- David is suppressing you? Is that a good thing or a bad thing?”

 “Pretty sure it’s a good thing, so guys like that don’t bug me.”

 “But you can make a ton of money streaming, you know that right?” Derrick asked.

 “I’ll only get Makaroth’s viewers ogling me like I’m some trophy of his. Not interested.” 

 “Man you really hate that guy don’t you.” Derrick shook his head. As the two descended the steps to the street they saw the crowds of students in front of them parting like a wave on rocks around a beautiful asian woman with shining black hair that reflected the sun, wearing a skin-tight white dress with white high heels and black tinted sunglasses. All of the male students that walked around her had turned back to get a second look, some staring longer than others.

 Eli’s immediate reaction was to avoid someone like that, he walked as far around her as possible, but when he glanced back, her head had turned to face and follow him. He felt a sinking sensation in his stomach and tried to walk faster, doing his best to avoid eye contact, but he heard the sound of her heels clicking on the pavement behind him getting closer. He pretended not to notice, despite Derrick nudging him to point out that she looked like she wanted to talk with him. 

 He tried to play it cool, standing at the bus stop looking straight ahead at the street, patiently waiting for the bus to arrive. He watched as the people standing near him backed up to make room for the woman until she moved to stand right in front of him, putting her hands on her hips.

 “Eli Winters?” She asked with a smile, her eyes were impossible to see through her tinted sunglasses though. Derrick’s face lit up as if he had fallen in love at first sight. Eli pretended not to see her still - he thought someone like this was probably nothing but trouble.

 “You are Eli Winters, right?” She tried to confirm.

 “My mother told me not to talk to strangers.” He replied back nervously. She chuckled shyly.

 “Oh, so charming.” Her laugh became uncomfortably forced very quickly. “I’ve been waiting for you, Eli. You know that you are very special to me, right?” She leaned in, squeezing her minimal cleavage together under her dress to make sure Winter could see it.

 “A-ah!” Selena’s feet moved on their own, normally too shy to greet him, she couldn’t help but do so this time and she walked up to Eli and Derrick, drawing their eyes away from the woman. “Hi Derrick, H-hi Eli!” She butted in, causing Hae-won to pull back looking slightly peeved. 

 Winter turned to see her and looked relieved. “Oh, good, you’re here, now we can go shopping!” Winter replied forcefully, walking down the street away from the bus stop quickly, trying to get away from the woman. 

 “But, we’re taking the bu-?” Derrick looked confused.

 “You forgot, we said we’d go shopping after exams today with Selena, no need to wait here for the bus. Right Selena?” Eli replied. Selena looked confused for a second before nodding in agreement.

 “Y-yes, we need to buy, uh, lots of apples.”

 “Apples?” Hae-won replied confused as she watched the three awkward highschoolers walk away from her. Selena and Derrick followed after Eli as the nearby students watched the scene unfold, but they were slowly losing interest. Hae-won rushed to cut Eli off and stand in front of him, gently touching his shoulder to get him to stop.

 “W-wait a moment, Eli. I have the business proposition of a lifetime. How would you like to live stream for our network and make lots of money?!” She said enthusiastically. 

 “No thanks.” Winter replied coldly, brushing her hand off. Selena seemed happy that he answered her in such a manner, and the three began walking faster.

 “But you didn’t even hear the proposition!” Hae-won called after him, but she got ignored. “Hrraaah.” She huffed angrily to herself as Shinji walked up behind her.

 “Tsk tsk tsk. You just don’t understand a man's heart.” He padded his hand over his chest. “You can’t win him over with such cheap tactics, old lady. Don’t worry, uncle Shinji is here to save the day.” Shinji replied confidently. Unlike Hae-won, he hadn’t changed his clothes yet, nor showered. 

 “Are we really going shopping for apples? I wanna go to the Sim Center…” Derrick complained as they kept speed walking away from the suspicious woman. 

 “There’s another bus stop up here. Thanks for the save again, Selena.” Eli replied.

 “N-no problem.”

 “What if she had a good deal though?”

 “Probably someone sent by David, too suspicious. Who dresses like that to talk to high school students?” 

 “Y-yeah!” Selena agreed. The two reached the next bus stop and stood around it, waiting patiently for the bus. “W-well, I can walk home, s-so, I’ll see you in-” She was interrupted as a sickly looking asian man dashed in front of the three of them and dropped into a full on dogeza, nearly splitting his head open on the stone.

 “Eli Winters, please listen to my proposal.” All three of them pulled back in disgust and fear, going quiet. After a moment, Shinji looked up from the ground, his sunglasses had shifted off his face slightly revealing his horribly sunken eyes and he cringed at the sunlight. “Ah, too bright, too bright.” He quickly fixed his sunglasses back over his eyes. 

 “What is with you guys?” Winter replied.

 “Z-zombie?” Derrick mumbled under his breath. 

 “I believe that I have a proposition for you that will be greatly beneficial to both of us.” Shinji said with an ugly looking smile.

 “Live streaming?”

 “Yes.” Shinji nodded.

 “I thought Makaroth told you all that you can’t bother me.”

 “That is true, the major networks won’t go near you now, and we can’t stream you without your permission. But I don’t represent a major network, I represent the Fanta-see Network.” Shinji replied, and in the distance the group of them saw Hae-won running to catch up with them, her ankles wobbling in her heels as if she’d never worn a pair before.

 “She’s with you?” Eli asked.

 “Y-yes, if you were to join us, she would be your commentator and narrator, and I would be your editor.” Shinji replied. Eli turned to Derrick.

 “I’ve never heard of the Fanta-see network, you?” Eli whispered.

 “Nope.” Derrick shrugged. 

 “Hey, I appreciate your enthusiasm but, like I said, I’m not interested in live streaming…” Eli replied apologetically. As Shinji stood up and sighed, Hae-won arrived and stood behind him out of breath. The two looked at each other worriedly.

 “Could I ask why? If you don’t mind…” Shinji replied dejectedly. 

 “No offense, but, you’re just looking to capitalize off of Makaroth’s name, right? You seem like nice guys but, a smaller network trying to use me to get to the top, there’s no way someone would accept that, right?” Eli replied, he thought he’d been a bit harsh but they were starting to remind him of Keldan - so he was quite surprised when both of them grew gigantic smiles across their faces.

 “So that’s the reason.” Shinji smiled.

 “I knew it wasn’t because I’m not pretty enough.” Hae-won back at Shinji while elbowing him. 

 “So if you don’t mind…” Eli motioned to the bus that was now pulling up to the stop. The door opened and he and Derrick got on. Selena waved them off, but to her surprise, Shinji and Hae-won got on the bus behind them. Not sure what was happening, Selena didn’t want to miss out and quickly rushed on the bus as well at the last second.

  When Eli and Derrick found their seats, Hae-won and Shinji sat across from them, and a moment later Selena sat a few seats away. Eli looked at all of them with an annoyed expression.

 “Look, the answer is going to just be no, over and over again. This is getting into stalking territory.” Eli sighed.

 “You misunderstood us. We’re not here because of Makaroth at all, actually it’s almost the opposite. I saw the clip of you fighting those level 30 players…”

 “That was just last night... You’re here that fast?” Derrick replied skeptically.

 “VGN has software that identifies clips that receive unusual amounts of activity, yours was one of them so I saw it right away. I’m an editor, I sometimes look for highlight reels.”

 “But you said you work for Fanta-see Network or whatever.” Eli replied.

 “Work for now, yes. I quit my job last night. Because VGN won’t go near you. Your Dad has his lawyers telling the three major networks to stay away from you, or he’ll cut ties with them. And he’s signed a C.O B24, so no one can display footage of you without his or your consent.” Shinji replied while leaning in across the bus aisle. 

 “You’re telling me you quit your job to try and sign Winter?” Derrick asked in disbelief.

 “He’s a bit eccentric.” Hae-won commented.

 “That’s a bit…” Eli pulled away.

 “I bet it on you, Winter. I saw how you play, I see the sort of person you are. You’re the kind of guy that’s worthy of my editing skills. You are the one that can tell a story worthy of my editing skills.” Shinji replied with a twinkle of passion in his eyes.

 “He is one of the best Simstream Editors in the world.” Hae-won commented.

 “L-look, I appreciate all this, but, no matter what, the moment I start streaming, I’ll just be compared to him the whole time. Everyone will just look at me because of him. And that’s not how I want to go up. I’m not good with all that live streaming stuff anyway, putting on a show or whatever. I just want to play the game the way I want to.”

 “Tchaaa, I’m falling in love with him.” Hae-won replied with glee. Once again, they had the total opposite reaction to his words than he was expecting.

 “That’s exactly the sort of person we want. And look…” He reached into his bag hanging over his shoulder and pulled out the re-customization forms. “If this isn’t proof enough, I don’t know how else to convince you. We’re not interested in Makaroth, it’s you we want.” Shinji replied.

 Eli took the form and saw there were more copies of the same forms, handing them to Selena and Derrick as well.

 “You want me to change my avatar’s appearance and name?” Eli asked, confused.

 “Isn’t that really expensive?” Derrick commented.

 “We’ll handle the fees, don’t worry about that.” Shinji replied.

 “But why?” Eli asked, confused.

 “Truth is, your father, Makaroth, has his lawyers being pretty heavy handed. They’re claiming any usage of your name in a broadcast is the same as profiting off of his image and would be attempts to profit off his brand. Even if you signed the B24 form, it’s likely they’ll still try to claim revenue or something else from your stream. Honestly, a good lawyer would be able to stop something like that, but it’d take time and money. The easiest way to shut out all of that is to have you start out without any relationship to him.” Shinji went on. Hearing this, Eli suddenly smirked at Shinji for the first time, his ears perked up with interest.

 “He’s a bit of an overprotective father, huh? So much that you might even mistake it for him trying to block you from getting any fame for yourself.” Hae-won made an offhand remark as she leaned back in the bus seat. Her remark got more of a reaction from Eli than she had expected, he turned to look at her with inquisitive eyes. 

 “Of course, to make things easier for you and your friends, we’d be willing to pay for their re-customization as well, so that no association can be made to your stream and Makaroth. The form also entails blocking enquiries from other networks trying to learn your real identity, so there wouldn’t be a repeat of what happened last week.” Shinji added. Eli turned to look at Derrick and Selena. Derrick shrugged to him, seeming a bit overwhelmed while Selena kept reading the fineprint on the paper.

 “They need to change their avatars too? Isn’t that a bit much?” 

 “In return, the 6 month contract with our network will be extremely beneficial to you.” Shinji replied confidently. Eli sat back to think about it for a second.

 “Honestly, this is alot. Like I said, I don’t even know how to live stream…” 

 “All you have to do is sign the contract and our network will have access to the direct feed of your stream. You hit the livestream button and it’ll be sent to us, where we will handle the advertising, promotion, editing, everything. You just play the game as you normally would, and every month you get a cheque in the mail.” Hae-won replied.

 Eli sighed as he looked out the window of the bus. “Contracts and all that though... I won’t sign anything until I’ve talked to my mom about it.” Eli replied.

 “That’s perfect, is she free to meet us right now?” Shinji replied with enthusiasm.

 “I… I guess…” Eli was surprised how desperate they were. “If the contract will mean they have to re-customize-” Eli motioned to Derrick and Selena.

 “Are these your party members? Silentwire and Davoth?” Shinji asked.

 “Yes…”

 “Nice to meet you, amazing dagger skills.” Shinji reached out and shook Selena’s hand. “Great use of Redirect.” He shook Derrick’s hand. The two of them blushed.

 “You guys free to stop by my place?” Eli asked them. Selena nodded shyly.

 “Are you kidding? I wanna see how this ends for sure.” Derrick replied excitedly.


------


 “So, let me get this straight.” Jillian said as she paced across the living room. Eli was leaning on the wall behind her while Shinji, Hae-won, Derrick and Selena all sat on the furniture around the room.

 “You watched a clip of my son last night, quit your job, got those contracts, and took a flight out here to meet him, all within the last day?” She asked Shinji. 

 He nodded. “I believe he has incredible potential.”

 “Hm. Just how desperate are you?” Jillian replied while eying them up and down. “You want all three of them to recustomize, and you’re willing to pay the fee? Isn’t it close to $1000?” Jillian asked.

 “It’s nothing compared to what we think he’ll make in the long term, if he continues to play as he has been.” Shinji replied, Hae-won nodded. 

 “What is the revenue split?” 

 “60 40. We’ll take 40% of sponsorship and ad revenue that we’re able to accumulate for his channel.” 

 “Isn’t that a bit high?”

 “It’s standard nowadays, we’ll be making sure we get as many non-intrusive revenue streams as possible as well as handling all editing and promotion.” Shinji replied.

 “What obligations does he have, what if he doesn’t feel like streaming any more one day?” Jillian asked as she pulled up the contract forms and skimmed over them once more.

“No obligations, he can stream whenever and however he wants.” Shinji replied quickly. 

“Hm…” Jillian paced a bit more. “My son has been accepted into University, and needs to focus on making money for his education, or obtaining a scholarship. If you’re hoping to have him livestream for you full time…” 

 “We can offer to pay for the first year of tuition upfront on the first contract. It lasts 6 months. If additional contracts are signed and everything goes well, we can discuss it further during contract renewal.” Shinji replied. To this, Hae-won angrily jabbed at him while Jillian held back a squeal of excitement, throwing her hand over her mouth, and the eyes of all three highschoolers went wide.

 “Tommy told you, we’re broke right?” Hae-won whispered angrily to Shinji.

 “It’s fine, I got a 6 month severance package when I quit.” Shinji whispered back.

 “W-well. In that case, if you wanted to maximize profits, my very talented and ambitious son would be able to stream longer if he had access to a state of the art i.Box 5, with Dream simulation enabled.” She replied confidently.

 “T-two, one for my mom as well.” Eli jumped in excitedly, like his mother he’d just realized the direction the deal was going in.

 “I also don’t have one, I could use one.” Derrick chimed in, Selena remained quiet. 

“Th… that’s a bit much, those things are like 15 000$ each…” Shinji pulled back nervously. Hae-won gave him an ‘I told you so’ look.

 “That’s a drop in the bucket compared to how much you think he’s worth, right? Or you don’t think my son is worth it?” Jillian tried her best to push the transaction forward.

 “I could swing maybe one of those things upfront, as a sign of good faith, and subtract the price from your first payments.” Shinji replied apprehensively.

 “Subtract from first payments? Just how much are they expecting him to make?” Derrick whispered to Selena who shrugged back nervously.

 “Ok, but in that case, at least two. Final offer, or I won’t sign.” Eli replied while crossing his arms.


--------


 As Shinji and Hae-won were leaving Eli’s house, Shinji hit his ear implant to contact Tommy, getting him to answer almost immediately.

 “How’d it go, did you get him?”

 “We got him.” Shinji replied. “One other thing, we’re roommates now, I won’t be able to afford my apartment anymore.” 

 “What the hell did you offer him, your entire severance package?”

 “And savings.” Shinji replied shamefully.

 “Hae-won didn’t stop you?” Tommy groaned.

 “I tried. He’s the type of pizza guy who pays you for taking his pizza.” Hae-won hit her ear implant to join in the call. 

 “It’s gonna be worth it, trust me.” Shinji replied.

 “How soon are they starting?” Tommy asked.

 “I am scanning up the documents now.” He said as he held the papers out in front of his eye and tapped his eye implant several times. He had forms signed by Derrick, Selena, and Eli. “Averon's got a quick response time, once it goes through, the contract is active and we’ll have access to his feed.”

 “Good, get some sleep on the flight back, you’re working starting tonight.” Tommy replied with a hint of joy in his typically monotone voice. 

            

    
        Chapter 32: Difficult Decisions

    
    
    
    
                 “So.” Eli sat on his couch across from Derrick and Selena, the living room table between them with a paper and pen set out in front of each of them.

 “You’re really going to give me your old Simbox?” Derrick asked excitedly.

 “Of course, once the new ones arrive. He said they’d be here in two days or so.”

 “It’s perfect, exactly when exams end!” Derrick cheered.

 “That means you’ve got two days to get Spoody ready!” Jillian called from the kitchen, in the process of making a plate of snacks for them.

 “Guys, focus. This is serious.” Eli snapped back, and they all went silent, concentrating on their papers. 

 “We could… try like, a theme. RedArcher, BlackAssassin, BlueHealer?”

 “That’s probably the worst naming idea I’ve ever heard.” Eli groaned at Derrick.

 “Oh that’s rich, coming from the guy who just took the S of his last name.”

 “What’s wrong with Winter?”

 “It’s a season, not a name.” 

 “What about you, Selena, Silentwire is a cool name, you can think of some for us right?”

 “Uhm… I’m really bad at names, I just do anagrams of stu-” She started to reply, but immediately threw her hand over her mouth, trying to pull the words back in as her face turned bright red.

 “Really? What’s Silentwire an anagram of?” Derrick asked as he started to write the letters down.

 “Ah, nothing, that one’s not an anagram.” She quickly replied, but it was too late, Derrick had figured it out. She hung her head in absolute embarrassment. “I was, I was… in a hurry…” Both Derrick and Eli had very different reactions. Derrick looked slightly creeped out, but Eli, uninterested in her name, looked as though a lightbulb flicked on in his head.

 “That’s genius. I’ll be Renwit.” Eli wrote it down on the paper proudly. Derrick quickly hit him over the head with his own paper. 

 “Terrible! Who the heck wants to watch a guy named Renwit? Both of you, stop with the damn anagrams.” Derrick snapped at them. 

 “Blah, whatever, thinking like this is silly. He said the next time we log in, the customization should be available. You guys should log in so we can meet inside, I’m still worried about Orm.” Eli stood up, frustrated with the name planning.

 “O-okay.” Selena stood up and shuffled towards the exit. Derrick followed behind with a skip in his step.

 “Two more days and no more Sim Center!” He hummed.

 “W-wait, here, I made little celebration snacks.” Jillian stood in the hallway to intercept them. “You have to take one, even if you are leaving.” She held out a tray with small colored cookies, one blue, one red, and one green.

 “Don’t touch the blue one, it’s my favorite color.” Eli warned them both, to which his mother looked at him disapprovingly. 

 “T-thanks.” Selena took the green one, and Derrick thanked her as well. The two waved Eli off and headed outside.

 “I’m so proud of you sweetie.” Jillian handed out the blue cookie to Eli and he ate it in a single bite. 

 “Honestly, I didn’t do anything special. I feel like we scammed that guy.” Eli replied with guilt.

 “Well, either way, it seems you can just play relaxed now with your friends, without worrying about you-know-what, and making money, and all that stuff.” She smiled.

 “Oh I’m still gonna make money. Next goal, make enough for you to retire early, so you can make me these cookies all day.” Eli replied as he headed up the stairs.

 “That’s not retirement, I’m not going to be your cookie slave no matter how much you make.” She shouted back. “If you pick a weird name, I’m pretending I don’t know you.” The last words Eli heard before sitting in the Simbox and closing it. 

 When Eli entered the simulation, unlike usual where he was put straight into the game world, instead he had a message on his screen. 



Request for Character Re-Customization has been accepted for one time use. Any changes made will be permanent once you re-enter the game. 

Changing starting islands or class is not possible. In the event of a racial change, you will be forced back to the nearest respawn point. 

[ACCEPT]




After hitting accept he was at the character customization screen once more, his avatar hovered in front of him with all of its equipment on. It felt weirdly like looking in a mirror, but not quite himself.

The first thing he changed was easy, he flicked his hair color over to blonde. Then he started tweaking the length to make it a bit longer and spikier. He spent more time on it then he’d ever admit, and still wasn’t happy with the results, but eventually he found a presets menu and scanned through the options until he found a short stylized version of his usual hair.

Next, he made himself slightly taller, then shorter, then taller again, before settling back to his actual height - he decided it’d be too difficult to learn to control a body that wasn’t the same size as his original.

He zoomed in on his face, knowing that he had to change the features somehow or he’d be too easily recognizable. He tweaked his eyes and jawline to try and look more handsome, then shrunk his nose a bit - he didn’t like how big his nose was in real life anyway. Feeling satisfied, he zoomed out and nodded at his masterpiece.

The name box however was still empty, and Eli dreaded looking at it, flashing to let him know it was waiting for input. 

“A name for someone at the top. Gotta be interesting, but short and easy to say…” he thought to himself as he tapped his fingers on each other. He started looking around for words on his screen to come up with ideas. Customize, Kalmoore, Human, Race, Style, for some reason the letter R stood out to him and he typed it in first. He resisted the urge to fill in the rest as Renwit though. 

Rain, Run, Ron, Rit, Rust, Ryne. He typed them all in, slowly getting more and more frustrated, until suddenly the Simbox communicator opened from his mother.

“Having trouble with a name still?” She said as she watched him from the observation screen.

“Y-yeah.” He sighed back.

“When it comes to online names, the simplest are the easiest to remember. Winter wasn’t bad, try something similar, but not too obvious. At least, that’s what I would do.” She replied before closing the communication.

Eli erased the R and typed in Summer first, then erased it and typed in Priest, then Healer. Then he considered Eirene and quickly opened the game manual through the main menu in the character creation screen.



The Goddess Eirene is the goddess of peace, protection, and innocence. Her symbol is the golden star, Aegis, which shines in the sky all year round, and is said to be visible even on the darkest, stormiest of nights. It is meant to represent peace and protection to all life, in spite of the misdeeds of the few creatures led astray by the dark forces of the world.  




“If I think about this too long, I’ll be stuck here all day.” He quickly entered Aegis into the name field, and hit accept multiple times until finally he was back into the gameworld, standing in the forest clearing just as he had left the day prior. 

Glancing around, Aegis couldn’t find his party members, and his party interface had been cleared. It was sunny now, quiet save for the sound of the wind brushing through the trees and birds chirping about. He decided to take the time to open his menu and navigate to the livestreaming menu, and he had an option to begin live streaming and recording his gameplay, or saving the last 24 hours of footage from his character. 

The on button was greyed out, next to it was written text about a pending application being processed for the Fanta-see Network, so he couldn’t use it, but was rather impressed how fast things were going. His attention was taken out of the menu by the sound of footsteps approaching, several sets coming towards him from the north. He felt the urge to try and hide, but he remembered that he wasn’t Winter anymore, and resisted it.

Out of the dense forest he eventually spotted the source of sound, a group of 7 players were approaching, all of them below level 10 - some of them Aegis recognized as members of the raiding party from the day previous. He did a quick calculation in his head and figured the raid had started just over 3 days ago, and curiosity got the better of him.

“Hey, excuse me, are you guys coming from the Darxon hideout?” Aegis asked them.

“Yeah. I wouldn’t go if I were you, good way to get locked out of the game for 6 hours.” The leading player replied.

“What happened?”

 “There’s some big abyssal dog creature roaming around outside the hideout. Wiped the floor with us. I think the raid leader is going to keep trying, he returned to the keep already after his 3rd death, but most of the other players already gave up. We’re waiting for a high level player to hopefully come and help.” 

 “So the people in Orm are still in trouble, poisoned?”

 “Yep. If you got one of the priest quests, I suggest you skip it for now. Guys at Averon are insane for putting something like that in a low level area.” He mumbled to himself as the group continued to walk beyond Aegis. He started to become restless, knowing he had to wait for his companions but eager to get to the hideout to see what was going on - he had a bad feeling about the villagers' wellbeing back in Orm. 

 Not wanting to idle about, he started making his way around the clearing using his woodcutting axe and herbalism skills to gather more resources for crafting until finally another player appeared behind him. [Lina - Level 11]. She glanced about for a moment before she spotted Aegis and waved awkwardly.

 “Uhm… Eli?” She asked.

 “Selena?” He replied, she nodded. 

 “You changed a lot!” She looked him up and down.

 “You just changed your hair color to blue.” 

 “Y-yeah… but I don’t think anyone will know who I am anyway so it's okay.” She shrugged. “We have to wait for Derrick.”

 “Yup. I’m just chopping.” He replied.

 “Okay.” She sat cross legged on a rock and wiggled her toes, watching Aegis patiently. They didn’t need to wait long before the final character appeared within the clearing around them. [Darkshot - Level 9]. He had short black spiky hair, dark brown eyes, and an ungodly amount of tattoos and scars all over his face.

 “Please don’t tell me you are Derrick.” Aegis rolled his eyes.

 “I have evolved beyond Derrick, I am an absolute badass.”

 “You look like you got run over by a streetsweeper.” Aegis replied.

 “What are you talking about? Scars and tattoos are badass. I look like an experienced war veteran, shooting arrows from the darkness - Darkshot.” 

“Aegis though? Really?”

“It’s the name of Eirene’s star.” Aegis replied proudly.

“It’s also a word in the english language, like Winter.”

“Whatever, I couldn’t think of something better. It’s good enough.” He huffed back.

“Well, then…” Derrick suddenly spoke in a narrator-type voice. “Are you going live yet?”

 “Nope, still pending.”

 “Okay good, I have time to practice my entrance.” Darkshot replied, he began doing dramatic turns and whispering random phrases to himself akin to something you’d find in a comic book. ‘Looking for me?’ ‘Don’t worry, I’m here now.’. Aegis ignored it and sent him and Lina a party invite.

 “Aegis, Lina, and Darkshot. I guess it’s not bad.” Aegis shrugged. “I’ve got a quest I was working on before Keldan interrupted the other day… but I’ve heard the raiding party that went ahead of me to the hideout got wiped out. You guys okay with helping me out?”

 “Mhm. I’m all done with my quests for a while.” Lina smiled as she hopped to her feet.

 “Of course, we’re your armed escort right?! But I gotta ask, can you really not attack at all?”

 “Nope, 0 damage from me, I’ll be the tank and the healer.”

 “Roger.” Darkshot replied. “I’ve been waiting for this ever since you said you’d play. Onward, to our first dungeon crawl!” He cheered like a giddy school girl. 
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                 Using the tall mountain for guidance, it was easy for Aegis to make sure they were moving in the right direction, and as they got closer to it it became more apparent just how tall the mountain was. The soft forest floor transitioned into a harsh, rocky terrain, and the trees and vegetation around them became sparse and spread out, they began walking on an incline upwards until abruptly coming to a rocky cliff.

 Aegis in the lead, he looked down over the edge of the cliff to see a roughly 6 meter drop into a wide flat stretch of land at the base of the mountain, sitting between the cliff and the mountain itself. Through the flat stretch of land was a wide, fast moving river running along the base of the mountain which flowed eastward, wrapping halfway around a ruined keep that sat in the center of this stretch of land. The keep looked like it had at one point been square shaped, with four tall towers on each corner, but at this point in time only one tower remained standing - the other three had partially collapsed outside of the keep and were laying on their sides, overtaken by vines, moss, and other plants that crept over the stone.

 The keep itself, the main building, seemed to be mainly intact save for some missing walls, and the walls around the outside of the keep were passable, though portions of them were missing. The stonework was of large grey stones but it had been mostly overtaken by green plantlife.

 They were at least a kilometer out from the keep from where they stood, but they had a good vantage point to gather information. There was certainly movement from within, all three of them could see the cloaked Darxon cultists moving about along the walls, inside the keep, and some patrolling along the river.

 However what drew their attention the most was exactly what Aegis had been warned of. Walking around the fields just outside of the keep was a large black wolf, it’s fur shimmered and reflected light occasionally, almost as if made of glass. The wolf was easily the size of an elephant and left enormous paw prints in the dirt that indicated it was doing circles around the keep, walking through the river even, to keep watch of the perimeter as a guard dog would. Even from this distance, they could see the text [Boss] written above its head. 

 “That’s a Ferrawolf… why is that here? Well, I guess it’s a bit smaller than normal Ferrawolves... Like a runt, but still…” Lina commented as she watched it move around.

 “What’s a Ferrawolf?” Aegis asked.

 “They’re usually living near the edge of islands in level 30-ish areas. They’re not usually considered bosses and they’re much bigger. Most people don’t hunt them though, because they have an annoying skill that makes them stronger the more players are nearby. This one is a lot smaller than usual though so it’s probably a bit weaker.” Lina replied.

 “You know a lot about the game, huh?” Darkshot commented.

 “Y-yeah.” She nodded shyly. 

 “Well, my quest is just to find the creature whose blood they’re using for the poison. I didn’t get the quest completed so I don’t think it's that thing. But that fur… looks really valuable…” Aegis was almost drooling. “It’s easy for small groups right? Let’s go get it.” He looked around the edge of the cliff for a few seconds before finding a footing on the jagged cliffface and began climbing down. Without saying anything, Lina started behind him.

 “Why’re you climbing down? I bet there’s a ladder, or stairs or something somewhere.” Darkshot said anxiously as he looked over the edge.

 “It’s faster to just climb, come on.”

 “N-nah, I’ll find some stairs and meet you at the bottom.” He replied as he pulled back from the edge.

 “Come on, this way is faster. Unless… are you afraid of heights or something?” Aegis asked while looking up at him, now about half a meter down.

 “Pfshh, scared of heights? Me? Yeah, right. Y-you are, I bet you are scared of heights.” Darkshot stuttered back. Lina held back a chuckle, but Darkshot noticed. “You just wait, I’ll find a staircase down real fast and meet you at the bottom, while you’ll probably fall and take tons of damage. Th-then we’ll see who is laughing.” Darkshot said as he stormed off.

 “So he’s afraid of heights.” Aegis sighed to himself. Lina and Aegis reached the bottom without issue, and by that time they couldn’t see Darkshot anywhere along the edge above them.

 “So these Ferrawolves, they’re not tough for small groups?”

\ “I… don’t know that much.”

 “Let’s try it then.” 

 “Should we wait for Darkshot?”

 “Eh, he’ll catch up.” Aegis eyed the wolf wandering around the keep alone, nearing their side of the river now.

 “Okay.” Lina smiled excitedly. “I learned a thief skill called feint, it reduces a target's aggression towards me, so you can keep it attacking you. If you need me to stop using it, let me know… I think I can run away for a bit, but the Ferrawolf is probably faster than me.”

 “Got it!” Aegis marched forward, shield fastened on his wrist.


 “Stupid Aegis. ‘Are you afraid of heights? Mhu mhu mhu mhu…’” Darkshot said in a voice mocking Aegis’. He continued along the cliff ledge for a few minutes until he happened across a sloping edge that led down the bottom like a ramp. “Hah, I told them.” Darkshot said triumphantly as he strutted down the ramp, but as he got closer to the bottom he spotted a group of players gathered together, speaking with each other. There were 7 of them in total, all standing around a single player named Galanis. When Darkshot approached, they all turned to look up at him.

 “Oh, good, you’re here to join the Darxon Hideout party?” Galanis asked with enthusiasm, he saw the faces of everyone suddenly beaming up at him. Darkshot nervously fiddled with his party communication chat.

 “Psst, hey, Aegis, Lina, the other party is here, looks like they’re grouping up to fight the wolf again.” Darkshot said.

 “Don’t let them near it, -ahg, dang it hits hard. Keep them away.” Aegis replied, his voice sounding strained.

 “Why does it sound like you’re already fighting it…” Darkshot turned to look over the side of the slope to see the Ferrawolf biting at Aegis’ shield while Lina maneuvered behind it and started stabbing. The moment he looked, Galanis’ group looked as well.

 “Galanis, look! Someone is already fighting it!” Eccen called out.

 “Come on, we need to help them!” Galanis replied, all the players drew their weapons and were about to rush forward.

 “Wait! You mustn’t,” Darkshot dashed to stand between them and the battle taking place in the distance, he had changed his voice to a deeper tone. “The wolf, it is a deadly foe, beyond your abilities. You must wait here, and allow me and my companions to deal with it.”

 “Heh? Move out of the way, or those guys are going to die.” Galanis protested.

 “What the heck happened to your face?” Another player mumbled.

 “You want to know what happened to my face?” Darkshot ran his fingers through his hair. “When I was a young boy, my village was attacked by those wolves. That is how I learned to hunt them.”

 “Young boy? You’re a player not an NPC…” Eccen replied annoyed, but Darkshot continued.

 “But I will never forget the darkness that fell on my village that day. I imbue that anger into every arrow I shoot from my bow. That is why they call me, Darkshot.”

 “Is this guy for real?” Another player mumbled.

 “Look, man-” Galanis started, trying to be polite.

 “Darkshot.” Darkshot corrected him.

 “Darkshot, I appreciate some good roleplay, but we’ve got to get into the kill the wolf and get into that keep to save Orm, seriously, those guys -” Galanis looked over his shoulder to see that both Aegis and Lina were still fighting it, without showing signs of struggling.

 “Trust in my companions. Those who are born from the darkness understand best how to defeat it. Wait here, we shall slay the wolf so that you may rescue the village.” Darkshot placed his hand on Galanis’ shoulder reassuringly. He gave a final nod before turning and dashing towards the battle taking place.

 “Aegis, don’t worry, they’ll stay back. I handled it. I am such a badass.” Darkshot spoke through the party chat communication.

 “That guy’s such a loser.” One of the players of the group commented, the others nodded in agreement. 

 “Should we go and help them, or wait?”

 “Sounds like they want to fight it by themselves, so let’s just wait and see what happens.” Galanis shrugged, the group watching intently with their weapons still at the ready.


 With the use of Brace, Aegis was able to reduce the damage of the Ferrawolf’s attacks down to 40 and 35. It alternated between biting at his shield and clawing at him, the force of the hits knocked him back a few centimeters each time, but he had enough time between blows to heal himself with Minor Heal whenever needed. If the fight went on for too long, he’d run out of mana, but luckily Lina was able to continuously stab it from behind uninterrupted.

 “Don’t worry guys, I am here! Piercing Shot!” Darkshot shouted as he got close enough to attack. He released a giant arrow from his bow and it pierced the side of the Ferrawolf, magically passing through the creature out the other side and dealing decent damage.

 “About time, scaredy cat.” Aegis mocked him. 

 “Let’s kill this thing fast so those guys back there are even more impressed. Multshit, piercing shot!” Darkshot shouted, shooting three piercing shots this time.

 “Ah, wait, be careful!” Lina warned him, but it was too late, the three arrows pierced the Ferrawolf, dealing a large amount of damage, and it stopped attacking Aegis to turn and growl at Darkshot.

 “Wait why is it looking at me?”

 “Aegis doesn’t have any good aggressive building skills yet, so I was using feint, but Archers don’t get any aggression reduction until they take intermediate classes!” Lina shouted out worriedly.

 “You idiot.” Aegis shouted angrily. “How do I get it back on me?” The Ferrawolf began charging at Darkshot, who turned and started running away while screaming. 

 “Pinning shot, pinning shot, pinning shot!” He shot backwards, the arrows hit the wolf but it was immune to the snaring affect, it ripped out of the vines and continued chasing him. “Aegis get it off of me!” He screamed.

 “I’m trying, stop pissing it off even more! And don’t run towards the other players, it’s only going to make it stronger!” 

 “Where the hell am I supposed to run!” He looked back to see the Ferrawolf gaining on him quickly “Holy shit that thing is fast!”

 “Your healing generates aggression, but only if the person you heal has taken damage.” Lina chased after the wolf, still getting hits in every now and then.

 “Darkshot, you’re going to have to let it bite you.” Aegis shouted as he ran behind as well.

 “Hell no!” Darkshot shouted back.

 “Why not, you’ve got plenty of health, you’ll be fine!”

 “Because I turned my pain threshold up to 10!”

 “Why would you do that?!” Aegis yelled.

 “I didn’t want to fall behind you!”

 “Well then take the hit!”

 “I’m scared!”

 “Is there anything you aren’t scared of?”

 “Getting bit by giant wolves is a perfectly reasonable thing to be afraid of, Aegis!” 


 “Isn’t that guy just running away?” Eccen commented as they watched Darkshot fleeing, the large Ferrawolf stampeding after him over the open field.

 “Maybe it’s part of their strategy.” Galanis watched intensely. 


 The wolf lunged forward with its gigantic fangs, snapping at the spot where Darkshot stood, but he dashed out of the way to avoid it.

 “Guh, just let it bite you damn it!” Aegis shouted.

 “Easy for you to say, you’ve got a shield!” Darkshot called back, as it tried to swipe at him with its paws he ducked underneath the attack and kept running.

 “He’s just going to keep dodging, so I can’t heal him. Lina, can you?” Aegis asked as he looked at her, the two running behind the Wolf, barely able to keep up. Lina nodded, took out a spare dagger from her inventory, and whipped it through the air between the wolves legs and into Darkshot’s back, dealing 90 piercing damage.

 “Ow, shit, what the hell? Did you just throw a dagger at me?” Darkshot yelled angrily while glaring back at her for a moment, she shrugged innocently. 

 “Minor Heal!” Aegis shouted, healing up the damage on Darkshot and causing the Ferrawolf to turn its aggression back on to Aegis. He lifted his shield to block the attack, Lina continued damaging it as usual while Darkshot put his hands on his knees to catch his breath.

 “Good, my plan worked, you had time to recover some mana.” Darkshot replied, once again speaking in his deeper voice. Aegis rolled his eyes. “So how am I supposed to deal damage without pissing it off?”

 “Just use light attacks and from where it can’t see you very well, and not too much at once.” Lina explained. 

 “Got it.” Darkshot nodded, maneuvering behind the Ferrawolf. He shot off quite a few regular attacks and after a few more minutes, the Ferrawolf cried out in an angry howl, collapsing on its side and dying.



Darxon Enslaved Ferrawolf [Boss] has been Slain!

 You gain 1413 Experience!

 You gain 20 Favor of Eirene.

Level Up!: Minor Heal reached level 14!

Level Up!: Leather Armor Proficiency reached level 16!

Attribute Up!: You’ve gained +1 Spirit.




“It didn’t enrage?” Aegis looked confused as he watched it keel over, a single green orb rolling out of its mouth. The orb cracked open to reveal a green quality greatsword.

“I think because it’s just a weakened version of a higher level normal mob, it’s not really a boss exactly.” Lina suggested as she walked over to look at the sword. “That’s pretty good for low levels, but none of us can use it.”

“What should we do with it then? Sell it, right? We didn’t talk about how we’d handle loot drops.” Aegis asked the others. Darkshot and Lina both glanced at each other, and without saying anything they seemed to come to an agreement.

“How about you handle all of it? Just make sure you keep us well equipped.”

“Are you guys sure? We’ll be beating this stuff together, so it’d be fair if we split it.”

“Nah, you keep it. You’re giving me a Simbox so I’ve got nothing to complain about. Use extra money to keep getting us all better stuff. As long as we split gold drops, it should be fine, right Lina?”

She nodded. “Good enough for me.” Lina smiled. 

“Alright. I’ll make sure everything is handled fairly.” Aegis replied as he put it in his inventory and took out his skinning knife.

“It’s a good thing you weren't streaming that yet though, I looked so uncool.” Darkshot said with relief.

“Oh, Shinji said that once we logged in, they’d be able to use any footage of my gameplay from that point onward, even if I’m not streaming.” Aegis replied as he began skinning the wolf.

“W-wait, what? Really? Tell them not to use that footage!”

“Are you kidding me? That was quality entertainment!” Aegis grinned devilishly at Darkshot.


“Those guys really did it? How?”

“I’m not sure, they’re around our level…” Eccen replied to the party member that had asked. The group remained watching from the base of the cliff in disbelief. 

“Well, no matter, we’ve got some quests to complete.” Galanis said as he began to walk forward towards the keep. “Come on, the people of Orm are counting on us.”
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Name: Ferrawolf Hide

Type: Crafting Material

Option: Reduces damage taken by Abyssal Creatures.

Quality: 8%




“That’ll probably be useful someday.” Aegis said as he placed it in his inventory. While standing up from skinning the boss, he and his companions spotted Galanis, Eccen, and the 5 other players rushing across the grassy fields towards the river that separated them from the keep. “We should go too,” Aegis pointed.

“Barging in the front? I’m down.” Darkshot replied while Lina nodded. The three took off into a sprint across the fields. By the time they’d reached the river, Galanis’ group had made it to the other side and engaged a group of Cultists just outside the walls.

Aegis, Lina and Darkshot made it across in time to intercept another two Cultists that were rushing to join the fight. When Aegis charged in front to get their attention, all he could do was shout at them. It worked for a moment, but a single action from Galanis’ group drew them away. Lina was able to jump in with Darkshot to Pinning Shot them and finish them off before they got far, though.

“Man, this is… this is going to really be a problem isn’t it?” Aegis sighed as Galanis’ group finished killing their enemies and started walking over.

“Thanks for taking out the wolf. What quest are you working on?” Galanis asked them.

“Finding the poison source.” Aegis replied.

“Oh, good, an Eirene priest. I was worried there wouldn’t be any left. We’ve got a quest to kill the leader, then we’ll look for the suffering magic object we’re supposed to destroy. If I see the poison source, I’ll try to let you know.”

“Ditto.” Aegis gave him a nod.

“Good luck.” Galanis replied, turning to head into the keep now that the entrance was clear, but Aegis noted he was wielding a shield and mace, leading the charge not unlike him.

“Hey, Galanis. You’re a priest who takes hits, right? How do you keep the monsters focused on you?” Aegis asked as Darkshot and Lina stood behind him. Lina looked as though she wanted to answer, but resisted the urge.

“Heh, yeah, I’m aiming to be a Paladin if I ever make it to intermediate. Well, I just hit them with my mace, and if they’re far away, I’ll smite them…”

“Is there a way to do it without attacking?” Aegis asked. Once again, Lina resisted the urge to answer on Galanis’ behalf.

“Without attacking? Uhm…” Galanis gave him an awkward stare. “There’s some auras and stuff from intermediate’s that aggravate monsters, but… At a low level like ours? The only thing I can think of is a lure, but, using one of those in a dungeon is basically suicide.” Galanis thought this suggestion was ludicrous, but Aegis’ face lit up.

“What’s a lure? How do I get one?” Aegis asked excitedly.

“Uh… well…” Galanis turned to Eccen. “Hey Eccen, you were leveling alchemy right? Do you have any lure mixtures?” 

“I think I made one just to see if the recipe worked. Yep, it’s here.” Eccen pulled out a vial of blue liquid with tiny grains of white sand floating around in it. “I can sell it to you if you want. 5 gold for the mixture, 15 gold for the recipe.” Eccen grinned.

“Deal!” Aegis said before Lina could stop him. He pulled the gold out of his inventory, it left him nearly broke, using up the last of his funds from his selling of Rockjaw steaks. 



 Name: Lesser Lure Mixture

Type: Crafting Material

Quality: 38%

Description: Combine this Mixture with remnants of any creature to create a Lure. Works on enemies of level 15 or lower.




Once Aegis looked at it, he stared back at them. “So I need to mix it with Cultist blood for it to work?”

“Yep. To craft the mixture you’ll need these…” He fiddled with his interface for a moment and eventually took out a parchment, handing it to Aegis. Aegis looked it over, the materials were all herbs that he recognized, things that he’d already seen around Orm forest. “Great, thanks.”

“No problem, good luck.” Eccen waved before joining up with the others again, and as a group of 7 they moved ahead into the keep.

“This thing is really easy to make. How effective is it?” Aegis wondered aloud, and as if she had been holding her breath the entire time, Lina rushed to answer.

“It’s really dangerous, all enemies within a certain radius will focus on you, even through walls. Also that mixture is not worth 5 gold, and the recipe is a really basic recipe you can find in the user manual.” Lina blurted out quickly. 

“Wait you’re saying he just charged me 15 gold for something in the manual?” Aegis looked ahead at Eccen’s back with a glare as their group engaged more cultists within the courtyard of the keep.

“Yep.” Darkshot put his hand on Aegis’ shoulder. “You’re not famous anymore, time to face the harsh realities of the Shattered World. But hey, your first scam wasn’t that bad.” Darkshot spoke as if he knew more about the subject than he actually did. 

“Want me to kill them?” Lina suggested, all too willingly.

“No, guys, relax. The priority here is to finish this quest… it’s been a few days since I started it, I’m worried about the sick villagers. If I don’t get back fast enough they’ll probably die.” Aegis replied as he knelt down to fill a cultists blood into the mixture, the body of the cultist was in the process of despawning via disintegration.

“You really care about those NPC’s, huh?” Darkshot commented.

“Eh… it just felt bad, seeing them sick and upset, even if it isn’t real, all this feels real. I don’t want them to die just because I didn’t take their problems seriously…” Aegis’ voice trailed off as he thought about it. Lina stepped forward smiling at him.

“Okay, let’s find the poison source!” She cheered.



Level Up!: Alchemy reached level 2!

Acquired: Lesser Darxon Lure [Quality: 26%]


Name: Lesser Darxon Lure

Type: Consumable

Quality: 26%

Duration: 1 Hour

Uses: 5

Effect: Lures Darxon type Creatures in a radius around the affected creature. Radius is proportionate to the quality of the lure and how much is used at a time.

Description: Apply this lure to a player or NPC to draw the attention of all enemies within a certain radius of a certain type into attacking them. Only works on creatures of the specified type that are level 15 or lower.



 

 Lina watched Aegus hold out the vial of the completed lure, looking at it curiously.

“Be careful when you apply it on yourself, not too much at once or the radius will be really big.” Lina spoke worriedly.

Aegis nodded as he uncorked the vial. He was tipping the vial over his shield and armor carefully at first when a sudden loud, earthshaking explosion rang through their ears. Lina and Darkshot turned to see the source of the sound. Looking through the threshold of the keep’s front gate, beyond the courtyard where Galanis’ group was fighting and up on the top floors of the keep’s main building itself at a cloud of smoke and debris. From within the cloud several silhouettes could be seen moving about.

 Aegis looked up as well to see the dust settle. A large muscular dark green skinned orc player was in the process of battling several cultists, wielding a longsword, and it became apparent the sound had been a result of his fight. As Aegis watched him, his mind was elsewhere, still concerned with the villagers wellbeing. Seeing the strength of his allies up until now, and the weakness of the cultists battling in front of him, he took a deep breath and poured the entire lure over his shield.

 “Huh… looks like another player was already in this keep.” Darkshot commented, but his and Lina’s view of the orc was cut off by a group of 8 cultists suddenly charging out of the gatehouses on either side of the keep’s entrance, all rushing towards them. “What the heck? Why are they coming for us?” Darkshot asked confused, as both he and Lina turned to Aegis and saw the empty vial in his hand, the mixture fusing into his equipment as he gained a lure debuff lasting 5 hours.

 “It'll be faster like this, right?" Aegis shrugged. 

 “W-we should probably run…” Lina suggested as several crossbow bolts flew in their direction from the cultists, but Aegis charged forward with his shield out to block them.

 “No time to turn back now, gotta save the villagers!” Aegis smirked.

 “If I didn’t know better Aegis, I’d almost think you’re starting to like this game.” Darkshot sighed while smiling as well, drawing an arrow in his bowstring. Lina saw their reactions and drew her daggers without any complaints, looking as though she too was enjoying herself.

 “Multishot, Piercing Shot!” He shouted, and from his bow fired three oversized piercing shots that passed through the cultists. They flinched from the damage but none of them fell, and they all got in the attacking range of Aegis. 

 Another bolt was fired from a crossbow that Aegis was able to block, following that he had several bladed weapons swinging down at him and from the sides. To accurately block all the attacks he had to keep moving and maneuvering his shield placement to be sure not to get surrounded. In that time, Darkshot redirected his piercing shots to pass through a few of them again while Lina focused the crossbow-wielding cultists down first, killing them quickly and moving on to the next highest threat.



Congratulations, you have reached level 7!: 3 attribute points available, +67 health, +32 mana!




 The damage was hefty, Aegis had to heal himself down to 0 mana before the fight was over, and looking at his interface he saw that Darkshot was also struggling on resources. From the bodies dropped several scraps of cloth and low quality equipment, as well as some coin pouches. Aegis modified the party distribution to automatically split the money while he picked up the other junk, simultaneously adding his three attribute points to spirit to help his mana recovery.

 “The experience is good from these guys, but, I’m surprised my Shield Mastery didn’t go up. It hasn’t really budged at all lately.” Aegis commented.

 “What level is it?” Lina asked while keeping watch for more enemies.

 “21.” 

 “Dang, 21 already? That’s hella fast! You’re almost at intermediate!” Darkshot exclaimed.

 “Once you hit 21 the levels will slow down a lot, so that’s normal, getting to 30 takes a lot of work… Or, so I’ve heard…” She awkwardly twiddled her fingers. Aegis took out a Rockjaw steak and swallowed it whole while nodding to her. “Whelp, I’m about ready for round two. Where do you suppose they’re hiding the creature for the poison?” 

 “Prolly a cage or something. Maybe there’s a dungeon under the keep?” Darkshot suggested as Aegis walked eagerly into the keep’s courtyard.

 “Ah, Aegis, wait, don’t move forward so quickly! We don’t know how effective the lure is!” Lina warned as she followed after him.

 “The more effective it is, the faster we can clear this place, right?” Aegis replied. A few meters ahead, Galanis’ party was in the process of fighting a group of 5 cultists, while up on the upper walls of the keep the Orc player was battling 3. When Aegis stepped forward towards the center of the courtyard, no enemies immediately visible, he felt confident and kept moving forward. The orc player up top however spotted several cultists rushing out of the upper level rooms of the keep onto the walls where he stood. 

 His initial reaction was to jump back defensively, preparing to deal with the influx of enemies, but they completely ignored him and ran past the ones he was fighting, instead moving to the edge of the walls to scale down them, all glaring at Aegis.

 Galanis’ group saw a similar event unfold. The front doors leading into the keep's main building swung open and a swarm of at least 20 cultists charged out. It initially looked as though they were targeting Galanis’ group, but instead rushed beyond and ran towards Aegis.

 There was an audible slapping sound as Lina hit her palm to her forehead, while Galanis’ group and the orc quickly realized what was happening.

 “Oi, Aegis, don’t tell me you applied the entire lure on yourself all at once?” Eccen shouted back in disbelief.

Aegis winked back in response as he spotted the hordes of enemies coming for him.

 “I told you, using lures in dungeons is suicide, especially in dungeons with close quarters!” Galanis shouted back at him. “Just run, or you’re done for!” As Galanis shouted, several side doors leading into the courtyard from the outer walls of the keep opened, more cultists piling in.

 “Aegis, we running? That’s a lot of guys!” Darkshot nervously stumbled back while holding an arrow in his bowstring. For a moment, Aegis felt fear, there were at least 40 enemies and climbing. He looked to Lina who stared back at him as if waiting for instructions, then turned to look at Darkshot, and the way out of the keep behind him. To his surprise, the first thought that entered his mind was that running away didn’t sound fun at all.

 “Isn’t this… just a really fast way to clear the quest?” Aegis shrugged to them with a nervous smile.

 “Haaah. Whatever, I need to study for my exams anyway.” Darkshot rolled his eyes back at him. “Multishot, Piercing Shot!” Darkshot shouted, firing arrows at the incoming cultists.

 “That guy, he’s not running?” One of Eccen’s group watched in disbelief, having just finished dispatching the cultists they were engaged with. The cultists drew their weapons and closed in on Aegis as he dug his feet in and raised his shield up.

 “I’ll focus on the ranged ones so you don’t have to worry about shadow magic or crossbow bolts.” Lina said as she jumped into the fray, rushing past the initial group of cultists - they ignored her in favor of running towards the lured player, making it easy for her to reach the backlines. 

 The clash began. Swords, Axes, Daggers, Quarterstaffs, even fists all began to pummel down on Aegis. The attacks were constant, giving him little time to think. As long as they were hitting his shield, the damage was manageable, but he quickly gave up on trying to Brace all of the attacks and instead just focused on swinging his shield in front of every blade.

 Darkshot’s piercing arrows flew through the swarms of cultists multiple times as Aegis continued to back up, but they were slowly overtaking him and surrounding him. Just as a single axe wielding cultist managed to maneuver behind him and get a clean swing in, the axe was blocked by a longsword. The Orc player from the upper levels had jumped down to stand behind him, covering Aegis' back from attacks as the orc began to swing at the cultists in retaliation. These few seconds of cover allowed Aegis to stand still and cast heals on himself, while glancing to get a better view of the orc. [Rakkan - Level 16]. 

 With Rakkan at his back, Aegis was able to hold out better and stand his ground, but more cultists were joining the fray, swarming over each other to get to Aegis, and his mana hit 0 incredibly fast. The cultists' numbers started to dwindle, but not nearly fast enough, and with his mana at 0 and his health at 100, he anticipated the worst.

 “Okay guys, mighta been a bad idea… we sho-” Before he could tell them to abandon him and run, he received several heals that topped him back up. Glancing over, he saw Galanis and the priests in his group had joined the fight, Eccen included, and they were now watching his hitpoints to keep him alive. Eccen joined in Darkshot’s strategy of casting Piercing Shots while Rakkan began doing spinning sword attacks that hit everything around himself. 

 Aegis noticed that, while effective, the lure wasn’t capable of completely keeping attention on himself - cultists that were not easily able to get Aegis to attack him started switching targets to Rakkan, Lina, or other players around them, but the amount doing so was insignificant.

 After a good 3 minutes of fighting together with everyone inside the keep working as a team, the cultist numbers dwindled down to a few stragglers. At that point, all players were left with no mana and resorted to using just basic attacks to take the final enemies down. Lina stabbing the final cultist in the back, ending the fight.

 “You see… That was way faster... Wasn’t it?” Aegis said between gasping breaths, every one of them looking overexerted.

 “You… You guys are insane…” Galanis smiled at them.

 “I like your style.” Rakkan grinned, his voice deep.

 “Man…Aegis… Playing with you is gonna give me grey hair by the time I’m 19.” Darkshot sighed. Aegis took the time to look over his notifications as everyone began gathering up loot, the loot dropping based on whichever party had dealt the most damage to the cultist when it died.



Congratulations, you have reached level 8!: 3 attribute points available, +79 health, +35 mana!

Level Up!: Shield Mastery has reached level 22!

Level Up!: Leather Armor Proficiency has reached level 17!

Level Up!: Minor Heal has reached level 15!

Attribute Up!: You’ve gained +1 Constitution 

Attribute Up!: You’ve gained +1 Strength




Aegis looked over to see Darkshot had leveled up as well. “Alright, who's ready to keep going!?” Aegis stretched his arms, putting his points in spirit and watching his mana fill back up.

“Can’t we just take another few minutes? Just to relax for a second?” Darkshot groaned.

“But your mana is full? Let’s go.” Aegis started walking forward.

“Its, a- n-. Ahhh.” Darkshot tried to protest, but Aegis didn’t stop walking across the courtyard towards the keep’s main entrance, and from within they could already all hear the sounds of more cultist footsteps on the stone floors of the interior rushing to meet him. Lina and Rakkan were the first to walk behind him, followed by Galanis’ group and a reluctant Darkshot.

            

    
        Chapter 35: Darxon Hideout Part 3

    
    
    
    
                The initial draw of cultists was by far the largest, and the subsequent ones were significantly easier to deal with. Rakkan, Galanis’ group and Aegis’ group were not necessarily working together, but rather the other groups were taking advantage of Aegis’ lure and each group took out the cultists as they were distracted.

 Aegis was torn between being defensively smart and dodging the strikes completely, and taking the hits on purpose to gain shield mastery experience. Rakkan consistently positioned himself behind Aegis anytime he wasn’t backed up against a wall to cover him, but he didn’t speak a word to them beyond his initial sentence.

 When the following battle ended, all three groups of players found themselves catching their breath in the entry hall of the keep. It was dimly lit by a few torches hanging on hooks that were bolted into the walls, as well as the little bit of light that beamed in through the open doorway. The stonework appeared darker on the inside than it was outside, giving the keep a grim atmosphere with a musky smell mixed in with the scent of the moss hanging off of the walls and ceiling.

 The keep looked aged but there were plenty of crates, barrels, sacks and furniture scattered about that had been clearly placed recently by the cultists. It didn’t occur to Aegis initially, but once the battle had subsided he watched as Galanis’ group members not only looted the monster drops, but started digging through the crates and barrels stacked around the building up against the walls and pillars.

 Aegis, having picked up on the fact that Lina seemed to know more about the game than she was letting on, turned his attention to her to see if she’d react in a similar way, but she was busy looking down the various corridors that lead out of the entry hall. Using her as an example, he decided not to bother with the crate looting for the time being and joined her. 

 Ahead of them was a large staircase leading up to the second floor of the keep, with doorless archways flanking the base of it leading into more rooms on the lower level, and two long hallways leading to the left and right.

 “No staircase going downward to a dungeon.” Lina commented as Aegis walked closer, Darkshot following behind him. 

 “As fun as this is, we’re going to be heading up now. I assume the boss man is on the top floor of the keep, that’s where I’d be. I’d ask that, just in case, you don’t follow us.” Galanis awkwardly smiled at Aegis. 

 “That’s fine, we’re heading down, wherever that might be.” Aegis replied dismissively. He watched Galanis’ group climb the staircase, some members giving nods of appreciation before parting, but Rakkan remained standing on the floor with them, staring at them. 

 “You going up too?” Aegis asked.

 “Nah.” Rakkan shrugged. “Lure’s good for experience.” He motioned to Aegis’ shield.

 “This guy’s using us.” Darkshot replied using the party interface. “Can’t you do the stabby thing, Lina?” 

 “I don’t think it’s a good idea… He is a fighter class player and he’s really good, he was grinding here by himself.” Lina replied without making eye contact with him. 

 “You’ve been here for awhile?” Aegis asked him. He returned a half-hearted shrug. “Know where the basement is?” Aegis asked, Rakkan nodded in the direction of the right corridor. “Thanks.” Aegis replied.

 “Move slowly.” Lina whispered to Aegis as he walked forward down the hallway. There were several dimly lit rooms lining the corridor, a few had windows that let in the sunlight. They had signs of having been recently occupied, but the lure had already taken care of that.

 “Should we bother looting that stuff?” Aegis motioned to a set of cards sitting on a table in one of the rooms. 

 “You can but, it’s not worth much, and it takes up a lot of inventory space. Best to just fill up on the monster drops, unless you find a cool furniture item or something you want to steal, I guess. Or you need food. Sometimes you get lucky-” Lina was explaining, but before she could finish both Aegis and Darkshot had split up into different rooms and started stuffing anything with an item card into their inventories. Aegis got a few goblets, a set of playing cards, dice, and an empty satchel, while Darkshot got a similar haul before returning to the corridor where Lina and Rakkan just stared at them from. 

 Without a word, Aegis walked onward as if nothing had happened, and the next doorway on their left led to a narrow staircase going downward into pitch black darkness. Rakkan pointed through the doorway at the stairs as if it wasn’t already obvious that it led to the basement.

 “Do you know what enemies are down there? Anything we should look out for?” Aegis asked him, he shrugged back with an unsure look, and the group could suddenly hear the sounds of footsteps making their way up the stairs. Aegis positioned himself in the doorway while everyone else readied their weapons, waiting for the two sets of feet to reach the top.

 They got closer and louder as the sound echoed off the stairwell walls, but just when it’d seem they’d come into view out of the darkness, the sounds stopped, and there was a loud whooshing noise. Aegis wasn’t immediately sure what it meant, but it sounded familiar, and he realized too late where he’d heard it before.

 Rather than running up the last steps, the two approaching creatures had shifted into a shadowy mist and flew along the top of the staircase ceiling, darting out of the stairwell above Aegis and landing behind him in clouds of smoke. As they landed they materialized their arms and daggers while lunging at Aegis. He spun around to try and block them, only managing to block one dagger while the other sunk into his right shoulder with a painful stabbing sensation surging through his body..



 You take 34 Shadow Damage.

 You take 81 Shadow Damage. 




 Aegis quickly jumped away from them to recompose himself, but they shifted once more just as Rakkan slashed his sword down on where they had been standing, and their mist-like forms warped around his blade.

 “Shadow Assassins!” Aegis shouted, as if it wasn’t already obvious what they were. They shifted quickly around Aegis again, one over his shoulder and the other between his legs, both arriving behind him. Darkshot drew an arrow and tried firing it into the mist where he imagined the head of the creature would be, but the arrow passed right through it. As they began to materialize their blades again to strike, Aegis tried to spin around once more to block it, again only managing to block one of the two hits.


 You take 86 Shadow Damage.

 You take 29 Shadow Damage. 


 In that time, rather than attacking, Lina ran to the nearest flickering torch that hung on the wall and yanked it off, turning to rush to Aegis’ aid.

 “You can only hit them when they’re attacking, or use light to break that skill!” Lina shouted as she rushed forward with a torch in hand, but as she approached and swung it at them, they shifted away from her down the corridor to avoid the light, and once a few meters away they materialized their hands again and threw daggers at Aegis from a distance. 

 Rakkan swung his sword at the daggers to knock them out of the air, giving Aegis time to heal himself.

 “What’s with these guys? They’re moving really well.” Darkshot asked as he tried another shot, failing to hit again.

 “They’re elites. Normal enemies in this game fight using dumbed down AI, but when you enter dungeons you will face Elite enemies that fight as though they are real living creatures. -” As she said this, two daggers were thrown at her right hand that was holding the torch in an attempt to disarm her, but she sidestepped them and they flew past. “Lures don’t do much beyond initial attraction to monsters like this.”

 “So that means the real dungeon is downstairs?” Aegis asked, she nodded while charging past Aegis towards the two Shadow Assassins. Holding the torch in one hand, she drew her boar dagger in the other, but as she got close to them, one assassin materialized into his real form. It was a human fully garbed in black clothing save for a single slit to allow his eyes to be visible.

 Once materialized, he held his hand out towards Lina’s torch and clenched his fist, as he did, all of the light in the corridor dimmed greatly, similar to what Aegis saw in the firewood storage, only this time around there was no firewood to rely on for light. 

 Once the light had dimmed, the second assassin that was still in a misty form rushed forward at her, maneuvering his form along the floor incredibly fast, materializing only for a small instant in order to cut her legs with its blades as it passed by her, dealing 90 shadow damage, then continued flying through Rakkan, Aegis, and Darkshot, attacking them each once for more shadow damage, though Aegis managed to block it. Rakkan took a swing at the shadow form again, but it did nothing. 

'We just took on an army of cultists, now we’re about to lose to two Assassins', Aegis thought, glancing around to try and think of a solution. He spotted another torch hanging on the keep wall not far away and dashed towards it, yanking it off the wall despite it also still being dimmed. He recalled from the past encounter, that even dimmed it would still cancel the shadow movement skill if it got close enough to them. 

 Down the hall, the non-misted assassin engaged in battle with Lina, it sidestepped her attacks without fighting back, focusing on maintaining its dimming spell - Aegis had never seen Lina struggle to even land a hit on a target before, which helped in bringing the point home just how serious Elite monsters were. 

 The other assassin, having seen Aegis grab a torch, avoided him and began attacking Darkshot and Rakkan instead. By following the shadow's movement, the two of them were able to anticipate where the blade attacks would appear, but that only helped them dodge most of the time, and they were taking quite a few hits. 

 “Rakkan, help Lina break that one’s concentration. Darkshot, come to me!” Aegis shouted. Rakkan hesitated listening, but after a moment, complied, and ran down the corridor to Lina. Darkshot ran towards Aegis obediently, and the misty assassin pursued Darkshot from behind. Anticipating their movement style, Aegis held the torch up to meet Darkshot head on, so that the two of them were face to face. Simultaneously the shadow assassin maneuvered along the ceiling to get behind Aegis while avoiding the light of the torch. 

 “Shoot straight ahead, straight away.” Aegis commanded Darkshot. Darkshot lifted his bow up with an arrow drawn and held the end of it in the flames of the torch, immediately shot it forward, sailing it behind Aegis just as the assassin had landed to try and stab him from behind. The arrow ignited and carried the flames into the assassin’s body, canceling the shadow movement ability and forcing him to materialize.

 “Pinning Shot!” Darkshot shouted, firing at nearly point blank so that he couldn’t miss. Green vines wrapped around the Assassin and snared him to the floor and ceiling while Aegis spun around to hold the torch right up to him, preventing him from going into his mist form again.

 The assassin retaliated against Aegis by striking at his shield, but Aegis pressed forward and took the hits, they dealt much less damage now that the shadow effects had been removed, and in that time Darkshot unleashed a barrage of shots at the assassin.

 The assassin on the other end of the hall was having trouble avoiding both Lina and Rakkan’s strikes, but once it saw that its companion had lost its shadow form, it dropped its maintenance of the light dimming effect and focused instead on attacking. Lina took advantage of his change in posture to shift behind him, so that he was flanked by her and Rakkan and unable to turn into his mist form due to her torch. With both assassins positioned like this, it only took a few more hits from the group to defeat them.

 Upon death, both assassins dropped coin pouches and white item orbs, pieces of clothing and daggers that were much higher quality than the ones that’d been dropping up until this point. Rakkan watched Lina pick up the drops from the one they’d defeated together with a look of disappointment.

 “Jeez… you’re saying the basement is going to be filled with stuff like that?” Aegis asked, Lina nodded back. “Well… if you’re going to be coming with us, you should join our group so the loot and experience is shared and I can see your health easily.” Aegis motioned to Rakkan. He was about to send a party invite before Lina interrupted him using their party communications.

"W-wait, Aegis, you shouldn't trust other players so easily..." Lina said.

"I'm not trusting him, but if he's not in our group and he's hiting our targets, we could lose out on the experience, right?"

"Y-yeah... Thats true, but him following us around is a bit strange." She glanced at him briefly, trying not to draw his attention.

"We'll keep an eye on him, you got that, Darkshot?" Aegis said, and he nodded back. Lina relented with a sigh. Aegis sent Rakkan a party invite and saw hesitation in Rakkan’s eyes but eventually he accepted. 

 “We need a way to deal with that shadow stuff before we go down there.” Darkshot commented. 

 “If this game really is all about realism…” Aegis commented as he walked off back to the entry hall, the others following behind him. “Then they oughta have stuff to keep the lights on. These torches don’t burn by themselves, right?” He asked rhetorically as he started searching through the crates and barrels they’d previously ignored. The others joined in by checking the opposite ends of the room - from the entry hall they could hear the sounds of battle occurring above them from Galanis’ group.

 “I wonder if they’re dealing with any elites up there.” Darkshot asked. “You were upstairs, right? Did you see any?” He glanced at Rakkan, who shook his head no. 

 “What are we looking for?” Lina asked.

 “Rags of cloth, flasks or canteens, really anything that looks like it holds liquid.” Aegis replied. “Like this.” He pointed to a crate that contained several dingy looking flasks. He opened one of them to take a whiff and confirmed it smelt like the oil he was looking for.

 “Rags.” Rakkan said while lifting old pieces of dirty cloth out of another crate.

 “Okay, so wrap your weapons with rags and we’ll douse it in oil, then it should function as a torch. Just be careful about burning yourself if you have your pain threshold set to a high number…” Aegis said this as Rakkan handed out the rags. He saw Darkshot take the rags and look at his arrows confused. 

 “You can probably just put something on your bow near your firing point, dip the arrows in the oil so the tips catch the flame instead of the shaft like before.” Aegis explained as Darkshot listened. Rakkan wrapped his longsword in rags, while Lina her daggers, and Aegis his shield, and afterwards they were all doused in the oil.

 Before lighting any of them Aegis made sure to check the rest of the crates and add a few more flasks to his inventory that he found. Then he held out a lit torch and one by one, each of them ignited their weapons.

 “Does this add fire damage to our attacks?” Darkshot asked curiously as he looked to be trying to write his name in the air with the flames. 

 “Not sure…” Aegis thought about it, realizing he’d have to be cautious with how he blocked just to be safe, so as not to accidentally lose pacifism. The four of them made their way back to the top of the basement stairs, Aegis walking in front while noting that his Lure buff would still be active for 4 more hours.

 “Lets move nice and slow, we don’t want to fight too many of these things at once.” Aegis said, and they all nodded in agreement before beginning their descent into the lower parts of the Darxon Keep.





 “Hey, you think those guys will be okay?” Eccen asked Galanis, their party taking a break after having just finished dispatching a group of cultists on the upper levels. 

 “That party of three? Probably.” Galanis shrugged.

 “No, I mean, with Rakkan around? You know who that guy is, right?” Eccen replied worriedly.

 “Yeah, he’s that solo player who’s been attacking live streamers in Orm. But Aegis’ group doesn’t have any streamers, so they should be fine.” Galanis reassured Eccen. 

 “Ah, yeah. I guess you’re right.” Eccen replied. 

            

    
        Chapter 36: Darxon Hideout Part 4

    
    
    
    
                Awaiting Aegis and his party at the bottom of the long, dark staircase was a narrow hallway of dark grey stone, illuminated sparsely by flickering torches on the walls. The air was damp and heavy with a vile scent lingering on the end of their noses.

 Just by reaching the bottom of the staircase, Aegis could hear the approaching footsteps of enemies that’d been aggravated by the magical lure on his shield. A group of two more shadow assassins had appeared, spotting the illuminated party and their ignited weapons. Before approaching, one of them attempted to dim the light of the flames while the other shifted into mist to maneuver around them and attack. The burning weapons were too effective, however. 

 An arrow from Darkshot pierced the dimming assassin while the flames of Aegis’ shield, once lifted, blocked the assassin’s shadow movement skill from allowing him to maneuver around Aegis, forcing him into attacking his shield while Lina and Rakkan carefully maneuvered around to swing their blades at the target. 

 Before the Assassin could even think of escaping, he was defeated, but the one in the back that’d become illuminated by burning arrows from Darkshot saw this defeat, cancelled his dimming skill and turned to flee.

 “Don’t let them run, or we’ll be in trouble.” Lina shouted as she dashed forward. Aegis resisted the urge to follow, knowing his lure was just as likely to aggravate more enemies.

 “Pinning Shot!” Darkshot fired over his shoulder, piercing the calf of the fleeing assassin and rooting him to the ground with vines, which allowed Lina and Rakkan to catch up and finish him off.

 “Phew.” Darkshot said relieved.

 “Good call… we don’t want to be fighting too many of these guys at once.” Aegis said as he walked forward slowly, listening for footsteps echoing in the distance as an indicator of whether or not he’d aggravated something. 

 The long corridor had siderooms that were few and far between, and by the time the party had reached a room, they were unoccupied - Aegis’ lure was aggravating the occupants into attacking before they reached them.

 They continued down the hallway battling no more than 3 shadow assassins at a time until they arrived at an odd doorway on the left wall. The wooden door was sealed shut with planks nailed across it to prevent it from being opened, and in the wood were the words ‘DON”T OPEN’ crudely carved into it by a bladed weapon.

 Aegis stopped in front of it and read the words out loud. “Don’t Open. You think one of the quest objectives is behind this door?” He asked all of them, though it was mainly directed to Lina who always had an answer. She, along with Darkshot, shrugged back unsure. 

 “Nothing’s reacting to your lure from inside, right? So it can’t hurt to check.” Darkshot replied. Aegis thought that made sense and lifted his hands to the planks, preparing to pry the door open.

 “Ah, well, that doesn’t mean it's empty. Boss enemies aren’t affected by Lure, or monsters above level 15.” Lina stopped him. Aegis turned to the group, now more cautiously holding onto the planks that barred the door shut. 

 “I think it’s likely something’s behind the door, boss or quest objective, I’d like to check it, if there aren’t any objections.” Aegis asked calmly. Rakkan made an agreeing nod in the direction of the door as he held his sword steady.

 “J-just be careful.” Lina warned as she too held her daggers up. All of them positioned themselves closely to the door as Aegis yanked the planks off, taking a bit of prying with his shield. Once the last plank was pulled loose, it was possible to push the door open. It squeaked eerily on its rusted iron hinges revealing a large pitch black room beyond. The floor of the ground transitioned from paved stonework into rough brown dirt, but the room was large enough that the light from their weapons couldn’t illuminate the back wall, it extended beyond their vision.

 Aside from that, there were no distinguishable features, just a large open room with no source of light. Seeing the size of the room, Aegis hesitated stepping in, as did the others.

 “Based on the size of this room, I’m going to go out on a limb and make an assumption… but chances are if we want to find the source of the poison we’ll have to end up fighting a boss eventually. You guys ready?” Aegis whispered to them while holding his shield up, he looked to each of them to see them nod once more before stepping into the room.

 It was quiet, save for the sound of their footsteps on the stone and dirt, they could tell the room wasn’t too large based on the way it carried sound, and as they entered they spread out slowly. Darkshot remained near the door, Aegis walked up the center while Rakkan went left and Lina went right. After stepping about 3 meters into the room the flame from Aegis’ shield illuminated the back wall. 

It was covered in thick white webbing with large cocoons of wrapped up objects hanging along it. At the base of the webbing was a collection of bones from a mixture of creature types, some looking human, others animalistic, suspended on webbing that was strung overtop a narrow hole in the floor. Aegis’ eyes followed the webbing upward onto the ceiling of the room where the dungeon roof had been destroyed in lieu of a rocky cavern roof covered in stalactite and thick webbing, and as his eyes continued to move straight up, he saw a set of 8 red eyes glaring back at him from the darkness with the visible text [Boss] floating over it. 

In that instant there was a large slamming sound, the door of the room sealed shut behind Darkshot,



Quest Complete! Return to Priestess Clara.




“I’ve got good news, and I’ve got bad news.” Aegis said, and in response the gigantic spider lingering on the ceiling let out a horrific screeching sound that shook the cavern itself, before releasing its grip on the ceiling and spinning to drop down on top of Aegis. 

Aegis dashed to the side at the last moment to avoid being crushed as the creature dug its eight black hairy legs into the dirt floor of the room, turning to face him while hissing. It had razorsharp mandiles that were dripping with a vile green liquid, as the drops touched the ground it sizzled puffs of smoke and singed the dirt black, leaving small craters behind as it melted away the floor. 

“Something tells me I shouldn’t try to block that.” Aegis nervously took a few steps back, he could already imagine how badly it was going to hurt taking hits from this thing. Lina jumped into action by maneuvering behind the giant spider and slashing at it with her flaming daggers, and once she started the others all jumped into action. Darkshot released several flaming arrows into the spider’s hide. It lunged forward attempting to bite Aegis, but he chickened out of the shield mastery experience and instead decided to dash backward, watching the spider's mandibles pierce into the very earth and melt away the surrounding stone and dirt. Seeing it, Aegis’ decision to not let them touch his shield was reaffirmed.

Rakkan charged at the creature head on, running past Aegis, but the Spider spun around with incredible speed to slash out at Lina with its fangs. Aegis watched the red number appear above her head, and in the party interface saw more clearly that she had taken 540 damage.. 

“Minor Heal, Minor Heal, Minor Heal!” The next six seconds were spent by Aegis on healing while Lina stopped attacking and used her high agility stat to avoid the creature's fangs, each attack it made that missed would hit the walls or the floor instead, the acid whittling away the stone and turning the surface into swiss cheese. 

 The second heal was already enough to draw the aggression back onto himself. It spun around with freakish speed, its eight legs stomping into the dirt sending debris up around them as it hissed and bared its fangs at Aegis. A jump backward was enough to avoid the first strike, but the creature followed through with a lunge forward. Aegis tried to jump backwards again, but got caught in the momentum of the lunge and was forced to Brace it.

 


 You take 125 Piercing Damage.

 You take 112 Acid Damage.

 Reinforced Copper Shield has been destroyed.




 He remained airborne, the attack knocking him back against the cave wall behind him with a loud thud. His back surged in pain as though his spine had snapped, and his right arm burned from the acid that had made it through onto his skin. But the two seconds he’d normally wait for the pain to dissipate wasn’t available, the Spider continued charging at him.



 Equipped: Reinforced Copper Shield




 It materialized on his arm in the last possible second and he forced it forward to Brace. 



 You take 131 Piercing Damage

 You Take 110 Acid Damage.

 Reinforced Copper Shield has been destroyed. 




 The second hit momentarily had him pinned against the wall off his feet. He couldn’t take a second to contemplate the pain, he had to accept it and dodge in spite of it. The Spider didn’t let up, it pulled its acidic pincers back, placing its front legs on either side of Aegis giving him no escape. He dropped down onto his stomach to dodge, the fangs piercing into the wall of the cavern behind him leaving giant holes. 

 As it pulled back he equipped the third of his 5 Reinforced Copper shields. Aegis was expecting another bite attack but instead it lifted its front left leg and attempted to stomp it down on him, forcing Aegis to roll out of the way at the last instant to narrowly dodge the impact, dust and dirt shooting up over his vestments. There was suddenly a bright red flash of light behind the Spider, causing it to screech out in pain and jolt around to face Rakkan who’d been slicing it on the side of its body the entire time.

 Aegis wasn’t sure what, but Rakkan had used some sort of high damage skill to get its attention. It whipped around to strike him, but rather than take the full damage, he used his longsword to deflect the attack, taking partial damage instead as the fangs were redirected by his blade to barely soar above his head.

 “Minor Heal, Minor Heal, Minor Heal!” Aegis shouted. He’d realized now what his role would be in this fight when the second heal finished and he’d regained the Spider’s attention. He saw a stream of red numbers coming from Lina and Darkshot’s attack on the spider, all he had to do was survive. 

 It turned to strike again at him with it's fangs, Aegis knowing their damage and the spider's attack rate, he knew he had to prevent it from striking him with its fangs somehow. Rather than try to jump backwards against the wall and get caught by a momentum lunge again, he opted to dash towards one of its legs, sliding under the right leg that’d been attempting to barricade him in.

 “Gonna try something, keep moving!” Aegis shouted to the party as the spider rotated its body to follow him. He used the Spider’s own leg as a guard against potential fang strikes, but the Spider was unnaturally fast at turning, and in its turn took a swipe at him with its left front leg. The spiky hairs slammed into Aegis’ shield, skidding him across the dirt from the force, but it was easy to anticipate with Brace compared to the fangs.



 You take 80 Crushing Damage. 




 It felt as though the bones in his arm had shattered, but at this point that wasn’t enough to distract Aegis. Once the Spider had finished its rotation with the leg attack, it pulled back as if preparing to lunge forward with its fangs again. He’d seen the attack already twice, enough to know that there was enough space between the spider and the floor to duck. He dropped to his stomach, causing the fangs to pass over him. 

 Having missed, the spider followed through with a left leg attack, which Aegis rolled from, and it felt all too familiar as more dust shot up onto his vestments. He jumped up to his feet as the Spider prepared to strike again, dashing to under the Spider’s right front leg once more for protection.

 As it shifted its rotation, so too did Rakkan, Lina, and Darkshot maneuver behind to stay out of its view. The fang strike missed once more, and the spider followed through with another front left leg strike on Aegis as it rotated to keep up with him.



 You take 76 Crushing Damage. 




 Once the leg pulled back, the spider pulled its entire body back for another lunge attack. Once again, Aegis dropped to his stomach, and the fangs passed over top of him. It couldn’t really be that easy, could it? He thought. It was repeating the exact same attacks.

 “Good job Aegis, you’ve got his attack pattern!” Lina encouraged him.

 “That fast?” Darkshot said, impressed. 

 “Like this, I still need a break to heal!” Aegis warned them.

 “Tell me when to take his aggression off of you.” Rakkan spoke in his deep voice. The Spider attacked predictably for the next few hits, Aegis only taking damage from the leg swings. Once he got below 200 health, he told Rakkan to take the threat. In that short time Rakkan deflected a strike, Aegis was able to top himself off and take aggression back and continue.

 The strategy worked well for two cycles of this, but just as Aegis was starting to get comfortable, the Spider’s body began to glow red and it let out a horrifically deafening screech, stopping its attacks as a strange steam began to come out of its mouth.

 Aegis used the time to heal himself and Rakkan back to full.

 “Back up until we know what it’s going to do for its enrage, Darkshot keep pressure up.” Aegis shouted. Rakkan and Lina listened without hesitation as they jumped away from the Spider, Aegis doing so as well. Darkshot continued to fire arrows but his mana had long since been depleted. 

 The spider suddenly jumped from the floor and flipped around, grabbing onto the ceiling, its mouth still bubbling. With a gurgling screech it spewed a dark green liquid from its mouth downward towards the floor, the direction seemed random and was closest to Lina and Darkshot. Both of them dashed out of the way as the acidic spew splashed onto the floor and cavern wall.

 Both avoided the immediate damage, but the acid left a large section of the ground dissolved, leaving behind a large, seemingly bottomless hole where a second screeching sound could be heard from. Seconds later, a smaller black Spider skittered out of the hole and charged at Darkshot.

 “Lina can you get up to it?” Aegis asked as he dashed towards the small spider while motioning to the boss on the roof.

 “I think so with Shadowstep.” Lina nodded back.

 “Rakkan with me on the babies, Lina and Darkshot stay on mom.” Aegis shouted as he slid along the dirt like a baseball player to get in front of Darkshot in time, blocking a strike from the small spider from hitting him. Darkshot put faith in Aegis and ignored the small spider in front of him, continuing to fire arrows at the spider on the roof. Lina thrust her daggers into the dirt to extinguish the fire on them before hugging a dark wall of the cavern.

 “Shadowstep!” She shouted, suddenly morphing into a shadowy mist not unlike the assassins, she followed along the wall of the cavern to the top where the mother spider was until materializing on the Spider’s upside down stomach, and began stabbing it furiously - the Spider screeching out angrily as it shot another blob of acid down at Darkshot and Aegis.

 Aegis now had the small spider's attention and dashed to the left to dodge the acid while Darkshot dodged to the right, and once the acid hit the ground it left another hole, and a second small spider skittered up and ran at Aegis.

 They were only hitting for 30 damage, nothing compared to the boss spider, but now with two on him, it was getting hard to brace and his stamina was dropping. He was forced to pull out a trusty Rockjaw Steak and eat it as Rakkan arrived and began slashing at the first one that had appeared. 

 Aegis was under less enough pressure that he could heal himself while the two spiders continuously tried to flank behind him, but with Rakkan maneuvering to cover him, they never got their way. Meanwhile out of the corner of his eye, Aegis saw the boss furiously flailing about along the webbing and stalactites on the ceiling in an attempt to shake off Lina, she was having trouble staying on and fell off twice, both times shadow stepping back on. In this time, she wasn’t getting as many hits as usual - the only real sustained damage they had was Darkshot. 

 With that in mind, another blob of acid was shot at him, leaving a third large hole in the floor. The ground began to tremble and crack now, its integrity seriously damaged and Aegis wasn’t too keen on figuring out just how bottomless the pit beneath the floor was.

 As a third small spider skittered out, Rakkan managed to kill the first one, much to Aegis’ relief as he wasn’t sure if he’d be able to handle three at once. The spiders, like shadow assassins, attacked incredibly fast, but they hit much harder, making his blocking not as effective. 

 “Multishot, Piercing Shot!” Darkshot shouted, finally having regenerated enough mana for another big attack. Three giant arrows flew through the air and pierced through the back of the Boss Spider while simultaneously Lina drove her daggers into the stomach of the glowing red spider.

 It released another deafening screech of pain as several messages rolled up across Aegis’ peripheral vision.



 Naruon the Broodmother slain!

 You gain 2410 Experience!

Attribute Up!: You’ve gained +1 Constitution.




The group of them could relax for a second, but it was short lived as the boss lost its grip on the ceiling and began a freefall towards the deteriorated floor of the room with Lina still on its stomach.

They all saw it coming, but could do nothing to prevent it. The giant corpse of the spider slammed into the ground and shattered it, breaking it into multiple large chunks that fell downward into the room below the Spider’s boss room. Lina jumped forward from the stomach and onto a ledge of the cavern near Darkshot, managing to gain footing with him on a small part of the floor that held up, however Aegis and Rakkan fell along with the two small spiders, plummeting down into the dark room below along with the corpse of the boss.

 “AEGIS!” Lina shouted out in horror as she watched their flaming shield and longsword freefall downward. Aegis could only brace for the impact alongside Rakkan and the two spiders, not knowing just how far down the hole went.
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                The broken chunks of stone and dirt that once made up the floor of the room above helped break the fall as the 4 of them crash landed into an icy cold river below. The light of their weapons was quickly extinguished, the last thing illuminated by their flames were the slimy, web covered walls around them, emerald egg sacs plastered about - Aegis could use the context of the situation to guess what they contained. 

 “We need to jump after them!” Lina shouted down as she heard the water splashing and saw the flames extinguish.

 “Are you crazy?” Darkshot shouted, but she broke free of his grip and dove into the large hole in the floor, no light on her daggers anymore. “She’s crazy.” Darkshot shook his head in disbelief. He was about to hype himself up into jumping in behind her, but he chickened out. Heights was one thing, bottomless pits on the other hand, his legs felt like wobbling noodles and instead of jumping, clung to a low hanging stalactite near the ledge he stood on. 

 The collapsing stone that had initially helped Rakkan and Aegis in their fall quickly became a hindrance - the water was not stationary but rather fast flowing in a direction leading out of the circular cavern they’d landed in. Trying to swim back to the surface or against the current proved impossible not just for them, but for the small spiders that’d fallen with them, and within seconds they were pushed out of the cavern with the current down a narrow underground river. Several small chunks of stone flowed along with them, but the larger chunks got stuck in the opening to the river cavern and began to block the others, quickly piling up the pieces of the broken floor and forming a blockage to the river.

 By the time Lina had landed in the water and swam up to the surface, the flow of the river had slowed to a near halt as it crashed up against the wall of stone that had formed at the narrow river tunnel where Rakkan and Aegis had been washed through - she couldn’t follow them.

 “Aegis!” She shouted out for him, but her voice was drowned out by the sound of the crashing water. She made an attempt to start shifting the debris to follow behind them, but she was soon faced with her own problems - the water had no place to flow and began to swirl around the egg-filled circular chamber, forming somewhat of a whirlpool and lifting up the buoyant egg sacs as the water level began to rise.

 From above, Darkshot could hear her shouting and the sound of the water, but the drop was at least 10 meters and he still couldn’t see anything.

 “Lina, what’s happening?” He asked while looking at his party interface and seeing all his party was still alive. He did his best to muster the courage to release the stalactite, drawing an arrow and igniting it before firing it down to illuminate the bottom of the cavern. The arrow pierced into one of several spider eggs that were swirling around in the rising whirlpool below, which allowed him to see Lina who was struggling to stay above the water, and the dozens of other eggs rising with her, some of which began to crack open and tiny black legs began to peer out.

 “Shit!” Darkshot shouted in a moment of bravery. He went into his inventory and took out a rope, tying one end to an arrow, the other end to the stalactite. “Payback for the dagger you threw at me!” He shouted to her, she looked up at him in the last seconds of his flaming arrows light before it was extinguished by the swirling water, and in that second he fired his rope-tied arrow at her.

 The arrow pierced into her shoulder dealing 68 piercing damage, and she used the small window before the arrow despawned to yank it out and hold on to it. Darkshot grabbed on to his end of the rope to make sure it wouldn’t fall as Lina tried to climb up on her own, but the Spiders began to break out of their eggs and swirl around in circles alongside her. Some of them were panicking and trying to scramble up the cavern walls, others being controlled by the current alongside her. She took several attacks from them before her and Darkshot's efforts were enough to get her above the rising whirlpool, and she watched as dozen eggs in the whirlpool turned to several dozen, it was only a matter of time before the surface of the water was covered in them, and more and more were breaking out of their eggs and scrambling up the sides, turning the dark grey stone of the cavern into moving mass of black legs. 

 The light on the end of Darkshot’s bow was enough for him to see it coming and he began tugging Lina up with urgency. Once she’d gotten clear of the water, she glanced around to a ledge of the upper floor that still had room for her to land on.

 “Shadowstep!” She shouted, coughing up bits of water as she turned to shadowy mist and shifted to the location. The two were now on opposite ends of the floorless cavern, clinging to the ledge, and watched the swarm of spiders and water rising higher. Before panic set in they both looked to the entrance of the room to see that the door had now opened once more and they rushed towards it, struggling to keep their footing without falling down into the pit. Just as they reached the threshold of the doorway, tiny black spider legs began to protrude up onto the ledge with them, forcing them to avoid stepping on the legs of the climbing spiders.

 They dove through the doorway, turned and slammed the door shut while leaning up against the outside.

 “You think it’s gonna hold?” Darkshot panted as they both leaned against it to hold it shut. Lina shook her head no without any hesitation. They both took a deep breath. “On three we run for it. One, two, three!” Darkshot shouted, the two jumped off the door and sprinted down the corridor from whence they came as the door behind them burst open with the force of water and tiny spider legs that crashed along with the current.

 The force of the water seemed to lessen as they got further and further from the door, which only made the threat of the spiders worse as they regained their footing and were able to rush after them.

 As the two reached the bottom of the stairs leading back upstairs they were cut off by two wandering Shadow Assassins, who upon spotting them, turned to mist and rushed at Darkshot and Lina. The two kept running forward into the mist, both taking two dagger attacks, but Darkshot was able to wave the flame on his bow close enough to them to cancel the mist skill, forcing them to materialize. As they did, the spiders that’d been in pursuit of Lina and Darkshot instead turned their attention to the Assassins and began attacking them, the two monsters fighting against each other viciously.

 Not interested in questioning it, they both reached the stairs and clambered up to the top as fast as they could until they reached the ground level of the keep, seeing Daylight shining through the few windows in the distance once more, much to their relief.

 The two grabbed their knees and gasped for air, listening for the sound of any footsteps pursuing them, but it was quiet, and in their party interface they saw both Rakkan and Aegis were both still alive and at full health, which allowed Lina to let out a sigh of relief.

 “Looks like the spiders were kept against their will.” Darkshot commented as he recomposed himself.

 “It's not uncommon that certain creatures fight against each other. If we wait a bit, they will kill each other off and we can go back down to find Aegis.” Lina replied as she pulled out bandages from her inventory and started wrapping it around her arms, it improved her health regeneration slightly and she paired it with an apple snack she took out as well. 

 “You want to go back down there?” Darkshot groaned.

 “We can’t leave Aegis behind.” She spoke firmly before pressing buttons in her party interface to open party communications. “Aegis, are you guys alright?” She spoke concerned.


 Pitch black, ice cold water pushing them in an unknown direction, the sound of the water crashing into the tunnel walls and the screeching spiders that flowed along with them. The only visual aid Aegis and Rakkan had was their interface indicating the location of their nearby party member with a name floating above each others head, giving them a sense of where they were moving, but they couldn’t get anything coherent out of their mouths to communicate due to the loud water forcing them under, submerging them.

 Due to the blockage behind them, the water flow began to slow down, which gave Aegis hope that they might be able to swim against it soon, but that hope died when another branching tunnel of flowing water combined with theirs, ramping up the speed significantly. Rakkan made attempts to grab out at jutting rocks on the tunnel walls but to no avail. They were helpless, only able to prevent themselves from drowning with gasps of air above the surface. It continued for a good 30 seconds until suddenly the narrow river tunnel opened up into a wide cavern, illuminated by several torches.

 Aegis didn’t have much time to take in the layout of the room as the water seemed to speed up its flow. To his right the cavern wall shot up and arced over them into the dome like room, to his left was a rocky flat stretch of ground that eventually hit with the opposite end of the dome room where the rocky cavern transitioned back into the stonework of the keep’s basement, a doorway built into it with two mounted torches flanking it on either side and several other torches bolted into the cavern wall at random points. There were stacks of crates and barrels lining the walls down here as well and two humanoid creatures garbed in black cloth who immediately took interest in the 4 creatures being forced along with the flow of the water.

 The Shadow Assassins didn’t jump into action to attack them though, in fact it looked as though they had no intention of attacking them, which confused Aegis as he and Rakkan attempted to grab at the ledge of the ground to pull themselves out of the river, but the stone was smooth and wet, making it nearly impossible.

 Looking further down the river, Aegis quickly realized why the Shadow Assassins felt no obligation to attack them, the river up ahead disappeared abruptly - Aegis’ knew enough about nature to know why that was - it was a drop. Aegis tried to turn to Rakkan to warn him, his mouth garbled with the cold water, but when he saw Rakkan’s eyes go wide, he knew he didn’t need to, Rakkan had figured out that they were heading to a Waterfall as well. 

 Aegis could hear the shadow assassins begin laughing mockingly, stopped only by one of the Spiders managing to grasp onto the ledge and pull itself out of the water. It shook the water off as a dog would before screeching angrily and charging at the two Shadow assassins, while the second spider attempted to follow behind it. The moment it got footing, Aegis grabbed onto the Spider’s back leg, half tugging it back into the water as it struggled to pull not just itself up out of the fast moving water, but Aegis as well. 

 It attempted to shake Aegis off, but Aegis was more focused on Rakkan rushing beyond him. He extended out his right arm, shield still equipped, and Rakkan narrowly managed to grab onto it. Unfortunately the weight of a second creature was too much for the Spider to bear. It lost its footing and was tugged back into the river, flowing closer and closer to the waterfall, eventually sending them off the side.

 First Rakkan, then Aegis, then the Spider, but the spider extended out its wide eight legs to grab onto the last rock jutting at the top of the water wall with its front four legs. It scrambled to pull itself back up against the flow of the waterfall while Aegis desperately held on to its back leg, he felt his hand slipping through its spiky hairs, Rakkan grasping his shield.

 Rakkan saw it wouldn’t hold like this, and freed one of his hands to take his longsword and thrust it into the nearby stone that sat beside the waterfall, using as much force as possible.

 It worked, but the sword dropped down to 1 durability from the strike. Rakkan switched from holding on to Aegis to instead grabbing onto his Sword, dangling above the top of the waterfall and looking down but not seeing the bottom of the waterfall whatsoever. He looked up to see that Aegis was now able to climb back up the Spider’s leg, but in those few seconds, the Spider lost its hold on the slippery stone and began to free fall along with Aegis. 

 Rakkan reached out his free hand and yanked Aegis by his shield to the side out of the path of the free-falling spider, and they watched as it disappeared into the darkness below, the two now dangling beside the waterfall on Rakkan’s sword which began to make a distinct cracking noise.

 “Sword’s gonna break!” Rakkan shouted to Aegis. Aegis desperately looked for a solution, spotting a ledge with decent footing not far from them beside the waterfall.

 “Swing me!” He shouted to Rakkan. Rakkan looked to see what Aegis saw and quickly listened, using his character's strength to do a single swinging motion with his arm, flinging Aegis by his shield just far enough to land Aegis’ feet on the ledge.

 “Swing quick!” Aegis shouted as the sword’s durability gave out. Rakkan lost his grip and couldn’t use the momentum of his arm, instead in a last desperate effort he kicked off the stone wall instead with his feet, extending out his arm towards the ledge. It wasn’t close enough, but Aegis reached out to meet him with his shield, letting Rakkan grab it instead. The two of them had decently high strength modifiers, so from there it wasn’t hard to get him up on the ledge with him. They could see torch light flickering through several openings in the cavern above them, giving them a way to climb back up onto the platform above without going through the waterfall. They could hear the sound of the Spider and Shadow Assassins still fighting vaguely over the sound of the rushing water.

 Aegis briefly looked at his Party Interface to see Darkshot and Lina were okay, he and Rakkan were low stamina and half mana with a bit of damage taken from banging against the rocks on the way down. He pulled out two Rockjaw Steaks, nearly down to his last ones, and passed one to Rakkan.

 “Enemy of my enemy.” Aegis pointed up to the way to the platform above before shoving the whole steak in his mouth. Rakkan ate his as well and nodded as they both turned and began climbing the rocky surface slowly and carefully. Rakkan equipping a new longsword along the way.

 When the two of them reached the top and climbed on the platform, dripping wet and freezing cold, they saw the Spider lunging around the two Shadow Assassins in their mist form - it wasn’t able to hit them at all and was getting whittled down by their dagger attacks. 

 Before Aegis could rush towards the torches bolted around the room, he spotted a glistening green sparkle out of the corner of his eye flowing down the river to his left.

 “The boss drops!” Aegis shouted as he pointed at them, they were still in their uncracked orbs. Shouting it drew the attention of the Assassins and one of them turned from the Spider to move in the shadows towards them.

 “Forget it.” Rakkan shouted while rushing towards a torch. Aegis felt responsible for the loot of his party and ignored Rakkan, dashing to the edge of the river and extending out his shield arm to try and block the orbs. There were two green and two white orbs, he was only able to grab one of each before he felt a sharp piercing pain in his back - the Shadow Assassin had pursued him and hit him with 81 Shadow damage. Before the Assassin could get another hit in, Rakkan threw a torch from across the cavern at it. The Assassin dodged by mist-moving away and the torch flew over Aegis’ head into the water.

 “Focus!” Rakkan shouted angrily at him. Aegis didn’t have time to look at what popped out of the orbs, he put them in his inventory and turned just in time to block another attack from the assassin, this time with Brace. He jumped back to get some distance from the assassin as he drew out of his inventory a dry set of rags and started furiously wrapping it around his shield while Rakkan ran to him and provided cover, taking several swings at the Assassin in its mist form to distract it rather than try to hurt it. 

 Aegis took a flask of oil out of his inventory and doused the newly wrapped rags in it on his shield, then charged towards one of the remaining lit torches lining the open cavern. He reached it in the last second before the Assassin caught up to him once more, spinning around with his burning shield to break the movement skill of the assassin and brace another attack from his daggers. 

 Now materialized, Rakkan followed through with several sword strikes in the assassins’ back, dispatching of him. In that time, the other Assassin had killed the spider and looked to see his companion had fallen. In light of Aegis’ burning shield, rather than rush at them the second assassin turned to the door leading out of the cavern. He materialized and pulled a keyring out of his pocket, fumbling it around to try and unlock the door and flee.

 “Don’t let him escape!” Aegis said as they both rushed at the Assassin. Rakkan grabbed another torch from the wall nearby and flung it at the Assassin to prevent him from shifting into the shadows, then suddenly sheathed his longsword and drew out a crossbow from his inventory, firing it at the Assassin.

 The assassin flinched from the hit, dropping his keyring and turning to shout angrily at them, and in that time Aegis got close enough with his flaming shield to prevent it from escaping. Rakkan shot several more bolts from his crossbow as he closed the gap.

 “Switch!” Rakkan shouted, and his crossbow suddenly transformed into a large battleaxe which he swung at the Assassin, his strike dealing 410 damage and cleaved the Assassin in half, killing it instantly.

 All enemies around them dead, they were left with the sound of their heavy breathing and the nearby flowing river. They both took a moment to lean against the door and wall. As they slowly recomposed themselves, they both glanced at each other to see the other’s face, and a smirk grew over both of them. Without any prompt, they both just started laughing.

 “That was crazy.” Aegis finally said. “Didn’t know you could laugh.” He patted Rakkan on the shoulder. Rakkan just shook his head at Aegis and his smirk slowly faded back to his serious, brooding orc expression. “Minor Heal.” Aegis said a few times to top himself off, but before he could open his inventory to see the loot he’d retrieved, Lina spoke through the party interface. 

 “Aegis, are you alright?” Lina asked.

 “Y-yeah, somehow, we’re okay. The river took us pretty far, but it looks like there's a way back into the dungeon here. We should be just a floor or two below you guys.” Aegis replied.

 “N-not quite, we had to run out of the dungeon completely, the water overflowed with baby spiders. But now the spiders and cultists are fighting each other. What do you want us to do?” 

 “If you guys are out, you should stay out.” Aegis replied. “Run back to Orm and tell Priestess Clara the source of poison… if you guys hurry, she’ll be able to save the sick villagers.” Aegis replied.

 “Seriously?” Darkshot replied in disbelief by this order. “They’re NPCs, you know?” As they spoke, Rakkan suddenly became very attentive to the conversation, glaring at Aegis as if judging for something unbeknownst to him. 

 “Yeah but if they die, they don’t come back right? If I die, I’ll just respawn.” 

 “You’re above level 6 now, you’ll lose the items you are holding and a lot of experience for dying.” Lina replied. Aegis sighed, looking at his inventory briefly - they’d collected quite a lot of drops since coming to the dungeon. 

 “It’s only a chance to drop right? And not all of it.” Aegis replied halfheartedly.

 “We’re not leaving without you.” Lina spoke angrily.

 “We aren’t?” Darkshot asked.

 “No, so if you want to save the villagers you have to do it yourself, find a way to get back up top and we’ll look for a way to get down to you.” She spoke in a commanding tone.

 “So stubborn.” Aegis mumbled to himself so that only he and Rakkan could hear. “Okay, we gotta go fast then. See you when we see you, tell us if you find stairs.” Aegis replied. “Sorry for dragging you into this, but I’m in a hurry now I guess.” Aegis stood up off the wall and picked up the keys that the Assassin had dropped.

 “You seem to care about the NPCs more than yourself. That’s rare.” Rakkan replied.

 “Yeah. I mean… I know it’s silly, they’re not real, but the world makes them feel real, and I don’t want them to die just because I was too weak to save them.” Aegis shrugged.

 “I know how you feel.” Rakkan smiled at him again, surprising Aegis.

 “So you’re down to get a little crazy with me?” Aegis smiled as he began unlocking the door leading back into the dungeon.

 “I’ll follow your lead.” 
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                 The door leading out of the cavern and back into the keep’s lower levels squeaked open, Aegis walked through while Rakkan was in the process of reigniting his longsword, and they carefully stepped through the threshold, Aegis being sure to walk forward very slowly. 

 They found themselves at the end of a long hallway with only one direction to go, but unlike the levels above, these hallways were lit up allowing them to get a sense of how long the hallway was - it was really long. There weren’t any signs of doorways lining the corridor nearby, so the two were not as on edge for the moment.

 “So, you can use crossbows and axes? What was that switch skill?” Aegis tried to start an idle conversation. Rakkan grunted at him, reluctant to answer. “It’s better I know, since we’ll be fighting with each other a bit, right?” 

 “I’m aiming to be a battlemaster for my intermediate class. It requires at least 5 weapon skills to be intermediate, so I use a few different types.” Rakkan relented.

 “Battleaxe, Longsword, Crossbow… what are the other two?” Aegis turned to ask him, he just grinned back without an answer. “Alright, fine.”

 “What about you, you don’t wield any weapon, a bit foolish don’t you think?” He asked in a condescending tone.

 “I have my reasons.”

 “You rely completely on other people to fight your battles for you.” Rakkan said coldly.

 “That’s one way to put it, I guess.” Aegis shrugged. 

 “You take hits well though, and you have a good battle sense, so I guess that makes up for it. Still would be better to use a weapon though.” Rakkan replied, he seemed to be pondering. “You don’t even use your smite spell, or any attack at all, I’ve noticed.” 

 “Very observant of you.”

 “If that’s the case, you ought to just wield two shields.”

 “Shields are offhand only.”

 “There’s still reasons to equip a weapon, then, even if you aren’t planning on attacking with it.” Rakkan argued, Aegis was getting the impression this guy was going to be really stubborn. 

 “I prefer to have my hand free for consumables.”

 “Hm.” Rakkan went quiet again as they walked on in silence for a moment.

 “Why were you out here grinding by yourself? You work well in a group as far as I’ve seen.”

 “I have my reasons.” Rakkan replied smugly, causing Aegis to chuckle.

 “I guess we’re just a couple of mysterious guys, huh?” 

 “I guess so.” Rakkan replied. Their conversation was put to a stop when they heard the sound of something approaching. It ran at them fast, coming from the hallway ahead of them. They could catch glimpses of it each time it passed by a torch - it looked like a humanoid creature but it wasn’t wearing cloth as the Shadow Assassins had been, it was wearing dark grey armor. When it got close enough they saw it was wielding a flail, and looked abnormally bulky and large compared to a human or an orc even, it was nearly large enough to block the entire hallway.

 “I’ll try to draw it to the side so you can squeeze behind it.” Aegis said as it closed in. Once it got close enough, about half a meter away, it swung the flail at Aegis, it’s chain extending a good distance to smash the head of the flail into his shield. Aegis mistimed the brace due to the unfamiliar swing speed, but Rakkan was able to shove into the knight and push around to get behind it.



 You take 91 Crushing Damage.




 As Rakkan maneuvered around him, the knight drew a longsword in its free hand and took a swing, but Rakkan was able to deflect the attack with his sword and took minimal damage. Flanked, it wasn’t immediately clear who the knight would go for. He pulled his flail back and looked as though he’d attack Rakkan but suddenly turned and swung the flail at Aegis once more. This time Aegis was able to brace it, but simultaneously the knight lunged at Aegis with his longsword, plunging it into Aegis’ right shoulder by swinging it above the shield downward.



 You take 68 Crushing Damage.

You take 121 Slashing Damage.




 

 In this time, Rakkan landed a few nasty blows on the Knight’s back, drawing its attention away long enough for Aegis to Minor Heal himself. He watched as Rakkan was able to sidestep the flail and deflect the longsword.

 “That’s why you need a weapon!” Rakkan mocked him. Once the heal finished, the knight turned back to Aegis and did the same attacks. First the flail to get the attention of his shield, then a longsword lunge. This time, Aegis sidestepped the flail strike like Rakkan had done, using his shield to block the longsword with Brace.



 You take 71 Slashing Damage. 




 “Nah, I’m good.” Aegis shouted back, causing Rakkan to smirk.

 “You’re a stubborn guy, eh?” Rakkan replied between strikes against the knight.

 “You’re one to talk.” Aegis called back as he sidestepped and blocked more attacks. The knight was durable, it took a long time to take him down, but once Aegis had a hang of his attacks it wasn’t able to do much, and it couldn’t escape because of their positioning. Eventually, it fell.

 “Guess the guys down here are a bit tougher. This is going to take awhile.” Aegis sighed as he rested against the wall, giving his stamina and mana time to recover. Rakkan didn’t reply but did the same, and once they were recharged they continued forward.

 While travelling the long corridor they came across a mixture of Knights and Assassins, and occasionally small black spiders as well. The corridor eventually reached a fork and split left and right, forcing them to choose which way to go next. Their first choice ended up being a deadend, leading to storage chambers and bed chambers for the cultists. They were able to get some free experience by targeting some sleeping enemies, getting them both another level up, but the detour took them an extra two hours. Aegis was expecting Rakkan to show signs of tiring or wanting to give up, but he never relented, he rather seemed to be enjoying himself.

 They did both get slightly demoralized when they returned to the fork and took the opposite direction only to find that they were mere meters from a staircase leading to the floor above. They both looked at each other with the same expression of annoyed disbelief as they ascended the stairs, but upon reaching the top, they found themselves standing in a doorway with a portcullis dropped down in front. 

 A lever was on the side of their portcullis, making it possible to raise it up, but the room beyond was ominous and large. It was dome shaped, paved with the dark grey stone that made up the rest of the dungeon.

 In the center there was an altar of stone, atop of which sat a glowing purple orb, floating a few centimeters above the altar.

 Above the orb hung a female dark elf NPC. On one wrist was a shackle of fire, burning her repeatedly, and on the other wrist was a shackle glowing with a dark purple light that seemed to be mending her wounds from the flame. An endless cycle of burning and healing, both shackles were bolted to the ceiling so that her legs dangled above the orb. [Luryala - Level 10].

 “They’re torturing her and healing her above that orb. I bet that’s the magic object that absorbs suffering…” Aegis whispered, turning to see that Rakkan was glaring angrily at the scene, bearing his fangs as he reached for the lever, preparing to pull it and open the portcullis so they could enter the room.

 “Hey, hang on.” Aegis reached out to stop him from pulling the lever, causing Rakkan to turn his anger towards him. “It's extremely likely that there is a boss in there.” Aegis said this, and afterwards he felt the force of Rakkan trying to pull the lever down anyway, Aegis had to use a great amount of force to stop him.

 “Just wait one second, damnit.” Aegis shouted at him, fidgeting with his party interface to speak with Darkshot and Lina. “Guys, any luck finding your way down?”

 “Not yet, but most of the enemies on the first floor are dead now. They aren’t respawning which means this is an event dungeon, so that’s good.” Lina replied.

 “Event dungeon?” Aegis asked curiously.

 “Event dungeons are ones that only exist because of something happening in the world, usually the enemies won’t respawn and once it's cleared it goes back to being a normal area. So this place is a dungeon basically because of your quest.” Lina replied.

 “Okay, that’s good. We’ve got another boss room ahead of us, but I think we’re still a bit below you guys.”

 “You should wait until we get there, we’ll try to hurry!” Lina shouted anxiously, and the communication shut off.

 “You’re going to wait, while she’s like that?” Rakkan motioned to the dark elf, she was whimpering and moaning in pain from the constant burning. Aegis saw it too, it was an unpleasant sight. He looked around the room through the bars of the portcullis to try and see if he could spot any creatures present, but there weren't any.

 “You’re in such a hurry to save the people of Orm. Is it because you actually care about them, or is it because you have a quest to do it?” Rakkan sneered at him. What he said irked Aegis, because in a way he was calling him a hypocrite, and Aegis couldn’t immediately refute him. He knew it would be smarter to wait for Lina and Darkshot to arrive, but truthfully, he wasn’t sure how long that would take, and this dark elf was being tortured right before his eyes.

 Together, they both pulled the lever down and the portcullis lifted, giving them access to the room.

 “Focus and work together, if we die we won’t save anyone.” Aegis replied, to which Rakkan grinned, and the two stepped forward through the threshold of the doorway and into the dome shaped room. Once they had entered, the portcullis behind them dropped down again, locking them in the room.

 There was another portcullis on the opposite side of the room, and the walls were lined with tables, crates, and barrels with various torture instruments pushed up against the walls as well. A few torches were bolted into the wall, illuminating the scene before them, but upon the portcullis shutting behind them, all of the lights in the room began to flicker and dim to give off minimal light, including the flames on Aegis’ shield and Rakkan’s sword.

 The two stood closely together as they glanced around for an enemy. Unexpectedly, the orb itself began to hover towards them, and from its dark purple light extended outwards a thick shadowy mist in all directions. The mist warped and wrapped around the orb while slowly forming itself into limbs. By the time it had finished, the orb itself was no longer visible, instead standing before them was a large, muscular, featureless humanoid silhouette made entirely of shadowy mist. It stood before them motionless and silent. Aegis lifted his shield while Rakkan began strafing to the side to move around it.

 “Wh-who are you?” The dark elf cried out in a weak voice, staring down at them while wincing from the pain of the flames on her wrist.

 “We’re here to save you.” Aegis replied, trying his best to sound cool.
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                The shadowy form stretched out one of its arms in the direction of Aegis as if reaching to grab him, but it was several meters away. Aegis wasn’t sure what it would do exactly, but to be safe he dashed to the side only to see the shadow arm shoot out into a blast of mist, narrowly missing him as it crashed into the wall behind him and dispersed. 

 “Not a boss.” Rakkan commented as he dashed in the opposite direction, maneuvering to get behind it, or so he thought. The shadow form rotated its body and formed a second featureless head that seemed to follow him, causing Rakkan to stop and instead backup to the wall behind him, grabbing a torch off of it and flinging it at the shadow’s form. 

 When the torch touched the shadow, the flames of it were swallowed up, and it fell out the other end extinguished, the dull piece of wood clattering along the stone floor. 

 “You’ve got to hit the orb, the shadow is immaterial, but it doesn’t look like it’s going to let you. If a torch won’t do it…” Aegis thought to himself as he pulled out a flask of oil from his inventory. He popped off the lid and flung it at the shadowy figure, spilling oil all around the room and into the shadow's form, though it didn’t land on the shadow itself and instead passed through it. Aegis followed up by using the flames from his shield to light the trail of oil. The flames burned across the floor up to the shadowy figure, but once the flames touched the shadow, they were extinguished.

 “You’re new, right? Powerful shadow magic can only be dispersed with magical light, normal light won’t do anything. Use your smite.” Rakkan shouted at him across the room. It was becoming apparent that, despite the shadow creature's bulky form of mist, it was immobile and remained stationary. It took this time to release several more large blasts of shadow towards Aegis and Rakkan who dodged out of the way.

 Smite was too risky, he’d lose his pacifism if it hit something, Aegis thought. But with this information he knew another way. Aegis charged forward at the shadowy form - seeing this, Rakkan charged forward as well with a battleaxe in one hand, longsword in the other. 

 Once Aegis got right up next to the shadow's form, it took a swing at him, slamming its shadowy fist into his flaming shield and extinguishing the flames.



 You take 136 Shadow Damage.




 “Minor Heal!” Aegis shouted, stretching his right hand into the shadow’s body for the cast. The glowing light of his healing spell that formed around his right hand during the cast did the trick, it was enough to radiate into the shadow and disperse a portion of it for a moment, effectively chopping the shadow body in half and allowing Rakkan to see the orb within for a second. Rakkan took the chance and slashed his battleaxe and longsword at the orb, cracking it. The orb retaliated by reforming the shadow around Aegis’ hand once the Minor Heal cast had finished, slamming him again, this time with both arms.



 You take 141 Shadow Damage.

You take 210 Shadow Damage.

Skill Learned: Shadow Resistance (Beginner)

Minor Heal heals you for 181. 





 Shadow Resistance - Level 1 (Beginner)

Reduces damage taken by shadow-based attacks.

Shadow Damage Resistance: 1%




 “Minor Heal, Minor Heal! Minor Heal!” Aegis spammed the spell and Rakkan unleashed a flurry of blows on the orb, eventually causing it to crack and shatter into pieces along the floor. When it did, it released a shockwave of purple energy that dispersed the shadowy form and knocked them both backwards off of their feet. When the shockwave hit the walls of the room, the ground began to crack and tiny streams of dust and dirt began to trickle down on them from above through the seams in the stonework, tiny chunks crumbling off of the ceiling.



 Lesser Orb of Suffering slain!

 You gain 1016 Experience! 




 “That was a bit too easy.” Aegis stood up nervously, taking a gander at his surroundings. “I think this place is collapsing, we’ve got to get her down!” Aegis shouted, Rakkan nodded and did a running jump onto the altar, leaping up into the air and taking a swing at the manacles holding her up, the dark elf flinched as the sound of clashing metal clanged, but it wasn’t enough to break them. Rakkan landed, turned to see it was ineffective, and shouted in frustration as he went to try again.

 Aegis on the other hand started scanning the room. He grabbed the broken orb pieces seeing they had item cards, but didn’t take the time to read them, and started checking the tables and torture instruments for some sort of release lever or a key somewhere. The rumbling and shaking worsened, and larger pieces of stone started to fall from the ceiling, some narrowly missing Aegis’ head.

 “Aegis, what's going on? What is that shaking?” Lina asked worriedly through the party communications.

 “Uh, we broke the suffering object, now the room down here is collapsing.” Aegis replied frantically as he started tossing useless items around off the tables to try and find a key, Rakkan striking the manacles again to no avail.

“Save yourselves!” Luryala shouted to them, seeing them both unable to free her as the stability of the chamber worsened. They both completely ignored her.

“Get out of there! It’s not unusual for event dungeons to fall apart when you finish clearing parts of them.” Lina shouted back at Aegis through the party interface. Aegis and Rakkan ignored her as well, both visibly and audibly getting more frustrated as they searched more and more desperately. 

They watched a large chunk of the ceiling break behind them, blocking the portcullis that they’d used to enter, and in that second, Aegis spotted a lever not far from the falling stone on the wall.

Desperate, he ran towards it and pulled it, releasing Luryala’s manacles so that she fell from the ceiling towards the altar with the manacles separately, where Rakkan caught her. Aegis saw this, turned, and met them in the middle of the room. Luryala rubbed her wrists and looked weak on her legs as Rakkan tried to set her down.

“Minor Heal!” Aegis shouted, touching his light to her and mending the last burns on her body. As he did this, he noticed an item card on the manacles that had fallen to the ground beside them, quickly picking them up and adding them to his inventory. “I’ll carry her out, you’re going to have to do the fighting.” Aegis took her up and held her in his arms. She was a lot lighter than he expected she’d be - he wasn’t sure if it was because Dark Elves were naturally light, or if he’d gotten a lot stronger in the game. Rakkan nodded and charged at the opposite end of the room, finding a lever next to the portcullis to raise it and get them out of the chamber as it continued to collapse behind them.

The hallway was not much of an improvement, the ceiling was collapsing here as well. Several creatures and cultists were fleeing for their lives, not interested in battling them and more interested in surviving. Rakkan led the way, his sword still flickering a faint flame to illuminate their path, while Luryala passed out in Aegis’ arms from exhaustion. A few meters into the corridor, they came to an intersection with three possible directions to run in, all shaking, rumbling, and collapsing. 

“Which way?” Rakkan shouted, glancing down each hall anxiously. Aegis recalled the 2 hour detour they’d taken last time around from choosing the wrong direction, and knew if they made that mistake again, it’d be game over for Luryala. He looked down each hallway as carefully as possible, looking for some sort of indication of which to run down, listening for sounds and watching the creatures' movements. 

Aegis noticed the spiderlings were running sporadically, but the cultists were all avoiding them in the wide corridor and going into their mist forms all in the same direction. 

“Follow the Shadow Assassins.” Aegis pointed at one misty form that fluttered past them. Rakkan nodded and gave chase, Aegis following behind him. They ran a few meters down the hall and spotted it - a staircase leading up to the next level. The two ascended the stairs as quickly as possible, it was quite a climb but as they got higher, the sound of the collapsing stone around them lessened, as did the rumbling, and they eventually arrived at the floor above.

It was still shaking violently, but the floor seemed much more stable and not at risk of falling apart. It seemed at least for the moment that they had escaped. They were not the only ones, however. 

At the top of the staircase was an army of cultists, crowded together in the narrow corridor outside the stairwell. Aegis and Rakkan peered through the doorway of the staircase to see them in the midst of battling with spiders and other creatures that had fled up to the second floor with them. 

Spotting them, Rakkan and Aegis took a few steps back through the threshold of the stairwell, a narrow doorway that separated the staircase from the large corridor.

“Because they’re already fighting, my lure doesn’t seem to be affecting them. That’s lucky…” Aegis said as he hit his party communication. “How long till you guys get here? The entire third floor is standing in front of us.” Aegis asked.

“Uh, bad news. We found the way down to the second floor from the first floor, it's through the boss room. We won’t be able to get to you guys unless we beat the head cultist, he’s sitting in his chamber doing some weird chanting.” Darkshot sounded visibly stressed as he replied, holding the door into the boss room shut to prevent an annoyed Lina from entering.

“I think we can kill it, then we’ll be right there.” Lina replied anxiously. 

“We won’t, we don’t even have a healer, get a grip.” Darkshot groaned at her. “Is there any way you guys will manage to get to this boss room from the other side?” Aegis looked at Rakkan, then looked at the now unconscious Luryala in his arms. Rakkan stared back with a determined expression, but Aegis could tell he didn’t have any ideas.

Aegis looked over his skill list, equipment, and inventory. His new shadow resistance skill would help, but it wouldn’t be enough. He checked through his recently acquired items instead, hoping something might be useful. 



Name: Manacles of Suffering

Type: Manacles

Quality: 40%

Durability: 133/150

Option 1: Deals 5 Fire Damage per second when the right manacle is attached to a creature’s wrist.

Option 2: Restores 5 health per second when the left manacle is attached to a creature’s wrist. 

Description: A set of heavy dark iron manacles enchanted with dark magic, used by Darxon cultists for the purpose of torturing their foes. The enchantment will permanently fade from this item if it is not within 50 meters of an Orb of Suffering for over 12 hours. 




 Aegis quickly began doing math in his head. He had next to no health regeneration, but with his Rockjaw Steak buff, his stamina would be able to out-regenerate attacks from one cultist shadow assassin if he was modestly using Brace, and if he spread his heals out efficiently and allowed the healing from the manacles of suffering to offset the majority of the damage, he might be able to hold out. The primary requirement of his plan would be that only one enemy could be hitting him at a time.

 “There might be a way we can fight through them all…” Aegis said as he took a few steps down the stairs and safely set down Luryala out of harm's way. “It will take a long time, and if we mess up we’ll die.”

 “Tell me what to do.” Rakkan replied confidently.

 “The doorway, if we hold it correctly so that only one cultist can attack me at a time, I might be able to tank them indefinitely. They’re elite so they might try something, but I’m hoping the fights with the other creatures will disrupt their organization. You’ll have to hold the doorway with me but not take any damage, I don’t think I’ll be able to heal you. So just attack from behind me as much as possible and body block anything that tries to slip past.” Aegis said as he pulled out the last of his oil flasks. He doused a section of the floor at the top of the staircase behind them, separating them from Luryala. The sounds of battle in the corridor were able to drown out their conversation.

 “I’ll light this so they can’t get behind us using that shadow movement skill.” Aegis motioned to the oil, he then pulled out the Manacles of Suffering. He locked the healing manacle on his right hand, then fastened his shield onto his left arm and took a deep breath. “I’ll call them over here and try to hold them one at a time. Sorry if this fails and we die. You ready?” Aegis asked. Rakkan nodded. Aegis took a deep breath and stretched his arms as best he could, preparing for what he anticipated to be a long battle.

 “Are all dungeons like this?” He mumbled as he stepped through the doorway, while simultaneously Rakkan dipped his sword down to ignite the oil, shrugging at Aegis’ question.

 “Hey, Darxon guys, over here, I broke your orb!” Aegis shouted at them in the distance. The closest was a group of 3 cultists fighting a strange stony-looking centipede creature, just having finished killing it. All three of them turned and rushed at Aegis as he and Rakkan took their positions back through the stairwell doorway. They moved in their shadowy mist form but were stopped from sliding along the ceiling above Aegis’ head, due to the glowing flames burning behind him, forcing them all to materialize in front of him. 
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 6 hours later…




 “So uh…” Darkshot spoke through the party interface. He was leaning up against the large dark oak double doors that lead into the boss chamber of the dungeon. Lina was down a nearby corridor hunting lone enemies that hadn’t been slain yet, either spiders or assassins. Darkshot had a lot of interface windows open in front of him, many of them were unrelated to The Shattered World. He glanced at the party status to see Rakkan at level 19, Aegis at level 13 now. Aegis’ hit points and stamina kept dipping and slowly going back up, whilst Rakkan’s health remained full but his stamina and mana bar remained nearly empty at all times. 

 “You got a second to talk, Aegis?” Darkshot asked.

 “Uhgn.. I guess? What is it?” His voice was strained.

 “Good, it’s about our exam tomorrow. I’ve been studying and I'm not quite sure I understand the bit on Nanocircuitry.” Darkshot asked.

 “You’re going to make me help you study? Now?” Aegis replied annoyed. 

 “What? You said you had a sec. I’m stuck up here waiting for you guys, trying to make the most of my Simbox time.” Darkshot replied unashamed.

 “You guys are students?” Rakkan asked, to which Aegis sighed.

 “Ok fine, what’s your question.” Aegis reluctantly replied. Darkshot didn’t hold back and proceeded to bombard Aegis with questions on his upcoming exam. When the questions began to die down, Lina jumped in as well with a few questions herself. Unexpectedly, the grind session quickly turned into a study session.

 Aegis and Rakkan were able to hold their own. Initially the waves of cultists that came at them through the doorway were tough and his resources were getting low, but Aegis eventually noticed that some of the cultists were hitting a lot less than the others - there were non-elite enemies mixed in with the elite ones, and he could tell Rakkan to let the non-elites block the doorway for longer periods of time to let his resources out-regenerate them.

 It was tedious and repetitive, but Aegis couldn’t argue with the results. He was gaining experience much faster than the normal rate, and his skills and stats were all being improved significantly. His biggest gain was that shield mastery reached level 23, and his shadow resistance went up quickly to level 8. 

 Talking about exam topics was a nice distraction from the monotony of blocking attacks for multiple hours straight. He started feeling bad for Rakkan, he was in truth doing most of the work, and he had no interest in talking to them about their upcoming exams. Aegis got the impression that the player behind Rakkan was either much older, or much younger than them.

 At the 8 hour mark is when the unthinkable occurred, the crowds in the corridor seemed to end, and a final Shadow Knight stood in front of the doorway. Aegis used his standard tactics to dodge the flail and block the sword, and once Rakkan finished it off, it went quiet. Absolute silence, save for the heavy breathing from the two of them.

 “Did… we do it?” Aegis asked in disbelief, peering out of the doorway to look down the hall in either direction - it was empty. “Oh man, finally!” He cheered as he fell back against a wall, relieved. Rakkan smirked and leaned against a nearby wall as well. The burning oil trail behind them was on its last legs, and looking over it down the stairs they saw Luryala, the Dark Elf, was still laying on the ground unconscious. 

 “Guys, we did it! We cleared the entire floor! Finally! We’ll be able to meet up with you. You said the boss room has a staircase from the first floor to the second, right?” Aegis said to them excitedly.

 “Y-yes!” Lina’s enthusiasm returned to her as she stopped hunting stragglers, returning to Darkshot’s side as he closed out his studying interface and got his bow ready. “Look for a set of large double doors. You guys can enter from the back and we’ll come in from the front at the same time.” Lina replied.

 “Alright. Let’s hurry and find the way up.” Aegis said as he hopped over the dwindling flames to lift up the very light Luryala. Rakkan led the way out of the stairwell and the two began to explore the corridors of the 2nd floor. The hallways themselves were empty but they passed by numerous closed doors, opting not to try and peek inside them. 

 It took another 30 minutes of exploration, encountering minimal enemies wandering the halls, but eventually Rakkan and Aegis found the double doors that Lina had described. Rakkan cautiously pushed the doors open to confirm that a staircase leading up to the first level was behind it.

 “We found the stairs up, you sure this is it?” Aegis asked as he and Rakkan tried to get a view of the top of the staircase, seeing that it led up into a large open room.

 “I think so… let’s confirm.” Lina whispered, motioning Darkshot to step into the room through the doors. The two squeaked the double doors open as little as necessary to slip inside. The room was a large square shape with an elevated circular stone platform in the center and an ominous statue on the back wall of a nude female with long hair that covered her where necessary, her arm stretched out to the sky, and to the side of the statue was a staircase built into the back wall leading downward. 

 On the elevated platform was a single hooded figure sitting cross legged in the center of a magic circle etched into the stonework, the circle giving off a faint glow. The figure was humming and chanting something that they couldn’t hear clearly, but it didn’t sound english. 

 “Try shouting something, if Aegis can hear us, then they’re in the right place.” Lina whispered to Darkshot.

 “Won’t that get the boss's attention?” Darkshot hesitated.

 “He’s meditating, he probably won’t notice.” Lina replied.

 “Probably? Why don’t you shout?” Darkshot asked.

 “I’m a thief, I do more damage when the enemy doesn’t see me.” Lina replied.

 “A likely story…” Darkshot grumbled. He opened his mouth while looking at the hooded figure in the middle of the room with [Boss] above its head, hesitated, then closed his mouth again and fiddled with his party interface. “Hey Aegis, Lina wants you to shout something so we know if we’re in the same room or not. We see the top of a staircase but we can’t see you yet.” Darkshot said, and as he did, Lina elbowed him.

 “Don’t make Aegis do it, it’s dangerous!” Lina grumbled at Darkshot.

 “What? So why is it okay for me to do it then? He’s level 13 now and has a shield.” Darkshot growled back at her. She didn’t have a good response to this so instead pouted at him angrily.

 “What should I shout?” Aegis asked back through the interface as he and Rakkan stepped onto the first few stairs and Aegis gently set down Luryala.

 “I dunno, anything.” Darkshot shrugged.

 “Spaghetti!” Aegis shouted as loud as he could, his voice echoed off the stairwell walls until it reached the room above where Darkshot and Lina clearly heard him, as did the boss who stopped chanting and slowly stood up from his meditation, glaring angrily at the only visible player in the room - Darkshot. Lina had quickly dove from the front of the doors to hide in one of the dark corners of the room, which Darkshot didn’t notice until the boss’s eyes began to glow red and glare at him.

 “Seriously? But I didn’t even do anything? Aegis, it worked, it's the right room, hurry your ass up here!” Darkshot shouted angrily, this time without using the interface so that Rakkan and Aegis could hear his voice carry through the room and down the stairs. 

 Aegis was on his last reinforced copper shield now, having gone through the others while grinding, but he fastened it to his arm and rushed up the stairs alongside Rakkan. When they reached the top, Aegis was surprised to see the boss was so small. Up until this point he’d only fought a giant spider and a giant boar as bosses, but the cultist leader was just a regular sized human. 

 As he rushed towards Darkshot, the boss’s hood fell back revealing a bald man’s head covered with strange markings, glowing red eyes, and he materialized a pair of longswords in both of his hands - the swords made purely out of an unstable looking dark shadowy material. Darkshot tried a few pinning shots, but it didn’t work, so instead he started sprinting around the room towards Aegis.

 “Get his ass off of me!” Darkshot demanded, and Aegis responded by rushing forward to stand between the two, blocking a set of attacks from the bosses shadow blades.



 You take 46 Shadow Damage.

 You take 41 Shadow Damage.




 

 Seeing the damage numbers through his Brace, it felt surprisingly weak. Aegis couldn’t help but smile to himself. The past few hours of grinding were paying off, he felt that he’d easily be able to handle tanking this boss, especially with the help of the manacles. His Shadow Resistance, Leather Armor Proficiency, Shield Mastery, Minor heal, and his base stats were all now abnormally high for his level of 13, and the level itself was above what Aegis believed the dungeon to be.

 It felt good, for the first time he experienced being overpowered, albeit against an NPC that was presumably lower level than him. At no point did he feel remotely threatened by the boss as the encounter went on, and just as he had improved, Aegis noticed Rakkan hitting the boss with his battleaxe and longsword much harder than he had been hitting before. He flanked around the back of the cult leader with Lina, and the two competing for who could deal the most damage, but it was clear that Rakkan was winning.

 Darkshot joined in too, firing in the distance, and with steady tanking and damage, the boss was showing weakness fairly quickly. He switched from using swords to a flail, to blasting Aegis with shadow magic, but it was all things that Aegis had seen the other cultists do for the past few hours, and he was able to brace the attacks with ease while healing himself as often as possible to maintain the bosses aggression. 

 After a few minutes of standard fighting, the boss began to glow red and enraged, growing larger in size as he began to pulse out waves of shadow energy periodically, blasting Rakkan, Aegis, and Lina all with damage.

 “Just keep attacking and kill him as fast as possible, I think I can heal through it!” Aegis encouraged them. They listened and continued their onslaught of attacks as all three of them took roughly 100 points of shadow damage every few seconds.

 Darkshot was far enough away that it wasn’t hitting him, but Aegis was forced to expend a lot of his mana to keep all three of them topped off, and eventually he got to the point where he could only heal 2 more times, and the boss didn’t go down.

 “Uh, okay nevermind. Guys, get out of the damage range once you get too low, I can’t heal you anymore - I’ve got to use the rest of the mana on myself.” Aegis shouted. Lina and Rakkan nodded, they stayed in until they were both just barely above 100 health remaining, and just as they were preparing to retreat away from the boss, he cried out in pain, dropping to his knees. He shouted a few incoherent words in anger as he crawled towards the center of the magic circle, reaching out helplessly to the large female statue that towered above him before collapsing on the ground.



 Valrune the Sufferer slain!

 You gain 2616 Experience!

You gain 150 Favor of Eirene.




“Phew, that looked rough.” Darkshot said as the message popped up, he was safely sitting in the back at full health. Everyone else threw him a nasty stare as their health bars dangled in the red. “I mean, good job guys. You got really tanky really fast Aegis.” Darkshot lowered his head.

“It’s a bit weird how easy it was…” Lina commented as she walked over to the collapsed Valrune, seeing a single blue orb had rolled out of him. It cracked open to reveal a scroll casing.

“What is it?” Aegis asked excitedly as Lina picked it up and opened the case, everyone watching her curiously as she unrolled the parchment.

“It’s unidentified, the item card doesn’t tell me what it is…” Lina mumbled as she unrolled it and looked at the parchment. “It’s not sealed magically - the reason it's unidentified is the language. Does anyone speak the Dark Elf language by chance?” Lina looked up from the parchment to the others, though she had an expression on her face that said she didn’t expect anyone to say yes. Aegis and Rakkan both looked at each other and Rakkan gave a nod, making his way to the staircase to retrieve Luryala.

“The girl we saved was a Dark Elf, so she’ll probably be able to read it.” Aegis explained to the others.

“That’s convenient…” Darkshot shrugged. “Hey, that means we just cleared our first dungeon right? What a badass way to kick off your livestream. How’s the status with it?” Darkshot asked excitedly. Aegis opened his menu quickly to see the livestreaming button was now enabled as a member of the Fanta-see Network, and he was able to turn it on.

“Uh, looks like it’s approved. I can start streaming now.”

“You should do it!” Darkshot urged him, meanwhile Lina was busy investigating the spell circle in the center of the room suspiciously, having put the scroll in her inventory. 

“Really? Right now? I’m not really ready…” Aegis hesitated.

“Shinji said they'd set up stuff first anyway. And he wants you to just play as normal, you don’t need to do anything special. C’mon! No, wait!” Darkshot shouted as he quickly tried to fix his hair. “Ok, now, I’m ready.” Aegis sighed as he reluctantly pressed the livestream on button. Immediately the livestream icon appeared above his head as he got several messages and icons in the top right of his peripheral vision. There was a camera icon with the words ‘Live’ next to it, the text fading after a few seconds, then there was a microphone icon, and an icon of two microphones crossing over each other, and an icon of a person’s head labeled ‘first person view’.


“Hey there Eli, Aegis is it now? Not a bad name.” A familiar female voice entered his head, almost as if she was standing beside him. 

“Hae-won?” Aegis asked.

“Yup, just got back in the office 15 minutes ago. Let me walk you through streaming a bit. As we said, I’ll be narrating you and Shinji will handle the editing, he’s already working on your dungeon clearing footage - good stuff. The most popular view for streaming is third person, so let’s start by having you press the little head icon to switch out of first person.” Hae-won sounded very professional, completely different than how she spoke in person. Aegis complied by pressing the head icon and it switched to that of a full bodied person. 

“Nothing happened except the icon changed…” Aegis commented.

“Yup, that’s fine. It doesn’t change anything for you, but it switches the viewing perspective of your viewers so they can see you as though there’s a camera floating around you nearby - Shinji will be in control of the angle. Whereas first person means that your viewers will only see exactly what you see.” Hae-won replied. “If you want to turn off your stream, hit the red live streaming icon, it will remain on the top of your screen permanently from now on. It has two settings. Red camera means live streaming, if you press it once it’ll swap to a gray camera which means playback recording, and if you press it again it will cross it out - that means anything you do won’t be saved or shared in any way. Use that if you are doing something you don’t want us to use at all, got it?”

“Got it.” Aegis replied. It was clear to him Darkshot could hear only one side of the conversation but seemed to be getting more and more excited with anticipation. 

“The microphone icon is muting your sound, it has multiple settings as well. The red means its picking up all sound, grey means its picking up only the game audio and yourself and not other players nearby, this is good to prevent stream snipers from putting your stream in danger by shouting vulgar things. You currently have the parental filter on, if you ever want to stream with it off we’ll need to go over some more rules.” Hae-won continued.

“I don’t plan on turning it off.” Aegis rolled his eyes.

“Good. Lastly is the crossed microphones, that is for communicating with me and doing interviewers. The icon is a special exception to the rule of communicating outside of the game to allow you to communicate exclusively with me or other people on our network. Because of that, it’s extremely limited to what we’re allowed to discuss. For example, I am not allowed to tell you how to fight certain monsters you are encountering without risking you being banned for cheating. I’m only allowed to ask you interview-like questions, as would be any other interviewers you speak to.

When it's on, you’ll be able to hear me narrating and commentating on your stream, or giving you notifications of viewer chat messages and questions from them that you can respond to in real time. You can also use it for technical issues, but otherwise if you press it, it will mute communications with me. Understand everything so far?”

“Yup.”

“That’s about it. Your livestream feed is coming directly to our network, so right now you are not being broadcasted to anywhere but our studio. Do you have any questions, or are you ready to officially go live to the world?” Hae-won asked with enthusiasm.

“I… guess I’m ready?” Aegis shrugged reluctantly, to which Darkshot gave him a thumbs up.

“Okay, have fun! You can mute me so I don’t bother you, and if you need anything, just unmute.” Hae-won replied.

“Gotcha. Thanks.” Aegis replied as he hit the crossed microphone icon so that he couldn’t hear her anymore.

“So, are you live now?” Darkshot asked excitedly. 

“Yep.” Aegis sighed, anticipating something ridiculous.

“Hello.” Darkshot suddenly spoke with a deeper voice. “My name is Darkshot… and I-”

“Darkshot, check the door.” Lina shouted urgently, interrupting him. He threw her a nasty glare before grumbling something incoherent and heading to the double doors that they’d used to enter the room.

At that same moment, Rakkan returned to the top of the stairs holding Luryala, but he caught sight of the icon above Aegis’ head.

“Aegis. You’re a livestreamer?” Rakkan spoke coldly. 

“Aheh. Yeah, kind of, I guess. First time.” Aegis replied reluctantly, he was more curious about what was happening with the door as Darkshot tried to push it open, but it wouldn’t budge.

“Everything we’ve done together, was it being recorded?” Rakkan asked.

“Yeah, sorry, I should have given you a heads up. I can tell the guys to not use the footage if you want.” Aegis replied, glancing at Rakkan to see his head lowered as he gently set Luryala on the ground.

“The door won’t open, it’s sealed shut.” Darkshot shouted across the room to Lina.

 “Not good. That means that the-” Lina’s sentence was interrupted as two messages popped up in front of Aegis’ eyes. 



 Rakkan has left your party.

 Party Member Lina has been slain.



            

    
        Chapter 41: Shield, Bow, Maul, Spear

    
    
    
    
                 Aegis and Darkshot looked on in horror at the scene, watching Lina’s confused face disintegrate as she was forced to log out from the game with an angry, battleaxe wielding Rakkan standing behind her. The blue scroll that she had picked up dropped from her inventory, falling to the ground at her feet.

 “What the hell Rakkan!?” Aegis shouted angrily as Darkshot pulled an arrow in his bow and fired it. 

 “Pinning Shot!” Darkshot shouted without hesitation, but as it reached Rakkan, he deflected it with ease.

 “After all we went through together, you’re going to betray us for a blue scroll?” Aegis snarled at him angrily, Rakkan turning his glare to Aegis.

 “I don’t care about the scroll.” Rakkan kicked the scroll in its case across the floor at Aegis. Simultaneously he dashed with incredible speed across the room towards Darkshot, well beyond Darkshot’s movement capabilities to avoid. Aegis saw it coming and ignored the scroll, dashing to intercept Rakkan with his shield. Rather than attack Aegis, Rakkan stopped his dash and hopped backwards out of the way at the last second to avoid several arrows from Darkshot that pierced the stone floor.

 “Then why the hell did you kill Lina?” Aegis shouted angrily. 

 “Forget it Aegis, this guy’s a no good PK player. I shoulda suspected something when he started using multiple weapons. He’s probably trying to become a battlemaster.”

 “He said something like that, yeah.” Aegis nodded as Rakkan took a few more steps back.

 “The number one class for player versus player combat in the game right now is widely considered to be the Battlemaster. So when you see someone playing a battlemaster, that’s usually the reason.” Darkshot explained. 

 “So you’re all about protecting NPCs to the point you almost get us killed, but you’ve got no problem killing players?” Aegis shouted angrily at him. Rather than answer, Rakkan tried to charge again around Aegis to reach Darkshot, but cleverly aimed arrows and Aegis’ movement blocked his path. 

 “I don’t expect a live streamer to understand. You just care about putting on a good show. Bet you hope to get a lot of views for pretending to be the hero and saving the helpless NPCs. All you really care about is yourself!” Rakkan shouted. “Switch!” His battleaxe was replaced by a crossbow.

 Rakkan jumped into the air and fired the crossbow over Aegis’ head, aiming for Darkshot, but Aegis jumped upward to intercept it. 

 “I’ve been paying attention to how you fight. Charge Strike!” Rakkan shouted. It was his first time using that skill since Aegis’ had met him, so Aegis wasn’t completely sure of what to expect, but Rakkan got a sudden burst of forward momentum mid-air, flying toward Aegis, his true target of the attack. Rakkan swung his longsword down at Aegis from the left side, drawing his shield in that direction to Brace it. 

 “Switch!” Rakkan shouted. As his longsword was braced by Aegis’ shield, Aegis saw the crossbow dematerialize and re-appear as a long, intricately crafted spear of which Aegis hadn’t seen Rakkan use yet, and Rakkan thrust it forward at Aegis from the right side where he had no shield to block it, and it looked like it was going to pierce into the right side of Aegis’ head to deal bonus damage.



Equipped: Copper Short Sword

Level Up!: Sword Mastery reached level 2!

Your use of the Sword Mastery skill has unlocked the Sword Mastery Ability: [Parry]





 [Parry] - Any Sword, Axe, Mace, Dagger, Polearm, Scepter, Staff, Hammer

Swing your weapon at an incoming attack to offset its trajectory, attempting to make it miss completely. Stamina is consumed regardless of the Parry being successful. Stamina cost of Parry is reduced by 1% for each related weapon mastery that reaches intermediate, or 2% at advanced. Stamina cost is doubled when parrying attacks of enemies 25 levels or higher above your level.

Stamina Cost: 15% of Maximum




Aegis used his sword to knock the spear away from hitting his head directly.

“I’ve been paying attention to how you fight, too.” Aegis said as they both landed back on the ground. Rakkan gritted his teeth angrily, forced to jump backward again to avoid a few more arrows from Darkshot.

“You’re finally going to fight back?” Rakkan growled after seeing the sword, but Aegis didn’t have time to reply, the fight was suddenly interrupted by a flash of bright purple light coming from the magic circle in the center of the room. They all briefly looked to see a glowing dark mist begin to rise up out of the circle and engulfed the body of the cultist boss.

“Lina was saying something about the door, I think she was trying to warn us that the boss wasn’t done yet.” Darkshot shouted to the others.

“I don’t give a shit about the boss.” Rakkan shouted back, making another attempt to rush around Aegis and get to Darkshot. “Charge Strike!” Rakkan shouted, and with another burst of momentum he shot forward through the room, this time around Aegis, but Darkshot saw it coming and dashed away, causing Rakkan to crash into the wall instead. “Switch!” Rakkan exchanged the sword for the crossbow and fired a bolt at Darkshot, piercing him in the shoulder and dealing 143 damage. Aegis was trying his best to get back in between the two, but Rakkan’s speed was much faster than his own.

“Rapidfire.” Rakkan shouted as his crossbow began to glow red, and seconds later it started to fire bolts in quick succession. Darkshot retaliated by shooting back at him while trying to dodge the bolts. While Rakkan easily deflected Darkshot’s arrows, Darkshot struggled to avoid the crossbow bolts and got hit by 3 more before the skill ended. Aegis realized that it wasn’t just in level that Darkshot was outmatched here, the Rakkan player knew exactly what he was doing and Darkshot wasn’t going to be able to beat him.

“Minor Heal!” Aegis shouted out in a panic, healing the wounds on Darkshot but immediately regretted it, as this drew the attention of the creature that was finishing forming at the center of the room.

The boss cultist was now once again standing, but 5 times as large with dark purplish black skin, covered in strange markings that emitted a black shadowy mist. It was wielding a gigantic maul and stood 5 meters tall up to the ceiling of the room, matching the height of the female statue behind it. It gripped the maul with both of its oversized arms and roared at Aegis, glaring at him with its glowing red eyes, the word [Boss] barely visible above it’s head from how high up it was. 

Aegis was forced to stop dashing forward in favor of jumping back as the giant maul was swung down on him, the flat head of the maul was easily the size of a car and covered with tiny spikes and Aegis had no interest in trying to block or parry it, especially with his pain threshold at 10. 

The maul strike crashed into the floor of the room causing it to shake and rumble violently, sending up chunks of stone and dirt from the point of impact and leaving a small crater in its wake. Aegis had stumbled away not far from where the blue scroll had landed and quickly grabbed it into his inventory, watching as Rakkan chased after Darkshot along the opposite end of the room behind the giant legs of the boss that was stomping towards him.

Aegis needed a moment to think and regain control of the situation, but he wasn’t going to get one. He could avoid the boss attacks and potentially keep Darkshot up for a long time as long as Darkshot dodged Rakkan’s attacks, but that would only prolong the inevitable.

“Rakkan, you idiot. We’re locked in this room until this boss is defeated. If we die fighting each other, every poisoned NPC in Orm is going to die!” Aegis shouted at him, hoping conversation could solve the problem.

“I’m not interested in making you look like the hero for your damn stream.” Rakkan retorted.

“A second ago you cared about NPCs, didn’t you? Look at Luryala!” Aegis shouted back angrily, pointing at the dark elf, still lying unconscious at the top of the stairs.

“Don’t try to use that against me. You don’t know shit about what I care about.” Rakkan snapped back.

“So try telling me! You want to kill me for being a streamer and recording the gameplay? I can delete it, I don’t care. But you’ve got to decide what’s more important to you, killing us, or caring about the NPCs.” Aegis replied as he narrowly dodged another strike from the boss. 

“I’ll kill you and save them myself. I don’t trust anything you say.” Rakkan roared back as he deflected another pinning shot from the fleeing Darkshot. 

“Forget it Aegis, this guy is messed in the head.” Darkshot rejoined the conversation. Darkshot was right, Aegis thought. Whatever Rakkan’s problem was, they weren’t going to be able to change his mind. He needed another solution. Taking note of the boss's attacks, a lightbulb turned on in Aegis’ head, and he dashed towards the sealed door of the room.

“Let’s see what this game values more, realism, or mechanics.” Aegis mumbled to himself, unsure whether or not his plan would work. He waited until the boss got close and swung his maul at him, then dodged out of the way at the last second so that the huge weapon slammed into the door and the surrounding wall, breaking it apart into tiny pieces and giving them a way out - his idea worked.

“Darkshot, the door is open.” Aegis said through the party interface so that Rakkan couldn’t hear. “Run towards the Dark Elf and pick her up. I’ve got a feeling Rakkan will stop attacking you. Bring her out of the room as fast as you can.” 

“Gotcha.” Darkshot replied, changing his path to rush towards the top of the stairs as Aegis lured the boss away from the door. Rakkan was about to unleash another set of bolts at Darkshot, but he stopped once Darkshot got close to Luryala.

“Get away from her!” Rakkan snarled at Darkshot, but he didn’t reply and instead scooped her up in his arms and made for the door.

“He’s taking her to safety.” Aegis answered.

“Running away and trying to make yourself look like some sort of hero still, when you’re really just a slimy, pathetic, selfish livestreamer.” Rakkan turned to glare at Aegis across the room, the way he spoke caught Aegis off guard, he could tell there was a strong hatred behind his words, and Aegis thought of a way to take advantage of this.

“Oh please.” Aegis shouted back at Rakkan as he lifted his right hand with the sword in it up so that Rakkan could see it, all while still fleeing from the boss. “Show me on the doll where a live streamer hurt you.” Aegis said mockingly. He got a much more furious reaction than he had anticipated as Rakkan suddenly charged towards Aegis across the room with a look of pure rage. Aegis quickly concluded that Rakkan was most likely young based on his temper, but that didn’t make him any less threatening. 

Hoping he’d be blinded by his rage, Aegis positioned himself right behind an incoming maul attack from the boss, so that Rakkan would charge right into it. He knew at least that Rakkan was still low health from the last fight even without seeing his health in the party interface, so all he had to do was let him get hit once and it’d be over. But Rakkan wasn’t charging blindly, he saw the maul coming and stopped, dashing backwards just as Darkshot made it out of the room.

“I’m out, what’s the plan now?” Darkshot asked through the party chat.

“Take Luryala back to Orm, tell Clara the poison source and complete the quests.” Aegis replied.

“Heh? You want me to leave you there with that PKer and the boss? No way.” Darkshot replied.

“I’ll figure something out, it’s not a big deal if I die, just, complete the damn quest.” Aegis replied firmly. Darkshot let out an elongated, reluctant sigh. 

“Never a dull moment. Fine, but you’re dealing with Lina after, don’t want her trying to kill me because I left you alone. That girl’s scary.” Darkshot replied. He continued running down the corridors of the hallway back towards the staircase leading out of the dungeon, but he didn’t get far before encountering a group of 7 familiar faces. 


“C’mon, whatever happened between you and other streamers. You can talk to me about it, alright? You’re not the only one who has a problem with a streamer in this game.” Aegis tried to de-escalate the situation now that he felt it was somewhat under control. With Darkshot and Luryala out of the room, he didn’t particularly care about the outcome of the fight and was more concerned with what could cause Rakkan to change so suddenly and drastically like he had.

“You’re one of them.” Rakkan replied angrily.

“Yeah, you’re right, I accepted a contract to stream, to pay for my university. That doesn’t make me slimy, or pathetic, does it?” Aegis shouted as he continued to dash away from both Rakkan and the boss, using the bosses legs and attacks to widen the gap between them at every opportunity.

“It does. You take this world for granted. You don’t care who you hurt as long as you put on a good show. That’s why I don’t feel bad about killing each and every one of you, over and over again.” Rakkan shouted back angrily.

“What the hell happened to you to give you such a jaded outlook on streamers? I’m new to the whole thing, but I have no intention of being like that.” Aegis asked, but Rakkan stopped replying - he’d reached his limit. Aegis could see in his eyes that mixed in with his anger, there were tears building up, a sadness behind his rage. Aegis let out a reluctant sigh, knowing that he couldn’t risk letting Rakkan survive or else potentially he’d chase down Darkshot. He had to fight this kid, and knew it’d only make his worldview worse.

“If the only thing that’s going to make you feel better is killing me, then do it.” Aegis shouted as he unequipped his shield and sword. Aegis carefully positioned himself near the wall, so that the boss charged at him from an angle out of Rakkan’s immediate field of vision. Rakkan didn’t hesitate and charged towards Aegis with his spear and now sword equipped. The spear went straight for Aegis’ head, but Aegis shifted to have it hit his shoulder instead. It was followed by the longsword swing.



You take 209 Piercing Damage.

You take 152 Slashing Damage.




Aegis didn’t go down, he had returned to full health since the Boss encounter, due to the healing of the manacles. Rakkan’s anger and sadness was clearly visible on his face as he blindly began wailing on Aegis. Aegis did his best to make sure none of the hits would hit his head, prolonging his death for as long as possible as the manacles closed his wounds ever so slightly.

He took another set of attacks which dropped him below 200 health, and in that time, Rakkan was too blinded with rage to notice the boss’s maul was swinging down on him from above. In the last second, Aegis dashed out of the way and watched the boss’s maul attack crash down on Rakkan from above, killing him and logging him out. Aegis didn’t feel good about it though, he had half a mind to stand there and let the boss finish him off as well, but he was broken out of this idea by a shouting voice.

“Aegis! Over here! Minor Heal!” Galanis shouted as his party of 7 rushed into the room. “Your friend told us to come help you. Sorry we took so long, we cleared the entire upper floors and got stuck fighting this crazy statue boss.” Galanis added as his party began bombarding the boss with attacks, drawing its attention away from Aegis. 

“No problem…You guys can handle this boss?” Aegis asked as he nonchalantly walked away from it towards them.

“Y-yeah, we should be okay. All the enemies in the keep are dead, just this guy left. Don’t worry, we’ll handle it.” Galanis reassured him. Aegis gave him a nod and headed out of the room, walking down the dark hallways leading out of the dungeon, the sounds of the maul attacks echoing behind him. Even though he’d beaten Rakkan, gained a lot of experience and completed his quests, he still felt bad about the situation. Part of it was because he had let Lina die by letting his guard down, the other part of it was that he thought he was getting along with Rakkan, and the way he was angry at him for streaming felt eerily familiar to Aegis, he’d almost seen himself in Rakkan in regards to his anger towards Makaroth.

By the time he’d made it out of the dungeon he had sent a message to Darkshot letting him know what had happened, and his bad feeling was eventually replaced by concern for the Orm NPCs, moreso now due to how Rakkan had acted. Aegis almost felt a need to prove to himself that he wasn’t concerned because of a stream, but because he genuinely didn’t want the characters dying due to his failures. 

With this in mind, he began the journey back towards the village of Orm. 

            

    
        Chapter 42: Iron 101

    
    
    
    
                “Aegis, I dropped off the Dark Elf girl at your church. The Sim center guys are threatening to call security on me, I’ll catch up with you tomorrow. Two more days ‘til I’m sitting in your sweaty Simbox in the comfort of my own home.” Darkshot hummed.

“I can’t tell if you’re excited about that or not. Weird choice of words.” Aegis replied, Darkshot left the party and logged out immediately afterwards as Aegis made it to the outskirts of Orm. He had briefly contacted Hae-won to tell her to not use footage of Rakkan, only to learn that Shinji saw the fight and was already editing Rakkan out of the recordings. Once Aegis reached the main roads within Orm he broke into a sprint to get through the farm fields and into the village proper, passing through the busy market streets until arriving outside of the Church of Eirene. He ran through the doors to enter the old church. As he entered, he was surprised to see the church was back to normal.

There were no longer any beds, the pews were lining the center aisle properly and several NPCs and players were walking about, some in prayer. Aegis walked up to Clara who was mid-conversation with another player, budding in much to their annoyance.

“Excuse me, Clara, I’ve completed the quest - did you learn about the poison source in time?” Aegis asked her.

“Y-yes, an Archer came here just a bit ago and told us the source. Luckily it wasn’t necessary. Good work on your quest nonetheless, now we can be sure that this poison threat is finally over.” 



Quest Complete!

 Skill Learned: Cleanse (Beginner)


Cleanse - Level 1 (Beginner)

Removes a negative debuff from a creature by touching them with divine light. The negative debuffs that this skill can remove increases based on the level of the skill. The number of debuffs that can be removed at a time increases with level.

Cast Time: 3s

Cost: 55 Mana

Range: Touch

Debuffs Removed: 1

Debuff Types Removed: Poison 




 “What about the sick people, are they okay?” Aegis asked.

 “They’re all fine. No thanks to you.” Another female voice spoke. Aegis turned to see a heavily armored player leaning up against a wall behind him. [Sapphire - Level ??]. Aegis didn’t recognize her, she wore priest vestments that he didn’t recognize either. She was a demi-human player with curly pure white hair and long floppy pink bunny ears sticking out of the top of her head - she was much shorter than he was. The only thing familiar about her was the guild tabard over her breastplate - it was the owl of the Night Hunters. Aegis recalled that Herilon said someone would be coming to replace him, and that he’d called some guild clerics to deal with the poison problem.

 “You cleansed them all?” Aegis asked hopefully.

 “Yup.” She shrugged. Aegis let out a sigh of relief. “You’re the first priest to come back since the dungeon was cleared. I was expecting a different Eirene priest to show up though...” She looked disappointed. “Say, you wouldn’t happen to have seen a player named Winter at the dungeon, did you?” Sapphire asked as she stood up off the wall.

 “Uh… n-nope. I mean, y-yup. Yeah, he’s over there in that dungeon. Fighting away.” Aegis mumbled nervously. 

 “Hm.” She raised her eyebrows at him. “Well, in any case, good job. Next time do the quests faster so I don’t have to pick up your slack. I hate being on village watch duty.” Sapphire grumbled in annoyance, her voice trailed off as she headed out of the church. Aegis noticed Clara trying to talk to him for another quest, but he got a sudden idea and rushed out after Sapphire.

 “W-wait. Why were you waiting on Winter, did you hear something special about him?” Aegis asked her - he wanted to know if Herilon had kept his promise.

 “Hmmm.” Sapphire put her finger to her chin. “Not really, I just felt bad for him because he sucked so hard. As a fellow divine player, I was just going to give him some pointers.” Sapphire shrugged.

 “What sort of pointers?” Aegis asked. “I mean, I’m a divine player too, and I’m kind of new, so I could maybe use them. If you don’t mind.” He added nervously as Sapphire turned to look at him curiously.

 “Hmm. Well…” She pointed at his sword sheathed on his waist. “You should train in scepters as a cleric or priest player. Unlike martial classes, a lot of your attacks are going to use mana, and scepters are easy to enchant with high levels of mana regeneration and spirit bonuses. That’s usually what options they drop with if you find a scepter in a dungeon. They do a bit less damage than swords, but in the long run you’ll be happier to have more mana for casting smite and radiant strike. I see lots of divine players make the mistake of trying to use swords for some reason. I guess they think they are cool or something.” Sapphire replied

 “O-okay. Thanks.” Aegis smiled at her. He was relieved, she was giving advice on attacking, so Aegis could assume she didn’t know about Pacifism if that’s what she wanted to say to Winter. The scepter information wasn’t anything he didn’t already know. As Sapphire disappeared into the busy Orm streets, Aegis went back into the church to meet the overly eager Priestess Clara.

 “Aegis, your deeds for Eirene have not gone unnoticed. She wishes to speak with you directly to grant you her blessing, as you have proven yourself worthy of her further guidance. Unfortunately, I don’t hold the power to grant such blessings. Instead you must travel to the Shrine of Eirene within the city of Kordas to the east. When you reach the shrine, say a prayer to Eirene and she will come to you. Will you accept this task?” Clara asked him as the quest card popped up in front of him. 



Quest: Priestess Clara has requested that you visit the Shrine of Eirene within the capital city of Kalmoore, Kordas, and pray to Eirene to receive her blessing.

Objective: 0/1 Prayer to Eirene

Reward: Priest Class Skill: Bless (Beginner), Priest Class Skill: Healing Wind (Beginner)

Difficulty: Easy

Restriction: Limited to classes: Priest.




 “Two new skills, and all I have to do is visit a shrine?” Aegis looked at Clara distrustingly, she turned her head curiously as if she was confused at his question. He shrugged and hit accept, somewhat relieved that not all of his skills would come from such troublesome quests, but somewhat suspicious of the simplicity of the request.

 “I’m happy you’ve accepted, I look forward to more great deeds from you. May Eirene watch over you.” Priestess Clara smiled.

 “Ah- wait, there was a Dark Elf, Luryala, is she here?”

 “Yes, she is resting in the back, you may speak with her if you like.” Clara replied.

 “Thanks.” Aegis nodded politely as he walked past Clara. Stepping through the back door of the church and through a narrow corridor he found another room with beds, all of which were empty save for one that had Luryala. She was sitting upright with bandages on her wrists, slurping a bowl of soup, but as Aegis entered she put it down.

 “You’re back… Thank you, thank you so much for saving me. I thought I would die in those chains.”

 “Anyone would do the same.” Aegis replied as he stepped in the room.

 “N-no, many surface dwellers, well, we are usually hunted by your kind. I should perhaps thank the kindness of Eirene, she is one of the few whose light still reaches my people, even in the dark places of the world.” 

 “Well, I’m glad you are okay. You’ll be able to live here in Orm, right?” Aegis asked.

 “I… I’m not sure. The followers of Eirene are kind, but I’m afraid of what the villagers will do when they learn I am here. It might be best if I flee and live on my own.”

 “What about your people? Living in the dark places of the world, you said... you can get back home, right?” Aegis asked.

 “M-my people…” Her head tilted downward as tears swelled up in her eyes. “The lower dark caverns of the world are filled with many evils, including my fellow Dark Elves. My tribe hoped to be free from the terrors of the depths and find a safe life on the surface, but when we tried to escape, we were attacked and many of my tribe were taken prisoner by a ruthless Dark Elf Warlord named Kur’aktos. Some of us managed to escape capture and reach the surface, but only to meet a worse fate. We found the Darxon Cultists, mistaking them for friendly villagers as they were dressed as peasants. We’d discovered their true nature too late, and we were all tortured, most of my kin to death… I was the only one left alive, they used me to fuel their dark magics...” As she spoke, the painful memories were visible on her face - Aegis couldn’t tell the difference between her and a real person.

 “That sounds really tough… Dark Elf life, I mean. Evil Warlords down below, and other races hunt you if you come up top. Like a vicious cycle of being forced to live underground under the Evil Warlords, which in turn makes the surface races hate you…” Aegis tried to show sympathy as he fumbled around in his inventory to pull out the blue scroll - the main reason he had come to talk to her. Just as he had pulled it out, she continued.

 “Y-yes… perhaps… I don’t know who else to ask, and you’ve already done so much… but would you consider helping me, saving my people?”



 Quest: Luryala has requested that you defeat the Dark Elf Warlord Kur’aktos in the lower depths of Kalmoore, and free as many of her tribe as possible.

Objective: 0/1 Dark Elf Warlord Kur’aktos Stopped,

Objective: 0/300 Luryala’s Tribe members saved (Optional)

Reward: Unknown

Difficulty: Extreme




“I, uh…” He saw the quest card appear in front of him, the word that stood out most was Extreme. An unknown reward, Aegis felt it’d be a bit above what he could handle, but at the same time he felt it’d be awkward to decline right before asking her to translate something, so he hit accept. “I’ll try my best…” Aegis shrugged nervously. “In the meantime, could you do a favor for me and translate this scroll? One of the Darxon cultists had it.” Aegis held the parchment out to her and she took it.

Her fingers began to glow a light blue as she tapped the parchment, and suddenly all of the words were readable to Aegis. “There you are. It looks like a land deed for the keep I was being kept in.” Luryala smiled as she handed it back to him.

“Okay. thanks. Stay safe and rest well in here.” Aegis politely bowed to her, taking the parchment and leaving the room. He briefly read over the parchment, getting more excited as it went on.



Land Deed

Region: Kalmoore

Land Title: Unnamed

City/Village: None

Assets: Ruined Keep of Jia’nir

Land Size: 4km²

The flat fields that rest at the base of Jia’nir mountain. Once home to the Keep of Jia’nir, a fortification that housed the soldiers of Kalmoore. Their duty was to contain the wild creatures that lurked in the depths of the mountain. The keep was abandoned after the events of the Shattering, as was the land it sat on, and now remains unclaimed and unoccupied. 


This land deed is not directly connected to any Kalmoore settlements, thus can only be registered in the Kordas Registry Hall where it will be appraised and assigned a registration fee. 




Aegis got overly excited, thinking that he’d suddenly stumbled upon a piece of land for free. The excitement was shot down once he’d read the final sentence - he’d still have to pay to have it registered, and recalling what Ruffily had told him, he’d likely be looking at minimum a cost of 20 000 gold pieces. His bag currently had a measly 621 from all of the money drops in the dungeon.

He put the deed back in his inventory for now and made his way towards the Craftsman Guildhall next, finally returning to the basement floor to speak with a now healthy Belthas. Like a proud child, Aegis held out his 3 copper ore that exceeded 50% quality.

“I dun’ believe it. Ye’ done it. Not many o’ the miners I meet here end up bein’ worth a damn, but ya proved yeh got what it takes. It’s time ye’ moved on from the li’l leagues and started diggin’ for the good stuff.” Belthas grinned as he inspected the copper ore. He began a demonstration on how to carefully dig out iron ore from a rock, using a clumpy boulder as an example. The technique of identifying the coloration of rocks that indicated iron was within, the method of using his pickaxe to extract it without damaging it, and he even went as far as explaining how to process it into ingots. By the time he was done, Aegis felt fully confident in his ability to begin mining Iron. The only problem left was where to find it, he thought.



Quest Completed!

You have unlocked the Mining Proficiency: [Iron Ore]




“Finally.” Aegis smiled to himself as he headed upstairs to the main floor where all the other crafters were working away. He looked to see that Lina was still offline, so he had some time to kill and no pressing matters. More importantly, he had an ungodly amount of pine wood, leather, and ore, all sitting in his storage waiting to be crafted into precious, gold making gear that could go towards his registration fee. 


There was something relaxing about the hard work of crafting. Whether sewing threads, tanning leather, smelting ore or hammering ingots, the simplicity of doing hard work and having it reward you felt good to Aegis. For the sake of practice, Aegis began to diversify his weapon crafts. He wanted to be able to make good daggers, bows, and swords, for himself and his companions. By far his biggest focus was improving his shield craftsmanship though. 

Any chance he got, he hogged the furnace for smelting his ore, but anytime it got crowded and he was forced to share with other players he began to daydream having his own giant furnace on his own plot of land to expedite the process, just imaging how fast he’d level up his skills and how much money he could make. He had a lot of time to daydream and experiment, as the amount of resources he had gathered kept him busy well over the next 24 in-game hours - he took a break only to stock up on stamina recovery food as his Rockjaw steak supply had been depleted. 

He saved his highest quality ore for the end, having leveled up smithing as much as possible first, and used it all in crafting more reinforced copper shields. Lina had logged on sometime before he had finished, but Aegis didn’t notice and she didn’t say anything, she instead checked in on him to see he was busy crafting, then stood watch like a body guard while studying using several interface menus. 

 Partway through he started to feel bad about having the livestream running, but he’d talked himself out of the guilt of boring gameplay by reminding himself that Shinji said he wanted him to just play as normal. When all was said and done, Aegis was very satisfied with the results.



 Level Up!: Refining has reached level 16!

Level Up!: Blacksmithing has reached level 15!

Level Up!: Sewing has reached level 7!

Level Up!: Woodworking has reached level 11!

Level Up!: Tanning has reached level 8!

Level Up!: Leatherworking has reached level 9!

Level Up!: Artistry has reached level 3!


Name: Reinforced Copper Shield

Slot: Off-hand

Type: Shield

Armor: 51

Quality: 42%

Durability: 120/120

Description: A shield made of Copper, Pine, and Simple Leather. Made by Aegis




 He happily equipped his new and improved shield, the first green quality item that he’d crafted so far. He used his little bit of artistic talent and the artistry skill to give it a unique shape, a pointed bottom and a curved front to help attacks slide off of it, to hopefully make them less painful. As he proudly headed from the building, he finally spotted Lina sitting at a table near the entrance of the hall as she stood up to smile at him.

 “Lina? How long have you been here?” Aegis asked.

 “Not long.” She shrugged, he was surprised at her jovial demeanor.

 “Sorry about what happened, I let my guard down.” Aegis apologized.

 “It’s okay, you don’t need to explain. I saw your stream. If I see that Rakkan guy again, I’m killing him.” She said gleefully. He still wasn’t quite used to how happy she looked when she talked about killing other players. “By the way, you had 29 viewers already!” She cheered.

 “Only 29, isn’t that less?” Aegis asked, comparing it to how many viewers he recalled Keldan said he had.

 “No way, that’s high for someone who just started out. It’s how it goes for… most people, you know.” Lina shrugged, briefly motioning to the livestream icon above his head. 

 “Ah, right, okay.” Aegis shrugged. “You probably know about the deed then, right?” He asked, she nodded. “I was going to try selling all this crafted stuff I just made to see how much gold I’d get before heading to Kordas.” Aegis continued speaking as the two stepped out of the hall and onto the busy streets of Orm.

 “W-well, since you have to go to Kordas for your quest, and for the deed, you should sell them in Kordas too, you’ll get better prices.” Lina suggested.

 “Yeah but… this stuff is heavy. Half of the stuff I made is in storage, my inventory is full.” 

 “We can rent a wagon, it’s not expensive.” Lina replied.

 “Oh, okay, in that case let’s do that. It’s getting late though, we should probably wait until tomorrow for Darkshot anyway so we don’t leave him behind here.”

 “Mhm.” Lina nodded in agreement.

 “I’ll see you at school, sorry again for what happened…” Aegis apologized once more as he started fidgeting with his menu to log out.

 “I-its okay, I’ll get stronger so it doesn’t happen ever again. I had fun going to the dungeon with you, even though we got separated…” She added shyly. 

 “Y-yeah, me too. I’ll get stronger so no one can hurt you anymore.” Aegis smiled before logging out, his avatar disappeared fast enough that he didn’t see Lina’s face blush bright red before she logged out as well. 

            

    
        Chapter 43:  The Road to Kordas

    
    
    
    
                “A New Adventure Begins.” Eli read aloud the title of his Darxon Hideout video. It was trending in the top 50 of new player streams on the World Streamer Website, Derrick had directed him to it to let him know where his viewers might be coming from. “Starting from the beginning, huh.” He looked away from the video that his eye implant was projecting in front of him to look over the other students piling out of the school, waiting for Derrick and Selena to come out as well. He tapped his feet sitting on the bench, half tempted to watch a bit of the video to see what he looked like, but decided to close it out when he saw Derrick making his way out of the school with the crowds of other students.

 “How did you know!?” Derrick squealed with joy as he rushed to meet Eli, Eli waving him down. 

 “Know what?”

 “The exam, you pointed out basically everything I needed to remember for it, it’s like you are psychic or something.”

 “Mr. Hamburg is literal, when he tells you to study certain things, he is trying to help you pass, not trick you. I just went over what he told us to study.”

 “Really?” Derrick looked as though he was having an epiphany.

 “Yep. You should listen to the teachers sometimes.” Eli rolled his eyes at him. As they were talking, Eli spotted Selena shyly pushing her way through the crowds with her head down as if trying to go unnoticed. Eli couldn’t wave her down so he was forced to call out instead. “Selena!” She looked up, looking embarrassed as she smiled and nervously made her way over to the two of them. “How did your exam go?”

 “G-good.” She looked down at her feet again, fidgeting her fingers. 

 “Cool, one more left to go then we’re free.” Eli glanced over the school building, almost feeling a bit of nostalgia. “We’re going to Kordas today, by the way Derrick.” Eli remembered.

 “Nope, not me. I told my dad about the Simbox, he’s going to help me renovate my room and move stuff around so we have enough room for it. He said he’s fine with me playing as long as I help out with his shop over the summer when he needs it.” Derrick replied as the three started down the path towards the bus stop. “Man, you have no idea how excited I am for this. You’re finally gonna take a break from being the study nerd and become a gamer nerd with me, all summer long. Think of all the adventures we’re gonna go on. Cultists, abyss monsters, dragons, trolls, goblins, orcs, all defeated by the mighty Darkshot.” Derrick started daydreaming.

 “I still can’t believe that the network was willing to pay for my university… How many months in the game are three real life months? 12?” Eli asked. Selena nodded back. “I’m going to be stuck looking at your ugly scarred face for a year? First thing I’m going to craft for you is a facemask.” Eli mocked him, causing Selena and Derrick to giggle. 

 “Hey don’t get mad just ‘cause my character is a badass. But you have to admit it, you’re starting to have a bit of fun playing, aren’t you?” Derrick asked.

 “Eh… I guess it’s not a bad way to kill time.” Eli sighed. 

 “Look at this guy, trying to act all cool. ‘Take her back to Orm, we have to save the villagers!’’ Derrick replied in a mocking tone, to which Eli nudged him. “How about you Selena, you down to become super nerds with us this summer?” Derrick asked.

 “Don’t listen to this guy, you don’t have to play as much as us.”

 “N-no, I want to. I like playing.” Selena replied enthusiastically, looking up from her feet for the first time.

 “Sweet, we already have a party of three, we just need two more for a full group.” Derrick replied.

 “Nah, three is enough. Playing with others hasn’t gone well for me so far.” Eli replied jokingly as they arrived at the bus stop.

 “Alright. I’m walking home from here, you guys have fun, I’ll be watching the stream. Make sure you’re back in Orm for tomorrow, that’s when the real adventuring begins.” Derrick cheered as he ran off.

 “B-bye.” Selena bowed politely as she walked off in the opposite direction, leaving Eli to climb onto the bus with the other students and make his way home.

 When he arrived at home he’d found that his mother Jillian had already left for work, but at some point had rearranged the furniture in the living room putting several pieces into the basement so that there was enough room for two Simboxes. He wasn’t expecting them to be placed there, but the more he thought about it, the more he realized that no other room in the house could fit two Simboxes. He was starting to get the impression that his mom was a lot more excited to play than she had been letting on. 

 More eager than he’d care to admit, Eli threw off his bag, kicked off his shoes, ran upstairs and hopped into the game world as Aegis.


 When his Avatar finished materializing, he was immediately prompted to continue live streaming, and he hit yes. Once again standing in the familiar bustling village of Orm with the many other players and NPCs rushing around him, Lina stood a few feet away and smiled when he appeared.

 “Ready to go to Kordas?” Aegis asked her, and she nodded. “Looks like it’s just going to be the two of us, kinda like a date or something.” Aegis made the offhand remark as he began heading towards the stables. He didn’t mean much by it, but Lina got awkwardly silent and her face went red - he instantly regretted his choice of words. “I mean, not really, we’re just going to the city for some quests. It’s just a game after all.” Aegis tried to recover the awkward situation.

 “Mm...mhm.” Lina nodded. “I-I’ll get the wagon, so you can get your stuff in storage ready.”

 “Oh, yeah, right, good idea.” Aegis replied flustered, turning from Lina and heading to the storage house as she went the opposite direction, but stopping a few feet away. “W-wait, party invite first.” He sent the request, and she accepted quickly then continued towards the stables. The two didn’t say anything directly to each other, but Aegis was worrying his whole walk to the storage house that he’d said something incredibly stupid. He decided to focus on the logistics of the plan instead and started neatly piling all of his copper and leather crafts in an orderly fashion. Each type of gear was put in its own neat organized pile by the time Lina arrived with a wagon pulled by two horses.

 “Ooh, that’s bigger than I expected.” Aegis commented as she pulled up with the reins in hand. 

 “Do you need help loading it all in?” She asked.

 “Nope, I’m good.” Aegis tried to answer politely as he worked to keep his piles organized. His inventory was full, and soon enough the wagon was nearly full as well. Lina put a cloth over the top and made sure it was secure before getting ready to pull the horses. Aegis saw the job was done and they were ready to set out, and only then realized there was only one place for him to sit on the wagon, right beside Lina. Still not completely cured of the awkwardness he’d caused, he debated in his head whether or not he should just walk beside the wagon instead, until Lina motioned him up to the wagon.

 “You climb up like this, on those stairs. Have you ever rode a wagon before?” Lina asked. Aegis was relieved she didn’t seem bothered anymore by the situation and followed her instructions to climb up.

 “Nope, first time.” Aegis replied as he sat next to her. She pulled the reins to direct the horses in slowly turning the wagon around, they then began to casually trot through the streets as the other players and NPCs made sure not to obstruct them.

 “Horseback riding and wagon riding skills go together hand in hand. They’re like weapon mastery and resistance skills, you get them automatically just by doing it. Here, you should try.” Lina held the reins over to Aegis, and he shook his head.

 “N-no thanks. I’m probably just going to crash the wagon.” Aegis replied. Lina giggled and insisted.

 “You can’t crash the wagon so easily, horses have pretty good AI. It’s really not that hard, trust me! Horseback travel is really fast too so everyone should learn it.” Lina pushed the reins over to him again. Aegis reluctantly took them, looking down at the two brown horses in front of him that were strapped to the front of the wagon. 

 He held the reins, expecting as though he’d need to do something, but the horses just trotted along on their own as they should. 

 “That’s it? I’m not actually doing anything. What am I supposed to do?” Aegis asked, confused.

 “Well, if you want them to go faster you whip it a bit, if you want them to slow down, you tug it. They kind of have 4 speeds. And if you want them to turn, you just tug gently in the direction they should turn. Don’t go faster than this in settlements though, the guards will get mad at you.” Lina instructed him.

 “Really, that’s it? I thought it’d be way more complicated.” Aegis replied surprised.

 “They’re just animals, not computers, how complicated could they be?” Lina explained while smiling. 

 “I guess that makes sense.” Aegis replied as the wagon came up to an intersection in the road.

 “Turn them here to the right, so we start heading out of Orm on the east road to Kordas.” Lina instructed him. Aegis nodded and gently pulled the reins of the two horses to the right, causing them to turn slowly onto the correct road. Once the turn was complete, he felt a ridiculously high level of accomplishment, despite having done something simple.

 “Good job!” Lina cheered, seeing Aegis’ gigantic grin.

 “Hah, cool. I always thought people still riding horses in 2090 were all crazy, but this is kind of fun and relaxing.”

 “Better than an Autopod, right?” Lina asked.

 “Well, I wouldn’t go that far.” Aegis joked. The wagon wheels rumbled along the dirt road, it wasn’t steady or smooth, nor was it quiet, but from their elevated seats on the top of the wagon he could get a good few of the people in Orm carrying out what seemed to be their daily lives all around him. It was very surreal, and hard to believe the world they lived in was so completely different from the world around them.



 Skill Learned: Horseback Riding(Beginner)

 Skill Learned: Land Vehicle Mastery(Beginner)




 “Hey, I got the skills!” Aegis said excitedly as he closed the notifications.

 “Good! You should drive us all the way to Kordas so you can get a few basic levels, you never know when you need to travel places fast.” Lina smiled.

 “What about you?”

 “Oh, mine is already level 10. I was using a horse to do my class quests already.” Lina shrugged. Aegis nodded back as he cautiously returned the reins to a neutral position, worried he might cause a wagon crash if he wasn’t careful enough. The wagon wheels spun on as they made their way out of Orm village and crossed the eastern bridge onto the open road.

 “You seem to know a lot about the Shattered World. I was wondering about that… do you watch a lot of streams, or something? I tried to study about the game as much as I could, but the information out there is all over the place.” Aegis asked her.

 “Well...” Lina turned away to look at the trees lining the dirt road. “I know a lot because… the reason, it’s a bit weird I guess, and embarrassing.” She replied awkwardly.

 “I’m not going to laugh at you. If anything, I’m the weird one, you had to change your hair just to play with me.” Aegis tried to reassure her, but she continued to look away. “It’s okay if you don’t want to tell me.” He shrugged.

 “N-no, it’s okay I guess. I should tell you. The truth is…” She started fidgeting nervously and looked at her feet dangling over the side of the wagon seat. “This isn’t my first time playing. I deleted my old character.” She finally answered.

 “Really? That explains it.” Aegis replied, his curiosity satisfied. “I hope it doesn’t bother you that me and Derrick have been relying on you a lot, I was starting to feel bad you had to explain so many things to us.” Aegis added. Lina was taken aback, expecting more questions, but instead Aegis gave off the impression that he was the one feeling embarrassed for not knowing as much as she did. 

 “Oh, it’s okay! I don’t mind, I’m used to people using me for information.” She tried to reassure him.

 “Using you for information?”

 “W-well yeah, that’s what my old guild did before I rerolled. I was really good at identifying monster weaknesses and sneaking in to figure out how to take out difficult encounters. They always sent me stealthed so I could tell them all how to beat stuff…”

 “Is that what you like doing in the game? Being a stealthy player that gathers information?” Aegis asked.

 “Not really… but I was good at it and I didn’t have anyone else to play with, I did it for them so they’d let me stay in the guild.” Lina shrugged.

 “Is that why you rerolled? You got tired of doing it?” Aegis asked, he was being careful to watch her facial expressions to make sure he didn’t push her too far, he noticed her fidgeting and could pick up on her reluctance to answer at first. 

 “Y-yeah, sort of. I saw that you started playing… and… I thought, you know, it would probably be more fun to play with you.” Her face went bright red. 

 “Oh, that puts a lot of pressure on me then.” Aegis replied jokingly as he leaned back. “I gotta try not to be too boring.”

 “You’re not!” She replied. “I’m having fun playing with you…” She smiled at him, but when their eyes met, she turned away. “A-and Darkshot, you know, and… everyone else… like the horses, and, uhm, Galanis…” She mumbled nervously. The two went quiet for a moment as Lina looked to the trees again, anxiously wondering what Aegis was thinking, but when she finally mustered up the courage to turn and look back at him, he was staring straight ahead with a serious expression.

 “Did I say something bad?” She asked worriedly.

 “Huh? N-no, nothing like that. It’s just…” Aegis sighed as he sat up straight again. “I hated this game so much, because of what it represented to me, you know…” He motioned to the livestreaming icon above his head, and Lina nodded. “But playing it with you guys, saving the villagers, fighting those monsters… It’s really fun, really exciting, a part of me really wants to enjoy it. But another part of me is just angry that it exists, and I’m worried I’m just turning into the thing I hate, especially because of this…” He motioned to the icon again. 

 “I don’t think you’ll be like the… thing you hate.” Lina replied, they were both avoiding the proper nouns as best they could.

 “How can you be sure? Wouldn’t I just be better off not playing?”

 “N-no, you should play! It’s lots of fun, isn’t it?!” Lina exclaimed with urgency. 

 “Y-yeah, but…”

 “You want to become a doctor, right?” Lina asked, grasping at straws now as she began to frantically worry Aegis wanted to quit the game. Aegis nodded.”If you met a really bad doctor, he was popular but he did things in a really bad way, and he sometimes hurt people… would that make you want to stop being a doctor?” Lina asked.

 “No… I’d want to still be a doctor, I wouldn’t give up on it just because of one bad one. I’d just try to do everything better than he did, fix his mistakes…” Aegis answered her honestly, and slowly began to realize the point she was trying to make. 

 “So if you really have fun playing, and want to livestream to make money, you can apply the same principles you would in that circumstance.” Lina smiled, still nervously trying to convince Aegis.

 “So I’m not a hypocrite if I do what he did, as long as I make sure to do everything better. Without being selfish and using the people around me… is that what you’re saying?” Aegis asked, and she nodded back. They went quiet for a moment once more as Aegis contemplated her words.

 “I won’t use you… like your old guild did. Or anyone for that matter. I don’t plan to, I want to play together like friends, and not leave people behind just for money or something. So if you ever catch me doing something like that, will you promise to put a dagger in the back of my head?” Aegis spoke in a serious tone.

 “O-okay.” Lina nodded. “So you can play without feeling bad until that happens, and just enjoy the game. There’s so much to enjoy.” She motioned to the surrounding forests, and the horses pulling the wagon. 

 “Yeah, you’re right…” Aegis replied, sounding still as though something was bugging him. Lina noticed he once again went serious and stared off, but she thought it best this time to not bother him. 

 The rest of the ride to Kordas was uneventful. It took a full day's travel where Lina and Aegis discussed their last exams, and Lina shared a few stories of some of the dungeons and monster’s she’d fought on her old character. Long after the sun had set and the full moon shone brightly in the sky, the large capital city of Kordas came into view. 

 Its large stone walls wrapped around the inner city with numerous towers plotted along it. They were lit by braziers and the torches of the guards that patrolled atop the walls. Outside the walls were large expansive farmlands, and the interior of the city beyond was made up of tightly packed buildings that towered upwards with various colorful rooftops. In the far distance, in the center of the city was the Kordas Palace, towering above all the other buildings in its magnificence, the moonlight reflecting off of the windows of its tallest tower that looked to reach for the heavens themselves. 

 “Wow… places like this exist?” Aegis’ jaw dropped in amazement when he laid eyes on it. Lina smiled and watched his kid-like expressions as the wagon got closer and closer to the city until finally passing under the gate and entering inside. The horseshoes clopped on the cobblestone streets alongside the many other travelers moving about despite the late hour. They blended in perfectly, surrounded by a plethora of players of varying levels, races and classes, wearing all manner of equipment. He saw elven knights, gnomish thieves, dwarven wizards, lizardfolk priests, craftsmen minotaurs, and much much more. 

 The equipment variety he saw on them was inspiring, some of it looked well beyond anything he could ever imagine crafting, from gigantic pauldron with the heads of dragons carved into them, to serrated longswords and spiked staves in the shapes of curling serpents, he immediately started imaging the sort of weapons he might be able to craft eventually. 

 “Welcome to the city of Kordas!” Lina cheered at him. 

            

    
        Chapter 44: Shrine of Eirene

    
    
    
    
                “Where would you like to go first?” Lina asked as she gently took the reins from Aegis, seeing him still awestruck as they passed through a busy market street filled to the brim with various shops. Through the shop windows and stands out front Aegis could see all manner of potions, books, equipment, pottery, and food. The smells of the food were entrancing, baked pastries mixed with fresh fruits and spices, and the loud bustling of people negotiating and peddling their wares made it hard for him to even hear Lina.

“Uhm, first the registry, I think. So I know how much it costs.” Aegis replied. 

“Okay.” Lina nodded. She took over steering so that Aegis could take in the scenery freely, and at no point did his eyes or mouth close. He took a particular liking to a blacksmith shop that had iron weapons on display out front, noticing the prices were all significantly higher than the copper stuff back in Orm, and the shop had quite a lot of players and NPCs bartering to buy from the shopkeeper. 

Eventually the wagon came to a stop outside of the registry building, a large town hall built at the edge of an open townsquare. A fountain sat in the middle of the townsquare with a large open circular paved area surrounding it, filled with benches and large groomed trees. It was a gathering place for players and he heard the shouts of many groups looking for members.



“Need a healer for the Shargoth Ruins, level 45 or higher please! Cleric preferred!”

“Looking for 3 body guards to escort my wagon to Viddel, paying 500 gold per person. Please be strong enough to kill Viddel Bandits!”

“Can any Enchanters enchant my boots?”




 The voices shouted over each other in a weirdly respectful fashion, as if each person waited their turn to call out what players they were looking to join them. When Aegis turned to look over them, he saw a level 20 fighter player call out that he was looking for a priest player to join his group, and as he said it, he and Aegis made eye contact. Aegis awkwardly pretended to not hear him and hopped off the wagon.

“Be right back!” He said to Lina as he took the deed out of his inventory. He marched into the Registration building filled with anticipation, a spring in his step.


A few minutes later, Aegis walked out of the registration looking defeated, dragging his feet out the door.

“H-how much?” Lina asked as she saw his expression.

“Forty thousand gold. For a ruined keep and an empty field in the middle of nowhere. You wouldn’t have happened to have kept your gold? Y’know, before you rerolled?” Aegis asked as he slowly climbed back onto the wagon.

“N-no… you lose everything. I didn’t have that much anyway, my guild put all the members' gold in the guild bank.” Lina replied, trying to sound as sympathetic as she could. “I bet all your copper gear will sell for a lot though, and the drops from the dungeon, don’t give up!” She tried to encourage him. “Let’s stop by the Auction House, it's the best way to sell stuff en-masse quickly.” Lina pulled the reins to steer the wagon out of the town square. 

“You’re right, I crafted a lot of stuff, it’s mostly above 20% quality. If I can get at least 100 gold for each piece, I should be okay!” Aegis tried to cheer himself up. Lina avoided eye contact and smiled nervously as he said this. They arrived outside of the auction hall, a tall wooden building with 5 front doors all wedged open to allow the ease of traffic in and out of the building - players of all levels were coming and going. 

“Be right back!” Aegis said to Lina, he tallied up his weapons in the wagons quickly in his head, combined the number with his inventory stash, and headed into the Auction Hall with a spring in his step.


A few minutes later, Aegis walked out of the Auction hall looking completely devastated. He barely made it back to the wagon. Lina didn’t need to ask what had happened.

“It’s not fair. I already grinded copper for almost a week straight, but I can’t smelt Iron without building a forge on my own land.” Aegis complained.

“Y-you could always use the public forge in Kordas. It’s bigger than the one in Orm and it's strong enough to smelt iron.” Lina tried to cheer him up. 

“Really?” Aegis asked, hope slowly returning to him.

“I’ll show you!” Lina said encouragingly, once again pulling on the reins. After making their way down a few more busy streets they arrived at the crafting district of Kordas. The air was filled with pillars of smoke rising out of the various crafting buildings - rather than a single craftsman guildhall, there was a building that specialized in each type of craft, and each building was twice the size of the craftsman guildhall in Orm. Aegis was in awe, they passed by a statue of a gigantic loom that sat outside the weaving and sewing hall, and in the distance he could see a gigantic forge billowing out dark grey smoke from the top.

As the wagon got closer to the gigantic forge, Aegis spotted a large crowd of people formed into a line outside of the structure built up around the forge, the line had at least 100 other players sitting in it, and that was just the amount Aegis could see on the outside of the forge building. Lina pulled the wagon up worriedly, looking to see Aegis’ expression of impending dread.

“E-excuse me, what is this line for?” Aegis called down to a dark skinned orc player waiting patiently in the line.

“This line? It’s the line to use the forge, for melting iron ingots. Only 300 ore at a time, then you go to the back of the line. It’s an honor system, but it's fair.” 

“H-how long does it usually take to get from the back to the front?”

“Eh, when it’s not so busy like right now, probably an hour or two. It’s a good time to watch a livestream. Oh hey, look, Hi Mom!” The orc suddenly noticed that Aegis was streaming and mockingly waved to the camera icon. Aegis turned from the orc and looked at Lina with sad puppy dog eyes.

“It’s okay, we’ll just do a bit more grinding, then we can get your land registered no problem!” Lina tried to remain positive. 

“Maybe Ruffily has her land already bought…” Aegis mumbled to himself as he pulled up his friends list and started communications with her.

“Aegis? Who is this? Woof!” Ruffily answered confused. Aegis realized that she didn’t know him by this name yet, he was suddenly hit with a wave of panic. 

“I, uh, uhm, you don’t remember me? You uh, you helped me out awhile back in Orm.” Aegis answered nervously, hoping she wouldn’t figure it out.

“Hmm… Nope, sorry, Woof! I guess I have bad memory!” Ruffily replied embarrassed. “But that’s okay, did you need help with something?” She asked. Aegis let out a sigh or relief.

“Y-yeah… I remember you said you were saving up for land, how is that going?” Aegis asked her.

“Hmm, I am about a quarter of the way there.” She replied excitedly. “Sounds like you just saw the busy Kordas Crafting district, huh? Woof!” She said with a giggle, noticing Aegis’ friends list displayed his location.

“Yep.” Aegis groaned. “I crafted a bunch of copper stuff, but it doesn’t sell for much… is there any way to make more money off of crafts?” Aegis asked desperately.

“Hm… after it’s crafted, the quality is set in stone… I suppose you could enchant it, that’d boost it up, but low level enchants won’t do much, a lot of enchanters use low level gear to level their enchanting, then they put their good enchants on high level stuff. Woof!” Ruffily replied.

“O-okay. I guess I’ll check that out.” Aegis sounded defeated once more.

“Good luck!” Ruffily encouraged him before cutting the communications.

“Who were you talking to?” Lina asked curiously.

“Oh, just a friendly crafter I met from Orm. I forgot, but it turns out even after re-customization, we keep our friends list. You should make sure no one on your list sees your new name.” Aegis warned her as he fiddled around with his interface a bit. Lina panicked and opened up her friends list to see all her old guildmates, some of which had already sent messages and voice communication requests. Without reading or replying to any of them she quickly removed them all from her friends list so that only Aegis and her parents remained.

“Ruffily said I could enchant the stuff, but, it probably won’t help much. Let’s head to the Shrine of Eirene at least to get the quest done.” Aegis shrugged.

“Okay.” Lina nodded, tugging the reins to make the horses trot forward once more. After a time they arrived in the Temple District of Kordas. In it they saw grand structures built in tribute to the various good-aligned gods of The Shattered World online. There were fantastical statues depicting great mighty beasts and beings, some that Aegis recognized from common mythology in the real world, while others he’d never seen before in his life.

This section of the city was much quieter, and nearly all of the players and NPCs were dressed in vestments and robes bearing various symbols to represent the divine being they worshipped. Aegis spotted a small temple out of the way of the main roads that had depictions of the yellow star etched into its stonework. Out front stood the statue of a thin, long blonde haired goddess wearing tattered robes and a band of cloth wrapped around her eyes, her hands reaching up to the heavens. He noticed an abnormal amount of foot traffic around the temple despite its relatively small size, and many of the people around it were not dressed in vestments.

As the wagon pulled up, Aegis spotted a pathway beside the temple building, it led into a beautifully lush green garden surrounded by tall hedges that separated it from the busy streets. An archway of stone above the path was the lone entry way through the hedges into the garden, where from the outside Aegis could see the statue of Eirene far into the garden, the stone pathway wrapping around a wonderful fountain and several beds of colorful flowers before arriving at the statue. The garden was filled with other players sitting in pairs on the benches or walking together holding hands casually. Aegis hopped off the wagon and Lina looked at the garden scene nervously.

“I’m a little bit suspicious of this quest, it seems too easy to just go in and pray for two skills. Would you mind coming just in case?” Aegis asked Lina. Her face went bright red.

“A-a-are y-you sure?” She stuttered, Aegis wasn’t really sure why but he was used to Lina acting a bit strange.

“Yeah, it shouldn’t take long.” Aegis shrugged.

“O-okay.” She nervously set the reins down and stepped off the wagon to walk beside him, and the two stepped through the archway together into the garden. Once inside, it was as if the sounds of the busy city were muted and instead they heard only the calming sounds of the fountain water spraying and the birds chirping in the tall trees scattered about the garden. It was calm and relaxing, though still quite populated despite the late hour. A single thought crept into Aegis’ mind as he looked at the moonlight reflecting in the fountain water, that this garden was a bit romantic, and in that moment he started to realize what he was surrounded by.

Every other player in the garden, or NPC, was there with a partner. Not all of the opposite sex, but all sitting romantically close together, some holding hands, other embracing each other, and even making out on the benches around them. It only then dawned on him why Lina had been acting so nervous, this garden and shrine to Eirene was a popular dating spot. Aegis didn’t have the heart to admit his mistake, he looked to Lina’s face briefly to see her staring at her feet, face bright red.

Aegis concluded she must think he was a complete idiot, tricking her to come into this shrine with him because of his quest. He wasn’t sure if he should apologize, or just act oblivious to the situation and pretend he didn’t realize his mistake. He took such a long time thinking of it in awkward silence that they closed in on the actual shrine, but they were unable to approach as a group of players had gathered in front of it. 

A female elf and a male Demi-human with fox ears were dressed in fancy attire, a crowd of onlookers watching as a priest NPC stood behind them giving a speech. It looked as if a small wedding ceremony was taking place, so Aegis and Lina stopped a good distance away to not disrupt it.

“Players can get married?” Aegis asked in a whisper.

“Y-yes. To other players or NPCs, just like in real life. A lot of players do it just for the bonus though…” Lina replied, she seemed to lose her shyness whenever she could talk about the game, Aegis noticed.

“What bonus?” He asked quietly.

“When you are married to someone and you are partied together, you’ll both gain a 25% experience bonus. It’s expensive to end a marriage though to discourage people from marrying everytime they join a new party.” Lina explained. Aegis didn’t reply immediately, he thought about it a bit as he watched the ceremony unfold. He could tell just by their facial expressions that the Elf and Demihuman in front of him were not just getting married for the experience bonus, they both looked genuinely in love with one another.

“I bet that’s what happened.” Aegis mumbled to himself. “Probably, with his guildmate.... While my mom was busy working all day, he was in here doing stuff like this.” Aegis clenched his fists, Lina looked to see anger in his eyes. 

“It’s pretty common nowadays, I guess…” Lina mumbled, not quite sure what to say. “25% experience is a lot... so they play together all day... and then...” She got quieter and quieter as Aegis didn’t reply. “Are you okay?” She eventually asked, seeing him getting angrier and angrier as he was lost in his own thoughts, but her question brought him back.

“Y-yeah. Yeah, I’m fine.” He gritted his teeth, but a brief look towards Lina at her concerned expression snapped him out of it, and he relaxed his face.

“I… I noticed something, the way you are playing... Most of the time new players, they’re just trying stuff out and having fun, but you are playing more serious and calculated. At first I thought, it’s just the way you are, because it looks like you are having fun sometimes, but…” She paused, watching his expression carefully, she could see him restraining his emotions to try and look calm. “Is there another reason?” 

Aegis couldn’t hold eye contact with her, instead he looked back at the joyful ceremony unfolding in front of them and let out a sigh. He hadn’t told anyone yet about the real reason he’d been playing, but he thought on how Lina had come to help him with Keldan, and soon enough she’d find out. In the spirit of not using people like his father did, his own resolve prompted his honesty. He clicked the microphone button on his stream multiple times until it was fully muted.


“Oi, Shinji. I thought you were going to be telling the next Lord of the Rings story.” Tommy shouted at Shinji through their voice call. While Tommy was outside of a Simbox in their office, Shinji was inside one, busy editing away at Aegis’ livestream. 

“It’s just the beginning.” Shinji replied as he worked to edit quickly, barely paying attention to Tommy. 

“Just the beginning? He’s got 40 viewers right now.” Tommy replied angrily.

“So what? 40 is great for his second day.” Shinji retorted.

“That’s not the problem, it’s the demographic. 30 of the viewers are women. You’re telling a love story or something?” Tommy groaned.

“Eh, I’ve still got faith in the kid.” Shinji replied.

“Well stop hogging Hae-won, I’ve got a 1k viewer stream that needs her.” Tommy replied annoyed.

“What do you mean, hogging Hae-won? I haven’t spoken to her all day.” Shinji grumbled back confused. Tommy ended the communications with Shinji, pressed a few buttons on his wrist, and started a conversation with Hae-won.

“Hae-won, you said Shinji is making you work on the Aegis stream, right?” Tommy asked her.

“Yeah yeah, shhh, I’m trying to lip read to figure out what they’re saying.” Hae-won shushed Tommy as she watched the muted stream of Aegis talking with Lina.

“Shinji said you’re lying. Get your ass off the Aegis stream and work on Umak’s stream.” Tommy shouted at her angrily.

“Bzzzz!” She buzzed him off angrily. “I need to find out if she’s going to confess! This is top quality teen drama stuff!” Hae-won forcefully ended the call from Tommy.


“The truth is, David, or I should say Makaroth I guess, he has this self-importance about him, he thinks he's better than me and everyone else because of this game. He told me that I’d never be able to be as good as him. He bet me that if I ever did surpass him, he’d delete his account and his stream. While it’s true I am having fun playing with you and Darkshot, that’s the real reason I want to play this game.” Aegis paused as Lina watched his expression carefully as he looked up at the moon. 

“I want to knock him down off his pedestal and prove that he’s nothing special… but I don’t want to stoop down to his level to do it. That’s why, I’m telling you… so I’d understand if you’d rather play without me. Something like that probably won’t be much fun for you, hanging around me while I’m trying to get to the top just to spite that guy. But whenever I think about how he treated my mom, and how everyone praises him now like he’s some sort of hero, I can’t help it, I just get so pissed off.” Aegis clenched his fists again.

“I-its okay. I thought it might be something like that.” Lina replied, trying to calm him. “I don’t mind. I was in a serious guild before, so, it’s nothing new to me… it’s a lot more fun now to play seriously, with you... I…” Lina went nervously quiet again for a moment. “I want to help you. Let’s go to the top together, and have fun doing it.” She smiled at him in an attempt to cheer him up.”

“Really? After hearing all that, you still want to keep playing with me?” Aegis looked at her.

“Yeah, of course. You can’t get to the top alone. I can be the deadly assassin, and you can be the spiteful healer.” She smiled. The ceremony in front of them ended and the players began to spread out.

“O-okay…” Aegis unmuted his stream. “How do we start the marriage process then?” He asked with a serious expression.

“W-w-w-w-w-w-w- you-. You w-want to get m-m-married?” Lina’s face of surprise turned cherry red. It was the first time Aegis saw her act like she did in real life while inside the game world. 

“Y-yeah, well, I mean, for the experience bonus. Since we’re going to be together from now on, I mean… I can’t imagine marrying anyone else right now, better to get the experience bonus sooner rather than later…” Aegis was still focused on Makaroth and not realizing how Lina was interpreting his words.

“C-can’t imagine anyone else…” Lina mumbled to herself in disbelief. 

“I mean, if you want to.” Aegis finally turned to see her face lit up. “I don’t want to force you and use you or anything like that, like… you know. So only if you want to. You don’t have to.” Aegis tried to backpedal, but it had the opposite effect.

“Y-yes, I do! I m-m-m-mean, it’s a logical decision. T-t-to get married. S-since we’ll b-b-be together. F-f-f-f-f-f-or leveling.” She managed to get the words out. 

“I’ll ask that priest.” Aegis walked forward to speak with the Eirene priest that had just finished the previous ceremony. Lina took the time to catch her breath, fanning herself while looking in the opposite direction. She didn’t have long before Aegis walked back to her.

“Priest says it's 500 gold to Register our marriage. But 50 000 gold to divorce. Kind of lopsided prices there.” Aegis commented as he opened his inventory. “I’ve got enough, so we could do it now. I mean, it won’t be fancy, I don’t have any good looking gear or anything, or a ring…” Aegis looked around his inventory, seeing all of his crafted stuff was suited more for combat.

“R-r-r-right now? Isn’t this going f-f-f-” She stopped herself as Aegis eyed another player couple walking towards the priest with several others trailing behind them, they looked as if they were planning to get married.

“Let’s do it fast so we don’t have to wait for those guys.” Aegis grabbed her hand and gently tugged her towards the priest NPC, she didn’t resist much. “Here’s the gold.” Aegis took 500 gold out of his inventory and handed it to the old balding NPC wearing Eirene vestments, holding a holy book to Eirene with the star symbol on its front. He took the gold and looked at the two of them with judgemental eyes.

“You’d like to do the ceremony right now, wearing that?” He asked them.

“Yup.” Aegis replied back, annoyed at the NPC’s tone. 

“And you as well, young miss, are you prepared to swear yourself to this young man?” The NPC asked her. Lina immediately got hit by a mental stress warning, prompting her to log out. She ignored it and nodded frantically at the NPC.

“Very well.” The old man sighed at them, shaking his head. He grabbed them both by their shoulders to position them appropriately, facing each other, then stood at the foot of the shrine and began reading words from the holy book of Eirene. It was a boring mundane speech about the light of Eirene watching over their love, but the more often the priest NPC said the word love, the more Aegis began to feel awkwardly guilty in what was happening, as Lina refused to look him in the eyes, her eyes fixated on her wiggling feet. 

“By the power vested within me by the Goddess Eirene and the Kingdom of Kalmoore, I now declare you husband, and wife.” The priest finished, and as he did, a swirl of radiant light magic came out of his holy book and wrapped around Lina and Aegis, eventually settling into the ground.



Congratulations! You are now bound to Lina in a contract of marriage. For more information on marriage contracts, click here.




“You may now kiss the bride.” The priest finished. Lina got another mental stress notification, and she frantically hit ignore, looking up to see Aegis’ face was now also bright red.

“Ah, that isn’t necessary, right? The contract’s active.” Aegis protested.

“I suppose not, but it’s tradition.” The priest glared at him.

“W-we’re not fans of public displays.” Aegis replied. “Besides, look at this lovely couple, they’re waiting their turn. Don’t want to hold things up.” Aegis motioned to the other group that had appeared, much more properly dressed for the occasion.

“Very well. I wish you both a happy marriage.” The priest reluctantly bowed to them politely. Aegis and Lina shuffled away from the priest towards the large shrine behind him, made up of a giant statue to Eirene surrounded by bright yellow and blue flowers, a small elevated altar of stone at the base of the statue with a pot filled with lit incense. As they walked to it, they both went completely quiet.

“L-look, there’s the bonus. Now we’ll level up even faster.” Aegis said excitedly as he noticed the marriage buff on his interface, granting him 25% experience. It also denoted that he could see more detailed information about his partner’s status, but he didn’t look into it. Lina still didn’t reply.

“S-sorry, I guess I did that a bit hastily, I just, you know, figured…”

“N-no, it’s okay… it was a good idea.” Lina mumbled back.

“You’re not mad?” He asked worriedly, seeing she still wouldn’t look him in the eyes.

“N-no, I’m not mad, I’m h-h-h-...” she couldn’t get the last word out. 

“Just don’t tell Darkshot, he’ll probably get the wrong idea.” Aegis said this, but a quick motioning of Lina to his live streaming icon reminded him that Darkshot likely already saw. “Oh, yeah. Darkshot, don’t get the wrong idea.” Aegis shouted to no one. “Okay. good. I feel a lot better now.” Aegis took a deep breath. “Let me do this prayer thing and finish this quest, then we can get out of here.” Aegis said, Lina nodding back at him. 

            

    
        Chapter 45: Enchanting Done Right

    
    
    
    
                
Quest Complete!

Skill Learned: Bless (Beginner)

Skill Learned: Healing Wind (Beginner)





Bless - Level 1 (Beginner)

Deity: Eirene

Imbue a creature with divine light, causing their physical attacks to deal additional holy damage. Duration, mana cost and damage bonus increase with levels.

Cast Time: Instant

Cost: 35 Mana

Range: Touch

Duration: 5 minutes

Holy Damage Bonus: 2-4

Restriction: This skill is lost if the favor of Eirene is lost.







Healing Wind - Level 1 (Beginner)

Surround a creature with a healing wind of divine energy, slowly restoring their health overtime. Mana cost, amount healed, and duration increase with levels.

Cast Time: Instant

Cost: 21 Mana

Range: 5 meters

Duration: 30s

Amount Healed: 3 health/5s 




“That’s.... That’s it?” Aegis stood up, staring at the statue of Eirene dumbfounded once he’d finished his prayer. “I just prayed, she said a few words to me about following her path and bringing peace to the world, and then… I got two new skills?” Aegis turned to look at Lina who was watching from a few steps behind him. Lina shrugged.

“Some class quests are hard, some are really easy.” Lina explained. “That’s a really rare skill though, I don’t think I’ve seen that before.” Lina commented as she fidgeted through her menu.

“What do you mean, which skill?” He asked, looking confused.

“Bless… There are enchantment buff spells that do most elemental types, but holy is hard to get. I’ve only ever seen it on high level paladins. I guess because of how you’ve been playing as an Eirene priest, you got it under special circumstances.” Lina commented.

“Wait, you can see my skills?” Aegis asked worriedly.

“Y-yes, because we’re m-m-m-... because of the contract. Don’t worry, I won’t share anything, I promise!” She insisted. Aegis looked at her carefully for a moment, seeing her sincerity, and in truth he knew it was his fault he was in this situation. He could do nothing but shrug. 

“Okay. Well, either way it looks like a great skill for our group, I’ll have to level it up. The only thing I have left to do here is learn Enchanting and hope it’ll make me a lot of money.” Aegis replied.

“I know where the enchanting master is, I’ll take you.” Lina smiled as the two made their way out of the garden, around a currently ongoing wedding ceremony. The awkward atmosphere between the two lingered and they didn’t speak another word that wasn’t necessary. They climbed on the wagon and rode it back to the crafting district, and Lina parked it right out front of a large tower with a purple shingled roof, it was by and far one of the tallest structures in the city, second only to the castle towers.

Aegis watched other players walking in and out of the building, mainly wearing robes and wielding staves, it looked like a gathering spot for magic users. He hopped off the wagon and walked up to the stone staircase that led to the front doors of the tower, they were flanked on either side by large statues of open tomes. Before stepping through the doorway he looked back to see Lina sitting alone on the wagon, looking around absentmindedly.

“Do you want to come inside with me?” Aegis asked, feeling guilty for having her waiting around. She looked at him for a moment before breaking eye contact.

“O-okay.” She nodded, putting the reins down and walking in behind him, though keeping a few steps back. When they entered the Enchanter’s Tower, Aegis was hit by a wave of heavy perfumed scents. The interior was covered in decorative drapes of bright colors hanging along the walls, and there were various enchanting stations spread out across the circular chamber, with a single spiral staircase in the back leading to the floor above. Some of the stations were occupied, but there were plenty vacant, giving Aegis the impression that Enchanting wasn’t the most popular profession. There was a front desk with a tall beautiful elf with swirling brown hair that went down to her waist and big brown eyes, and she seemed to watch Aegis intently from the moment he stepped inside. [Ma’hinasha - Level 60]. As Aegis approached her, he was momentarily cut off by a broom sweeping across the floor, floating by itself. He paused and let it sweep by him just to watch it work, then continued around it towards the front desk.

“Welcome, Aegis.” Ma’hinasha smiled as he approached, Lina closely behind him. “I see you have the talent of Divine Magic. Do you wish for me to show you how to wield that magic into the great art that is Enchanting?” 

“Yes please.” Aegis bowed politely.

“Very well. The process is not complicated, no different than casting a spell on a creature, the only difference is the target.” Ma’hinasha explained. On her desk was a crate off to the side, inside was a collection of clear glass balls, just small enough to fit into her palm. She picked one up and placed it carefully into a small divot on the desk in front of her. “Try placing your hands on the orb and casting your minor healing spell.” She instructed him. Easy enough, Aegis complied.

“Minor Heal.” Aegis casted it. The radiant light formed on his fingertips and transferred into the orb. Once the spell was finished, the once empty transparent orb now contained a swirling ball of holy light that sparkled from within.



Name: Lesser Enchanting Orb: Healing

Type: Enchantment

Slot: Weapon

Description: Restores 0.5 Health when landing an attack with a weapon. 





Skill learned: Enchanting (Beginner)




 “Well done, you’re a natural.” Ma’hinasha smiled. “The first step to enchanting is to transfer your magic into an enchantment orb. These are able to absorb magic in a unique way that allows you to infuse that magic into a piece of equipment. The orbs are forged out of a rare type of mana crystal, typically requiring the efforts of a very skilled blacksmith.” She explained as she took a small dagger out from behind the desk and placed it beside the orb.

 “Infusing your magic into an orb is only the first step in the process. Once you have captured your magic, you can infuse the enchantment into a piece of equipment by holding the orb in one hand, and the target of enchantment in the other hand, and shouting out the word ‘Enchant’. Try adding your healing enchantment to this dagger.” She continued. Lina watched intently from behind as Aegis followed the instructions, placing his left hand on the orb and his right hand on the dagger.

 “Enchant.” Aegis said, and in an instant the glass orb cracked open, releasing the light magic within. It transferred through the air via a stream of glowing white light and finished by wrapping itself around the dagger. Once it had completed, the glass orb dissipated and the dagger gave off a faint white glow. 

 “Well done. As a beginner Enchanter you will struggle greatly in trying to add multiple enchantments to a single item. The most likely result will be that one will override the other. However as you become more skilled, as an intermediate, you may be able to manage two enchantments, and three if you become advanced. Perhaps even more, depending on how well you train your craft.” Ma’hinasha explained to him further. “These Lesser Enchanting Orbs are available from my tower, but they’ll only absorb magics up to level 30, if you wish you capture stronger magic, you’ll need to find a way to obtain more powerful Enchanting Orbs. The power of your enchantment will be based on your spell’s skill level, and your Enchantment level. Do you have any further questions?” She smiled as she took the dagger away, causing it to vanish.

 “Nope, pretty straight forward.” Aegis replied as he looked at the crate of orbs. “How much are those orbs?”

 “250 gold each.” She replied. Aegis looked up to the roof and let out an elongated sigh. “How is anyone supposed to level enchanting with prices like that?” 

 “I apologize, mana crystals are difficult to come by. More difficult still is finding a blacksmith skilled enough to forge them into Enchantment Orbs.” She apologized. Aegis looked to Lina hoping for some salvation, but she shrugged apologetically.

 “Most guilds invest in a single enchanter to level up their skill, usually the guild leader or a high ranking officer, because it is costly. That, or high level players start leveling it once they have saved up enough. That’s why low level enchanted gear is worth so much - not many high level players bother with wasting their enchants on low level equipment because it's hard to make their money back from it.” Lina explained. The longer she spoke, the lower Aegis head hung. 

 “Well this was a huge waste of time. Guess I’ve got to grind more if I want the land deed.” Aegis slouched his way towards the exit of the tower. Seeing him so depressed, Lina squinted her eyes around the room while following behind him.

 “There… well, hmm.” She mumbled to herself. 

 “Don’t try to get my hopes up.” Aegis brushed off her mumbling as he stepped out of the door, making his way down the steps to the wagon. When he’d climbed up, he looked back expecting to see Lina somewhere, but she hadn’t come out yet. He watched his party interface to see that her stamina and mana had suddenly depleted down a significant amount, then a few moments later she stepped out the tower doors looking very anxious, power walking. She jumped up onto the wagon and grabbed the reins. 

 “What’s wrong?” Aegis asked, seeing her strange behaviour.

 “We need to find someplace private, fast.” She whispered with urgency as she flicked the reins. 

 “What happened? What’d you do?” Aegis asked, but she didn’t reply. She focused in on an Inn lining the road just outside the crafting district, it had a large wooden sign swinging on chains above the cobblestone streets. Written was the name 'The Foaming Kegs', and the sign was in the shape of a barrel. There was a large empty plot of dirt next to the Inn where a few horses and wagons were parked and hitched, Lina wasted no time to steer the wagon off the road and onto the dirt plot. She hopped off and hitched the horse before Aegis even realized they were stopping there.

 “C’mon.” Lina motioned to him, but she spotted 2 Kalmoore guards rushing down the cobblestreets towards them, coming from the direction of the tower. “Shadowstep.” She whispered as she ducked into the shadow of the Inn’s outer walls. At this point, Aegis was cluing in to what she had done as the Guards stopped and glanced around the area before moving on. His party indicator told him that she’d shadowstepped inside the Inn through an open upstairs window.

 “What room did you jump in?” Aegis asked through his party communications.

 “206.” She replied. “It’s empty.”

 “Be right up.” Aegis hopped off the wagon and headed into the Inn. The lower floor was a tavern filled to the brim with patrons, a strong musky scent of ale hit him upon entry along with the sound of bad music being played on a lute, barely overtaking the sound of jovial laughter and chanting from the patrons. This late at night, it looked as if the place was at capacity, and there were all manner of players and NPCs drinking and talking.

 Aegis’ ignored it all and looked for an NPC that looked like they worked at the tavern, eventually spotting an Orc NPC behind the counter serving mugs of ale. As he walked up he saw a passed out drunk player on the bar and curiously wondered how exactly intoxication functioned in the game, but him being underage in the real world discouraged his curiosity from going further, that as well as his pressing situation.

 “Can I get room 206 for the night?” Aegis asked, trying to sound as natural as possible to the circumstances.

 “Aye.” The orc grunted at him, holding out his hand. “2 gold pieces.” Aegis watched his funds get lower as he pulled the coins out, and in return the Bartender handed him a rusty iron key with a 206 engraved on the head. 

 “Got the key, coming up.” Aegis said through the party interface, glancing around to find a staircase up to the second floor. It wasn’t long before he found the room and opened it to see Lina waiting inside. He shut the door behind himself.

 It was a small room with a single bed, a desk and chair, a bookshelf, and a single unlit lantern resting on a small bedside table. Once the door was closed, the sounds from downstairs were completely gone, the room was silent as if it was isolated from the rest of the tavern, but sounds from outside the open window could still be heard.

 “What exactly is happening?” Aegis asked as Lina quickly shut and locked the window.

 “W-well, I figured, since thieves can’t learn enchanting, a thief has probably never tried to, you know, just steal the Lesser Enchanting Orbs. Since we’re m-m-married, you can access my inventory when we’re close by, you should look.” Lina shyly shrugged. Aegis raised his eyebrow at her for a second before he pressed her icon on his party interface, and eventually found his way to the marriage contract interface where it let him see her inventory and her skills. When he opened her inventory, he saw that within it she had 1000 Lesser Enchantment Orbs - they were all marked as stolen.

 “Are you insane?!” Aegis said excitedly. “What happens if you get caught?” 

 “W-well, I’ll get put into prison to serve out my sentence. Most players just don’t log in until the sentence wears off… for this amount, It’d be, maybe, 2 Months? So 2 weeks in the real world.” Lina shrugged nervously.

 “We have to get rid of them then, that’s… that’s worth 250 thousand in gold! Can you sell it somehow?” Aegis asked frantically.

 “N-no, it’s marked as stolen. But, the stolen mark shouldn’t transfer when you enchant it onto an item. So as long as no one finds us before you use all the orbs, we should be okay. With your experience buffs… you can level enchanting and your spell skills really fast.”

 “Which skill do you think will be worth the most for enchanting?” Aegis asked her as he nervously looked out the window to see if any guards were approaching. 

 “Uhm… only three of your spells work for enchanting, Bless, Minor Heal, and Healing Wind, you can see by looking at them in your enchanting interface… because bless does damage, a lot of low levels would buy it… but, your bless skill is only level 1, so is your enchanting.”

 “Got it, so level them up first, then start putting the higher level stuff on the equipment.” Aegis nodded at her excitedly.

 “We’ll have to be fast, the guards will put a bounty on me when they don't find me after twelve hours, and once they do that, players will start looking for me, most likely the ruling guild of this region. If a sage uses the scrying skill on me, they'll be here fast.” Lina explained.

 “Okay, okay, got it.” Aegis took an orb out of her inventory. “Bless!” He said while it was in his hands. The spell transferred into the orb, offering a 1 damage bonus to whatever weapon he put the enchant on. 



 Level Up!: Enchanting reached level 2!




 “Bless is a buff spell, they are notorious for being both easy and tedious to level. You get experience for just casting it in any circumstance, so to counteract that, it requires a lot of casts to level it up…” Lina explained.

 “You mean, I should just cast it as much as possible?” Aegis replied, Lina nodded. “Bless. Bless.” He casted it on himself, then touched Lina’s shoulder to cast it on her.



 Level Up!: Bless reached level 2!




 “Good! The experience bonuses are really powerful!” Lina cheered. “You can focus on leveling and enchanting, and I’ll keep watch.” She said as she moved to the door and pressed her ear up against it. Aegis nodded, but just as he tried to bless himself again, the spell failed because of him already having the buff active. 

 “It’s going to level up too slow if I have to only bless us over and over again…” Aegis commented. “I have an idea, sort of… Will you be safe waiting here for a bit?” Aegis asked.

 “Yes, I should be okay, I'm pretty good at avoiding guards...” She replied as she pulled away from the door. 

 “If something goes wrong, ditch the orbs in my inventory and run away, I don’t want you to get in trouble for this, got it?” Aegis commanded her as he stepped out of the room, she nodded shyly as the door shut behind him. Aegis made his way back downstairs to the tavern.

 “Time to spread germs.” Aegis shivered to himself as he descended the stairs to arrive back on the crowded tavern floor. It was so crowded between the tables that Aegis was able to ‘accidentally’ start bumping into people and casting Bless on them, whispering the spell under his breath. He targeted the drunkest of patrons first, not sure how they’d react, but seeing his mana regeneration was keeping up with his rate of Blessing, he got bolder and started asking people politely if he could bless them.

 Some players had questions about what it did, others outright refused, but he eventually got a little bit of a system going where he’d re-Bless people every 5 minutes and never run out of targets. One angry looking minotaur player, clearly intoxicated, took his Bless as an opportunity to start a brawl with another player, using Aegis’ bonus holy damage on his fists to win the fight, but the Minotaur was quickly thrown out of the Inn afterwards. 

 Every hour, Aegis did a quick check in on Lina to make sure everything was alright. He didn’t want to push his luck, but he wanted to make the most out of the opportunity to use those orbs on the weapons he’d crafted.

 After a few hours, dawn broke and the tavern activity died down, while simultaneously Aegis started having trouble keeping up with the amount of targets. He’d gotten Bless up to level 10 but the mana cost had gotten too high for him to keep casting it repeatedly, in addition the longer duration made it unrealistic to keep using it on the same people over and over, and he eventually made his way back up to the tavern. 

 “Everything is okay still?” Aegis asked as he shut the door behind himself, seeing Lina had popped open her interface and was studying for her last exam.

 “Yup.” She nodded. 

 “Okay, time to lessen your burden.” Aegis replied as he pulled an orb out of her inventory, and the enchanting began. It was a long, boring, tedious process. Aegis used the first few orbs as throwaways to level the skills further, but because of his rank of Bless, he was forced to wait for his mana regeneration repeatedly and ended up sitting at the desk doing a bit of studying with Lina as well. A few cycles of switching between enchanting and studying, and Lina suddenly fell asleep on the bed, confusing Aegis.

 “Lina?” He whispered after noticing she’d stopped moving, eyes closed as she lay above the covers. He got no reply, so snapped his fingers at her. Still no reaction. Part of him was genuinely confused about what was happening, another part didn’t want to wake her up, so he decided against his curiosity and just let her sleep. He continued on enchanting as the day in the game world went on, and by the time Lina finally awoke in the late afternoon, Aegis was patiently sitting in the chair, fidgeting with his interface and studying.

 “Did I fall asleep?” Lina sat up and stretched.

 “Yup. How’d that happen, by the way?” Aegis asked her as he closed his interface.

 “Oh, I have a Dreamstate Simbox… I must’ve fallen asleep in the real world. I’m probably sleeping right now. Even though the Simbox let’s my mind stay active while my body sleeps, the part of my mind in the simulation still needs to sleep for a certain amount of time to compensate.” Lina explained.

 “Ah. That makes sense.” Aegis nodded as Lina opened up her interface to check her inventory. She saw that all the orbs were gone, Aegis’ Bless was level 12 and his enchanting was level 21. His inventory was filled with equipment that had his enchantments on them. The weapons had bless, and the armor had healing wind that increased health regeneration by small amounts. She even saw that Aegis had enchanted his own equipment. 

 “You were working hard!” She smiled as she stood up off the bed. “Now we can’t get arrested!”

"I put enchants on your daggers too. I didn't enchant your armor though, I didn't think you'd like me taking it off while you were sleeping." Aegis said jokingly.

"Oh, I don't mind." Lina smiled to be polite, only realizing what she was implying after the fact. "I-I m-mean..." she said under her breath, her face went down and her shyness returned. "L-lets go sell the weapons." She tried to change the subject.

 “Yup! Time to make some gold.” Aegis grinned as he made for the door. 


 “Guaaaaaaaaaaah, are you kidding me? They get married, spend an entire night in a single bed tavern room, and no action?” Hae-won shouted angrily at Tommy, the two were eating lunch together at a table in the office, outside of their Simboxes. One of the display screens was showing Aegis’ stream with 52 viewers. Hae-won swallowed the food in her mouth and hit her ear implant, calling Shinji who was still editing in a Simbox. “Shinji this kid is bullshit, he didn’t even try to put the moves on her. What kind of boring first date is that?!” Hae-won complained.

 “Are you kidding me? Min-maxing and illegally power leveling together? That’s a dream date.” Shinji retorted. 

 “Puah, loser.” Hae-won angrily closed the call. 

 “I’ve seen a few players use tricks to level enchanting fast, but damn those kids are ballsy.” Tommy commented.

 “Boring.” Hae-won groaned back at him. 

            

    
        Chapter 46: Bargain Sale

    
    
    
    
                 Aegis and Lina made their way through the busy city streets of Kordas in the early afternoon. The number of players moving about was roughly the same as the night before, but the number of NPCs had increased significantly, making navigating their cart through the crowds slower than walking. They were able to approach the Auction House building without much difficulty, but as Lina brought the wagon to a halt, Aegis was hit with an overwhelming sense of dread, anxiously looking around at the nearby guards as he hopped off the wagon.

 “Relax, you can’t get in trouble anymore.” Lina smiled as she noticed the odd behaviour.

 “R-right.” Aegis nodded back. Her words didn’t comfort him, and his mind spent all the time he took to enter the building accepting that crime wasn’t something he was good at. The interior was crowded and noisy and Aegis had to push through the crowds to get to the Auctioneers, behind their counters, far into the plain stone building. Speaking with the NPCs he was able to gauge the general value of enchanted low level gear, and after checking the first pricing scrolls, his eyes nearly popped out of his head.

 There was a listing for an Enchanted Copper Greatsword that dealt 10 additional fire damage selling for 300 gold pieces, and it was the lowest priced listed copper item with an enchantment.

 “I wouldn’t bother, not worth it.” Another player spoke from behind Aegis after briefly checking the scroll. Aegis turned to look at him and saw a human player, male with spiky red hair wearing very simple equipment for his level. [Chax - Level 26].

 “It’s gotta be worth it, why else would it be up here for 300 gold?” Aegis asked him curiously. He noticed a large merchant pack on Chax's back as Chax looked away briefly.

 “You oughta think about that question. If such a strong sword isn’t getting sold, doesn’t that mean it's overpriced?”

 “How much would you pay for it?” Aegis asked him.

 “Eh, maybe 110, 120… 150 at the most.” Chax shrugged as he started looking through his interface in tandem with other price scrolls.

 “But won’t enchanters lose money at those prices? The orbs cost more than that alone.” Aegis raised a brow at him.

 “That’s why Enchanting isn't profitable at low levels. Low level players can’t afford to buy something like that.”

 “How can you be sure? Are you some sort of Auction Expert?” Aegis asked.

 “You could say that.” Chax turned to look at Aegis and noticing his eager curiosity, decided to reach out his hand to Aegis. “Name’s Chax, I’m a Merchant Class Player. I spend most of my time here. Lots of gold to be made by just making good trades.”

 “Nice to meet you.” Aegis shook his hand. “I’m Aegis, a… crafter and priest player.” 

 “Oh, what sort of crafting do you do?”

 “A...all of it. Everything.” 

 “Hah, might spread yourself a bit thin, don’t you think? It’ll be hard to level em all at once. Most people just focus on one or two.” Chax joked. “What are you looking to buy? Maybe I can get you a deal, I’ve got a few items on me you might be interested in.” 

 “I’m not buying, trying to sell, actually.”

 “Ah, Enchanted weapons? And low level ones at that? That’ll be a tough one to make a profit on, you’ll be waiting awhile. Every once in a while a guild will buy a bunch for their low level players, or someone starting out will convert real wealth into gold to get 'em, other than that you're just hoping that a new player doesn't understand the value of gold and buys 'em.”

 “How much would you price them to sell them as fast as possible?” Aegis asked him.

 “Pff, 100 gold and they’d sell instantly.” Chax chuckled.

 “Perfect, thanks.” Aegis let out a sigh of relief - that’d get him well more than what he’d need for the land deed and take the items off his hands. He made a few quick glances at the guards standing about the Auction Hall, they were leaning up against the outer walls stoicly. After making sure none were watching him, but before taking a few steps forward to one of the Auctioneer NPCs, Chax grabbed Aegis by the shoulder.

 “Whoa whoa, hang on, you’re really willing to sell your enchanted crafts at a nearly 200 gold loss?” 

 “Y-yeah, it’s still enough for the land deed, so… thanks for the help.” Aegis replied dismissively, he was getting more and more anxious by the second, but Chax didn’t let go of his shoulder.

 “Hold up. Land deed? How much enchanted stuff are you going to sell?” Chax asked with anticipation, but Aegis’ anxiety urged him to not talk more and just get rid of them.

 “Just a few. Excuse me…” Aegis lifted Chax' hand off his shouldder and took a few more steps forward before Chax ran to stand in front of him.

 “Wait, wait, maybe we can make a deal. Sell it to me, all of your enchanted items for 100 gold each. I’ll buy them all immediately.” Chax suggested. Aegis stopped, it took him a moment to piece together Chax’s angle on this deal before he replied. 

 “You sure?”

 “Positive.” Chax’s eyes were sparkling, Aegis could practically see the gold coins twinkling in his pupils. 

"How much are you going to sell them for?" Aegis hesitated.

"With patience and my skills, about 110 to 120 gold. But I know my way around this place, so think of it as a tax to utilize my merchant skills." Chax replied with honesty.

 “Alright… I’ll sell you the 431 items I was able to enchant properly. It’s a mix of weapons and armor, the enchants are not really varied, mostly holy damage.” Aegis replied, but before he’d finished speaking, Chax’s jaw dropped in disbelief.

 “F...four hundred… are you some sort of rich kid in real life? There’s no way a low level could afford so many enchanting orbs.” Chax asked him, rather loudly, though not loud enough to be heard over the crowds of other players around them in the auction hall. However it was loud enough to Aegis that he felt the need to glance around at the guards once more just to be safe, and this time Chax noticed it.

 “Ahhh… I see.” Chax grinned. “In that case, you’re definitely better off letting me handle the business side of things. I like your style…” He rubbed his chin. “Alright, I’ll buy 431.” Chax pressed a few buttons in his interface and opened a trading card with Aegis that appeared on his screen. It was an interface Aegis hadn’t used yet, but he’d read about it in the manual. He was able to link the items in the wagon due to proximity, add them all to the trade. In return for ownership transfer of all of the enchanted equipment, Chax was offering him 43 100 gold. 

 While Aegis was wondering how Chax had so much gold, Chax was wondering how Aegis had gotten the Enchanting Orbs, and was quickly verifying that every single piece was enchanted, as Aegis said.

 “Incredible… These aren’t just enchanted, these are pretty powerful enchants. I’ve never seen someone use a +10 holy damage enchanting orb on a copper sword before. The quality on the copper gear’s not bad either.” Chax commented as he looked over it all. Once he was satisfied, he accepted the trade, and Aegis watched his inventory empty out, while simultaneously his gold pouch filled up. He let out a sigh of relief.

 “T-thanks.” Aegis replied, and Chax nodded.

 “No problem. You weren’t kidding when you said you were leveling every craft… Tell you what. Every good crafter needs a good merchant player to get the best prices on his crafts. So anytime you want to sell stuff, I’ll buy it from you. Of course, a bit cheaper than what I’ll sell it for, but not by much. I’ve gotta make a profit to gain experience after all.” Chax explained. 

 Aegis eyed him up and down carefully as if trying to judge his character. 

"I’m a fair trader and I take pride in conducting respectable merchant practices. I’ve got a good reputation here in Kordas. I’m also, uh… also good at keeping my mouth shut." He winked. "What’dya say?” Chax grinned as he hit a few buttons on his interface and sent a friend request to Aegis.

After a second of hesitation, Aegis accepted the friend request. “Sure, I’ll come to you if I need more stuff sold.” Aegis smiled nervously.

 “Great.” Chax patted him on the shoulder. “I’m transferring the stuff from your wagon into my merchant pack, the inventory space in it is huge thanks to my class. You oughta head out of here before I start selling stuff though, so you don’t get his attention.” Chax motioned to a tall Lizardfolk who was wandering around the Auction Hall staring at the various players moving about. [Trexon - ??]. In spite of his level, his tall stature, and his green scales, it was the tabard of the Night Hunters that he wore over his robes that stood out to Aegis.

 “He’s a Night Hunter sage, he’s been casting various seeing spells on suspicious players all morning. I’m guessing he’s looking for you.” Chax whispered.

 “R-right, I’ll leave you to it then. You won’t-” Aegis couldn’t finish asking before Chax replied.

 “I’d be an idiot of a merchant if I sold out my suppliers. You have my word.” Chax reassured him. Aegis nodded and hastily rushed out of the building to see Lina waiting patiently for him on the cart.

 “That was fast, the entire wagon emptied already!” Lina cheered excitedly at Aegis, ignoring his anxious expression as he hopped on the cart.

 “Let’s just buy the deed and get out of here.” Aegis whispered to her, causing her to chuckle.

 “You know, you got m-m-... in a contract with a thief, so you’ll have to get used to this sort of stuff.” She smirked shyly while tugging the reins on the cart. 

            

    
        Chapter 47: Founding

    
    
    
    
                Lina patiently sat on the cart, gently swaying her legs back and forth while overlooking the crowds around her, waiting outside of the Town Hall of Kordas. No other player or NPC paid her any mind, and nothing interesting was happening around her, thus she resorted to staring up at the sky to see the clouds floating aimlessly above her. A few minutes passed by and she began dozing off, but was quickly woken by Aegis’ voice. She jerked her head away from the clouds to face him as he stood in the doorway of the town hall, several other players brushing past him as they entered and he exited.

 “Lina, we’ve got a problem.” Aegis said in a serious tone, his face reddened with visible frustration.

 “Wh-what’s wrong? Is there a problem with the deed? Or the gold?” Lina asked as she retired her relaxed demeanor. 

 “Come,” He motioned her into the building with a wave of his hand before turning and walking with urgency back inside. Lina hopped off the cart after setting down the reins and made her way up the stone stairs to enter the large building, her eyes taking a moment to adjust from the change in lighting to the dim interior of the building. She followed Aegis to a desk on the far wall of the dark wood building, furnished with elegant paintings, statues and tapestries.

 She arrived at the desk after passing by several groups of other players that crowded the interior, squabbling over their own land deed purchases.

 “That’s the problem.” Aegis pressed his index finger down on the land deed as it lay on the wooden desk, specifically an empty section on the Land Deed form labeled ‘Land Title’. “He says since the Land has been out of possession of the Kingdom for so long, it needs to be named before we can claim it.” 

 “I’ve never met someone who thought of naming their land as a punishment.” The middle-aged gnomish NPC behind the desk mumbled in disbelief as Aegis explained the situation to Lina.

 “You want me to come up with a name?” Lina asked anxiously, prepared to decline with her next sentence, but she stopped herself from speaking when she saw the desperation in Aegis’ eyes as he looked at her. “U-uhm… m-maybe… name it… Dnal?” She suggested shyly.

 “Is that just Land backwards?” Aegis raised a brow at her. She nodded reluctantly before sighing. 

“S-s-sorry, I’m n-not very good at names either.” 

“Look.” The gnome groaned as he motioned behind them at several groups of players now gathering in the lobby waiting their turn. “A line is forming, just pick a name and the land is yours.” 

“Don’t rush me.” Aegis grumbled back as he started tapping his fingers on the desk. 

“Maybe ask Darkshot?” Lina suggested, to which she got a light chuckle out of Aegis.

“He named himself Darkshot, he’d just suggest something like Darkshot Kingdom.” Aegis dismissed her suggestion. 

“Well… I think if you devote land to a deity, there’s some instances where the land gets bonuses…”
 “I should name it Eirene you think?” Aegis asked hopefully.

 “I can’t permit you to name your land solely after one of the great beings worshipped in these lands.” The gnome replied shortly. 

 “What about just Rene?” Aegis asked both the gnome and Lina.

 “That would be acceptable.” The gnome replied impatiently. Lina responded with a nervous shrug.

 “Ok I’m naming it Rene. Short for Eirene. It’s settled?” He hesitated, to which they both only stared at him, prompting him to quickly scribble it in with the ink pen on the desk.

 “Finally.” The gnome sighed with relief before yanking the paper away.



Land Registration Complete!

You are now the Lord of Rene





Land Status: Hostile

Land Rank: 0

Population: 0

Registered Structures: 0


Increasing your land rank will unlock additional management options. Land rank increases by improving the quality of the land, removing hostile creatures, and encouraging players and non-players to live on it by providing infrastructure and security. 





You may view and manage your land through the Land Management interface now available on your main menu.






 “That’s it! It’s done!” Aegis let out a sigh of relief.

 “Yes yes, now move along.” The gnome motioned him away, to which Aegis complied. He and Lina made their way out of the building back towards their cart.

 “Congratulations.” Lina smiled at him.

 “Thanks… it was all because of your help though.” He smiled back. “So I can just build stuff on that land now, right?” He asked as the two hopped on the front of their cart.

 “I think so… to start a building you need to craft a foundation, but as far as I remember that’s a basic architecture level 1 thing, that just lets you start a building. Then you can build whatever you want on top of the foundation, and add as many materials as you like to make it bigger so long as you own the land.”

 “Good, I already got the architecture skill and the trainer back and Orm taught me about the foundation stuff.” Aegis rubbed his hands together excitedly as Lina grabbed the reins and set the cart into motion. “Now I just need to decide what to build…” his voice trailed off as he started pressing buttons on his interface, opening up a video viewing sub-application, his eyes glazing over in the game world as he did so. Lina went quiet so as to not disturb him as Aegis excitedly began looking up forges that other players had created, hoping to understand how he could make one to smelt Iron and Copper en-masse. The simple thought of him not needing to wait his turn and share the crafting stations anymore made him drool. He got so lost in his research that he’d lost track of time and before he knew it, another in-game day had passed and he had arrived back at the village of Orm.

 


 “That looks like a good stopping point there, Mister. You’ve still got your last exam in the morning.” 




His mother’s voice came through the Simbox speaker, timed perfectly to the cart stopping in front of the stables as if his mother had been watching him. It broke Aegis out of his researching trance and he quickly closed all of his menus while hopping off the Cart, Lina doing the same and leading it back into the Orm stables.

 “Good time to call it for the night. Last exam until freedom.” Aegis stretched. “Thanks for handling the driving… and… well, everything.” Aegis trailed off as Lina stopped to turn and look at him, smiling shyly. 

 “Thanks for… a really fun day.” She managed to get the sentence out with eye contact, but reached her limit and quickly looked away. 

 “See you tomorrow.” Aegis said as he closed out the simulation, leaving the Simbox to see his Mother staring down at him with her arms crossed.

 “What was all that about?” She asked him inquisitively.

 “What was what about?” Eli asked her, confused.

 “I was watching the stream. You got married?” Jillian replied in disbelief.

 “Oh, mom, c’mon, it’s just for the experience bonus.” Eli replied dismissively as he walked past her to the bathroom to start brushing his teeth.

 “Really, are you sure about that? Does Lina feel the same way?” Jillian followed behind him, arms still crossed.

 “Huh? Yeah, mom, of course, we talked about it. You watched what happened, didn’t you?”

 “Oh I think I saw what happened better than you did.” She rolled her eyes as she turned and walked off. “Be careful with a young maidens heart.” Her voice trailed off into the house.

 “M-mom, c’mon, stop being weird about it.” Eli sighed in annoyance. 

 “Simbox delivery and pickup tomorrow morning, should be here by the time you get back from your last exam. The Land of Rene better get a stables for Spoody cause I’m taking the week off.” Her voice carried through the house. 


...



There was an air of anticipation in the exam room as Eli finished the last few questions on his final exam. He could feel it from others, the excitement for the climactic finale of their Highschool careers to come to a close. But Eli felt as though his anticipation was heightened above everyone else's, knowing that upon returning home he’d begin a career as a streamer in earnest, within his new state of the art Simbox, with self-cleaning and dreamstate features.
 Finishing the exam early, he’d gone back to double check his answers and realized quite a few small mistakes and errors on several questions needing correcting. No doubt due to his mind being elsewhere, as he planned out what he’d build on his new plot of land. The thought of buying a home, or land, in the real world never really drew his interest, but for some reason he couldn’t imagine anything more exciting at the present time. As he finished triple checking his answers and finished out early, he found himself idly staring at the paper wondering how much construction resources would be left from the ruined keep, or how much of it would still be intact? While walking to the front desk to hand in his exam, he started to consider rebuilding it, and thought of what it’d be like to live in a grand fortress.

 “Congratulations, look forward to seeing you at graduation.” His teacher whispered to him with a smile while taking the exam from him. Eli nodded back absent mindedly and headed out of the school, now sitting out front to wait on Derrick and Lina. He’d finished a good half hour early, so opted to sit on a bench out front of the school building, tapping his eye implant to study more about buildings within the game world. He’d settled on a large forge design capable of smelting Iron for now, as the materials required to make a Mithril forge were a bit beyond what he’d be able to reasonably obtain, and after watching over several guides on building a Grand Dwarven Iron Forge, he started looking up basic stables designs and houses, just to humor his mom. He didn’t get very far into his research before the bell rang, signaling the end of the final day of exams for the school, and slowly the sea of students flocked out of the building. 

 “Freedom!” A familiar voice shouted among the chatter of students. Eli spotted the shouting Derrick with his arms stretched out into the air. Eli waved him over to see the stupidly large grin on his face.

 “I’m so excited man, you have no idea!” He squeaked.

 “Same… Y’know I thought finishing highschool would feel a lot different than this.”

 “Yeah, no kidding, but we've already got so much to do. You’re going to Equinor in 3 months, I’ve got my trade school starting in a few months too, and once that’s over I’ll be able to work with my dad…” Derrick trailed off in thought for a moment. “Or, you could become a big time livestreamer and we can just live the easy life. You won’t forget about me when you start pulling in the big viewers, right?” Derrick winked.

 “N-no, of course not.” He took his remark seriously, but saw Derrick’s joking expression and tried to lighten himself up. “If we make it to the top, I’m bringing everyone with me, unlike some other useless guy.” Eli tried to sound lighthearted as he said this, but some disdain slipped out.

 “What about you Selena?” Derrick called to her as he spotted her stepping out of the crowds of other students. She turned to see them and nervously walked forward.

 “What about me?” She asked, confused.

 “What are your plans, now that this is all over with?” Derrick motioned to the school building and the students around them.

 “Oh… well… I’m going to be studying Coding so I can, maybe, work for Averon some day.” She replied shyly.

 “Ah, you know, that suits you pretty well now that I think about it.” Derrick replied.

 “Yeah, I bet you’d be able to design some great bosses. They’d probably all be really hard though.” Eli smirked, as Lina let out a light chuckle. 

 “So what’s the plan? We’ve got three months of non-stop playing, and we’re aiming for the top, right?” Derrick asked.

 “Ah, well… Since we’re a bit behind the pack, we’ve still got catching up to do in levels and gear. I’ll need to build up infrastructure on Rene so we can catch up on equipment and crafts and be self-sufficient.”

 “If we really want to catch up or overtake the high level players, we’ll have to find somewhere to get high level resources like Birch and Iron, and eventually even Mithril and beyond.” Lina commented.

 “We’ll also need to find some good grind spots that drop decent loot for leveling. Kalmoore’s gonna help us with that, thanks to yours truly picking it.” Derrick proudly pointed at himself. “Aside from the Night Hunters, there is not a lot of competition for good grind spots and dungeon crawls, and not much of Kalmoore has been explored yet.”

 “If we’re leveling in dungeons, we’d be fastest in a full party of 5 though, and we’re still missing two members for that.” Lina commented, all hint of shyness gone as she spoke of the game.

 “I also have to build a stables for my mom, and probably some houses for us, and a forge-” Eli started talking, and the other two continued. The three were all listening to each other while simultaneously having almost completely separate conversations as they waited for the bus that arrived all too slowly, and when it did, the three rushed back to their homes. 

...



 “Ta-daa!” Jillian squealed with joy as Eli stepped through the front door, beckoning him down their central hallway to the living room. He could see folded pieces of large cardboard lining the walls as he hastily threw off his shoes and bag, rushing to get a clear view of their new living room. It no longer resembled a living room at all, the couch and coffee table were pushed up against the wall as if they were an annoyance that didn’t belong in the room anymore, and instead, resting side by side, were two large slick white and silver Simboxes, much larger than the one he’d been using up until now.

 “Amazing… are they working? Did you try them out yet?” Eli asked her excitedly.

 “I know right? Not yet, I only copied over our calibration settings and made sure they’re working. I installed everything too. I thought it’d be better if we jumped in together.” Jillian smiled and wiggled with excitement - Eli could swear she was more excited than he was for a moment. 

 He walked over to the interface on the side of the simbox and started fidgeting with the menu, checking all of the features. 

 “It’s all here, self-cleaning, dreamstate… We only need to leave the simulation to eat?” Eli asked.

 “I still have a job, Mister. And you better keep your physical health up, minimum 1 hour of physical activity outside of the Simulation, it says so on the safety section in the manual. And the self-cleaning is only for the box, not for you, so you better still be showering.” She spoke as her parental tone returned to her for a moment. Eli nodded as he inspected the outside of the box, seeing the cables and tubes all plugged into it from the back.

 “So.” She patted the Simbox on the right as Eli had been inspecting the leftmost one. “Ready to test these bad boys out?”

 “Y-yeah.” He smiled at her as they both opened up the Simbox’s and sat inside. The interior smelt like a new car, but the cushions and head pillow were incredibly comfortable, almost as if lying in a bed. Not too firm, nor too soft. Once the box was closed, the boot up time was incomparable to the previous box, and within less than a second, he was calibrated and his vision blacked out, followed by the bright flash of light welcoming him back into the Shattered World, where he found himself standing once more in the village of Orm.

            

    
        Chapter 48: The State of Things

    
    
    
    
                 “Hey! Hey Aegis!” Galanis waved Aegis down only moments after he’d logged into Orm and turned on his livestream. Aegis turned to see Galanis walking alongside Eccen, both were wearing much better equipment than when he’d last seen them.

 “How’d that boss fight go? Sorry about bailing…”

 “No problem man, it was tough but we managed to take him out. He dropped some crazy good equipment too.” Galanis showed off the blackened mail armor he was wearing.

 “Congrats, and thanks for saving me down there.” Aegis smiled.

 “Well that’s actually what I wanted to talk about. Seeing as how your party was the one that completed all the quests, I figured it wouldn’t be fair if we at least didn’t share some of the loot with you.” Galanis replied.

“Oh, don’t worry about that.” Aegis replied as he opened his inventory, not having touched much of the items he’d gotten from the Keep. He had been so focused on clearing his bags of his basic crafting materials, he’d forgotten to properly inspect it all. In his bags he still had the crafting materials from the Boar King, the Longsword from the wolf, An Acid Fang and some silk from the Broodmother, the broken shards of the suffering orb, and the now depleted and and very non-magical manacles. In addition he had plenty of weapon and cloth scraps and a few white quality armor pieces and jewelry that had dropped off of all the elite enemies. But the main loot he’d been excited about, he’d already registered.

“I feel like the land deed was the best item I could’ve gotten.” Aegis bragged with a wide grin as he closed out his inventory.

“Oh, you got the land deed to the Keep?” Galanis replied with a nervous look, not the response Aegis was expecting.

“Yeah… I already registered for it too. Was a bit expensive, but…” Aegis stopped as he watched Galanis and Eccen exchange looks of guilt.

“We should probably warn you, the Keep, well…” Galanis began.

“When that last boss became enraged, he grew a bit larger, and started swinging his spiked maul all over the place…” Eccen continued.

“Larger? He was already huge!” Aegis replied in disbelief.

“Y-yeah… and then, there was the void magic.” Galanis added.

“And when he died, there was the quaking…” Eccen said as the two of them watched the disappointment fill up Aegis’ face.

“H-how bad is it?”

“It’s basically just a pile of rocks…” Galanis replied guiltily.

“Sorry man, if we’d known you got the deed, we would’ve tried to lure the boss away or something…” Eccen shrugged apologetically. Aegis just looked down at his feet for a moment, his daydreams of rebuilding the keep into his own castle quickly disintegrated in his mind.

“H-here, at least take this, it’s a pretty good ring for our level.” Galanis pulled a silver ring with a black gem engraved in it out of his inventory and held it out to him. Aegis took the ring without looking at it, still contemplating what they’d just told him.

“Thanks…” He said dejectedly.

“We’ll… we’ll come by and visit your land, you know, once you get things running. It’s still a nice piece of land. A river, some fields of grass…” Galanis replied.

“I bet it's great farmland!” Eccen added, trying to cheer him up.

“Y-yeah, sure, come and visit sometime. See you guys later.” Aegis mumbled back as the three parted ways. 

He begrudgingly trekked his way to the Craftsman Hall within Orm where he grabbed several quests that would teach him how to harvest better wood, gather stronger and sturdier leather, and pick more difficult herbs. Each had objectives similar to that of the Iron Proficiency quest, requesting he prove his ability to gather high quality, lower level materials first. By the time Aegis had finished and stepped outside, Lina was already waiting for him, leaning against the wall next to the door of the building.

“Darkshot said they’re still setting up your old Simbox in his house but he should be on in a bit.” Lina said with a wave.

“Ok, I just grabbed some quests… My mom should be here somewhere too, but I forgot to ask what her character name was.” Aegis replied as he sent a party invite to Lina which she quickly accepted. The two looked up and down the streets at the other players and NPCs walking about, though Aegis wasn’t sure what he’d be looking for exactly. 

“Maybe the town square?” Lina shrugged.

“Yeah.” Aegis nodded as the two began walking towards the center of Orm. 

“How’s the new Simbox?”

“Pretty awesome, and fast. The Dreamstate is probably the best part though. Means I’ll be able to sleep in the game with you.” Aegis replied, and his poor wording caused Lina to blush. “I meant like you, you know, like you did. I can do that now too.” Aegis quickly corrected himself.

“Y-yeah. I know you m-meant that.” She replied while staring at her feet as Aegis rolled his eyes at himself once he was sure she was looking away. When they reached the fountain, there was no sign of anyone that resembled his mom. After looking for a few minutes, Aegis shrugged. 

“I guess she’s looking for horses already, are there any fields with some nearby?” Aegis asked, and Lina nodded.

“The stablemaster mentioned there were some to the south of the village.” Lina replied. Without further instruction they both headed in that direction in awkward silence, leaving the village of Orm and traveling beyond the surrounding farm fields. Just as they were passing underneath the treeline though, a female voice from behind them abruptly broke the silence.

“H-hey, Behind you!” The unfamiliar voice called. Aegis turned around, expecting to see his mom’s character waving him down, but instead saw a huge spear flying at him through the air towards his head. He was able to duck at the last moment, and as he heard the sound of Lina drawing her weapons he simultaneously saw in front of him a familiar, angry looking Orc wielding a longsword with the name Rakkan above his head. 

He was already in a forward charging attack towards Aegis, but he broke out of it as Lina dashed forward and cut him off, forcing him instead to jump backwards. Behind Rakkan was a young female elf [Amlie - Level 4]. She was wielding a strange looking staff but otherwise wore beginner attire and nothing about her seemed threatening, rather she was the one who had warned them of the attack.

“Mom?” Aegis asked in confusion. Rakkan glared at Lina in the very short moment she stood still before she rushed towards him with a flurry of dagger strikes. 

“Huh? N-no…” Amlie replied to Aegis equally confused. “Rakkan stop this!” She shouted at the orc, but he ignored her, and Aegis could barely keep track of the fight unfolding before him. What Rakkan had in strength, Lina could compensate for with speed, and Aegis felt an aura of fury emanating from her. Even Rakkan looked surprised by how quickly she dashed around his attacks, slashing him repeatedly with her daggers. Lina’s health went untouched while Rakkan’s health began to plummet without Aegis needing to assist her whatsoever.

The concern that Amlie had for Aegis quickly turned on its head and she looked at Rakkan with pity instead.

 “W-wait!” Amlie tried to stop the fight, but neither Rakkan nor Lina were listening to her. Instead Rakkan was in the process of recomposing himself, watching Lina’s quick dashing movements, until finally he seemed to notice something. He swung his longsword down at her with his left hand, then quickly pulled out his axe in his right hand and did a back swing with it, cutting Lina off and forcing her to block with the blade of her daggers, but still taking damage from the blow. She then attempted to dash in the opposite direction, Rakkan used Switch again to swap his Longsword for a large bladed gauntlet, swinging at Lina in tandem with his battle axe and forming a pincer attack with both weapons. Lina shifted one dagger away from the axe and used it to deflect the fist downward into the ground before leaping backwards away from Rakkan for a moment.

 “Wait, Lina.” Aegis called out just before she dashed back in. She complied, but didn’t take her eyes off Rakkan. “Rakkan, look, I still don’t know what your problem is, but you were edited out of everything, alright? Even right now.” Aegis motioned to the icon. Rakkan just glared back for a moment.

 “It’s not about that. It’s about your kind tainting the world around you.” Rakkan snarled back.

 “My kind? You mean livestreamers?” Aegis asked. Rakkan didn’t reply, but he took the silence for a yes. “Look I get it, I hate them too, all the ones I’ve met so far are entitled or show offs.” Aegis tried to sympathize.

 “Then why are you doing it?” Rakkan roared at him as a child would.

 “To be better than them.” Aegis shouted back, small bits of his own anger were beginning to seep out. 

 “The only way to be better is to kill them.” Rakkan replied.

 “What good does that do, what point do you prove? They’ll just respawn.”

 “Then I’ll do it again. I’ll kill him over, and over, and over, until he never enters this game and hurts people ever again!” Rakkan shouted - Aegis picked up on the pronoun switch as Rakkan tightened his grip on his axe and clenched the fist weapon shut, preparing to lunge forward again. Lina lifted her daggers in front of her face in anticipation.

 “W-wait Rakkan, stop it!” Amlie shouted out, but it seemed futile. Just as Rakkan was about to charge forward at Lina, however, a flash of pink ears flew through the air along with a large ball of trailing light, exploding on the point Rakkan had been standing.

 When the explosion of light had cleared, Aegis saw the high level Night Hunter, Sapphire, standing on top of a disintegrating Rakkan who was being forcefully logged out, his health having hit 0.

 “What is up with Orm lately? So much crime and PvP.” Sapphire shook her head in disbelief as she watched Rakkan disintegrate. “Hey, you!” She pointed at Amlie. “This is still considered a part of Orm, so don’t start fights here. You were partying with the initiator, so learn from his mistakes or you’ll be next.” Sapphire snapped at her. She turned and briefly looked at Lina, then Aegis, then back to Lina.

 “Lower level thief takes on a higher level fighter.” Sapphire started rubbing her chin and pacing around Lina as Lina stood upright staring back at her. “Are you looking for a guild?” Sapphire asked Lina.

 “Nope.” Lina replied without hesitation, to which Sapphire sighed. 

 “Ok, stay out of trouble!” She shouted, then with a burst of light magic, leapt into the air as a bunny would, with incredible height, back in the direction of Orm. The three watched Sapphire fade in the distance with several more hops before Lina and Aegis turned to look at an anxious Amlie.

 “Sorry about Rakkan. I told him to start over here in Orm to play with me but he's still angry about the past…” Amlie tried to defend him.

 “You two are friends?” Aegis asked.

 “Yes.” She nodded eagerly. “We go to school together.”

 “So you know why he’s so pissed off at me?” Aegis asked as Lina resheathed her daggers, listening in silence while moving to stand beside Aegis.

 “Uhm, well, I think he’s mad at himself. He swore he wouldn’t ever play with a streamer again, get strong, and hunt someone down… then the other day, he was having fun playing with you guys, only to find out you were a livestreamer.”

 “If he was having fun, why would it matter if it's a livestream or not? Who is it that he’s hunting? Makaroth?” Aegis asked which caused Lina to glance at him briefly, seeing Aegis with an emotionless expression. 

 “No, not Makaroth. Someone else… it’s a bit of a long story…” Amlie began to mumble as she looked between the two. “I think… maybe you guys could help him though. You’re the first people he’s had fun playing with since it happened.” She looked at them with hopeful eyes.

 Aegis looked to Lina after hearing Amlie speak and was surprised to see her indifferent expression. For all the rage she had just shown towards Rakkan, she looked just as emotionless as Aegis about the situation and instead was waiting for his reaction. 

 “How old exactly are you two?” Aegis relented as he looked back at Amlie. 

 “I’m 13… but I turn 14 this month. Rakkan’s already 14.” Amlie replied defensively. Aegis saw Lina let out a light puffing sound after hearing this, looking as if ashamed of herself before looking to Aegis again for his reaction. The two did their best to communicate their thoughts just through stares, with an eventual shrug and raised brow from Aegis.

 “Alright. Fine. Just a kid… We're waiting for someone anyway, so, go for it. What's his deal?” Aegis asked Amlie.

 “I-it started a few months ago…” Amlie began, and as she did, Aegis turned off his stream recording. 

            

    
        Chapter 49: Renault's Tale Pt.1

    
    
    
    
                 A young boy of dark complexion rushed through the front door of his home, taking shelter from the icy blizzard flurrying outside.

 “Mom, Dad! You’ll never guess what happened!” Renault shouted excitedly through the house as he shook off his backpack, snow boots, and big heavy snow coat, before throwing his hat off of his short black hair onto the nearby coat rack.

 “What is it?” His mother replied from the living room out of his sight. “It’s Cameron, his parents finally upgraded his Simbox, now all of my friends can play!” He shouted back as he made for the stairs leading to the basement of his home.

 “Ah-ah, what did we say about using the Simbox before homework?” His father replied sternly.

 “But I don’t have any homework today, I swear!” Renault replied in earnest.

 “You sure?” He squinted inquisitively at Renault.

 “Y-yeah Dad.” Renault groaned insistently.

 “Alright, but I want you up for dinner.” His father replied, Renault was already running down the stairs before he’d even finished this sentence. Tucked into the corner of the open floor basement, opposite a Wash-dryer, sat a Large Round-edged Simbox. Renault ran up to it, but before entering he tapped his wrist implant to open his phone contacts and sent a message to Cameron.

 

 “Don’t forget, Puagas Island to start!” Renault sent, but didn’t wait for a reply and hopped into the Simbox. 


Once inside he found himself in a small village of log houses, built in the thick of a pine tree forest. The pine trees were gigantic and towered above the unevenly constructed town. The village around him was multi-leveled as the ground jutted up in various spots, with log bridges connecting different levels of the village and crudely paved stone steps and ramps leading from the lower areas to the upper ledges, but in all it wasn’t a very big starting town. Nonetheless, it was packed with players of all races, primarily elves and humans. 

“Yo Renault, is he coming?” A tall male elf asked, as Renault turned his character's avatar to look at him. Renault himself was a short, pale skinned gnome with spiky brown hair equipped with a large staff on his back. [Gambit - Level 3] sat above the elf’s head, while above his own was [Renault - Level 3]. Beside Gambit stood [Hajax - Level 3] and [Zuon - Level 3], both human players with beginner equipment. 

“Yeah I told him where to start, he should be here any second.” Renault said with anticipation as the others also looked around excitedly. They stood together in the town square of the small village watching as several new players popped into existence for the first time, until finally a player named [Seraxus - Level 1] appeared.

“Yo! Seraxus! That’s a sick name!” Hajax cheered as they all ran to him.

“I know right? Check it out! Orc’s look pretty badass huh?” Seraxus showed off his form to cheers from the four friends.

“Looks a lot better than Renault.” Zuon joked and they all chuckled.

“Hey man, gnomes have the best intelligence stat for being a Wizard.” Renault defended himself.

“Yeah but at least change your name bro.” Hajax replied.

“So what do we do first?” Seraxus asked them.

“You gotta decide what class you’re gonna be.” 

“I want to swing a weapon. What’s the best weapon in this game?” Seraxus asked.

“No one knows yet yo, games only been out like a week.” 

“Sick, then we gotta try 'em all out and find out for ourselves, right?” Seraxus grinned.

“Haha, yeah, let’s do it.” Hajax replied.

“Finally our best player got here.” Zuon cheered to Seraxus.

“Yeah now we can start doing the hardest dungeons and stuff.” Renault spoke enthusiastically.

“Hell yeah, you know it, we always goin’ for the top.” Seraxus shouted encouragingly at the others as they all followed behind him, leading him to the nearest weapon shop. 





2 Weeks Later






 Seraxus led the charge for the party as they delved into the depths of a Jungle Temple infested with snakelike creatures. Renault, Hajax and Zuon held the back line with Renault playing as a Wizard focusing on cold magic, Hajax was a Priest who healed the party, and Zuon was an Archer weaving magic into his attacks. 

 The frontline consisted of Seraxus the orc, using fighter skills to swap between various weapons depending on the opponent, and Gambit using his fists as a monk. With Seraxus giving orders they were able to take out the Serpentine beasts despite the level disparity, Renault’s party now a level of 26, the elite enemies averaging levels of 30 to 35. 

 They’d just finished dispatching a group of 7 monsters when Gambit fell back to lean against a tan colored wall covered in vines, lit by the torches the party carried with them. As their stamina recovered, their heavy breathing mixed in with the everpresent hissing sounds echoing off the narrow halls around them.

 “Can we take a break and head to town yet? I’m starting to get tired.” Gambit yawned through his elven avatar.

 “We’ll fall behind, yo. Didn’t you see that new streamer, that Makaroth guy? I wanna keep up with him. We’re only a couple levels behind, ‘n he was only grindin’ level 30 enemies.” Seraxus urged them on.

 “Yeah but none of us even stream, that guy does that shit for a living.” Zuon groaned.

 “Renault said he’s gotta go anyway.” Gambit added.

 “Yeah but we can keep goin’ without him. I’m thinkin I might start streamin’ this game anyway.” Seraxus shrugged.

 “It ain't like the shooters we usually play though, you gotta be entertaining, not just good.” Hajax replied to Seraxus.

 “That’d be cool if you became a big streamer, I heard those high level streamers are making tons of money.” Renault smiled at him.

 “Exactly, that’s what I’m sayin’ Renault. So let’s keep grindin’ and find the good stuff in this Temple.” Seraxus smiled at him. 



 “Come on out, we’re ready to go.” Renault’s father’s voice spoke through the Simbox speaker.




 “Ah, I gotta go now. Don’t worry about me. I can cast invisibility when I log back in. Good luck guys.” Renault waved to them.

 “Cya man.”

 “Later.” The voices of Renault’s friends faded as he exited the Simulation to an early Saturday morning. He saw the back of his dad's Suit jacket as he was climbing the stairs out of the basement, Renault himself was already wearing a dress shirt. He got out of the Simbox and stretched his limbs before rubbing his eyes and heading upstairs. Both he and his parents were dressed up and quickly put on snow jackets over their fancy outfits and slipped into dress shoes and heels respectively, Renault’s mother doing a last minute wardrobe adjustment for him.

 “Do I really have to go to the Wedding? Aunt Mindy doesn’t even like me.” Renault protested as the last steps were being taken before leaving the house.

 “Of course she likes you.” His dad replied, to which Renault raised his eyebrows at him. His father stared back with a short pause. “Well, your grandfather will be there, you need to at least keep him company.” Renault let out a huff, and the three left the house, snow crunching underneath their feet. 


When they arrived at the venue, Renault was quickly abandoned by his parents as they walked around shaking hands, giving hugs and telling jokes to all their relatives, all dressed appropriately for the wedding, none of whom Renault was particularly fond of as most were either much older or younger than him. A beautifully decorated hall filled with evenly spaced rows of chairs covered in white cloth, with an altar and podium at the front prepared for the coming ceremony. Renault shoved his hands in his pockets and glanced around until spotting his Grandfather sitting in a row by himself, staring absentmindedly up at a window in the roof of the hall where snow was lightly trickling down on it from the gray February clouds above. He was balding, but still had a decent amount of white hair on the sides and kind looking eyes hidden under his aged dark skin. 

“Sup Gramps.” Renault said playfully as he sat in the chair to the right of him. His Grandfather didn’t immediately react, Renault caught him glancing at a reservation name plate set on the chair to his left. Taking a quick look at it himself, Renault saw the name of his Grandmother who’d recently passed.

“Ah, Mindy must have forgotten to tell the staff here, you know, since it wasn’t so long ago…” His grandfather gently patted the chair with the reservation on it.

“You want me to take it away?” Renault asked as politely as he could as he met his Grandfather’s eyes.

“No, no, it’s fine, leave it there.” He seemed to have broken out of a daze. “How’ve you been? You haven’t been coming around much lately.” 

“Y-yeah…” Renault said guiltily. “Yeah, well the thing is… there’s this crazy new VR MMORPG, have you heard of it?”

“Is that so? No, tell me about it.” His Grandpa replied energetically. And suddenly a flood of words came out of Renault’s mouth, he’d lost track of his surroundings as he explained to his Grandfather all about the game and his friends and what it felt like to play, and before he knew it, the chairs had filled up and the ceremony was in its last stages of preparation. 

“Psst, come on.” His mother motioned him away to their reserved seats on the opposite aisle as wedding music began to slowly ease into the hall.

“Ah, gotta go, I’ll tell you more about it later.” Renault waved to his Grandfather and quickly rushed to sit with his parents.

“I’m sure you will.” His Grandfather chuckled. When Renault took his seat beside his Dad, he turned curiously towards him.

“What were you two chatting away about?” His father asked him.

“Oh, nothing. I was just telling him about The Shattered World, y’know.” Renault shrugged.

“Oh don’t bother him with that nonsense.” His mother huffed.

“It’s not nonsense mom, besides, Grandpa seemed interested.” Renault replied.

“Really? That’s good, the first time I’d seen him talking, since… you know.” His father shrugged.

“He’s not been talking to you guys? I thought you said he was doing okay?” Renault asked. “He was ok last time we talked.” Renault leaned forward on his chair to get a better view of his parents sitting to his left, and caught a glimpse of them staring nervously at each other.

“What aren’t you guys saying?” Renault asked, and he could see his mother and father trying to communicate through their eyes and not speaking, almost in an argument, but it looked like his father had won.

“He’s not been taking his medication, and he’s stopped leaving the house. We’ve tried helping him ourselves, offering to get him a Caredroid, but he keeps refusing all of it… it seems like…” His father stopped himself from talking. “He’ll be okay, don’t worry about it, he’s just having a rough time.” He finished by gently patting Renault’s knee, to which Renault looked across the venue to see his grandfather looking up back at the window in the ceiling again. 

The rest of the wedding went by as a boring blurr. His aunt Mindy came down the aisle in her dress, the bride and groom said their vows, exchanged rings and kisses, all that stuff that Renault wasn’t interested in. He was worried about his Grandfather instead, feeling somewhat guilty of having not spent time with him lately. He remembered back on the many times he’d visited his grandparents house, his Grandfather being the only member of his family interested in games beside himself, the two playing a few together.

By the time they’d arrived at the venue for the reception, an idea had taken over Renault’s mind, and he eagerly awaited for the formalities to end so that he could find his Grandfather and talk to him. He finally found his Grandfather already seated at a round table covered in white tablecloth set with beautiful violet flowers in the center. Though he was far from the only one at the table, Renault didn’t pay any mind to the others.

“Grandpa, I got an idea!” Renault shouted excitedly.

“Oh yeah? What would that be?” 

“You should play The Shattered World with me!” Renault exclaimed, to which the other people at the table chuckled and looked at Renault like he was ridiculous.

“Oho, I think I’m a bit too old for slaying dragons and what not.” His Grandpa replied dismissively.

“No, you’re not, once you’re calibrated to a Simbox, you can make your character anything you want, like a big muscular orc, or a tiny magical gnome. C’mon it’ll be really fun, there’s a ton of stuff to do too, not just fighting monsters, you can build houses, go fishing, craft equipment.”

“Hmm, that does sound pretty intriguing.” He smiled back at Renault. “I wouldn’t even know where to start with something like that though.” He said apprehensively.

“I can show you, it’s really easy!” Renault insisted.

“Renault, leave your Grandfather alone.” Another relative at the table butted in, but Renault ignored him and tried to make his best pleading expression to him.





One Week Later








 “Ladies and Gentlemen, we have done it!” Seraxus shouted theatrically, standing over the corpse of a Gigantic Serpent Boss with the livestreaming icon above his head, currently 600 viewers watching them. Around him stood Renault, Hajax, Gambit, and Zuon, their armor covered in dents and slashes as if they’d all just been in a great battle, gasping for their breath. They were still deep within the Jungle temple, but all of them had just hit level 30.

 “Not just myself but my entire party are now ready to tackle our intermediate Class quests. I haven’t told you all what they are picking yet, it’ll be a surprise for the next time we meet.” Seraxus spoke to his audience while Gambit walked forward to check the items that the boss dropped.

 “He dropped a key to the lower sanctum. Says it's a level 50 Area though.” Gambit said as he checked the item card for the key.

 “This dungeon just keeps on going, huh.” Zuon said in disbelief.

 “It’s a temple of the God of Hatred, the quest said we need to find and kill the Avatar of hatred.” Renault replied, a side conversation away from Seraxus as he continued speaking to his audience.

 “I thought that giant snake was the Avatar.” Hajax replied.

 “Nope, just a big snake.” Renault shrugged back.

 “It sounds like we’ll have something to test our new intermediate skills on once we get them, eh?” Seraxus joined into their conversation. “So boys, I’ll be seeing you all again once you’ve finished your quests, and don’t tell me what you’re going to pick, I want it to be a surprise.” Seraxus smiled. 

 “Right. I’ll portal us back to Pelagrove.” Renault smiled, giving an awkward wave towards Seraxus’s audience before beginning an incantation in which his hands gave off a blue glow, out of which began to form floating spectral blue runic symbols that rotated around in a circle in front of him. After about 10 seconds of this, the symbols merged together and formed a magical blue doorway of light in mid air. From the correct angle it was possible to look through the doorway and see beyond it the small Forest village that they’d started out in at level 1.

 One by one the party members stepped through the doorway, and the atmosphere around them shifted entirely, appearing in the village with no sign of the doorway or temple dungeon behind them.

 “I’ll never get used to those portals.” Gambit commented. 

 “Good luck on your quests guys.” Seraxus smiled. 

 “I might be a bit longer but I’ll try to go fast.” Renault replied.

 “Oh right, you said your grandpa started playing, right?” Zuon asked.

 “Yeah, he oughta be around here. Gonna spend some time showing him the ropes before I do the quest.

 “No problem, we’ll be waitin, I’m bettin’ Hajax is gonna take a long ass time to do his intermediate quest anyway.” Gambit smirked.

 “The hell’s that supposed to mean?” Hajax snapped back, to which Gambit, Zuon and Seraxus chuckled.

 “Do what you gotta do boys, and we’ll see you all later. The rest of you,” He motioned to his audience, “y'all are comin with me to see how a true fighter picks his intermediate class.” He winked and began walking off, leaving the four friends to talk off camera.

 “Crazy how he got 600 viewers already.” Zuon commented. 

 “It’s kinda low, ain't it? Considering we’re like top 50 in levels in the world.” Hajax replied.

 “‘Cause he just keeps makin’ us grind high level mobs all day man.” Gambit complained as the group began to spread out into the village. “Catch you guys later, good luck with ya’ll quests.” He waved them off, and one by one they parted until Renault was on his own. 

 He already knew what Intermediate class he wanted, and where to get it, but he was more excited to find his Grandfather who he’d heard would be logging in for the first time today. Making his way to the village square, he wasn’t sure what name or appearance to look for, but when he arrived at the square he spotted him instantly.

 A young human male with dark skin was standing idly in the square with a look of bewilderment, not only at the surroundings, but at his own physique - he looked exactly like younger photos of his Grandfather that Renault had seen from time to time. [Beetzart - Level 1].

 “Beetzart, Gramps, really? That’s the best you could come up with?” Renault teased as he approached.

 “Ah, Renault. Look at this, this is incredible. Do you see this?” Beetzart flexed his muscles in disbelief. “I feel great!” He started laughing while skipping and hopping around. Renault couldn’t help but laugh along with him.

 “You ain’t seen nothin’ yet.” Renault smiled. 

            

    
        Chapter 50: Renault's Tale Pt.2

    
    
    
    
                “There you guys are!” Darkshot called out to Lina, Aegis, and Amlie. “I had to ask this high level bunny girl where you guys were to find you.” He complained as he approached. Lina was in the process of starting a campfire while Aegis was rummaging through the brush of the forest for herbs. They weren’t deep enough into the forest yet that they couldn’t still see Orm Village in the distance. “What are you guys doing?” 

“Trying to find my mom, or horses. And some herbs for crafting more of those Lures.” Aegis replied.

“And who might you be, lovely maiden?” Darkshot suddenly switched to a deeper voice as he formally bowed his head to Amlie.

“I-I’m Amlie.” She replied awkwardly.

“She’s 13 years old.” Aegis groaned at him.

“Oh, ahem. Well, nice to meet you, I’m Darkshot.” He spoke normally again and stood upright. “Why’s your stream off? Made it a pain to find you.”

“Amlie’s telling us why Rakkan keeps trying to kill us.” Lina replied coldly. 

“Oh this oughta be good.” Darkshot rolled his eyes.

“Just, let her talk.” Aegis waved off Darkshot and Lina’s disapproval. “And keep an eye out for a weird lady chasing down wild horses.”

“Yeah yeah.” Darkshot replied before shooting an arrow at a boar he’d spotted in a nearby bush, killing it in one hit.

“Amlie, the story you are telling us… that player, Seraxus, is that the same one on the leaderboards?” Lina asked, to which Amlie nodded anxiously

“Wait ya’ll are talking about THE Seraxus? The highest ranked PvP player? Undefeated Gladiator Champion? The guy who created the Battlemaster Meta?” Darkshot asked excitedly. Amlie nodded again nervously. “What about him? He’s crazy good, and that weapon of his is insane!”

“He’s also the reason that Puagas island was dubbed the PvP island.” Lina commented, though with much less enthusiasm than Darkshot.

“Is he really that big of a deal? He’s only like, 14, right?” Aegis asked.

“15.” Amlie corrected Aegis as if the 1 year made a big difference.

“He’s one of the top 10 streamers, he’s way up there. Only reason he aint top is probably because-” Darkshot was interrupted.

“Because he acts like a kid.” Lina shrugged. 

“Well I guess now you guys know why.” Aegis replied as he spotted a herb he needed and carefully pulled it out by the roots. “How’s the Simbox?”

“Good, way better than the ones downtown. You could’ve cleaned it first though, kinda smells funny.”

“I think that's you, not the Simbox.” Aegis retorted.

“So this story, it’s got something to do with Rakkan and Seraxus?” Darkshot asked eagerly.

“Yes… S-should I continue?” Amlie asked, to which Aegis gave her a thumbs up.



 The small statured Renault and his tall, fit and handsome Grandfather Beetzart strode through the streets of the small village of Pelagrove that afternoon, taking in the sights. The gnomish figure of Renault’s avatar had him tilting his head upwards explaining everything around them as Beetzart continuously pointed out people and objects and asked questions with a look of intrigue and amazement, but being a starter village, the pair didn’t stand out much and this scene was quite common.

 They zigzagged through the narrow passageways, up the ramps and across the log bridges that stretched through the upper ledges of the village, creaking and swaying in the wind slightly as a chilled breeze blew through the oversized Pine Forest around them, eventually the pair arrived at the uppermost level. 

Many small cottages up here could be seen surrounded by vast gardens and fields of crops, due to the greater amount of sunlight that reached them. The air blew more freely around them up here, carrying the scent of the pine forest with it, and it was much more quiet due to the lack of shops and stalls on the upper levels, allowing the sound of woodpeckers and creaking old trees to permeate their ears, alongside an occasional odd hum or ring from windchimes hanging off the overhangs of the small cottage houses. 

Renault was leading Beetzart towards the edge of the village, making sure to point out the Pelagrove NPC guards patrolling about, keeping the peace. They wore dark brown leather uniforms and were all armed with longbows, quivers, and shortswords, moving along the dirt roads and log bridges in pairs.

“Right there’s the village edge. So once we follow this road out here, there’s gonna be some monsters called Timberwolves, but don’t worry, they-” Renault was explaining while looking forward, only just noticing that Beetzart had stopped following him. He turned back to see that Beetzart had run up to a fence surrounding a small garden lining the road, beset beside a log cabin. Towering over the top of the log fence were a patch of strange yellow and blue flowers. The outer, larger petals were blue and curled outward, but the inner petals were yellow and diamond shaped and were curled inward and rotating in the wind as a pinwheel would. As they spun they made the sound of a long wind-like instrument note. The stalk of the plant was tall and thick with elongated thin leaves all the way up.

Beetzart was mesmerized by the plant for a moment, looking at a few of the flowers that stood up to his eye level. 

“Look at this, do you see this? Beautiful flowers that spin, and play music!” He whispered excitedly with glowing eyes. Before Renault could rejoin his side and provide an explanation, Beetzart’s curiosity got the better of him and he reached out a hand to try and touch the spinning petals, unable to resist the urge to test what would happen if he tried to stop one from spinning. Before his hand could make contact with one however, a small hand reached out from around the patch of flowers and slapped his own away.

“Don’t touch them.” The woman asked politely, though she had a look of annoyance. [Taeyal - Level 3] was floating above her head in white text, indicating she was an NPC. A tall human with long dark brown hair and brown eyes wearing simple leather pants, a soil stained gray shirt and a pair of stained and worn out gardening gloves to match. 

“Apologies, m’am, but what on earth are those things?” Beetzart asked her, still looking bewildered. Renault stopped himself a few feet away, resisting the urge to explain everything in place of Taeyal.

“They’re Windpetals, and they’re very delicate, and incredibly difficult to raise, so I’d appreciate it if you don't poke them with your untrained fingers.” She replied sharply while crossing her arms.

“Well, what about those, what are those called?” Beetzart asked, having just spotted a row of neatly planted rainbow leafed bushes that grew to about knee height behind the woman. The shrub’s colors seemed oddly reversed in that, while the leaves were a variety of bright colors, the blossoms were puffy green bells that let out light jingling sounds as the wind brushed against them. She subtly glanced to see what he was eying before putting her eyes back on him.

 “Those are Bellbushes.” She replied matter-of-factly, raising a brow at him.

 “Wow…” He paused to marvel at them, before turning his attention to another strange plant.

 “What abou-”

 “If you don’t mind, I’m quite busy tending to all of these plants.” She cut him off, now tapping her foot waiting for him to back away from her fence.

 “Have you ever tried making music with these plants?” He asked excitedly.

 “Wh? Music? No, that’s not what they’re being grown for. Making music would be too difficult, I’m not a bard, I'm a gardener.” She shook her head at him with disbelief at the suggestion.

 “I could help you out.” Beetzart suggested.

 “I doubt it.” 

 “Hey now, I’ve grown plenty of plants in my garden. You shoulda seen the tomatoes I got growing a few years back, right?” Beetzart turned to Renault for support, who awkwardly nodded. 

 “Tomatoes? Hah. That’s nothing.” She mocked. “I wouldn’t dare let anyone not trained in herbalism or farming anywhere near my crops.”

 “Where can I learn that stuff?” Beetzart replied enthusiastically, undeterred by her annoyed glare.

 “Just, head to the lower levels of Pelagrove to the Craftsman Guildhall, speak with the Guildmaster there, tell him Taeyal sent you.” She replied. Renault watched as Beetzart smiled and gave thanks and wiggled his fingers around at his interface, then turned to Renault excitedly.

 “Hey that nice lady just gave me a quest to go to that building!” Beetzart said excitedly.

 “Hah, yeah, there’s a million ways to get breadcrumb quests like that. So, you down to start hunting some Timberwolves?” Renault smiled back.

 “Hunt Timberwolves? Eh…” He looked apprehensively in the direction of the village exit. “I’ll leave the hunting to you, I want to learn about those funny looking plants and try growing some of ‘em.” 

 “Really gramps? You wanna grow plants?” Renault looked dejected.

 “You got a problem with that little man?” He retorted.

 “No… I guess not…” Renault shrugged. “I’ll show you off to the Guildhall and get you started before I head off to do my intermediate class quest.” 



….. 

One Month Later…









 Renault entered the village of Pellagrove with vastly different attire from that of which he had when he had departed a month ago. He now clearly stood apart from the many new players crowding the streets, a fantastical staff fastened to his back with a smooth orb at its head giving off a dark blue light and dark blue silk robes featuring black trimming. Many of the other players stopped to gawk at him and his level of 31, but he paid them no mind and walked proudly through the village with purpose, heading straight towards the house of Taeyal on the upper levels.

 When he arrived at the fence surrounding Taeyal’s garden he could hear the sound of her voice barking instructions to a compliant Beetzart. Peering over the fence he saw his grandfather on his knees carefully pruning a row of white flowered stalks under Taeyal’s instruction. Renault watched a few moments without announcing his presence, he couldn’t imagine someone would enjoy laboring like that but there was a big dumb smile on Beetzart’s face anytime Taeyal praised his actions. Eventually he finished with the plant and looked up, spotting Renault watching him.

 “Ah, you’re back!” He grinned and walked over to greet Renault, Taeyal hanging back and smiling. “Nice new digs you got when you were away. How’d the quest go?” 

 “Took a lot longer than I expected, but I finally managed to rank up to a Sage!” Renault said proudly.

 “Oh wow, what’s a sage do?” 

 “Great at understanding and manipulating magic, gathering information with clairvoyance, all sorts of awesome stuff. What about you?”

 “I got the class of farmer, pretty neat huh? Nothing fancy like sage, but Taeyal’s showing me the ropes.”

 “Really?” Renault looked taken aback. “I thought only people with farms could get that class, expensive to buy land so usually guilds funnel gold, or people who bought gold with real money…” Renault mumbled confused and curious at the same time.

 “Well Taeyal’s been letting me use hers and stay at her place, she’s really nice, you’d like her, knows all sorts of things.” Beetzart said as Taeyal approached.

 “You look like you’ve traveled quite a ways, would you like to come in for some tea? Fresh Naslix from the garden.” Taeyal smiled.

 “Naslix?” Renault’s eyes went wide. “Y-yeah, I’d love some.” Renault replied hastily.

 “I’ll go heat the water then.” She bowed politely before heading into the small building. Once she was inside the two looked at each other. 

 “Dang Gramps, how’d you do it?” Renault asked him in a whisper.

 “Do what?”

 “Rare and expensive Naslix Tea, leveling farming skills and using her land?” 

 “Nothing special, we just get along really well. She doesn’t believe I can use those flowers to make music though, she doesn't know what your grandpa’s got for skills. Heck I told her the meaning of my name, says she doesn't even know who Beethoven is, can you believe that?” Beetzart shook his head.

“Beeth.. Zart…” Renault paused for a second. “Seriously? No one listens to that old classical stuff anymore, let alone an NPC.” Renault rolled his eyes at him. 

“Yeah, well, a few more levels of this and I’m goin intermediate just like you. Then all these people will be listening to the good stuff.” He spoke confidently. “Y’know… She reminds me a bit of your grandmother… Of course, I know, it’s just a game, but, hey…” he shrugged with a smile.

 “Glad you’re having fun.” The two joined Taeyal inside her small home where Renault made some observations as Beetzart walked into a bedroom with a single bed and utilized the Wardrobe to swap out of his dirty equipment into cleaner common clothes before joining him at the table.

 “You’re pretty settled in here eh?” Renault winked at Beetzart. “Hope he’s not causing too much trouble.” He asked Taeyal curiously.

 “Oh no trouble. He still has a lot to learn of course, but it's been a pleasure having him around to help me out.” Taeyal replied, and as she said this Renault watched the two lock eyes and exchange a smile. Renault couldn’t help but raise his eyebrows in disbelief at what he was seeing. Before he could pry further, he was interrupted by a party invite from Seraxus.



 “Get yo ass back to the temple, we all intermediates now, it’s go time baby.” 




Seraxus messaged the group after Renault had accepted the invite, and saw that it was full with his friends now, but Seraxus was already level 36.

 “Ah, looks like my group needs me, so I’m going to head out. I’d love to try that tea though, I’ve heard it's amazing! I’ll try to come back as soon as we clear the dungeon!” Renault’s voice trailed out of the door.

 “Be safe,” Taeyal called after him.

 “Have fun little man!” Beetzart shouted.


 As a sage, finding and memorizing pathways through difficult forests and jungles was quite easy, making it possible for Renault to arrive back at the Jungle Temple of Hatred fairly quickly, before even his other party members had arrived, save for Seraxus, and as he approached he not only noticed that Seraxus’ health and mana was moving up and down quickly in the party interface, but he could hear the sound of spells firing off and blades clashing in the distance. 

 Renault picked up the pace and rushed through the last few hundred meters of the wild lush green jungle, avoiding getting tangled in the thick vines dangling from the trees around him as the beige coloured, vine covered, pyramid shaped temple came into view.

 In a small clearing out front of the temple entrance, between a pair of gigantic cobra statues, Renault saw Seraxus in the midst of battling a party of four players, all in the range of levels 23 to 25. As Seraxus was being flanked by a thief player, engaged in the front by a battle axe wielding fighter, a wizard player was charging several ice lances to thrust at him from the side and a priest wearing the vestments of Aphrodite stood in the back healing them. 

 “Force Barrier!” Renault shouted, reacting quickly by extending his hands out in the direction of Seraxus as small dark purple runes began to form in the air and rotate around his hands. After a three second delay, a sudden white transparent orb of magic encapsulated Seraxus. A swing of the fighter’s battle axe and two icelances from the wizard’s magic collided with the sphere and were stopped by it, while within, Seraxus’ charge forward was stopped as he ran into the interior of the white translucent orb. 

 “Real tough, picking on someone four versus one!” Renault shouted.

 “Picking on him? He’s the ass who started this, he already killed our archer!” The priest player shouted angrily at Renault, surprising him, as he once again assessed the situation.

 “Yo Renault, drop this thing and lemme take these guys out. My viewers were doubting I could do it, gotta show ‘em the strength of my new intermediate class.” Seraxus grinned as he motioned to the livestreaming icon above his head. He was now broadcasting to two thousand concurrent viewers. 

 “You sure?” Renault asked, still confused and trying to process the situation.

 “Yeah man.” Seraxus winked at him confidently. 

 “A-alright…” Renault dropped his Force Barrier spell, as it had nearly drained his mana from maintaining it for so long anyway, and once he did, Seraxus immediately charged at them again. He watched in amazement as Seraxus dodged around the attacks of the four players, using new abilities to manipulate his various weapons around the battlefield. He noticed that unlike before when he was just a fighter, the weapons that Seraxus were not using were not in his inventory or sheathed on his persons, they were hovering around him, as if he was able to wield and control 5 weapons at once, though notably they spent a lot of time just idle and floating, with the occasional shot from the crossbow hovering behind him and a thrust of the spear. In his hands he alternated between wielding his Longsword and Battle Axe, utilizing the switch spell to make the weapons exchange places instantly.

 None of the players present, not even Renault, had seen the abilities and skills of the Battlemaster class before - Seraxus was the first. None of them knew how to keep up with or predict the weapons movements, despite it being clear Seraxus still wasn’t very good at controlling all of the weapons at once yet. 

 “You’re just gonna stand there and let your buddy attack us?” The thief shouted at Renault angrily.

 “Hey, it’s your fault for tryin’ to come into our dungeon. This temple’s ours for grinding.” Seraxus declared as he managed to surround the thief with all of his weapons, coordinating several simultaneous hits that were impossible for the Aphrodite priest to heal through, giving him game over. At this, the wizard player turned and began to run away.

 “Forget this group, I’m going back to solo farming.” The wizard shouted. Seeing this, both the battle-axe fighter and the priest exchanged looks of hopelessness, and without hesitation, the priest began the simulation exit process. His Avatar remained suspended in a standing position as a blue cylinder formed around it, with a countdown timer hovering over the cylinder indicating the time remaining before the avatar of the player would disappear. Due to the priest leaving the simulation in the middle of fighting an enemy, his Avatar would remain present in the game for 30 seconds and still be susceptible to attacks.

 Seraxus took this as an invitation for an easy kill, dashing around the fighter and slashing at the motionless avatar until it forcefully disappeared due to death, suffering the death penalties and dropping a large coin pouch on the ground as well as some crafting items. The fighter looked between the dropped items, then back to Seraxus who was now charging at him. It was over in seconds, and soon it was only Seraxus, Renault, and the items that the four recently killed players had dropped. 

 “Pick all this stuff up, I’ll be right back.” Seraxus smirked at Renault as he turned and dashed off into the jungle.

 “Where are you going?” Renault asked, confused.

 “They bet I wouldn’t get all five of 'em, so Imma go get all five of ‘em.” Seraxus said excitedly.

 “B-but he’s running away!” Renault shouted after him.

 “Not fast enough though,” Seraxus laughed as his voice faded off into the jungle. Renault just stared at all the gold and items on the ground for a moment, not at all interested in picking it up, but before he needed to he saw Hajax arrive from the jungle.

 “Sup.” Hajax gave Renault a nod to greet him, then jerked his head towards all the items everywhere. “Yo sweet, free treasure. Some party wipe or something?” Hajax said as he ran to start picking it all up.

 “Y-yea, something like that…” Renault replied. 

            

    
        Chapter 51: Renault's Tale Pt.3

    
    
    
    
                 “Get down in 3… 2…” Seraxus shouted out to his warn down party members whom were spread about the dark circular chamber in the lowest depths of the Temple of Hatred. The four remaining party members Hajax, Zuon, Seraxus and Renault all went prone on their stomachs as the countdown ended silently, and as it did, a blastwave of dark black and purple energy shot out from a gray-scaled snake-like humanoid who stood in the center of the room wielding a giant jagged black sword with glowing red runes on it. 

 The shockwave passed over them just barely, giving Renault a chance to see in his party interface the already dead Gambit, and everyone else was running low on mana and health. Hajax struggled to use his remaining mana to heal up Seraxus who was in the front by himself, using all of his floating weapons to great effect in order to parry the powerful swings of the [Boss] labeled enemy before them. Each swing of his sword released a force of wind that made it hard to stand. 

 They were now all now level 42, with Seraxus being the exception at level 45, and his livestream viewership was sitting at 13 000, as many people tuned in to see the fresh high level content, but the battle against the boss had been going on for quite some time now, the boss now in his enraged state.

 “He’s almost finished, just a bit more!” Renault shouted encouragingly as he and Zuon shot back up to their feet. Zuon, no longer wielding a simple bow, but instead a bow harp, strung the strings on the harp as he fired his arrow, playing music alongside the shot which echoed off the walls, enhancing the arrow with a pink glow.

 “Songshot!” Zuon shouted out, his exhaustion audible in his voice. The impact of the arrow on the boss released a blast of pink energy which the light slowly reformed itself into glowing music notes which imprinted themselves on random parts of the bosses body.

 “Aim for the notes for bonus damage, Renault!” Seraxus shouted. Renault nodded, lifted his staff up and formed a barrage of 12 tiny fireballs above his head. Once they finished forming, he waved his hand and they all shot forward and swarmed around the boss, hitting it from multiple directions while carefully aiming to not hit Seraxus.

 “Firestorm!” Renault shouted out. As the bolts impacted the glowing music notes, the fireballs exploded and caused the notes to create secondary explosions of pink light. All of the explosions collectively released a shockwave that pushed Seraxus away from the boss as a puff of gray smoke enveloped him.



The Avatar of Hatred [Boss] has been Slain!




The pop up on their screens was a huge relief, as the creature let out a final horrendous howl before crumbling into dust, leaving a few pieces of loot and a bag of coins behind as the dust settled, alongside the large black sword he had been wielding. 

“Hell yeah, how you like them apples, baby!” Seraxus shouted out, clearly addressing his audience now as he began giving them a speech. At this point, Renault, Hajax and Zuon had grown accustomed to just ignoring his monologue and the three huddled together, breathing heavily and covered in sweat - their armor and robes dented and torn respectively.

“Damn that thing was tough.” Hajax commented.

“That was definitely the guy for the quest. We’re finally done with this place.” Renault said with relief as he wiped sweat off his forehead. 

“What is the deal with this place and all this stuff anyway? That thing seemed way harder than anything we fought so far. And this place was insanely hard to get to. You’re a Sage right? You know about all this lore shit, don’t you?” Zuon asked as he glanced around the chamber. There were sigils, runes, and other strange markings carved into the various pillars and walls of the room but it was difficult to see it all in the darkness.

“Lemme see what I can find out.” Renault grinned excitedly before waving his staff to turn it into a giant glowing orb of white light, illuminating the chamber so that the markings on the walls could be much more clearly seen. 

“That guy gets way too excited about this lore stuff.” Zuon mumbled as he watched the look of excitement on Renault’s face as he ran to the nearest wall filled with symbols. The two then glanced over to see Seraxus was already circling around the pile of loot drops that had fallen, asking his audience to vote on what the stats of the sword would have before picking it up.

Renault used several of his sage skills to translate and identify the markings on the walls. The difficulty of translating and understanding them was high, it took a lot of effort on his part to understand the meaning of them beyond what his class skills would do for him on their own, gaining experience for them along the way, but eventually he began to weave together a story, one of ominous apocalyptic foretellings. By the time he’d understood the meaning of the symbols and the purpose of the chamber, he’d spotted his party members ready to start picking up the items from the boss.

“W-wait, stop! Don’t touch the sword!” Renault shouted to them with a look of serious concern.

“Huh? Why not, what’s wrong?” Zuon asked.

“We figured you wouldn’t mind if Seraxus took it, since he’s the sword user of the group.” Hajax replied.

“Is it cursed or something?” Seraxus asked with a look of excitement rather than fear.

“We-well, not exactly. According to this chamber, the person who wields that sword becomes the Avatar of Hatred. That last avatar took the sword to seal it here and prevent its power from escaping, he was actually once a Paladin of a light deity. The markings were made by him, he said the sword should stay sealed down here.” Renault commented with absolute seriousness. Naively, he thought his words would dissuade his friends from wanting the sword, but in actual fact they all beamed with excitement.

“Are you kidding me? This sword is freaking badass!” Seraxus shouted with excitement as he picked it up and equipped it instantly. Immediately upon equipping it, a black mist swirled out of the blade and wrapped itself around Seraxus, releasing a low swooshing sound before falling silent, all of them staring in amazement.

“What the heck kind of item does that? Has anyone ever seen something like that before?” Seraxus shouted with glee, half to his party and half to his audience. 

“Wait stop, aren’t you worried about what the symbols say?” Renault warned.

“Oh c’mon Renault I know you love all that lore PvE stuff but, it’s really just a badass sword isn’t it?” Seraxus reassured him.

“Y-yeah… I guess.” Renault shrugged reluctantly.

“So what’s it do?” Zuon asked as they watched Seraxus fidget around in his inventory to see the stats of the sword.

“Well, it’s damage isn’t that great, better than my longsword but not by much.” Seraxus said as he held the black blade in one hand and his old longsword in the other, comparing them for a moment before causing his longsword to vanish into his inventory.

“Huh, it says that once I have this sword equipped, if I am killed even once, the sword will abandon me. That sounds a bit sketchy.” Seraxus read the item description outloud to his party and his audience.
 “That’s a part of the curse I bet. I told you it was bad news.” Renault interjected.

“Hah, if any of you guys want this sword, I dare you to try taking it from me.” Seraxus challenged his audience with a grin.

“No one’s gonna be dumb enough to mess with us after watching that boss fight.” Zuon bragged while putting his hands on his waist.

“C’mon what else? It’s gonna have some crazy effect if that's the downside!” Hajax shouted. 

“It says here that it captures the souls of those that it defeats, empowering its effects permanently. Each player’s soul it consumes increases its damage by 1 and my defense by 1, and for NPC’s it's 0.01. But it doesn’t work on evil aligned NPCs. Oh, the NPC bonus is doubled for good aligned NPCs. I can only consume another player’s soul once… and, yadda yadda, buncha stuff about unrevivable and debuffs to players and NPCs when I have their souls in the sword. Yo holy shit this thing is insanely OP It’s got 1% Lifesteal too! It says it’s an Artifact! Is this the world's first artifact anyone has ever found yet?” Seraxus shouted excitedly to his audience that now sat at 20 000 viewers.

“Are you kidding Seraxus? That thing is awful! It wants you to kill players and good NPCs so it gets stronger!” Renault protested.

“Relax lore nerd, it’s just a game. Imagine how high I could get this thing to scale?” Seraxus said with joy.

“We’re gonna be unstoppable yo!” Hajax and Zuon seemed to have joined in on the excitement.

“But, you’re not going to just go around and start killing city guards and stuff right? That’s gonna get us marked as red players, with bounties, and everything!” Renault spoke anxiously.

“Hah, chill, I’m not that stupid, we’ll just farm other players outside the safe zones to beef this thing up. Where’s everyone grinding these days?” Seraxus asked his audience and his party members. 

“Mount Jitari is where the level 20’s and 30’s have been gathering.” Zuon replied enthusiastically.

“Alright boys, let’s take this thing out for a spin.” Seraxus nodded to his audience before motioning to Renault. “Renault, hook us up with a port to the Jitari base camp.” Seraxus ordered him, and his three party members looked at him with eager smiles. Renault hesitated, staring back at them from a moment.

“What’s wrong, you don’t have that portal location?” Hajax asked, confused for a moment.

“N-no, that’s not it. I got it. It’s just… we’re level 40’s, intermediate. Those guys grinding are all gonna still be beginners, isn’t that a bit mean?” Renault asked.

“I’m not gonna camp ‘em or anything. The sword only works once per player, just gotta beef it up. Don’t blame me, the game developers made the sword.” Seraxus shrugged.

“Yeah if they didn’t want players to kill each other, they wouldn’t have added PvP tournaments, or swords like this.” Zuon replied.

“But, that means you’re the Avatar of Hatred, y’know? That turns you into a bad guy.” Renault commented, to which Seraxus let out a long sigh.

“You right, you right… but it’s about the people, aint it? Let’s do a poll in the chat right now boys. Should we ditch the sword and be the good guys? Or keep it and be the Avatar of Hatred.” He said with a low growl, aiming his words at his audience. With this voting poll, a glimmer of hope shined in Renault’s eyes, surely the now 30 000 people wouldn’t want to see him and his friends running around killing lower level players, right?

The poll ended after 5 minutes, with a resounding 90% of the viewers voting in favor of keeping the sword.

“The people have spoken, I am now the AVATAR of HATRED!” Seraxus shouted out in the deepest, most evil voice he could muster, followed by a lighthearted laugh. “So, Renault, hit us with that portal will ya?” Renault still hesitated for a moment.

“It’s just a game Renault, c’mon. This makes for cool lore too, doesn’t it?” Hajax pleaded with him while gently putting a hand on his shoulder.

“Y-yeah, I guess.” Renault gave in to the peer pressure, as several blue runes formed around his hand. Moments later a portal opened to a small village built at the base of a towering rocky mountain in the distance. “Here’s the base camp of Mount Jitari.” Renault motioned them, and Seraxus and Hajax quickly stepped through.

“Let the hatred flow!” Seraxus shouted excitedly, his voice muffled now for Renault as he was on the other side of the portal.

“You comin’?” Zuon asked.

“Nah… you guys won’t need my help anyway. I’ll hang back for Gambit when he respawns so I can portal him.” Renault replied.

“Oh, right, good thinking, Gambit’s gonna want a piece of the action. Here -” Zuon thrusted an old leather coin pouch from the boss into Renault’s hands. “Your share of the loot.” Zuon replied before stepping through the portal. Renault maintained it for a few seconds, looking through the rift in space to see his friends under the bright clear sky, charging out of the village towards the mountains in the distance.



2 Weeks Later...








 Renault strolled through Pellagrove, traveling over the log bridges as he made his way down to the market levels of the village. It was much quieter than it had ever been, hardly any other players were wandering around which was quite the change from the previous weeks.

 “Yeah, I started in Puagas…” Renault overheard another player talking into his party interface in the village center, as he himself was perusing the books of a traveling merchant’s stand, looking for any texts he hadn’t gained Sage experience from yet. 

“What do you mean I should restart now, what's wrong with Puagas?” The person continued, Renault unable to hear the other side of his conversation.

 “Buncha PKers? C’mon it can’t be that bad… Really? Alright, alright, I’m deleting my char. I’ll restart somewhere else. Nah I’m still just level 1 it’s all good.” The player replied, then quickly disappeared from the world due to logging out. After buying a few books, Renault began making his way back to the upper levels, not before being approached by a few lonely desperate players looking for people to party with. With being a Sage, Renault could see that most of the players were carrying the debuff ‘Mark of Hatred.’ He’d seen it more and more since Seraxus began his hunt, it was a mark that their soul had been consumed by the sword, and imposed a -1% to all stats penalty permanently while their soul was still consumed by it. 

 Eventually he arrived back at Taeyal’s house on the upper levels where Beetzart was already eagerly awaiting him, Taeyal shaking her head disapprovingly as he ran toward the fence of the garden to get Renault’s attention.

 “Renault, yo, check it out little man, it’s working! Check it!” Beetzart grinned while motioning to a row of various spinning and jingling plants that seemed to be set up in odd batches, almost like an orchestra.

 “Whatcha got now?” Renault couldn’t help but smile at his enthusiasm.

 “Using these farming skills, tend, growth boost, fertilize, pollinate, when I use em all at the right time… just listen, its great…” He started tapping his foot to a rhythm and began whispering his skill usage as his hands began to glow green and he aimed his farming skills at the plants in a very specific order.

 The first notes hit like a truck to Renault’s ears, catching him completely off guard, the beginning of Beethoven’s 5th symphony could be heard clearly ringing from a set of flowers, then, moments later, several other plants began to hum and jingle in unison to join in as Beetzard waved his hands around wildly to keep the musical plant’s sounds in sync. He didn’t get very far into the song before he let out a puff of air and had to stop.

 “Aaand,” He gasped for breath. “That’s it for my mana, that’s all I can get so far. So, pretty good huh?” 

 “Seriously Gramps? That was incredible! It sounds a bit different than the original but it still sounds good!” 

 “I enjoy it very much.” Taeyal smiled encouragingly at him.

 “I still got a bit of leveling up to do if I want the whole song, but, I’m gettin there.” 

 “Y’know, if you wanted to play music, there’s a bard class for it right? They can play pretty much any instrument.” Renault replied. “One of my friends is even playing one, he could show you a bit about it.”

 “Nah, instruments are something I already did when I was younger. This is like combining my love of gardening with my love of music, it’s perfect isn’t it? It’s like mixing together the beauty of visual art, and the beauty of musical art.” Beetzart spoke proudly while looking fondly over his flowers, and as he did he could see Taeyal gazing at him dreamily.

 “I guess, but if you’re gonna go that far, why not make your own song for it?” Renault suggested. Beetzard paused for a moment as his eyes went wide, as if hit by revelation.

 “Y-you’re right, that’s a gre-” He froze mid sentence, like a statue. A mere moment after he did, Taeyal lost interest and turned to go back to Gardening, as if he wasn’t there - despite this he was still frozen in place for a few seconds before he disappeared from the game world.

 “Huh?” Renault’s eyebrows went up as he looked around confused. He checked his friends list to see that Beetzart had logged out of the game. He was about to log out himself to see what was going on, but before he could, Beetzart re-appeared in front of him.

 “Huh, damn Simbox. Old thing just made me log out for no good reason.” Beetzart said dismissively.

 “That’s weird, something wrong with the backup power supply? That happened to me once.” Renault suggested.

 “Yeah, that must be it. Gonna have to have one of those Simbox guys come check it out. I’m no good with these things. Anyway… about that idea. Writing a flower song… I like it. Imma get started right away.” Beetzart said as he turned from Renault and towards the tiny house.

 “R-right. I’m looking forward to hearing it!”

 “Well it’s not gonna happen in a day. I gotta plan this out. Should be done after your next quest with your friends. Speaking of ‘em, you haven’t been doing any quests with them lately, you guys alright?” Beetzart paused in the frame of the open door to hear the answer.

 “Huh? Y-yeah, they’re just… doing some sidequests…” Renault replied dismissively. 

            

    
        Chapter 52: Avatar of Hatred

    
    
    
    
                “H-hello!” A young female voice squeaked loudly over the plants of Taeyal’s garden. Beetzart hadn’t noticed her approach, instead was intensely focused on tending to the plants, but her voice grabbed his attention and he shot up to his feet.

 “Hello, young miss, how may I help you?” He spoke politely to the young human female player in front of him. The manner of his speech threw her off for a moment.

 “O-oh, yes, hi. My name is Amlie… I’m looking for Renault, I was told he would be around here in the game. Is that you Renault?” She asked Beetzart, confused.

 “Huh, me? No, of course not. I’m his Grandfather. There he is now!” Beetzart motioned down the street at the approaching gnome. Amlie smiled and waved down Renault immediately, rushing over to him.

 “Renault! Hi! It’s me Sherry, Zuon’s little sister, you know?” She grinned childishly as she approached him. “Holy moly, you are such a high level!”

 “Your brother’s higher… What are you doing here? Zuon finally let you use the Simbox?” Renault smiled back.

 “Nope, I got my own for my birthday. How do you like my character? I’m thinking of being a wizard, so Zuon said I should ask you for some tips!” She replied excitedly.

 “Eh… well…” Renault paused, looking around nervously, but before he could give an answer, he got a party invite from his friends list from Seraxus, and several messages.


 


 “Yo Renault, we need you asap, shit is getting crazy!” Seraxus wrote to him.

 “Renault, get to the Puagas capital, stat, shit is going down!” Hajax messaged as well.




 “Ah, looks like they need me right now, something’s happening…” Renault said as he accepted the party invite. He could see a plethora of debuffs from various classes on his now four party members of Hajax, Zuon, Seraxus and Gambit, but it was clear Hajax was doing his best as his intermediate cleric class to remove the debuffs. Seeing the sheer amount of debuffs shocked him, there were so many that his Sage skill could recognize, that it almost took over his entire peripheral vision until he minimized the status window of each of them.

 “What the hell…” Renault mumbled in disbelief as he began channeling his portal spell.

 “Ooh a portal, where are you going? Should I come too?” Amlie replied excitedly.

 “I’m porting to Avilon, the capital city of Puagas. Normally I’d say yeah, but I think it’s gonna be dangerous this time.” Renault replied. 

 “Oh, ok. Right, I’m still just at a low level.” She smiled awkwardly as she watched the portal open. Once the spell runes finished forming, it was possible to look through the doorway present in Pellagrove and see into the town square of Avilon, the capital city of Puagas. It was a gigantic metropolis filled with huge towering gray brick buildings and green flags depicting a winged horse visible nearly everywhere. It was noticeably void of NPCs or players, however.

 “Cool…” Amlie said in awe as Renault stepped through.

 “Catch you later!” Renault said before closing the portal. “Where are you guys exactly?” Renault asked through his party interface.

 “The Skyport, just outside the city limits.” Hajax replied. Renault was about to ask exactly which direction that would be, but before he could, he heard and then saw a large booming explosion of red flames rise upwards into the sky in the distance, and knew exactly where he needed to be. He rushed through the barren city streets of the Capital, passing by the occasional NPC gawking out of their window to see the source of the commotion, all clearly terrified about what was happening just outside the city.

 When Renault reached the outer city gates he saw that several hundred NPC guards were on duty, fully armed and on alert, manning the 10 ft walls with crossbows, longbows, ballistae all at the ready, aimed in the direction of the commotion. Renault was at least relieved that at the moment, the city and its soldiers were still friendly and not involved in whatever was happening. Passing through the threshold of the city limits and entering the fields outside the city walls, in the distance he could see the Skyport Tower, built on the very edge of Puagas island itself, as beyond it, a ledge leading off Puagas island into the abyss could be seen.

It was not Renault’s first time seeing the edge of the island and the daunting black void that lay beneath, shrouded in black mist that occasionally crept up the skyline of the horizon. What shocked him more was the 3 Airships that were docked at the Skyport Tower, all firing down heavy artillery at the open fields that stood between the Skyport Tower, and the City limits of Avilon, a field no wider than a kilometer. 

As the cannons and balista and other magical weapons fired down on the field, explosions of dirt and flame erupted into debris and dust all around them, making it difficult to see, but as Renault closed in, he saw flashes of white light and heard clashing blades all about the fields. Soon spotting 10, 20, upwards of 50 people battling it out, all focusing their attacks on his party members.

“GRAND SHELL!” Renault shouted out in a panic the moment he had a clear visual on his party, carefully placing a large translucent dome of magical energy so that it caught all of his party members inside. The moment it formed, the barrage of attacks began smashing against it and breaking apart, no longer hitting his allies.

“Nice, everyone group up.” Hajax commanded the others. “Keep that up for like 30 seconds so I can clean up all these debuffs.”

“Good timing Renault.” Seraxus smiled at him, then looked at his audience, and the now visible army of players and NPCs standing before them. 

“What the hell is going on, who are all these guys?” Renault asked as his mana began to drain quickly from maintaining the shell shield.

“I’ll tell you who we are.” A player outside the shell spoke, stepping forward from the others. He had the symbol of Zues on his white cloth garments that hung over his iron armor. “We are the forces of light. We have received a quest from across the land, to rid Puagas of this dark creature that has been plaguing it as of late.” The level 34 player spoke, clearly playing a Paladin.

“You get that shit? Divine players on other islands have started getting quests to kill Seraxus.” Gambit said with glee.

“Not only that, looks like a buncha local players and some of the big Puagas guilds joined in. Look at all these guys lining up to get a piece of you, eh?” Hajax said as he continued to repeatedly cast dispelling magic on him and his allies.

“And yet, none of them stand a chance, hah!” Seraxus shouted out at the army of players now before him. It wasn’t just players though, as Renault spotted quite a few priest and cleric NPCs’ that seemed to have come along on the airships with the other players. He couldn’t help but let his jaw drop, seeing that players from other islands were getting quests already to fly to Puagas just because of the sword.

“We makin’ our own lore now, boys.” Seraxus shouted to his audience. “Leave this place.” He changed to a more theatrical voice. “This land belongs to the god of Hatred now.” He followed it with an evil cackle. Renault looked to see he now had a viewership in the hundreds of thousands, easily in the top 10 streams of The Shattered World online. Despite him being evil, he was getting massive viewerships, Renault couldn’t understand it, and at that moment, for just an instant, he felt the urge to let the shell spell end - that he was protecting the wrong people.

“How can you stand by and let this happen, you are a Cleric of the light as well, aren’t you?” The leading paladin asked Hajax as they could do nothing but bang on the Sage shell. Several of the magic users outside the shell attempted to dispel it, but due to Renault being such a high level sage, he was able to resist their dispels. 

“Cleric of the light? Nah, check it.” Hajax waved his hands and shot a ball of black magic at Zuon, which healed him. “Even my healing spells are dark now. I’m a Cleric of Hatred.” He smirked proudly.

“You’re going to regret that. We know the secret of that sword. Once we vanquish you, you and your god of Hatred will lose all of its power.”

“Yeah, but, you gotta vanquish me first.” Seraxus winked.

“I’m just about finished here, you ready Renault?” Hajax said as he removed the final debuffs and casted several buffing spells on the party. Renault hesitated once more, seeing now that his party was all in the 50’s, he’d fallen behind from just sitting around Pellagrove leveling his sage skills. 

“Y-yeah.” Renault took a deep breath, then canceled the shielding spell, and all hell broke loose with Seraxus leading the charge, swinging his black sword in hand wildly while his Battlemaster weapons levitated around him, attacking multiple foes at once. His skills with the weapons had improved massively since Renault had last fought him in the dungeon. He was now wielding and swinging all 5 of the floating weapons simultaneously while using the weapons in his hands. With careful positioning, it was almost impossible to imagine any attack could get past his parries as he knocked spells, blades, and arrows away using multiple weapons - and anything he hit with his black sword went down in a single hit, even when blocked by a heavily armored tank player using a shield.

Renault wasn’t allowed to just watch, though, as the hostility of the other players and NPCs was quickly directed to him as well, and he was forced to protect himself. It wasn’t a long battle, rather a massacre. The power of the Artifact weapon coupled with the supporting spells of Hajax and Zuon and Renault, and the flanking mobility of Gambit, made it so that despite their numbers, they didn't stand a chance.

Renault watched as the last few players were taken out and the remaining divine NPCs that had arrived with the airship began fleeing towards the city walls of Avilon.

“I warned ‘em, didn’t I? Now I’m even stronger than before.” Seraxus flexed to his audience and his party. “Still, it sucks, most of those guys I’d already killed with the sword before. Only like 20 of ‘em were new kills.” Seraxus sighed.

“Well, then, get those guys too, they’re good aligned right?” Hajax motioned to the last few fleeing Cleric NPCs running towards the Avilon city gates.

“Oh yeah, good point.” Seraxus held his sword out and began sprinting towards them.

“W-wait, Seraxus! They’re already giving up, it’s enough right? NPC’s don’t respawn and you said the sword won't even let them get rezzed.” Renault protested as he anxiously ran forward alongside him. 

“Yeah, but they’re just NPCs. Relax.” Seraxus replied condescendingly as he got close enough to hit one of them. As he swung the black blade down on a fleeing male cleric NPC of level 15, a white translucent dome appeared around him, blocking the swing of the blade. Several things happened simultaneously - firstly, the damage of the blade hitting the shell spell that Renault had cast was redirected to Renault’s mana, and the damage was so high that it immediately drained Renault to 0 mana, causing him to stagger out of his run that he’d been doing to keep up with Seraxus. Seraxus on the other hand stopped his pursuit to glare angrily at Renault, while the NPC managed to get the last few feet he needed to enter the city limits of Avilon, putting him under the protection of the city guards alongside the other surviving divine NPCs. 

“Yo what the hell, Renault?” Seraxus shouted at him.

“Not cool man, first you ditch us to level up your own skills, then when you finally come to help us out, you just gonna up and stop Seraxus from scaling up his sword?” Hajax joined in.

“C’mon, that's enough isn’t it? You’re already one shotting everyone. I bet you’d even one shot that top streamer guy, Makaroth. You don’t needa keep PKing people. There’s barely anyone playing on this island anymore ‘cause of you.” Renault replied as calmly as he could. 

“Of course I could one shot him, too bad he ain't man enough to come here and fight me himself.” Seraxus spoke proudly to his audience, pausing for a moment. “But for some reason, he’s still on top, and I’m only in the top 10. It’s ‘cause the people wanna see real evil, right?” Seraxus concluded, barely directing his attention to Renault and instead focusing on the position of his livestream feed. 

“Now that I think about it, the only reason we didn’t attack the NPCs so far is ‘cause of Renault, right? And you’re barely even hanging with us anymore.” Hajax commented, drawing attention back to Renault.

“Yeah, we barely got any scaling done lately ‘cause of that.” Gambit agreed, while Zuon stood back looking apprehensive at the situation.

“It’s because no one wants to play here, ‘cause you’re ruining the fun for everyone.” Renault shouted back, losing his cool now.

“Oh I disagree, I think I’m making it way more fun for everyone.” Seraxus smirked as he began walking forward again, this time towards the city gates with determination. As he approached, the guards of the city began to notch arrows and look towards him anxiously

“SEAL OFF THE CITY!” The city guard captain shouted suddenly, and in an instant, a portcullis dropped over the city’s entrance, followed by the large 8ft tall wooden doors being slammed shut behind it.

“What the hell, we didn’t even break any laws and they’re sealing us out?” Gambit shouted in disbelief.

“It’s because they’re not idiots, they’re not just NPCs, they can hear us talking and they see how dangerous you are.” Renault shouted back as Seraxus stopped several feet in front of the City gates, looking up atop the walls where several hundred armed guards were now standing, aiming their ranged weapons.

“You have broken no laws, you are welcome to enter this city, but only if you agree to leave that blasphemous blade outside. I have now seen first hand the evil that it carries and I will not have it within the city limits.” The captain of the guard shouted from atop the wall as he slowly paced between his soldiers.

“See what I mean? Just, stop with this, so we can go back to leveling up, y’know? Exploring dungeons, quests, ect.” Renault pleaded with Seraxus.

“Listen to this carebear. All that PvE and Lore has you missing out on the real action.” Seraxus waved him off dismissively. “If they’re not gonna leave the door open, I guess I gotta knock, huh guys? Let’s have a vote in the chat. Do we go back to ‘exploring’ and ‘adventuring?’” Seraxus asked his audience in a mocking tone. “Or do we redecorate Puagas in the name of the God of Hatred.” He growled in a jokingly deep voice.

This time, Renault was not so naive to expect anything other than the outcome that the poll got.

“There you have it Renault, looks like it’s time to redecorate.” Seraxus smirked. As he drew his blade this time, it flashed black energy and his other weapons appeared floating behind him.

“Open Fire!” The guard captain shouted, and a barrage of arrows fired down at Seraxus.

“GRAND SHELL!” Renault shouted after chugging down several expensive mana elixirs, wielding another large potion bottle of blue liquid in his right hand, ready to consume more. A translucent dome appeared, this time wrapped around only Hajax, Zuon and Gambit. Seraxus was caught off guard, glancing backward to see his party members contained within it, but he had no time to focus on it too much as the barrage of projectiles rained down on him, forcing him to fully utilize his 7 available weapons to get hit as little as possible - some shots piercing and doing very minor damage to his health.

“Yo what the hell, seriously Renault?” Hajax yelled angrily.

“I’m ending this, this sword’s making him stupid.” Renault shouted back.

“Seraxus, I can’t heal you through this shell, it blocks stuff from the inside and the out. You gotta hit it so it breaks.” Hajax shouted worriedly.

“Yeah I gotchu.” Seraxus nodded, turning from the wall of soldiers attacking him to turn his attention to the shell.

“Force warp!” Renault shouted just as Seraxus was about to get in swinging range of the shell. A gray bolt shot from his hands and collided with Seraxus, who tried to parry it with his sword, but it was a spell that took effect even when parried. The bolt exploded into a puff of gray mist that wrapped itself around Seraxus and caused him to vanish and reappear 10ft back towards the wall back into the barrage of projectiles, and away from the shell.

“So it’s like that?” Seraxus stopped in his tracks to glare at Renault. Renault simply glared back, utilizing a spell while concentrating on a channeled spell was difficult, something only a few classes could do. “You know you can’t beat me, man, you’re just a sage, you just got all those lore and support skills. The one being stupid here is you, gettin all bent up for some NPCs in a game.” Seraxus mocked as he moved around more of the barrage of attacks directed at him from the NPCs.

“Yeah, but I gotta try. Just cause you only think of them as NPCs, doesn’t mean everyone else does.” Renault replied back, gritting his teeth. 



Present Day…






“I’m still mad at my brother…” Amlie said to Aegis as she, Aegis, Lina and Darkshot sat around Lina’s campfire while Aegis used the campfire to level up his cooking skills, the three were silently listening to Amlie’s story. “Zuon was complaining how boring the PvP was, he agreed with Renault. If he just took his side, they probably could have knocked that sword out of Seraxus’ hands and gone back to playing normally.”

“But that’s not what happened, huh?” Darkshot commented.

“N-no. Renault was good but Sage's aren’t made for fighting 1v1 and the NPCs didn’t do enough damage. He eventually ran out of mana and, well, Seraxus just added him to the sword. In the time Renault was logged out of the game, they destroyed the 3 nearest cities, leaving behind only Evil aligned NPCs. First Avilon, then the Mount Jitari base camp… then Pellagrove.” Amlie hesitated as they all stayed quiet.

“I got attacked too… I tried to help protect Taeyal, but... Zuon even told Seraxus to stop but he is obsessed with how many viewers he was getting from acting evil.” Amlie continued.

“What happened to Rakkan-Renault’s grandfather?” Lina asked worriedly.

“By the time they logged back in, Pellagrove was just ashes. I don’t know the details exactly, Renault didn’t say much but, his Grandpa passed away a few days after that. He tried to attack Seraxus for a long time in the game but never got close to winning, then he got into a fight with Seraxus at school and the parents stepped in and said they had to stay away from each other in and out of the game. Zuon suggested I switch islands too, so I told Renault he could come with me here since this is where Makaroth’s son was supposedly playing, and… well… that’s all I know.” Amlie finished. 

Hearing the Makaroth’s son comment, both Lina and Darkshot looked to Aegis to see his reaction, but he had none, he continued an expressionless gaze at the meat and herbs he was in the process of cooking. 

“So that’s why he got so mad, after he finally found people to play with again and had a bit of fun… only to find out you were a streamer.” Amlie explained.

“He’s planning on going to Battlemaster intermediate, right?” Aegis asked.

“Y-yeah.” Amlie nodded.

“He’s not done with Seraxus, is he?” Aegis asked her, looking her in the eyes. She broke eye contact immediately.

“I don’t think… no.” Amlie replied slowly. Aegis finished the recipe and added the food to his inventory, then stood up straight and stretched, while Darkshot and Lina stood up as well, Lina putting out the fire. 

“What’re you thinking?” Darkshot asked.

“I’m thinking…” Aegis paused while looking at the sun setting over the village of Orm. “Where the hell’s my mom?” He sighed.

            

    
        Chapter 53: Crafting Mastery

    
    
    
    
                 “Mom, where the heck are you?” Eli asked through the Simbox communicator as he stood in his living room in front of her Simbox. Brushing his teeth caused his voice to be somewhat muffled.

 “A class quest!”

 “A class quest? Which class? I thought you’d meet us in Orm. Are you going solo?” Aegis asked hurriedly.

 “No, but you can’t expect me to play without even having a class yet! I’m not telling you which though. I’ll be in Orm in a little bit, almost done!” She replied with heavy breathing, giving Eli the impression she was fighting something as they spoke.

 “Ok, I’ll be around there a bit longer. Got some more stuff to sort out anyway.” Eli shrugged. He finished brushing his teeth over the sink in the bathroom before making his way back to his Simbox. Just as he was about to hop in, he heard a ringing from his phone and saw a popup in his peripheral vision appear telling him Shinji was calling. He lightly tapped his ear to accept the call.

“Hey, Shinji here. Is everything alright?” Shinji asked over the phone.

“Yeah, no problems here.”

“Ah, ok, good, I was worried you stopped streaming because of the news.”

“The news? No, I’ve just got it turned off for a bit while I sort things out.”

“Oh, ok, great! Looking forward to seeing what you get up to next then. Nevermind me, take care.” Shinji hurriedly ended the call. Eli shook his head to himself, preparing to climb back into the Simbox, but hesitated for a moment. Curiosity got the better of him and he turned to the television still mounted on the wall of the living room, tapping his wrist a few times to activate the interface and turn it on.



“We were all expecting it, just, not this soon.” A newscaster on one of the popular Shattered World Online networks spoke to his co-host as the footage of Makaroth battling through a large dungeon alongside his guild was playing behind them. 

“No kidding, and I’m glad Makaroth is broadcasting it all because lord knows I won’t be reaching high enough level to start my Advanced Class Quest anytime soon.”

“Given that he’s only just started the quest and it does seem to be quite the endeavor, do you imagine that other players will be attempting to beat him to be the first ever Advanced Class player?”

“No doubt they’ll try, but I doubt anyone will beat him, and his guild, the Sages of Destiny, they’re just too good!” The other caster replied with glee, the two were not facing the camera but rather staring wide eyed at the footage that played behind them.




Eli saw enough and flicked the television off. 

“Heh.” Eli mumbled to himself, standing idly over his Simbox for a moment, gently tapping it with his fingers, before eventually pulling himself into the Simbox, booting up the Shattered World Online, and within seconds he was once again standing in the village of Orm, not far from the town center. Standing and waiting for him was Darkshot, Lina, and Amlie. Lina was in the middle of showing Amlie her daggers when Aegis’ appearance interrupted them.

 “So?” Darkshot asked expectantly.

 “She’s doing a class quest somewhere, won’t tell me which, but she said she’d be here in a bit. I’m going to hang and prepare for the journey to Rene anyway. You guys probably have some stuff you want to do, right?” Aegis asked, looking at the three of them. They all paused, glancing between one another for a moment before blankly staring back at Aegis.

 “What about Rakkan?” Amlie asked anxiously.

 “I’ll talk to him. But it’s probably better if I do it alone.” Aegis replied calmly.

 “Great. Then what should we do while we’re waiting?” Darkshot asked.

 “How should I know?” Aegis looked at him with an overexaggerated shrug.

 “C’mon, you’ve gotta have some plans by now for your land right? Should we do some prep work too?” Darkshot asked.

 “I don’t want to trouble you guys with all that boring crafting stuff… I was going to do it by myself to level my crafting skills.” Aegis replied.

 “Aah, well, if it’s work on your land, it works a bit differently. My old guild had land so I know a bit of how it works…” Lina interjected. “The person who owns the land usually assigns Leaders to complete the tasks. It’s the Leader’s skill that will decide the outcome of the construction or the craft, but the Leader can have workers. The workers utilize the Leader’s skill level and materials, and in return they get a portion of the experience. It’s how guilds handle major crafts and constructions. That’s why most guilds are sure to have at least one player with a high level in each of the crafting skills. Of course, the higher the Leadership skill of that person, the more that their crafting skill will affect the outcome, and the more experience the workers will get.” Lina explained with enthusiasm, enjoying the chance to show off her game knowledge to Aegis. 

 “Normally you gotta pay NPCs or other players to work for you, but you got some free laborers right here.” Darkshot replied with a smirk. “Y’know, as long as you build me something too.” Darkshot added.

 “What?” Aegis asked with a raised brow. 

 “It’s nothing too fancy, just something to suit my style.”

 “But it’s my land.” Aegis grumbled back.

“Yeah, but, who helped you get the land in the first place?” Darkshot grinned mischievously.

 “Since it’s such a big plot of land, you could probably rent out parts of it to players and NPCs, since you’ll need some to maintain and protect the buildings…” Lina joined in. “You don’t need to build me anything though.” She quickly added.

 “Aaand, since I helped you get it, you could let me live there for free. It’s only fair, since we’re party members.” Darkshot added more.

 “I’ve already got a good idea of how it all works, and I’ve got a plan to get the land up and running, but it’s going to be a lot of work. I suppose if you’re willing to help out for the next few days instead of questing and hunting monsters, I could build something for everyone…” Aegis asked the three of them apprehensively.

 “Hell yeah, the Tower of Darkshot is coming, baby.” Darkshot fist pumped the air.

 “I’m not building something called the Tower of Darkshot, think of a better name.” Aegis protested.

 “Darkshot Tower?” 

 “No.”

 “Tower of Mystery?”

 “No.”

 “Domain of Darkshot?”

 “Let’s focus, we’ve got work to do.” Aegis clapped his hands together loudly to cut off any future suggestions. “Darkshot, rent a wagon and start hunting Boars. Load them up on the Wagon and bring as many as you can to me, so I can level up leatherworking and harvesting, it’s the hardest thing to do efficiently especially without killing monsters myself.” Aegis commanded him. Darkshot looked like he was about to reply, but Aegis didn’t give him a chance.

 “Amlie and Lina, here,” Aegis started pulling out the armor scraps and broken parts they’d collected from killing enemies in the Darxon hideout, everything left over from Aegis’ crafting binge. “Sell this stuff to anyone who will buy it and buy some spare construction tools. Stone Cutting tools, pickaxes, whatever you can. Nails and stuff would help a lot too since I won’t be able to make any myself until the forge is up, and that’ll be awhile. Rent a wagon also, if you need to.”

 “Okay!” Lina nodded enthusiastically.

 “And what are you going to do?” Darkshot asked.

 “Pick up Stone Cutting somehow so I can make use of that ruined keep that Galanis and Eccen left behind. It wasn’t in the Craftsman Guildhall, but hopefully someone in Orm can teach it so I don’t have to go back to Kordas. Then, I’ll have a chat with a certain Orc.” Aegis replied. “We’ll be heading out around noon, everyone clear?” He finished.

 “You can count on me!” Amlie joined in with more enthusiasm now.

 “You’re definitely building that tower though.” Darkshot’s voice trailed off as he set out on his task, as did the other two. 

 Aegis made his way to the town square of Orm under the moonlit sky, the streets illuminated by lantern posts with flickering orange flames that lined the dirt roads of the village. The fountain and shops that surrounded it in the townsquare were still somewhat crowded despite the late hour, though mainly with players rather than NPCs. He spotted Sapphire, the half-bunny Demihuman, sitting on the edge of the fountain and eating a long carrot while looking over the other players doing business at this late hour.

 “You’re really leaning into those ears, huh?” Aegis commented as she paused her carrot nibbling to look at him.

 “I picked this race ‘cause I like carrots,” She shrugged nonchalantly before taking a loud crunching bite. “You need something?”

 “Ah, well, I was looking for a place to learn Stone Cutting…”

 “Oooh, are you going to cut the pretty stones, or the boring blocks?” Sapphire asked.

 “The blocks to start with, I guess, does it matter for learning it?”

 “Not really, but most people specialize.” She took another loud crunching bite of her carrot, her eyes wandering away from Aegis to a group of low level players that had just entered the square. “Over there. Owner of that shop, Jade Lion. He’s a pain though, really picky who he teaches, that’s why he’s not with the Craftsman guild. Good luck, if he turns you down you’ll have to go to Kordas.” Sapphire pointed to a building lining one of the streets that headed out of the Town Square, but still visible from where they were talking. A large jade Lion head could be seen protruding off the building over the door, reflecting the flickering lantern lights on the street.

 “Okay thanks.” Aegis smiled and headed in that direction.

 “Stay outta trouble!” She called after him. Aegis approached the front door of the small wooden building built in between several other shops. It had a small stone-carved path leading from the street up to the front door with two identical stone statues of a sitting Lion flanking the door, surrounded by a small garden of flowers whose blossoms had closed for the night. He gently turned the door handle, unsure if it would be locked for the night, but to his surprise it wasn’t and the door opened with ease with a light bell above the door jingling to signal his arrival.

 The shop was small with a light green carpet leading from the door to the counter several feet in front of him with no one in sight. On either side of the door stood two shining suits of armor, both wielding longswords, but neither were hanging on Armor racks. It gave Aegis pause as he looked to his left and right to stare at the beautifully detailed iron suits with detailed depictions of Lions and other symbols and markings etched into the iron. Seeing something so magnificently crafted began to flood Aegis with ideas on how to make his own armor, but he was snapped out of his daydreaming when he spotted a finger on one of the suits of armor moving.

 “S-sorry, I didn’t mean to stare at you like that. I didn’t know anyone was in there.” Aegis stepped away scratching his head.

 “There isn’t anyone in there.” A male voice spoke, Aegis spinning around to see a tall Elf now standing behind the counter staring at him. He had short curly black hair that did little to hide his large pointed ears, and wore fine green and silver colored silk robes with a beautiful silver necklace carrying a jade emblem of a lion. [Las’oiux - Level 30] was above his head in white text. “They’re enchanted suits of armor, to protect the merchandise. How may I help you, Priest of Eirene?” Las’ouix asked this as Aegis caught him eying up his vestments. 

 “Ah, well…” Aegis now spotted the rest of the items in the shop, the shelves behind the counter were filled with glass cases containing rings, necklaces, bracelets, pendants and large cut gems all on display. “I was hoping to learn Stone Cutting.” Aegis asked.

 “Of course you were. You are planning to build a grand Statue in the name of your goddess, no doubt.” He replied with a friendly smile, his eyes squinting shut. Aegis opened his mouth to reply, but hesitated, looking carefully he saw a hint of annoyance in the Elf’s face. Remembering Sapphire’s warning, he stopped himself, leaving an awkward pause in the conversation as he looked around the shop - apart from the statues out front, there was little to no Stonework in the shop, only Jewels.

 “No, actually…” Aegis improvised as he fumbled around in his inventory. “I found this ring on a recent adventure…” He pulled the ring that Eccen and Galanis had given him out of his inventory, it’s black onyx stone paled in comparison to the beautiful shimmering gems of the shop, but he saw the expression on Las’ouix’s face turn to intrigue, so he figured he had the right idea and continued. 

 “It’s nothing special, but it got me interested in possibly cutting my own in the future, should I come across any good stones while mining. Seeing how amazingly you cut gems, it would be an honor to be able to learn from you.” Aegis tried his hand at flattery.

 “Ah, finally, such a relief to talk with someone interested in the true value behind the art of Stone Cutting.” Las’ouix smiled. “Of course, I’d be willing to teach you. I only ask for a gift in return.” Las’ouix motioned with his eyes to the ring in Aegis’ hand. Aegis hesitated, wincing for a moment - he hadn’t even yet taken the time to look at what the ring did, but eventually gave in, figuring he’d be able to make his own jewelry soon enough.

 “Of course…” Aegis gently put the ring down on the counter, and Las’oiux quickly snatched it up, pulling out an eyeglass to inspect it for a moment before pocketting it and turning his attention back to Aegis. From under the counter he pulled out a box and opened it to reveal the tools of a Jeweler, a kit designed for cutting and polishing small stones, including tools made for small engravings.

 “Most people think of stone cutting as carving out large stones from a quarry to build towers, and all that drab. However these are the true tools of the trade, cutting on a smaller scale, the finer details. Here is a plain quartz stone. Barely of any value on its own. It is our job to turn such rough and unusable stones into a thing of beauty and elegance.” As Las’ouix spoke he pulled out two lumpy jagged white quartz stones, placing one in front of Aegis, and holding the other. 

 “Watch a demonstration, then try your hand at it yourself. If you can cut that Quartz into something worth in value equal to this jewelers kit, I’ll consider you worthy of the craft and the kit is yours. But each failed attempt will cost you 1 gold piece.” Las’ouix instructed him as he began carving the stone in his hand first, and a quest pop-up appeared in Aegis’ peripheral vision.

  


 Quest: Cut Raw Quartz into a Stone of 20% Quality or higher.

Objective: 0/1 Quartz Stone [Quality: 20%+]

Quest Giver: Las’ouix of the Jade Lion

Reward: [Skill: Beginner Stone Cutting]

Difficulty: Easy

Restrictions: None




After the demonstration finished, Aegis got right to work, doing his best to imitate the diamond shape of stone that Las’ouix had cut. Unlike smithing, Aegis found using the small tools very comfortable and familiar, reminding him of the scalpel and other surgery tools he’d spent hours practicing with in his Surgery Sim programs. His hands steady and careful, he’d finished the first try within 15 minutes. 



Quest Complete!

 Skill Learned: Stone Cutting (Beginner)




 “Incredible, you’re a natural!” Las’ouix quickly yanked the finished stone out of his hand just after the cut quality showed itself to be 64%. “To be this high quality as just a beginner, I cannot wait to see what stones you can cut in the future. Here, as promised,” Las’oiux closed the Jewelcrafter’s kit after carefully placing all the tools back in their rightful places. “As you gain more skill you will likely need more powerful tools than the ones in this kit, but for now, they should suffice.”

 “Thanks.” Aegis forced a smile, he resisted the urge to yank the Quartz stone back, and instead grabbed the Jewelcrafter’s kit and put it in his inventory.

 “Make sure to bring me any other fine Jewels you cut, I’d be happy to take them off your hands. Oh, I mean buy them from you, of course.” Las’ouix smiled wide.

 “Right, sure thing.” Aegis smiled through his teeth. “Take care.” He ended the conversation quickly and huffed out of the building, taking one last glance at the suits of armor before stepping back out onto the streets of Orm.

 Aegis paused and let out a loud sigh. “Only one left.” He let out loud as he stretched his arms up towards the moon.

 “Only one left of what?” Sapphire asked curiously, leaning up against a nearby Lantern post, eating another Carrot.

 “Crafting skill, I think.” 

 “Oh, you got him to teach you? Not bad. I was getting ready to give you directions to the Kordas guild hall.” Sapphire smirked.

 “No need. He just needed a little bit of flattery.” Aegis replied proudly.

 “Don’t we all. So which one is left? Enchanting? Enchanting is a pain.” Sapphire straightened herself up while gently wiggling her distractingly large bunny ears. 

 “Nope, farming. You wouldn’t happen to know where I could learn that in Orm, would you?” Aegis asked hopefully.

 “Pfft.” Sapphire did a wide wave of her arms in the general area around them. “Take your pick. Farming’s easy to find a trainer for. ‘Specially for growing carrots.” She spoke proudly. “Why’re you going for all the crafting professions though? Aren’t you a Priest of Eirene? Priest ain't exactly a crafting class.” Sapphire motioned to his vestments.

 “Heh. Yeah, I’m a bit of a completionist I guess.” He answered dismissively. “Hey, there’s no problem with duels within the city, right? If both people agree?” Aegis asked. Sapphire paused at this question and took a pronounced bite of her carrot, staring at him as she chewed and swallowed.

 “No. As long as you don’t cause property damage. Or disturb the peace.” She squinted one eye at him. 

 “Okay, thanks!” Aegis said quickly before turning to power walk his way out of the 

conversation. 






 Quest Complete!

 Skill Learned: Farming (Beginner)

 Congratulations! You have obtained all beginner crafting skills. 

 Skill Learned: Crafting Mastery (Beginner)





Crafting Mastery - Level 1 (Beginner)

Improves your efficiency and skill when using any crafting skill or ability. This skill gains experience from utilizing any crafting skill, its maximum level is limited to the highest level crafting skill, and gains experience at a dramatically slower rate than other skills.

Proficiency Bonus with all Crafts: 1%




“Finally.” Aegis said to himself proudly as he left one of the Orm farm fields, having been taught the farming skill from one of the farmers that recognized him from the Church of Eirene. He stretched his arms up to the sky as the sun slowly crept up over the Horizon, starting a new day in the land of Kalmoore. The sound of the Orm village waking up was peaceful, as horses were tied to carts and their wheels creaked down the dirt roads around him. The birds began to fly out from the treetops of the surrounding forest and pester the villagers for breadcrumbs and other scraps of food while chirping loudly. Roosters crowed their farmers awake as they began another day of tending to their fields. After enjoying a moment of peace, Aegis pulled open his character window to get an idea of where he stood.



Name: Aegis

Title: Lord of Rene [Land Rank: 0]

Race: Human

Gender: Male

Marriage Partner: Lina [+25% Experience While Grouped]

Level: 13

Class: Priest

Health: 1013/1013

Mana: 489/489

Stamina: 148/148

Hunger: 100/100

Armor Rating: 152 [-20.35% DMG Reduction]


Strength: 21

Agility: 19

Constitution: 35

Intelligence: 11

Spirit: 40

Charisma: 10


Favor:

Eirene: 270


Equipment

Chest: Simple Leather Armor [34 AC]

Legs: Simple Leather Pants [25 AC]

Feet: Boar King’s Treads [12 AC], [O1: -5% BST] [40% Quality]

Hands: Simple Leather Gloves [14 AC]

Back: Vestments of Eirene [1 AC] [O1: +3MP/m]

Mainhand: Copper Short Sword

Offhand: Reinforced Copper Shield [51 AC][42% Quality]


Class Skills [Priest]

Minor Heal(Beginner): Level 20 [+255HP, -35MP]

Smite(Beginner): Level 1

Cleanse(Beginner): Level 1

Bless(Beginner): Level 12 [7m45s, +13-15 dmg, 107mp]

Healing Wind(Beginner): Level 12 [33s, +25hp/3s, 54mp]

Gentle Touch: Passive [Eirene]

Pacifism: Passive [Eirene]




Basic Skills

Shield Mastery(Beginner): Level 23 [+16.5%]

 Abilities: Brace, Shieldwall

Sword Mastery(Beginner): Level 2

 Abilities: Parry

Leather Armor Proficiency(Beginner): Level 21 [+21%AC, +4MS]

Persuasion(Beginner): Level 1

Shadow Resistance: Level 10 [10% DMG Reduction]

Horseback Riding(Beginner): Level 1

Land Vehicle Mastery(Beginner): Level 1


Crafting Skills

Mining (Beginner): Level 13

 Proficiencies: [Copper][Iron]

Woodcutting(Beginner): Level 8

 Proficiencies: [Pine][Birch]

Herbalism(Beginner): Level 7

Creature Harvesting(Beginner): Level 10

Weaving(Beginner): Level 4

Sewing(Beginner): Level 7

Refining(Beginner): Level 16

Blacksmithing(Beginner): Level 15

Woodworking(Beginner): Level 11

Alchemy(Beginner): Level 2

Tanning(Beginner): Level 8

Leatherworking(Beginner): Level 9

Artistry(Beginner): Level 3

Architecture(Beginner): Level 1

Scribing(Beginner): Level 1

Cooking(Beginner): Level 9

Enchanting(Beginner): Level 23

Stone Cutting(Beginner): Level 1

Farming(Beginner): Level 1

Crafting Mastery(Beginner): Level 1




Inventory: 

Simple Iron Manacles: 40% Quality

Ferrawolf Hide: 8% Quality, [-Dmg Taken from Abyss Creatures]

Broken Shards of Suffering[6]: Below 20% Quality [Unknown Effect]

Boar King Hide[3]: Below 20% Quality, [-Dmg Taken from Beasts]

Boar King Tusk: 36% Quality, [+Dmg to Beasts]

Unidentified Longsword: 45% Quality [Unknown Effect]

Jewelcrafter’s Kit: 16% Quality

Various Copper Shields[18]

Various Copper Swords[11]

Various Copper Tools[57]

Crafting Materials(Food[37], Herbs[153], Other[119])






 “A bit aways from advanced. Not even intermediate in anything yet.” He mumbled to himself. “One last thing to do before the real grind starts though.” He made his way back through the village of Orm towards the church of Eirene, watching as various players headed in, excitedly taking on their beginner class quests from within the Church by talking to Clara. Aegis wasn’t interested in heading inside though, instead turned his attention towards the large gravestone where players logged in after being defeated. 

A quick glance at the sky let him know that he’d only have to wait a bit longer, so he did just that, watching sometimes angry, disappointed, or eager players log back in and dust themselves off after having recently been defeated by something or someone. Some checked their inventories only to find they’d dropped several precious items. He wasn’t the only one waiting at the respawn location, as he’d occasionally catch players waiting for fallen party members to log back in and rejoin them for another shot at whatever challenge took them out. 

Seeing the purity of Orm and the innocent players logging in and grouping up to just have a good time settled into Aegis’ mind as he did his best to grasp the point of view of the orc he was waiting to confront. He didn’t need to wait long though, as right on the dot of his 24h forced log out, Rakkan re-appeared in the gameworld, spotting Aegis within seconds.

 Aegis straightened himself out and fastened his shield on his left arm without speaking a word, and a glaring Rakkan drew out his weapons without hesitation. 

 “Let’s talk.” Aegis spoke. 

            

    
        Chapter 54: Speaking to a Shield

    
    
    
    
                Chapter 54: Speaking to a Shield


“I don’t have anything left to say.” Rakkan growled. Aegis quickly fidgeted around with his interface, a part of it that he was unfamiliar with, and eventually managed to issue a duel challenge to Rakkan in front of him.





	
Duel Challenge!

You have challenged the player [Rakkan] to a duel.

… Waiting for [Rakkan] to accept ...





	
During a duel players will not drop below 1 health. All consumable items will be disabled for both players. If a winner is not decided after 5 minutes, health recovery will be reduced by 50%. If a winner is not decided after 10 minutes, health recovery will be reduced by 100%, and mana and stamina recovery reduced by 25%. A winner is decided when one player hits 1 health, or one player forfeits the duel. Players reduced to 1 health while in a duel will become immune to damage from other players for 10 seconds following the end of a duel.

(You can automatically decline duel requests through the user settings menu)









 “You’re challenging me?” Rakkan asked in disbelief.

 “Amlie explained to us what happened, she told us about Seraxus.” Aegis replied.

 “What, so you think you get me now?” Rakkan growled as he accepted the duel challenge.

 “No, I don’t. I don’t know all the details, and even if I did, I can’t say I’d understand how you feel. The reason I’m playing this game is because I’m angry at someone too, but it’s different.” Aegis began to pace as a few other players heard them talking and cautiously walked wide around them and the graveyard to avoid getting in the way.

 “I did notice something though.” He tapped his shield. “I’m not sure if it's because of the pain threshold being set to 100%, but when I started playing this game, letting boars hit my shield, I could feel just how wild and mindless they were.” He continued pacing several feet away from Rakkan as Rakkan tightly gripped the handle of his longsword in one hand, spear in the other. 

“Then I fought the Boar king, I blocked it’s hits and, strangely, I felt the difference. It did more damage of course, but It was hitting my shield with pride, not recklessness. I also took hits from a desperate assassin, and I could feel the desperation as I held him in smoke and he suffocated.” Rakkan’s stance broke slightly from how calmly Aegis said this.

“The point is, even though it’s a game, I can get a sense of how something is feeling when I block their attacks. It’s like a different language, but the shield can hear it. So, you’re right… I don’t know how you feel. But I’m a good listener.” Aegis raised his shield up and gritted his teeth as Rakkan bent his knees to prepare a lung after hearing this, interpreting it as a challenge. 

“Charge strike!” Rakkan shouted, and with a burst of forward momentum he crashed into Aegis’ shield with his longsword as Aegis braced the hit, but now aware that Rakkan’s highest damage weapon was the spear, took extra care to dash backward and avoid the strike from it completely as he thrust it downward, hitting loose dirt instead of Aegis. 




	You take 110 Slashing Damage.






“Healing Wind!” Aegis shouted as the white magical light flew out of his fingertips and wrapped around himself, beginning the process of healing him over time. Rakkan did not relent and continued charging, this time dashing right and left to make it harder for Aegis to predict where he’d strike from, but he suddenly stopped mid charge.

“Switch, Rapidfire!” Rakkan called out, replacing the longsword with the crossbow and rapidly firing several bolts. As he fired he continued his charge, trying to use the shots to pin Aegis down rather than hit him directly. Aegis saw through it and ignored the bolts, dashing through the shots rather than allowing them to direct his movement, and taking a hit long the way, but this allowed him freedom to hold up his shield and block the thrusted Spear of Rakkan as he leapt forward at Aegis, the sound of the spear’s blade clashing with Aegis’ Reinforced shield rang through the otherwise quiet cemetery. Several passing players had now stopped to watch the duel, but Aegis’ didn’t have time to take in his audience.

 “Switch!” The crossbow was gone, replaced with the bladed fist as he kept the pressure up on Aegis. As Aegis anticipated, he was relentless and wouldn’t give him time to heal, making Aegis thankful he had leveled up his Healing Wind spell through enchanting. The recovery from the spell wasn’t much, but it was better than nothing. Aegis quickly pulled out his sword to help block the onslaught of attacks using parry, prioritizing dodging the spear strikes and allowing several bladed fist attacks through.

 All the while dodging and blocking, he continued to jump cautiously through the cemetery and Rakkan, despite his anger, never once recklessly swung to damage one of the gravestones.

 “It’s not desperation.” Aegis spoke between breaths in the midst of their attacks. “It’s not reckless either.” He continued as he dashed backwards. “Healing Wind!” He refreshed the healing spell on himself. “But, it’s also not anger.” Aegis spoke after getting a few feet of distance between them using several quick dashes. This stopped Rakkan for a moment.

 “Oh yeah? Then your shield might be deaf!” Rakkan shouted out at him.

 “No, that’s not it. If you were angry, it’d feel different. That spider boss, she was angry. This is…” Aegis said, and as the realization hit him, he saw it in Rakkans face. “Guilt.” 

 “SHUT UP!” Rakkan roared with emotion as he lunged at Aegis again, this time with much more ferocity. Aegis was still on the backfoot but he had some distance, quickly dashing as far as he could.

“Minor Heal!” Aegis began to cast, just barely finishing it in time to jump to the side and avoid a downward swing of Rakkan’s axe that he’d just switched out with his bladed fist.

“Still not even fighting back!” Rakkan growled.

“I told you, I’m just listening.” 

“Yeah well you’re deaf!” Rakkan shouted back between several more swings.

“I don’t think so.” Aegis braced a hit and dodged another, they were now on the outskirts of the Graveyard in the open fields outside of Orm, dancing around the stumps of cut trees that hadn’t yet been uprooted by the woodcutters of Orm, while Aegis caught a glimpse over Rakkan’s shoulder that Sapphire was among the onlookers.

“You’re feeling guilty about what? What happened to Puagas?” Aegis asked. Rakkan cautiously dashed to the side around Aegis, feigning a strike towards his ankles under his shield but with a quick dash, he managed to hit him from the side with the spear instead.




	You take 221 Piercing damage.






 “Shit. Nope, that’s not it.” Aegis pulled away. “Healing Wind!” He refreshed it on himself, noting that the healing effectiveness would be dropping soon. 

 “Switch!” Rakkan replaced the spear with a crossbow and leapt with great height into the air above Aegis, flying over top of him while shooting the crossbow bolts down at him from above. “Rapidfire!” Aegis raised his shield up to block three bolts as Rakkan landed and lunged at Aegis from the side with incredible speed. Faster than Aegis could bring his shield back down, Rakkan’s longsword was at his neck, and Aegis was forced to instead parry the attack away from hitting him, but Aegis saw Rakkan’s heavy breathing - he was expending large amounts of stamina to continue the onslaught. 

 Aegis took advantage of this state to get distance again, and Rakkan was unable to dash after him immediately due to low stamina.

 “Minor heal!” Aegis quickly recovered some of the damage that’d been inflicted.

 “It’s only a matter of time. You’re tanky for your level, and your healing is stronger than it should be at level 13, but you’ve got no offense. Once the healing debuffs kick in, I’ll crush you.” Rakkan gloated as he caught his breath, buying himself time for the stamina to recover. 

 “Not just Puagas, but all of it. What happened to Taeyal, and your Grandfather… you think it’s all your fault.” Aegis replied, he too was out of breath from expending stamina on brace and blocking. Rakkan just gritted his teeth and glared at Aegis, preparing to lunge again. “But, it isn’t.” Aegis said.

 “What the hell do you know?!” Rakkan shouted out angrily at Aegis. “You think you know what happened just ‘cause of some story Amlie told you? I’m the only reason they found that sword! I read the maps and the runes in the temple, and I opened the secret pathways that lead to it. Only a sage could’ve done it!” Rakkan yelled out, and in this time Aegis saw that Amlie, Lina and Darkshot were standing not far off from Sapphire, watching with a few other onlookers. 

 “You couldn’t have known what was going to be in that place.” Aegis replied.

 “Nah, but I had plenty of chances to stop them after. I…” Rakkan hesitated, torn between rushing at Aegis again, or explaining himself. “I’m the reason he started playing... I wanted to make him happy again, but all I did was break his heart one last time.” Rakkan’s voice trailed off, Aegis saw his will to fight draining from him as his grip loosened on his weapons. His voice was not loud enough for anyone but Aegis to hear. “He married Taeyal, he was so happy, and I knew if I didn’t stop Seraxus it was only a matter of time, but I didn’t try until it was too late. So of course it’s my fault.” Rakkan spoke in a low whisper now as Aegis took a few steps forward.

 “He wasn’t always like that, it was that stupid stream. All he cared about was viewers, polls, it was all so stupid, how many people he tore down. I begged him to stop, to not go to Pellagrove, and instead he made it into a joke, made a big show out of it. He made sure I was watching the stream when he did it.” Rakkan’s voice picked up in anger once more.

 “And you, streaming, you act like you care, but it's only a matter of time before you’re just like that. They’re all just like that.” Rakkan waved his hand out at the onlookers, pointing them out, Aegis saw that a few were streaming to small audiences of less than 10 viewers, broadcasting their duel. “This game, everyone’s lives, it’d all be better without it.”

 “You can’t go around killing everyone who streams, it’s not going to solve anything.” Aegis replied.

 “Yeah, but at least I’ll feel a lot better. And when I get strong enough, I’m gonna smash that sword in half like I should’ve when we found it.” Rakkan regained his composure and glared at Aegis. At this time, the duel had been going on for over 5 minutes and the healing effectiveness was reduced. 

 “You’re not going to be able to do it alone. Lina told me that to get to the top, you need at least a party of 5 players. So why not join us?” Aegis asked with a half smile.

 “Did you not hear everything I just said? You’re one of them!” He shouted back.

 “The reason I started this game, the streaming, all of it, was because a guy who called himself my Dad made a deal with me that if I ever surpass him, he’d quit the game, quit streaming, and delete his character.” Aegis’s smile vanished from his face. 

“He abandoned me and my mother the moment he got famous streaming, so I know a little bit about what happens to people in the face of fame and money.” Aegis replied coldly, the expression in his face filled with anger, throwing off Rakkan slightly as he took a step back without realizing it. 

“I refuse to do it like he did it, or like Seraxus. I’ll do it my own way, without abandoning anyone or destroying this world that people live in.” Aegis paused. “I don’t know much about PvP, but our goals are similar. If you join, I’ll help you take down Seraxus. And in return, you help me surpass him.” Aegis spoke with determination.

“Who?” Rakkan asked with pure curiosity.

“Makaroth.” Aegis replied quickly. At this, Rakkan’s eyes went visibly wide with shock, but as he pieced several things together, the realizations built up and he seemed to calm down. The two stared at each other in silence for a moment until a slight smirk formed on the corner of Rakkan’s mouth.

“How do I know you’re gonna keep your word? That you won’t just turn into one of them.” Rakkan asked.

“If I ever start becoming like those guys, you have my permission to corpse camp me.” Aegis stared back at Rakkan, their eyes locked onto one another as if for the first time they were understanding each other. The tension was broken after only a few seconds, however.

“Excuse me, what's this about corpse camping?” A beautiful female elf shouted from the crowd of onlookers, but she wasted no time pushing past them and stomping towards Aegis and Rakkan. All attention was quickly turned to her, as her character was nothing like anything they had seen before. Beautifully long wavy blonde hair down to her waist with pointed ears protruding out the sides. Wide, bright blue eyes with fair skin and a slim tall build wearing simple blue silk robes with a gnarled staff fastened over her shoulder. Over her head stood the name [Pyri - Level 6].

“Cancel that silly duel already, I’m so tired of walking everywhere, I want my Spoody.” She demanded.

“M-mom?” Aegis asked in disbelief as Rakkan’s, Darkshot’s, and Lina’s jaws all collectively dropped, while Amlie looked around confused and Sapphire let out a chuckle, losing interest in the scene.

“Of course, who else would it be?” She replied condescendingly. 

“How long did you spend on character creation?” He asked with wide eyes.

“As long as I needed to! Character creation is half the fun of an MMORPG.” She spoke in a matter-of-factly tone. “Isn’t that the boy that attacked you in Darxon, and Shinji had to edit out of all the footage afterwards?” Pyri motioned to Rakkan.

“Y-yeah.” Aegis replied reluctantly.

“You shouldn’t attack your friends like that, it’s rude. If you have a problem, use your words first.” She scolded Rakkan.

“Y-yes m’am.” Rakkan’s demeanor completely changed to that of a polite little boy, while Aegis got a message that the duel challenge was forfeited by Rakkan.

“Good, invite him and he can help you get my horse as an apology.” She commanded Aegis.

“Bu-” Aegis was about to protest, but saw a threatening glare from his mom. Aegis quietly sent a party invite to both Pyri and Rakkan, as Darkshot and Lina were already members of his party and were watching from a distance. 

“O-okay m’am.” Rakkan bowed politely, and both of them accepted the party invite without hesitation.
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 “Oi, Shinji, break time’s over, your boy is streaming again.” Tommy shouted into the Simbox communicator as Shinji was dozing off inside of it in his office.

 “Huhm num…” He groaned as he startled awake. “Really?” 

 “Yep, looks like they’re finally ready to start doing something. Got some new members too, you’re gonna love it.” Tommy’s voice trailed off as he headed out of the room. Shinji booted up his editing software simulation with a big grin on his face. 

“Finally, the fellowship has formed.” He said to himself gleefully. 



 “You swear that there are horses around there?” Pyri asked Aegis inquisitively. She, Aegis, Rakkan, Darkshot, Amlie and Lina were all heading out of Orm village with a cart behind them being pulled by a horse of which Pyri was leading.

 “I saw some, Ms Wint- Pyri.” Darkshot assured her.

 “If you call me Ms again I’m going to Cinderbolt you. Just Pyri, please.” She snapped at Darkshot. Hearing the confirmation of the last name Winters caused Amlie and Rakkan face’s to light up with excitement, both of them exchanging giddy looks with each other as they walked side by side behind the others. The livestreaming icon above Aegis’ head didn’t seem to bother Rakkan anymore, but he still had a look of apprehension on his face anytime he noticed it. 

 “Your character is r-r-really pretty Ms-” Lina quickly corrected. “Pyri.”

 “Aw thank you sweetie, you are really pretty too!” She cheered with a warm smile, which caused Lina to blush bright red. “By the way, congratulations on marrying my son.” She added. Which turned Lina’s face into a cherry.

 “B-b-w-w-ell it w-w-was, f-f-” Lina lost her ability to speak.

 “It was just for the experience bonus. Stop embarrassing me.” Aegis sighed.

 “I was being sincere! Since I’m the lowest level, I thought maybe I should marry someone too for experience. Are any of you interested?” She turned to Darkshot and Rakkan who immediately blushed red. Darkshot opened his mouth to respond, but Aegis stopped him.

 “I’ll take my Simbox back if you answer that. Mom, you’re not marrying my friend. And Rakkan is 14 years old.”

 “I could marry Lina for the bonus then, right? You don’t mind sharing? I think polygamy is a thing in this game but I haven't read much about it yet…” She trailed off in thought. Darkshot saw Lina’s feet wobbling and stepped back to stop her from falling over. 

 “Who is to say you’ll be leveling with us anyway?” Aegis protested.

 “W-what do you mean, you don’t want to bring me on your adventures with you?” She turned to Aegis and made a cute puppy face, which threw him off due to how beautiful her avatar was, but staring for a few seconds into her eyes helped him see through the character in front of him.

 “A full party is five people, and you guys only have four!” Amlie chimed in innocently.

 “What about you?” Aegis turned to Amlie hopeful.

 “O-oh no, I’m not going on any scary dungeon adventures or anything. I just like the life skills.” She shrugged.

 “I even picked a wizard class to balance out your party. Isn’t your mom the best?” Pyri grinned devilishly at Aegis.

 “Ok, but don't embarrass me or my friends.” 

 “Yes sir, boss sir.” Pyri replied mockingly. “Look at you, taking charge. My little boy is all growed up and making so many friends.” She gently tugged on his cheek, to which he scowled at her. Despite feeling embarrassed though, Aegis was clearly having fun seeing this side of his Mom, and let it slide with a big sigh.

 By the time the group reached the lands of Rene the sun was nearly setting. The cart came right up to the ledge of the cliff that overlooked the fields and river below, with the large mountain in the distance that Aegis now knew to be called Jia’nir thanks to the deed's item card. 

 The keep that was until recently housing the cultists was unrecognizable as such anymore. Not a single part of the wall or towers were still standing, it looked no different than if an avalanche of dark gray stone had rolled down the mountain and collected at the base.

 Darkshot and Aegis sighed in unison while Rakkan let out a quiet apology that only Amlie heard. 

 “You’re all sure you want to help with this? It's gonna be a lot of work to get the skillups needed for a good furnace and forge.” Aegis gave them all one last chance to back out, and none of them took it. 

 “As long as I get my tower.” Darkshot shrugged.

 “And a stable for Spoody. And Spoody. And a nice house. And a place to practice my magic skills.”

 “A place to train weapons.” Rakkan added.

 “I want to level up painting, and farming so I can farm my own dyes.” Amlie added excitedly.

 “T-then I’d like a place to practice Ranger skills.” Darkshot added on. Aegis turned expectantly to Lina who was caught off guard by his gaze.

 “Oh, I don’t need anything special…” She smiled shyly back. 

 “Right. You were warned.” Aegis grinned. He fiddled around in his Land owner interface to begin a project, and immediately after creating his first project as Lord of Rene, he got a notification.





	Skill Learned: Leadership (Beginner)










	
Leadership - Level 1 (Beginner)

A skill granted to those in a leadership position, such as Commanders, Raid Leaders, Expedition Leaders, Guild Leaders, Ship Captains, Project Leaders or Land Owners of any rank. Leading as any role will grant experience to this skill. The effects granted by this skill affect anyone under the leadership of this skill holder. The experience gains, skill bonuses, and stamina recovery increase with each rank, as do the maximum number of people that can be led.

Experience Gained by Underlings Granted to Leader: 1% (+1% per skill level)

Experience Bonus Granted to Underlings: 5% (+1% per skill level)

Relevant Skill Bonus Shared to Underlings:  10% (+1% per skill level)

Stamina Recovery Bonus to Underlings: 1% (+0.5% per skill level)

Leading Capacity: 10 (+1x(Skill Level) per skill Level)









After reading over the details he quickly opened up the project menu and sent invitations to the 5 of them.




	Construction Project Invitation



	
The Lord of Rene, Aegis, has invited you to work on the following Construction Project: [Rene]

Duration of Project: 7 Days

Compensation: 0,00,00 gold

Relevant Skills of Project Lead(Aegis, Lord of Rene): [Click to View]

Hired Workers [5/10]:

[Lina - Level 16], [Darkshot - Level 13] [Pyri - Level 6] [Rakkan - Level 19] [Amlie - Level 4]









“Wow, none of you even flinched. You all just hit accept.” Aegis looked at them surprised. “Not even you Darkshot?”

“Nah, you’ve got a plan right? So where do we start?” Darkshot asked as they all looked at Aegis expectantly. He cleared his throat and took a deep breath.

“The first things we’ll do are basic. I need to level up my skills before we take on the advanced projects, to guarantee the best outcome. We’ll do a range of things to accomplish this in accordance with the classes you guys are playing so you guys can progress simultaneously. Amlie I’ll need you to farm, since you were interested in it, focusing primarily on dyes - we’ll eventually need a color theme and dyes are expensive to buy en-mass so if you can start brainstorming something like a theme around Eirene that’d be great. Do you have the farming skill yet?”

“Yup.” She nodded. 

“Good, use it to find a decent plot of land and start preparing it. To be efficient I’ll construct a plough and we’ll need beasts of burden to use them for farm fields and creating roads. Tamed and trained. There are some around this area, so I’ll leave that to Lina and Pyri. Keep an eye out for anything that raises taming skills or can be used with creature harvesting. Don’t limit it to just horses, this game probably has a plethora of creatures that can be tamed.” Aegis instructed them. Pyri gave a thumbs up while Lina nervously glanced between Pyri and Aegis before nodding.

“Rakkan, use high durability weapons to knock down trees from here to Orm. If you need any repairs on the weapons, bring them to me. If we want this land to be brought into the Kordas Kingdom it will need a road that connects to Kordas, the closest connection for us will be Orm. Any trees you knock down, just bring the logs back here and I’ll use my Woodcutting skill to do the rest. Don't worry about the stumps we'll deal with those later.”

“Got it.” Rakkan nodded.

“Darkshot, scout out the area for any dungeons or valuable resource spots around here or on the mountain, and keep hunting animals and beasts so we have a steady supply of meat I can cook into stamina recovery food for everyone. Particularly keep an eye out for any herbs and plants that might work as dyes and let me know, so I can harvest them for Amlie.” Aegis instructed him.

“I already got a bunch in the Cart.” Darkshot gently patted the cart cover.

“Good. I’m going to create some basic structures to start out. Fences and roads give experience in architecture - not much, but it's hard to mess up and not so important structurally, so I’ll start with that. My stone cutting is low as well so I’ll work on cutting the ruins a bit. Once the basics are done, I’ll start paving a road with the stone that will serve as a main street to start getting a sense of a potential layout for everyones buildings. I’ll prioritize a plough and a pasture first though. From there I guess I’ll have to do the bridge over the river, otherwise it’ll be a pain to move stuff through it. Any questions?” Aegis asked.

“Yeah. Is this really going to take 7 days?” Darkshot asked.

“No idea.” Aegis shrugged.

“Let’s get started” Pyri spoke to Lina excitedly as the two were the first to make for the ramp leading down the ledge to the fields below. Amlie quickly checked in with Rakkan before waving and following after them, and a few moments later Darkshot headed deeper into the forest on the upper levels of the ledge with his bow out, while Rakkan stood waiting, staring at Aegis. He made sure to wait until the others were gone before stepping forward.

“Does Pyri know what you’re planning? With Makaroth I mean.” Rakkan asked.

“No, just you and Lina. Darkshot kind of has an idea. But I don’t broadcast it, or use my real name.” Aegis motioned to the livestreaming icon above his head as he said this and Rakkan gave a slow nod.

“And all this, you think you’re gonna surpass him with it?” Rakkan asked hesitantly as he motioned to the field and river below. 

“We’re way behind… one of them has that weapon, the other is already doing his advanced class quest. I think if we try to chase after them by playing like them, we’ll never catch up. So I’m gonna try a different approach. If you’ve got any ideas though, let me know.” Aegis replied while watching Rakkan’s reaction carefully, still cautious around him. 

“No complaints here, I’ll need all the weapon skills at level 30 for the battlemaster class. It’s a bit slower to train on trees, but not much different than training on target dummies. Free repairs are a plus.” Rakkan shrugged as he turned to the nearest tree and pulled out his battle axe and started swinging. Aegis watched him knock over his first tree in a few swings before grabbing the lead on the horse and leading it with the cart down the ramp behind the others until stopping it near the edge of the river. The grass growing over wide fields somehow felt taller than he remembered it, and the daunting task of taming this land and making it help him power level his crafting seemed, for a moment, overwhelming.

He took another deep breath to recompose himself before flipping the cover off of the cart to get to work on the creature harvesting all the meat and leather he could. By the time he’d finished up, the sun had finished setting and his workers had all lit torches making them easy to see from far away as they moved about in the distance. Aegis did his best to clear out a small area of grass and utilized the first logs that Rakkan had cut to start tanning the hides and set up a campfire, then made due with a small wooden bridge made up of a few logs and woven string to cross the river without needing to jump or get wet.

Once across the river, he set out on his first construction, a fenced off pasture - taking note of where Amlie had begun working on her farm field. Under the moonlight hee started setting in fence posts a small distance away from Amlie, making use of the nails that Amlie and Lina had acquired back in Orm. Aegis paused to consult a few videos through his Simbox Viewer to make sure he built the posts at the right heights for the first few, but the architecture skill helped him learn it quicker than he’d expected he’d ever learn it and was soon done with the pasture, gaining two levels in Architecture along the way.

His next task was to build something to plough fields and prepare the ground for streets. Relying only on the logs from Rakkan and his Woodcutting and Woodworking skills he began cutting away and doing his best using the tools he had on hand, referring as much as could to tips from other players 'Beginner Crafting Guides' he'd found online. He finished the first one, then improved the build with the 2nd and third, until finally he had a decent 15% Quality plough with the 4th. By the time the sun was rising again, he and Amlie had managed to get the rented cart horse hooked up to the plough and were using it to soften the dirt and clear out the wild weeds and grass from Amlie’s plot of farmland she’d selected. The copper blades weren’t the best at cutting grass and softening the dirt but Aegis had already accepted he’d have to rebuild better versions of most things once he had higher skills and better materials to work with.

“Thanks, by the way, this is fun!” Amlie said once they’d finish a 2nd pass of the field with the plough.

“Really?” Aegis watched her wipe sweat off her face.

“Y-yeah! And, well, thanks for not giving up on Rakkan.” She added. “It’s the first time it feels like he’s actually playing, you know, since all the stuff happened.”

“You realize this is just free labor right?” Aegis chuckled. “I’m surprised none of them are back yet, they’ve all been at it for 8 hours now.” He added as he glanced around over the fields to try and spot his party members, but saw none.

“I think everyone is just excited to see what you’re going to build, so we want to get it done fast! I know I am!” Amlie smiled excitedly as she took bread out of her inventory and took a bite, recovering some stamina. 

“Right, then I guess I better stop slacking off.” Aegis shrugged, making his way towards the pile of rubble that was once a Keep.



“There, look!” Pyri whispered to Lina, the two were stealthily approaching a herd of wild goat-like creatures, though much larger than typical goats. They had fluffy gray fur and short curled horns with the names [Lagnok - Level 1] above their heads.

“Th-those are not so good for riding, they’re pretty slow.” Lina replied.

“They’re grazing though... Like nature’s lawn-mowers.” She stood up a bit to get a better view of the herd, they were quite a ways away from the Land of Rene but still around the base of the mountain. As Pyri stood up she scanned the area and spotted several of the Lagnok grazing a particular weed around the grass. She promptly looked to the ground around her and found some and yanked them out of the ground. Once she’d gathered a large handful, she started waving it at the Lagnok herd while Lina watched.

“Here Lagnok’s!” She suddenly called out while waving the weeds around in the air, clicking her tongue a few times to get their attention. Several of the beasts jerked their heads up and spotted the food in her hand and began to cautiously approach her, the largest of the bunch leading the charge. It became clear it was the leader as the others of the herd stood back apprehensively as the big one came to take a bite of the Weeds in her hand. She carefully held it out to the leader and it used a big slobbery pink tongue to lick it out of her hands and pull it into its mouth while she tried petting the side of it's fluffy grey snout, and it let her.

“Y-you’re really good at this!” Lina whispered in amazement. “I thought you were just starting out in this game?”

“Eh, I’ve played enough games to figure out how things work.” Pyri shrugged with a smile before handing a few of the weeds to Lina. “You try.” Pyri insisted. 

“O-okay.” Lina took some and held it out as another brave and curious Lagnok approached, sniffing her hand first before sticking out a big tongue and slobbering all over her arm to get at the weed. She couldn’t help but pull back and giggle from the sensation of it as the Lagnok happily munched on the weed. 

“We should lead these back, they'll be good for pulling plows and grazing all the grass.” Pyri said as she began scanning the tall grass for more of the weeds they seemed to enjoy, and pulling a few more.

“What about a horse?” Lina asked worriedly.

“Finding the perfect Spoody's is going to take some time. Can’t rush these things.” She smiled with her beautiful elven smile and Lina couldn’t help but stare in admiration for a moment, but was broken out of her gaze by a nudge from an expectant Lagnok.

“S-sorry, let me find more.” She replied to the Lagnok and joined in with Pyri searching for the weeds. It wasn’t long before the two had a healthy herd of 16 young and old Lagnok’s obediently following them through the fields back in the direction of Aegis and the others.

“Oh, I just learned the taming skill!” Pyri called out suddenly as she and Lina walked side by side ahead of the herd.

“I should make sure I do enough to get it too… Shadow step!” Lina used her thief skills to quickly dash around the tall grass at amazing speed to cut loose as many weeds with her dagger as she could in a short amount of time. She moved silently enough that it didn’t startle the Lagnok’s despite her speed, and in a few moments had a huge armful of weeds that she began quickly using to feed and pet the Lagnok’s as Pyri watched her impressed.

“Okay, I got it too. The taming skill.” Lina said excitedly.

“Scared of falling behind?” Pyri smirked at her.

“W-well, I want to make sure I stay strong with high skills, for whatever Ae-.. we might need.” Lina replied.

“Hmmm.” Pyri looked her up and down inquisitively. “Glad he married you, someone who’s not afraid to get stuff done.” She added.

“W-w-w-well, we- just w-w-anted the experience-bonus.” Lina’s face lit up.

“Mhm.” Pyri raised an eyebrow at her. “I should warn you, Aegis is pretty thick headed about these things. If you tell him it’s just for the experience, that’s what he’ll believe. So if you’re feeling something else, you'll need to be pretty forward about it.” Pyri said coolly. 

“O-okay.” Lina replied shyly with a nervous smile. 
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“These things are perfect!” Aegis exclaimed excitedly as he watched the first lagnok pulling a plough through the tall grass around Rene. 




	Skill Learned: Taming (Beginner)






 Pyri, Amlie and Lina all watched him as he led it along using the weeds given to him by Lina. While one beast was hooked up to Aegis’ plough, the others had been led into his fenced off pasture and were working through the tall grass within. Aegis doubted whether the fence would hold them if they made a real effort to break out, but for now they seemed content. Using the wooden wheeled vehicle he’d strapped to the lagnok, he was able to clear the grass and soften the dirt along a small path that passed in front of the pasture and Amlie’s farmland, traveling from his makeshift log bridge all the way to the keep ruins. 

 “This’ll be the main road I suppose.” He looked at it as the afternoon sun shined down on them.

 “Good, you do that, I’m going back to horse hunting.” Pyri waved and headed off. Lina hesitated following her, then looked to Aegis as he turned towards the stone rubble of the keep.

 “I- maybe I should help here? Pyri is pretty good with animals.” Lina suggested, causing both Aegis and Pyri to stop and look at her.

 “I’ll just be cutting stones for the road, pretty boring. You sure?” Aegis asked. Lina did a quick look to see Pyri smiling at her encouragingly. 

 “Y-yup, I like stones…” Lina replied flustered.

 “Okay, sure, that’ll make things easier.” Aegis shrugged. Lina ran to catch up to him enthusiastically as they all got back to their tasks.

 It was exhausting work, pulling out the rubble and using the copper tools that Lina had acquired for them, but under Aegis’ leadership instructions, Lina was able to eventually gain the stone cutting skill herself to help out more. They worked together to cut the stones into flattened shapes that would fit together neatly, then carefully measured out the width of the road so that it’d be wide enough for two carts before they started on building the edging of the road using wooden planks Aegis had cut from Rakkan’s tree chopping.

“This is ridiculous,” Aegis groaned as he took a break to watch another guide video through his livestream viewer. “It's just a road, why are so many steps required? This is way too realistic.” Aegis complained to Lina as he interrupted her cutting a stone. 

“It’s part of the game’s charm.” She shrugged shyly. 

“I need to build some big heavy roller to flatten the dirt, then make it wet, then… It's just a road! At least we got these big bulky goat things now, but c’mon…” He mumbled to himself while motioning to a nearby lagnok as he paced around Lina, and she had to hold back a chuckle, as for all Aegis’ frustrated complaints, he seemed to be having fun.

“T-that’s why paved roads are good for architecture experience!” She said encouragingly.

“Yeah, yeah.” He sighed. He turned back around to face Lina and pulled out a pile of 50 Boar steaks, all between 20% and 30% quality. “Don’t let your stamina drop, we’re not resting til this is done. No time to waste. Gotta take full advantage of this dreamstate stuff.” He spoke with determination and Lina nodded back with an excited smile as she added the steaks to her inventory and ate one.

He followed the beginner instructions on building a Paved Road in the Shattered World Online exactly at first, but it wasn’t long before he started making his own improvements to the process to build up the road efficiently. The path from the river to the keep wasn’t far, less than half a kilometer, but the road being as wide as it was made the process still go rather slowly. 

After crafting a large stone roller for the biggest Lagnok they had tamed, Aegis used the pairing to flatten and compress the dirt path. Next, he and Lina used crafted wooden buckets filled with water from the river to soften the dirt. The final step was to embed the cut stones he and Lina made in a neat pattern within a carefully measured stone edged path, making sure to keep the road’s width consistent to gain maximum architecture experience. Amlie joined in eventually once she’d finished plowing her field, and the three were able to gain several skill levels in Taming, Stone Cutting, and Architecture. Aegis only took breaks to harvest more of the boars that Darkshot had hunted and cooked the meat, so they could endlessly replenish their stamina and work without rest.

Aegis had been anticipating complaints by now from them, but they were all working restlessly with determination, which made him feel bad for any second he stopped working himself. It wasn’t until the sun began to set that they took their first break in light of Rakkan and Darkshot returning, walking side by side down the ramp and across Aegis’ makeshift log bridge. Darkshot was dragging with him a rope tied to a net filled with a large collection of hunted beasts, while Rakkan had strapped to his back a bunch of logs.

“Inventory is full, I brought as much as I could by hand.” Rakkan commented as he reached the others and dropped the pile of logs by the side of the partially paved road. 

“Not bad, looking good already.” Darkshot commented as he looked over the farm field, pasture, and road, dumping the hunted beasts near the logs. The two continued by pulling more out of their inventory.

“I’ll have to level up my crafting skills to get us all larger and stronger bags so the inventory’s bigger. For now I guess carts will be the way to go.” Aegis commented. “You guys are probably short on stamina food right?”

“Yeah.” Rakkan nodded.

“Should be enough here for another day," He said while looking over the pile of hunted beasts. A mixture of boars, bears and wolves between levels 3 and 12. "Set up a campfire over there and I’ll start cooking, we can take a rest for now. Pyri will probably be back soon too.” Aegis motioned to an open area in the field where grass had been cleared and Lina didn’t hesitate to start setting up a fire. “So, find anything good?” He asked Darkshot. 

“Yup.” Darkshot grinned. “There’s a Wildwood tree over there, surrounded by tons of flowers and herbs, just off the river. Just don’t try to chop Wildwood trees, or you’ll piss off the fairies and lower your reputation with any fairy or druid tribes in the area. Of course, you probably knew that already.” Darkshot explained to Aegis.

“Y-yeah, of course. Druids and fairies, why wouldn’t I know about that?” Aegis replied with forced confidence.

“What color flowers?” Amlie asked excitedly.

“All sorts.” Darkshot smiled.

“I’ll have to try and gather some seeds.” Aegis replied.

“Ok!” Amlie said enthusiastically. 

“That aint the best part though.” Darkshot grinned as he made sure they were all looking at him. “There’s a dungeon entrance on that mountain. Level 25 Dungeon. I couldn’t check very far in before I got attacked by a big golem though.” Darkshot watched their faces glow with excitement at his words. “Not only that, I checked to see if anyone knew about it, and it’s not anywhere in the Kalmoore dungeons list. Undiscovered dungeon, waiting to be explored, at our doorstep. Caverns of Jia’nir.” Darkshot spoke as dramatically as he could. They all went silently into daydreams about what they’d find in the dungeon, save for Amlie who watched their expressions curiously.

“So you guys are going to explore it?” She asked.

“Gotta finish Rene first.” Aegis said as he hastily got to work on harvesting and cooking the beasts.

“I’ll need about 200 meals to chop the rest of the trees to Orm, there’s a lot.” Rakkan quickly ordered with excited urgency. “Less if it’s good quality stuff with high stamina recovery.”

“I’ll go hunt some more.” Darkshot joined in.

“I have a bit of stamina so I’ll cut a few more stones.” Lina said once she’d finish the campfire, and within an instant, the break had ended and they began working with more haste and enthusiasm than before. Once Aegis finished sorting out the food supplies, he set out in the dead of night with a torch-wielding Amlie towards the Wildwood tree as per Darkshot’s directions, following along the river.

They didn’t need to walk far from Rene before they spotted it, the tree stood out under the moonlight with its pale green leaves and gray gnarled branches that towered over the nearby trees on their side of the river. It was at a point where the grassy fields were slowly transitioning into a dense forest.

There was an abundance of pink fireflies flickering around the tree making it stand out even more, despite the darkness, and as they approached they found that the ground surrounding the roots of the tree were lush with colorful plant life that reflected the light of Amlie’s torch and the fireflies that were flying around them. 

“So that’s a Wildwood tree?” Aegis asked Amlie and she shrugged. “That’s the wood that most people use to craft high level staves, right?” 

“It’s my first time hearing about them… it’s really pretty.” Amlie looked on in awe.

“If there’s really druids or fairies and what not, maybe it’s best…” Aegis held out his hand to stop Amlie from walking any closer with her torch.

“O-oh, right.” She stopped moving forward and snapped out of her gawking daze.

“It’ll be alright if we just gather the flowers furthest away from the tree, right?” Aegis asked. 

“I dunno…” She shrugged. 

"Which flowers are the most useful or valuable?" He then asked.

"I dunno. You ask a lot of questions, I thought you were the leader person." Amlie whispered back.

"S-sorry. Usually Lina is here to answer - she knows everything." Aegis apologized with a nervous nod. 

"Should we go back and get her?" Amlie suggested, motioning to the direction they'd come from.

"N-no, I'm trying not to rely on her so much. If I do, she'll think I suck at this game, or I'm an idiot, or something." He mumbled back nervously as he looked on at the various plants. The plants around the base of the Wildwood tree trunk didn’t look interesting just due to color variations - there were some odd jingling plants, some with petals spinning like pinwheels, and some were even moving around almost snake-like between the other plants before recoiling back into a small spring, then repeating the process.

"Maybe she likes it when you rely on her." Amlie shrugged. "You guys are married in-game, aren't you?" She asked innocently.

"Y-yeah, but that was for the experience bonus." Aegis quickly brushed off Amlie's words.

"You sure 'bout that?" Amlie smiled mischeviously.

"Of course, we barely know each other. We only started playing together a few weeks ago." Aegis replied defensively as his cheeks reddened.

"You should get to know her then." Amlie shrugged back as she watched Aegis begin circling the outskirts of the flower patch, looking for one to pick.

"I-I'm not going to bother Lina with stuff like that. She's shy, and she's just a big fan of this game and wants to play it to have fun, without being bothered by all that." Aegis brushed off the suggestion.

"Hmm... if you say so." Amlie shrugged innocently. 

“Going to have to be careful about using herbalism to gather them.” He said to himself. “I’m not sure which one’s we’ll be able to grow, or how though…” 

“I’ll help you figure out how to grow them.” She cheered excitedly as Aegis took out some small copper tools and walked around the edge of the overgrown flowers that surrounded the wide trunk of the Wildwood tree. Despite it being late at night he could hear beautiful bird songs echoing from the many birds sitting on the branches of the tree, mixing in with the soft wind passing through the leaves of the trees around them. It covered the sound of his footsteps as he approached but he couldn’t help feel as though they were being watched. 

He finally singled out a simple yellow flower standing on its own and got the courage to harvest it, kneeling down and letting his herbalism skill get to work. He half expected something to jump out and attack, but his presence seemed to go unnoticed and he was able to collect the plant.

His confidence grew from there and he carefully gathered a few more, doing his best to get a wide variety of plants so that he’d have a flower of every type, but after his 30th flower, the birds stopped singing abruptly. He stopped harvesting to look at the tree, and from within the shadows of the branches he saw a pair of yellow eyes staring directly at him. It was too dark to make out any other details, not even able to see the name above the creature’s head.

“Okay, I think that’s enough. We don’t want any trouble, we’re just farmers.” Aegis slowly backed away as Amlie looked and spotted the eyes as well. She took a few steps back and hid the torch behind her back as best she could.

“Y-yup. The flowers were just really pretty, so we just wanted to grow more of them, that’s all.” Amlie explained as she too began to back up and the two moved to stand side by side. There was no response from the creature, but after they’d gained some distance, the eyes disappeared and the birds started singing again.

“Phew.” Aegis let out a sigh of relief.

“What was that thing?” Amlie asked him curiously.

“No idea, but I get the feeling it’s really not something we should be making angry.” Aegis shrugged. “Let’s head back and start farming.” Amlie nodded to this.



The next three days in-game went by quickly. 24 Hours in the real world had gone by since Aegis had gotten his dreamstate Simbox, but he hadn’t felt tired enough to actually fall asleep in it, only getting out to eat with his mom once and talking about the lagnoks over their dinner. 

He gained a lot of experience in farming by working with Amlie to start reproducing the flowers they’d gathered, some much harder than others. He gained experience with Lina in stone cutting and architecture by finishing the paved road through his land, while using Woodworking and Woodcutting with the help of Rakkan to reinforce fences and prepare the logs for future construction. Thanks to Pyri he got a few more wild lagnok's, bringing the total up to 21, to help with food production, grazing, and pulling the land vehicles he’d manage to craft, though most of his ‘vehicles’ didn’t look anything like the guide videos he’d been following to build them. 

And finally, thanks to Darkshot, he had a store of leather and managed to level up cooking and keep everyone’s stamina up so they could grind at their skills endlessly. He’d set up his own miniature shelter over their spare resources to protect them from the elements and set a few stations up for himself to cure leather from the hunted beasts.

Lina had begun utilizing daggers with Stone Cutting to get weapon experience, while Rakkan had repeatedly swapped between his weapons to take out the trees to gain experience in them. It was costing a lot of Aegis’ last bits of spare materials to keep repairing their weapons, but it was a decent source of Blacksmithing experience. 

It was the the afternoon of the 4th day when Aegis, Lina and Amlie placed the final cut stones to finish off the paved main road through his land and the three sat proudly on the edge of the road looking over the river, eating more boar steak while an idle lagnok munched on grass nearby. 

“Finally done. I think my skill is high enough to start working on real buildings now.” Aegis commented as Amlie fiddled into her interface to take a look at the Contract where she could view the Leader’s relevant crafting skills.

“H-holy moly! How did you level it so fast! It’s already level 19?” Amlie said in disbelief. Aegis proudly flicked through his interface to also look at his crafting skills. “Not just that…”




	
Leadership(Beginner): Level 3
Taming(Beginner): Level 5





	
Mining(Beginner): Level 13
  Proficiencies: [Copper][Iron]

Woodcutting(Beginner): Level 17
  Proficiencies: [Pine][Birch]

Herbalism(Beginner): Level 9
Creature Harvesting(Beginner): Level 16
Weaving(Beginner): Level 4
Sewing(Beginner): Level 7
Refining(Beginner): Level 16
Blacksmithing(Beginner): Level 17
Woodworking(Beginner): Level 18
Alchemy(Beginner): Level 5
Tanning(Beginner): Level 13
Leatherworking(Beginner): Level 9
Artistry(Beginner): Level 5
Architecture(Beginner): Level 19
Scribing(Beginner): Level 1
Cooking(Beginner): Level 16
Enchanting(Beginner): Level 23
Stone Cutting(Beginner) Level 21
Farming(Beginner): Level 6
Crafting Mastery(Beginner): Level 5









“This is really fast.” Lina said as she joined in the inspection of Aegis’ skills.

“All those experience bonuses adding up together are paying off. Since you guys are working so much too, it’s helping me level faster. I just hope it’s enough.” He stood up and dusted himself off after taking a final bite of the boar steak in his hand. “The bridge leading into Rene, it’s going to be the first thing people see, right? It’s important to get it right.”

“I could help you design it, I have the artistry skill too!” Amlie offered enthusiastically.

“Thanks for the offer but I think it’s better I do it myself, it’s the last warm up before I have to start making actual buildings.” Aegis replied. He hopped down from the side of the river and landed in it, soaking his pants and leather boots in doing so. The water was ice cold and nearly waist deep, but not moving very quickly, and he caught glimpses of a few fish scurrying around him. Looking up at his log bridge from underneath, he pulled out a copper axe and started carving marks into it now. With his level of Architecture skill he could very easily see distances visually without needing to measure, it was as if the game was using the skill to put the meters and centimeters in his head for him.

He knew that in reality, there was no way this knowledge would come to him naturally, but in the game world he felt the Architecture skill filling him with confidence - where to put the support beams and how thick they needed to be, the average weight the bridge needed to be capable of holding at any given moment, all of it just flooded in, and instead his only focus needed to be on what it would look like, and which materials would be best to use. He couldn’t help but look up at Amlie and Lina who were staring at him from the edge of the river.

“I know how to build bridges! Hah.” Aegis called out with a laugh. “This game is something else.” 

“I know right? I know how to grow a Snakespring Flower. I don’t even know what it is, but I just kept messing with it until I kind of just knew!” Amlie replied with excitement to match Aegis’. They both turned to look at Lina.

“Oh, uhm…” Their expectant eyes on her. “I didn’t know how to really fight with daggers, then the game kind of told me, the more I used them. And after a long time, I didn’t need the game to tell me anymore…” Lina tried to share their experience. “W-what’s really weird, is if you log out and try to do stuff the skills let you do in-game, and you can’t anymore.” She continued. 

“Did you try to use daggers in the real world?” Amlie asked her, confused.

“N-no! Not daggers, just, other stuff…” Lina replied shyly. 

“Luckily I don’t think I’ll ever need to know how to pave roads or build bridges outside of this game.” Aegis shrugged. “Okay, I’ve got it. I’m gonna need a whole lotta stone, and a whole lotta boar steaks.” Aegis said as he hopped out of the river.

            

    
        Chapter 57: Encampment

    
    
    
    
                Chapter 57: Encampment

 The act of paving roads was tiresome, but simple and mindless after the first few hours. It paled in comparison to the difficulty of constructing the bridge over the river. Aegis was forced to give precise instructions to Lina and Amlie, and eventually Pyri, Darkshot and Rakkan all joined in as they arrived one by one throughout the evening. 

 The group of 6, under Aegis’ instruction and utilizing his Architecture skill of level 19 were able to finish the bridge just as the sun settled down for the night on the 4th day. The end result was a simple, smooth and practical 7 meter long dark gray stone bridge that arched slightly from the Orm side of the river to Rene's side of the river. Aegis was careful to line up the bridge so that it transitioned into the paved road seamlessly. It had no railings or detailing yet, but the group tested its structural integrity thoroughly by leading several lagnok’s over it simultaneously. 




	
Level Up!: Architecture has reached Level 21!
 Level Up!: Leadership has reached Level 5!





	
Attribute Up!: You’ve gained +1 Strength
Attribute Up!: You’ve gained +1 Agility
Attribute Up!: You’ve gained +1 Constitution
Attribute Up!: You’ve gained +1 Charisma








 “Ok, ok, get them back in the pasture, it’s good. Phew, we actually did it.” Aegis sighed with relief after seeing 6 large lagnok’s stomping over the bridge without it shaking or shifting in any way. 

 “You still want to be a doctor? You could become an architect.” Pyri commented as she eyed the bridge up and down.

 “It’s good but it's a little boring right?” Darkshot commented.

 “I haven’t added the details yet.” Aegis replied. 

 “Good, good, better you get some detailing practice on the bridge before you start working on the Shadow Tower.” 

 “No.”

 “Tower of Shadows.” Darkshot continued.

 “No.

 “Darkshot Castle.”

 “Hmmmm.” Aegis gave him hope for a moment. “No.” he finished.

 “Aw c’mon, those names are all great tower names.” Darkshot complained. 

 “A little bit too edgy, aren’t they?” Rakkan replied.

 “Oh that’s rich coming from you.” Darkshot rolled his eyes at Rakkan.

 “I just meant, since Aegis is a Priest of Eirene and the land is named Rene, it should be themed around her, shouldn’t it? Eirene is the goddess of peace, and the more buildings attributed to that, the more likely that Aegis will get favor from her.” Rakkan replied enthusiastically.

 “You know a lot about Eirene?” Aegis asked Rakkan.

 “W-well, most of the gods. I read a lot about them when I was a sage…” Rakkan’s voice quieted back down, as if he’d regretted speaking.

 “He’s right. Less edgy, more happy-go-lucky peaceful names. How about the Tower of Light?” Aegis suggested.

 “I just threw up a little.” Darkshot groaned. “I’ll come up with something. I gotta go to sleep though. Unlike some people, I ain’t got no dreamstate, my Simbox is a hand-me-down.” Darkshot added as he started his logout process. “G'night, cya in the morning. Don’t forget to shower.” 

 “I’m also not using Dreamstate, so I’ll be back in a few hours.” Rakkan waved before logging out as well.

 “Same, but, thanks! For everything, it’s lots of fun!” Amlie waved with a big smile, leaving Pyri, Lina and Aegis.

 “A good mom would probably tell you to take a break…” Pyri looked at Aegis to see him pondering the bridge details, pacing around it while scratching his chin. “What about your parents?” She turned to Lina, almost as if asking for advice.

 “Oh, mine? They’re online in Savringard.” She replied as she fiddled with her interface to check her friends list. “They really like games so they don’t mind as long as I eat with them and shower…” Lina explained.

 “Did you shower yet today Aegis?” Pyri turned her attention back to him.

 “Huh? Y-yeah, well, I brushed my teeth.” He shrugged back, barely listening as he started planning out the final details of the bridge in his head. 

 “Okay, as soon as you’re done with that bridge, take a shower and clean up the kitchen.” She commanded him proudly.

 “What about you?” Aegis turned to her with a raised brow.

 “I took time off from work, so technically, I’m on holiday.” She bowed while motioning to the land around them. “Want to go hunt some monsters while he finishes the bridge? I need to level up these Wizard skills.” She asked Lina giddily. 

 “O-okay.” Lina smiled nervously. “Will you be okay by yourself?” Lina asked Aegis.

 “I’ll be fine.” He gave a thumbs up, and with that the two headed into the Wilderness around Rene to explore, leaving Aegis alone to finish the bridge.

 Aegis started by taking off his vestments, using the symbols of Eirene on it as a guide for what he should carve into the bridge. It didn’t take long for him to come up with a plan and he worked through the night to transport cut stone along the paved road to the bridge, constructing an arcing railing on both sides of the bridge. Once the base stone blocks were in place he began carving into them carefully using the tools in the Jewelcrafters kit to get fine details.

 It took awhile to get it right but the skills guided his hand along the way. He wanted the symbolism to be visible, but not obnoxious, and luckily the star symbols of Eirene could easily be confused with simple star decorations. He smoothed and rounded the edges of the stone railings and carved into them the stars and lines to match what was depicted on his vestments as best he could.




	
Level Up!: Stone Cutting has reached Level 22!
 Level Up!: Artistry has reached Level 6!





	Attribute Up!: You’ve gained +1 Agility






 With the railings done, Aegis took a step back and looked at his work. It was a beautiful, well made and welcoming bridge, but he still felt like it was missing something. He looked around a bit at the bridge from different angles as the Sun slowly crept up over the horizon, and as it did, the shadow cast by the cliff overlooking his land gave him an idea. He ran up the ramp and looked down at the bridge from above. He had a clear vantage point from up here of all the work they’d done so far. The road looked clean and even, perfectly constructed as he had hoped. The pasture and farm field and the pile of stocked resources that Rakkan and Darkshot had dumped off were the only things that stood out, the rest was still just endless fields of tall grass. Aegis liked the sight of the colorful flowers now beginning to blossom in the farm fields, but not many yet. Eventually he found himself looking back at the bridge.

 From this view he was able to figure out exactly what the bridge was missing and rushed back down to tend to it, this time using the jewelcrafters kit to cut directly into the floor of the bridge. Though not so easily noticeable while walking on it, it would be the first thing a visitor from Orm would see from atop the cliff. A beautiful, large Star of Eirene carved within a circular frame, indented into the floor of the bridge, deep enough to not easily be worn down, but shallow enough to not be tripped over. 

 While carving it out, he had to pause several times and view it from the cliff to make sure it was turning out the way he’d hoped. He knew that in the real world he had no talent for art, but carving with the Jewelcrafters kit felt extremely comfortable to him. With his game skills as a guide, he managed to complete it just as the Sun finished rising over the horizon to start the 5th day.




	Level Up!: Artistry has reached Level 7!






 Aegis stared at his work proudly as he sat on the ledge of the cliff, his legs dangling down as he munched on a boar steak, but something had been bothering him about the bridge being completed, and he quickly began to fuss through his interface to find the Land Management menu.




	
Land Title: Rene

Land Status: Hostile[?]

Land Rank: 0[?]

Population: 0 [Manage]

Registered Structures: 0 [Manage]

Construction Projects: 1 [Manage]

Leaders: 1 [Manage]








 He pressed the [Manage] button next to registered structures by reaching his finger out to touch the floating interface in front of him as it followed his peripheral vision. 




	Registered Structures:
None



	
Unregistered Structures:

[Bridge] [Pasture] [Farm Field] [Road] [Keep]








 The interface allowed him to click on each of the unregistered structures, so he started with the Bridge.





	
Bridge [Rename] [Register] [Abandon]

Quality: 64%

Durability: 4000/4000

Option 1: Increases Eirene's favor of the land owner of any land this structure is registered to by 500.

Details: A well made stone bridge engraved with the Star of Eirene. Constructed by Aegis.








 “Rare quality, not bad.” Aegis said to himself proudly. “Probably ‘cause the stone quality of the keep was a good base.” He spoke while pressing the rename button and quickly entered the new name ‘Bridge of Rene’. Once he had, he hit the register button.




	
[Bridge of Rene] has been registered as a part of your territory [Rene].
You gain 500 Favor with Eirene.
[Rene] has gained 1000 Rank points.
[Rene] has improved to Rank 1.








 “That’s a lot of favor, but…” He mumbled as he curiously went back to check the rank menu to get more information by pressing the question mark beside land rank.




	
Land Rank Information

Increasing the population of your land, adding more structures, and defeating enemies nearby will grant your land rank points. In order to increase a land’s rank, certain requirements must be met in addition to Rank points. Higher ranks allow for additional management options as well as land expansion.





	
Rank 1 (Encampment): Requires 1 Structure, 500 Rank points
Rank 2 (Settlement): Requires 5 Structures, 20 Population, 10 000 Rank points
Rank 3 (Village): Requires 25 Structures, 100 Population, 250 000 Rank points
Rank 4 (Town): [Requirements Hidden]
Rank 5 (City): [Requirements Hidden]
Rank 6 (Metropolis): [Requirements Hidden]
Rank 7 (Capital): [Requirements Hidden]








“I Don’t know about all that….” Aegis waved it off as he closed the menus. He quickly registered the Pasture, Farm field, and road. The three together collectively added only 500 rank points. Looking at the keep, its durability was at 0, so Aegis promptly hit the abandon button and afterwards it was removed from the structure list. Feeling satisfied, he prepared himself to log out for a shower, but before he could he heard the sound of galloping hooves coming up from behind him. 

He turned to look down the cleared path that Rakkan had cut through the forest to see a heavily armored horse rushing towards him with a purple cloaked rider atop it. [Quinn - ??]. Aegis didn’t recognize the name so reactively drew his shield out from his inventory and took a defensive stance.

“Relax, pacifist, I’m not here to cause you problems.” The female rider responded to his actions as the horse slowed down, coming to a stop a few meters away from him. She hopped off the back of the majestic white stallion which was armored from head to toe in what looked like expensive, enchanted, high level iron armor. Taking a few steps towards Aegis, she pulled back her hood to reveal her pale Elven face. She wasn’t as tall as Pyri, nor as beautiful, but rather muscular and intimidating. She had dark pink hair tied back in a ponytail with a few strands of curly hair dangling around her pointed ears. Most of her equipment was hidden by her purple cloak, but around her neck Aegos could spot parts of her Iron armor. The cloak itself bore the symbol of the Night Hunters, which helped Aegis piece together who this was.

“How do you know about that?” Aegis asked her defensively.

“Herilon told me.” Quinn replied. Aegis’ expression twisted in annoyance which Quinn spotted. “Just me, and I’ve kept my mouth shut, you have my word. I was worried you’d quit, but Sapphire mentioned your little duel and has been keeping an eye on you since.”

“How’d you find out it was me? Did I get identified again?” 

“No, nothing like that. Sapphire’s ears aren’t just for show. She heard your chat with your orc friend. Family troubles, huh?” Quinn walked around Aegis towards the ledge to get a view of his land, but she caught a glimpse of anger flooding over him. “Relax, like I said, mouth shut." She tapped her lips with her finger. "That part’s just between me and Sapphire. The members of the Night Hunters respect each other’s privacy. We’ve got a strict code, and we intend to uphold order here in Kalmoore. Many of us are players who experienced how chaotic things can get without a proper guild running things, that’s why we’re out here on this Island, so far away from all the others that only an idiot would fly an airship here to start causing trouble.” Quinn continued.

“I’d formally invite you to join our guild as the leader, but, from what I know about you, I’m guessing you’ve got your own plans.” Quin shrugged to herself. “That’s a really nice bridge, by the way.” She commented as she looked down at it.

“If you’re not here for that, what did you come all the way out here for?” Aegis asked her apprehensively.

“Oh, right. I would’ve come here regardless of who you were. You registered a very large, very expensive albeit remote piece of land recently. I’ve got an idea of how you came about paying for the registry…” She turned to try and look into Aegis’ eyes, to which he nervously made sure to not meet hers. 

“But I suppose that doesn’t matter now. It’s good to expand the territory of Kordas, it helps players explore more of Kalmoore. It's a huge place and we've got the least amount of players of all the starter islands, so, the more infrastructure, the better.” She shrugged. “That’s why I’m here. Sapphire tells me your orc friend has been closing in on finishing a road between Orm and your land… what were you calling it?” Quinn paused for his response.

“Rene.”

“Rene, right. Once the road is complete, I can formally add you into the Kingdom with the authority granted to me by the King of Kordas as leading guild of Kalmoore. It will allow you to hire Kordas NPCs to work in your territory as things like guards. And as a registered part of the Kingdom, should you so choose, any criminal activity that takes place on your land would count as a crime against Kordas and flag the player as red, assigning bounties, ect. It goes a long way in deterring unwanted player activity on your land. Of course, you’ll need to handle enforcing the laws yourself. But given who I’m talking to, you probably understand all the minor details.” Quinn began walking to her horse. 

“Is there anything you need from me?” Aegis asked.

“Yes. Of course.” She stopped to turn and stare back at him with a serious expression. “We’ve discussed with the other land owners and guilds of Kalmoore a while back and all agreed that in the interest of growth, taxes will be capped at 5%, everywhere. Any cults or religious structures registered to any of the Dark Gods in this game are also banned. Slavery and Slavers as a profession and-or class for players and NPCs is also banned. Those are the three conditions. If you can stick to those, there shouldn’t be any problems accepting you into the Kingdom.” She watched his reaction to her words carefully.

“Those are all reasonable conditions… out of curiosity, what would happen if I declined joining the Kordas Kingdom?” Aegis asked her.

“You’d be on your own. We’d be free to conquer you and take your land by force using the full might of the Kordas military… if we wanted to.” Quinn smirked at him.

“I can’t think of a reason not to join.” Aegis relented with a shrug.

“Good. Let Sapphire know when the road is done and I’ll press the buttons necessary. I look forward to seeing what you can build.” Quinn hopped back on her horse and turned it around. “Cya around, Pacifist.” She called out before tapping the side of her horse, causing it to burst forward with incredible, unnatural speed, and within seconds she was gone.

“All I wanted was my own forge...” Aegis mumbled to himself in disbelief once she was out of earshot. 


“How’d it go?” Herilon messaged Quinn through her friend's interface. The notification popped up in front of her as she rode through the lumpy makeshift road that Rakkan had carved through the forest.

“About as expected. I get the feeling things in Kalmoore are about to get a whole lot more interesting.” Quinn replied while smiling to herself. 

            

    
        Chapter 58: Second Chances

    
    
    
    
                Chapter 58: Second Chances

 Eli walked through his house in a simple white t-shirt and sweatpants, hair still wet from the recent shower. Passing by the living room he double checked to see his Mom was still in the Simbox. He stepped up to the box and was about to press the Simbox communicator until he spotted text on the small monitor stating she was asleep.

 “Where?” He mumbled to himself curiously before letting out a long yawn. He looked at his Simbox for a moment, then the couch, and contemplated where to sleep. Before that, another curiosity overtook him and he walked to his schoolbag, still sitting on the floor by the door. From it he pulled out a loose paper and his pencil and sat down at the kitchen table.

 On the paper he quickly wrote down the symptoms and names of several common illnesses without any difficulty, then took a deep breath and flipped the page over. He began drawing a sketch for blueprints to a bridge. The attempt ended nearly as fast as it began with no sense of measurements coming to him, what structural rules he had to follow - it was all gone from his mind and the end result looked like the doodle of a bridge a 7 year old would draw. He took a shot at carefully drawing a symbol of Eirene and it was barely recognizable.

 “Selena’s right, that’s weird.” Eli pulled away from the paper as if it was cursed. “Am I building the bridge, or is the game building it and just letting me think it's me?” He asked himself while tapping the eraser to the table. Part of him thought it didn’t matter, but another part of him thought it might be important to understand how it worked in the future. He knew he’d need to be able to craft incredible equipment to reach the top, so would he be crafting it? Or would the game’s skills do it and just make it seem like it was him? 

 For the moment he decided to push it to the back of his mind until he had more information. He stood up from the table and headed back to his Simbox. As he climbed in, he heard a light snoring coming from his Mom’s Simbox and couldn’t help but smirk to himself as he booted up his own Simulation.

 Aegis reappeared in the game world on the ledge overlooking his land. It was later in the afternoon now, and below he saw both Pyri and Lina fast asleep on the back of the empty cart, using their packs as pillows. Despite the elegance of Pyri’s avatar, she was snoring loudly with her mouth open wide and drool trickling out.

 “Oh, you’re back?” Rakkan asked from behind Aegis’ causing him to spin around. He was making his way out towards Orm with his battle axe and longsword in hand.

 “Yeah… you? You’re awake already? It was only…” Aegis did quick math in his head. “3 hours ago, right?”

 “Four. Four hours of sleep is enough.” Rakkan replied coolly. “I dig the bridge, by the way.” He commented. “I’ll be done with the trees by sunset if you need me for something else.”

 “Got it.” Aegis nodded to him before taking a seat on the ledge once more. He decided to plan out what to build next, and like it hadn’t left, the ideas of how to build a small house flooded into his mind. “Weird.” He mumbled to himself as he laid his head back in the grass. Staring up at the cloudy sky while thinking helped him clear his head and plan out the finer details of where he’d build training grounds and a forge, and other buildings he’d possibly need. The possibilities of making thousands of gold and getting rich by carefully building up the land still sounded intriguing, if the streaming thing didn’t pan out… and with thoughts of grandeur, his mind trailed off into sleep. 

 “Hey, I hate to disturb your beauty sleep…” Darkshot nudged Aegis awake by gently bumping his leg with his foot. Aegis opened his eyes to see a darker sky above, tiny droplets of rain beginning to trickle down on them. “You didn’t build anything with a roof yet though.” Aegis sat up and stretched, glancing down below he no longer saw Pyri and Lina sleeping in the cart, instead were tending to the lagnok’s, while Amlie was back in her farm field messing around with the plants.

 “Right.” Aegis yawned as he got to his feet. “I know what we gotta do.” He said mid yawn. “We’re heading to Orm, c’mon.” Aegis shouted over the ledge down at the three girls. All of them looked up from what they were doing after hearing his voice.

 “Okay, coming!” Amlie shouted back.

 “You were snoring!” Pyri mocked him with a chuckle, causing Aegis to roll his eyes despite her being too far to see.

 “I’ll get the rented horse!” Lina said while running after the horse and cart they’d brought with them from Orm. The horse was reluctant to leave the abundant grass paradise, but she eventually got it and the empty cart up the ramp where the others gathered.

 “Where’s Rakkan?” Amlie asked. 

 “He’s finishing off this road, we’re gonna help him.” Aegis yawned again. “The leader of the Night Hunter’s paid a visit. She said when the road’s done, she’ll add Rene to the Kingdom. That’ll let us hire a guard, so I’ll try to get one or two to look after the land while we’re logged out or exploring, so we don’t need to worry about thieves and such. I’ll probably need some buildings for them, but once that’s done, we should start getting some real leveling in.” Aegis explained as they walked.

 “Okay.” Lina nodded.

 “Finally!” Darkshot cheered. “I mean, it’s been fun helping you build things, and I look forward to the Tower of Light and Dark being constructed.” Darkshot corrected himself as he got a look from Aegis.

 “At this point I’m just going to keep the default name for whatever I build you. ‘Tower’. It’ll just be called ‘Tower’.” Aegis grumbled back.

 “Add a THE to the front and it’s actually kind of cool. THE Tower.” Darkshot shrugged.

 “That’s not cool at all.” Amlie commented. 

 “Whatever, the point is, I’m looking forward to diving into a dungeon.” Darkshot replied. 

 “Good, then let’s finish this.” Aegis pulled from his inventory a bunch of copper shovels and axes, handing them out. Pyri and Darkshot looked at him confused until they saw Aegis move to the trunk of a tree that Rakkan had cut down and used his character's strength to uproot it and push it to the side of the would-be road within a few strikes of his shovel. Darkshot let out an audible sigh when he looked down the path of chopped trees ahead of the and saw just how many stumps would have to be uprooted.

 “You don’t need those stumps for crafting, right?” Pyri asked curiously as she watched Aegis work.

 “No, not really usable.” Aegis shrugged back.

 “Put the shovels away then. You’ve got a Wizard in your party.” She grinned as she pulled out her staff. “Cinderbolt.” Pyri chanted, and a dark red streak of fire shot from the end of her staff at one of the tree stumps.

 “I’ve never heard of that spell before.” Amlie watched in awe as the red flames quickly burned the stump to ash, down to the roots.

 “Won’t that start a forest fire?” Aegis asked apprehensively.

 “Nope, I control the flames. C’mon, let’s go!” Pyri cheered before casting Cinderbolt a few more times to clear the way, but stopped after the 11th shot. “Okay, out of mana, your turn again.” She waved Aegis and Darkshot forward.

 “Got my hopes up and everything.” Darkshot grumbled.

 “Seriously.” Aegis joined in. The rest of the evening for the five of them was more hard work, but the gains in strength and constitution from uprooting kept them motivated, and Pyri was enjoying the experience she was getting for her Cinderbolt spell and mana regeneration. The rain storm picking up momentum ended up making their jobs easier as well, and around Sundown is when they caught up with Rakkan as he was clearing the last bit of trees at the tree line around Orm village.

 “Ah, it feels like forever since we were here.” Darkshot cheered at the sight of the village.

 “Should I put this all in the cart?” Rakkan asked as he motioned to the final stacks of logs he’d gathered. 

 “We’re returning it, so let’s split the logs in our inventory until we can bring it back to Rene, so no one has to carry anything around manually.” Aegis instructed, and everyone started grabbing the logs and vanishing them into their game inventories. As they did, Aegis went into his Land management menu and saw the Road in the list of structures.

He renamed the [Road] to [Road to Orm] and registered it as one of his structures. Once he had, he got a notification.




	Trade route established! A trade route [Road to Orm] has been established between [Rene] and [Kingdom of Kordas]. A menu for managing trade routes has been added to the Land Management menu. 






“It’s finished.” Aegis let out a sigh of relief. “I was worried this wouldn’t be good enough.” He motioned over the plain path through the forest they’d made, seeing the quality of the road was only 2% in his interface. “I’ll talk to Sapphire and let her know the road is done, and try to recruit a guard for the land. Lina please return the horse so we don’t waste gold on weird fees, everyone else, sort out any stuff you need for dungeon exploration.” Aegis spoke to the group.

 “I’m going to try to buy some seeds and farming tools.” Amlie said excitedly. 

 “I actually need a hand with something. Would you two mind?” Pyri motioned to Rakkan and Darkshot.

 “N-not at all m’am.” Rakkan replied politely.

 “It better not be something weird.” Aegis said apprehensively.

 “Of course not, I’m not weird.” Pyri said defensively. 

 “Sure.” Darkshot shrugged, and the three headed into Orm separately from the others. Once inside the village proper, Lina split off to the stables while Amlie headed to the townsquare, leaving Aegis to find Sapphire under the stormy sky. Other players didn’t seem bothered by the rain at all, but the NPCs were all indoors making it easier to navigate the city, and eventually Aegis spotted Sapphire down one of the main roads of Orm, she was in the process of scolding two gnome players who had their heads down looking at their feet.

 “If I catch you doing that again, you’ll regret it, understand?” Sapphire finished.

 “Y-yes Sapphire.” They both said in unison as children would. 

 “Good, now scram.” She shouted, and the two of them took off running. Once they were out of her view she pulled a carrot from her inventory and was about to bite it before spotting Aegis. She paused to look at him for a moment, then bit it anyway - the crunching sound was inaudible over the sound of the rain splashing down around them.

 “Just how much did you hear?” Aegis asked.

 “All of it... It’s a rule of our guild, we have to tell Quinn. But she decides what to do with what we tell her. You don’t need to worry.” Sapphire assured him. “C’mere.” She motioned Aegis out of the rain to stand under the overhang shelter of a nearby shop. “Being a demihuman bunny has lots of perks, but rain in these ears really sucks.” She complained before suddenly shaking her head rapidly as a dog would to get as much water off of them as possible. 

 “The way you helped out the Orc was really nice. I think you are a good person who is just angry about some things. You should let the anger go.” Sapphire looked at him seriously for a moment before breaking the mood with another carrot bite. 

 “Thanks for the advice…” Aegis sighed as he looked down at his feet for a moment. “The road is done, Quinn said to tell you?” 

 “Oh, yup.” Sapphire replied while pressing some buttons in her interface which to Aegis just looked like she was waving her fingers in the air. “Done.” 




	
[Rene] has been invited to join the [Kingdom of Kordas] of the Kalmoore island. Accepting this invitation will subject your land to the laws of the [Kingdom of Kordas]. [?]

[Accept] [Decline]








Aegis hit accept confidently and got a notification that Rene was now a registered part of the Kingdom of Kordas. 

“There, it’s done. That was easy enough.” Aegis shrugged.

“Quinn said you’re only allowed to take 5 guards from Orm, and only if they want to go with you. Orm’s a bit short handed lately, because… well, you know why.” Sapphire explained. 

“I’m free to recruit whoever?” 

“Yep.” Sapphire shrugged back.

“Okay, thanks.”

“Good luck. Oh, here, a congratulations carrot for joining the Kingdom.” Sapphire pulled out another carrot from her inventory.

“Th…thanks.” Aegis took it reluctantly, causing Sapphire to smile wide before grumpily stepping back into the rain and disappearing into the streets of Orm. Once she was gone, Aegis headed with purpose down the streets of Orm with a clear destination in mind, ending up outside a small house near the western outskirts with a cart parked out front. Off to the side of the house was a very small fenced off field with a shelter built on the far end for an old grumpy looking horse that sat underneath it, shielded from the rain. Aegis could see lanterns glowing inside the house from the curtain-covered windows and stepped up to the door, giving it a loud knock.

After a few seconds the door swung open to reveal a beautiful young lady with Long brown hair with [Tinsel - Level 3] above her head in white text. She looked much healthier and happier than when Aegis had last seen her, and she smiled curiously at him.

“Yes, how may I help you?” She asked politely. It was at that moment Aegis realized that she had no idea who he was - when he’d saved her his name was Winter and he looked completely different.

“Ah- well,” Before Aegis could finish, a human male with dark brown hair joined her in the doorway. [Farlion - Level 10]. Aegis hadn’t seen Farlion without his guard armor on before, but was expecting him to look older.

“Is everything alright?” Farlion asked.

 “You’re off duty right now?” Aegis asked him, trying to ease into a conversation with them as he accepted the fact they’d have no idea who he was. 

 “I’m off duty permanently.” Farlion replied with a disappointed stare. “If you’d like to report a crime, you’d best find an on duty guard. There’s a guard station a few buildings up the street that way.” Farlion pointed Aegis in the direction he’d need to go. Once he had, he prepared to close the door, but Aegis stopped him.

 “W-wait, no, I’m not looking for a guard, I was looking for you.” He stopped as he and Tinsel looked at him curiously. “Why’re you off duty permanently? Because of the kidnapping thing?” Aegis asked.

 “How did you know about that?” Farlion looked at him anxiously, Tinsel with wide eyes.

 “Ah- well, I’m a friend of Winter. He told me about you.”

 “Oh, Winter!” Tinsel’s face lit up. “How is he?”

 “He’s doing alright.” Aegis held back a chuckle. 

 “To answer your question, yes.” Farlion replied dejectedly. “The captain said he couldn’t trust me anymore.”

 “Who’s there dad?” A young boy's voice called from behind them as he pushed between Tinsel and Farlion. [Luca - Level 1] sat above his head in white text, he looked no older than 10. He had short brown hair like his father, but eyes like his mom. Seeing the kid, Aegis’ mind quickly flipped on its head.

 “Just a friend of the man who saved your mom.” Farlion smiled.

 “Oh, hey mister, I’m Luca.” He stretched his hand out to shake Aegis' which he hesitantly obliged.

 “So what can we help you with?” Tinsel smiled, and all three looked at Aegis expectantly.

 “W-well, actually…” Aegis paused.

 “Are you going to give dad his job back?” Luca asked excitedly.

 “He can’t do something like that.” Farlion ruffled his son's hair.

 “You still want to be a guard, after everything that happened?” Aegis asked him curiously.

 “It’s… it’s all I ever wanted to be. But I failed to protect my own family, and…” He turned to Tinsel who put her hands on his shoulder comfortingly. “It led to a lot of people getting hurt. I was too weak, so I can’t blame the guard captain for firing me.” Farlion looked to his feet. Aegis looked at the three and after some thought, let out an elongated sigh.

 “Do you want another chance?” Aegis asked, and he looked up at Aegis with intrigue, as did Luca and Tinsel. “To be a guard?” 

 “Y-yes, but how?” Farlion replied as he looked in the direction of the guard post down the street.

 “Not here in Orm... I’m the Land owner of Rene, it’s a new encampment but I'm building it up and I need someone to protect the land and keep order while me and my companions aren’t there. It’s not much right now, but it could be dangerous in the future…”

 “Dangerous?” Tinsel hesitated.

 “How far from here is Rene?” Farlion asked curiously.

 “It’s almost a half a day on foot, but, I don’t want to separate family. I could build a house for you all to live on Rene, if you want. Rent free, in return for your services. You’d be the only guard, but you’d also be the only resident, for now. I mean, apart from me and my companions.” Aegis shrugged. He wasn’t quite sure if this offer would be considered good or not, but seeing how all three of their faces lit up with excitement, he got the feeling he may have over-offered. 

 “R-rent free? A house just for us?” Tinsel whispered into Farlion’s ear in disbelief.

 “Dad, you can be a guard again?” Luca asked excitedly.

 “You’re serious?” Farlion asked him.

 “Dead serious. But you’ll need to get a lot stronger, I’ll build up a training grounds and expect you to work hard, so you’ll be ready for anything.” Aegis replied, looking at his level of just 10.

 “Yes, of course my Lord. When should I start?” He asked eagerly as all eyes were on him again.

 “W-well… as soon as you can I guess? Do you like this house? Should I build something like this?” Aegis asked as he eyed the building up and down. Tinsel quickly motioned him inside to let him get a better view.

 “Y-yes, it’s small but it suits us.” She replied happily. Aegis saw that it only had 1 separated room, the small building’s kitchen and living areas were all a single room, the only separated room was a single bedroom off to the side. 

 “I want my own room though.” Luca interjected.

 “Luca.” Tinsel whispered angry at him while flicking his ear. 

 “What? Just saying…” Luca grumbled back at her. Looking at the structure, Aegis could feel his Architecture skill at work, and within seconds he understood how it was built and how to recreate it. It was just wood, nothing complicated, but Aegis still felt amazed by the fact that he knew he’d never be able to reconstruct something like this in the real world, at least not without great difficulty. In a similar way, the furniture’s woodworking was all easy for him to understand as he wandered around their simple cozy wooden home, illuminated by a few lanterns hanging on hooks on the walls. 

 Of all the furniture, the bed looked the most challenging for him, and he started working out in his head how to use weaving to make softer furniture. Once Aegis had taken it all in he peered out the side window at their farm field and the horse.

 “The horse is yours?” Aegis asked.

 “Yup, his name’s Grumble, he’s old but he’s still strong.” Farlion replied.

 “Ok… I’ll do my best to have something in the next day or two. Whenever you guys are sorted out, you can head to Rene. There's a road leading straight to our city that way..." He motioned in the direction of the road outside. "Try to make it quick though, we’d like to head out to a nearby dungeon as soon as possible."

 “Yes my Lord.” Farlion politely bowed.

 “J-just call me Aegis. Lord sounds a bit weird.” Aegis replied back shyly.

 “Of course, Aegis.” Farlion corrected himself. “And thank you. Thank you for giving me another chance.” Farlion bowed again. Seeing their smiling faces, Aegis couldn’t help but smile himself as he left their home to trek once more through the rainy streets of Orm. “Is this really a game?” He shook his head to himself as he made his way to the outskirts of Orm. He couldn’t think of anything else he needed to grab despite double checking, so prepared himself to make his way back to Rene. Before he’d even made it out of the village proper, Lina and Amlie spotted him and rushed to catch up.

 “I got a lot of vegetable seeds and cotton seeds!” Amlie said excitedly while waving a few small leather pouches around in front of Aegis. 

 “Good… did you get everything done in Orm?” Aegis turned to Lina.

 “Yup.” She smiled. The three were soaking wet from the rain but not a single one of them made a comment about it. As they continued to walk out of the village, they spotted Pyri, Darkshot and Rakkan already making their way back to the road to Rene as well.

 “Hey, you guys are done already as well?” Aegis called out to them. 

 “Yup!” Pyri cheered back, while Rakkan and Darkshot very obviously avoided eye contact with Aegis.

 “Mom, did you do something weird?” 

 “Nope, of course not. C’mon, let’s go!” She spoke gleefully as she led the group on the walk back.

 “Wh-what about you, you get us any guards?” Darkshot tried to change the subject.

 “Yeah, I got one, they’ll be coming to Rene soon…” Aegis eyed him up and down to try to get an idea of what was going on. Amlie and Lina were also observing the boys curiously. “I’ll need to build a house for them though… so we'll start with that as our first real building.”

 “Finally.” Darkshot let out a sigh of relief. 

 “And after that, a stable for my future horse.” Pyri squeaked to herself excitedly.
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                Chapter 59: Welcome to Rene

 Aegis and the others arrived back at the ledge overlooking Rene as the sun was rising the following morning. The skies had cleared up and the rain had stopped but the ground was still muddy and covered with puddles. Looking down at the river, he saw that the water level had risen a good amount but the bridge was still well above it and stable. The lagnok’s were just the way they’d been left, content with wandering around the large pasture and munching on the tall grass.

 “Alright. Everyone can pick a spot for your weird building requests and mark it. I’m going to be building houses over there…” Aegis motioned to the right side of the road beyond where the Pasture and Farm field were built. “And crafting stations will be on the other side.” Aegis motioned to the left side of the paved road. “Try to keep it organized and we’ll build roads afterwards once we get a decent layout. I’m not gonna build everything yet, as I’m running low on metal materials, but it’s good to plan it out. The forge is going to be the first priority, once we get some iron.” Aegis explained.

 “Got it.” Lina nodded.

 “Well, what about your castle?” Darkshot asked him curiously.

 “Castle?” Aegis raised a brow at him.

 “Y’know, you’re the lord of Rene. The lord of the land has to have a castle, right?” Darkshot replied, looking at the others for support.

 “I don’t want a castle.” Aegis sighed. 

 “Boring.” Pyri puffed at him. “Okay, I call that spot over there.” Pyri pointed out at a piece of land close to the ruined rubble of the keep. Without waiting she excitedly broke into a sprint.

 “I can pick a spot for a house too?” Amlie asked hopeful with puppy eyes to Aegis. 

“Y-yeah, of course. I need to get as much architecture experience as possible before the forge, so, why not…” Aegis shrugged. “Just make sure it’s in that area.” He motioned again to the right side of the paved road.

 “Okay.” Amlie cheered as she headed after Pyri.

 “I’ll pick a good spot for the training grounds.” Rakkan grinned as he followed. 

 “Dang it, they're gonna take all the good spots.” Darkshot chased after them. Aegis and Lina watched from the vantage point of the ledge as the others all raced each other over the bridge. 

 “W-where will you live, if you aren’t making a castle?” Lina asked Aegis curiously.

 “I dunno. I was thinking just a tower would be better, so I can see everything around the area.” Aegis shrugged. “Probably somewhere near the middle.” He motioned his hands around where he imagined a town square would be built. “What about you? You probably want your own place, right?” Aegis asked her.

 “N-no, I don’t m-m-.” Her face lit up red and she had to pause and take a deep breath. Remembering Pyri’s words, she mustered up her courage to force the words out. “I d-d-d-don’t mind if we l-l-l-live t-t-together.” She got it out after a few tries. 

 “Oh…” Aegis paused for a moment. Avoiding eye-contact with Lina, he felt his face reddening as well. “That makes things easier then, I’ll make sure to add a room for you in the tower when I start planning it out. Aegis replied.

 “O-okay." She nodded.

 “Better get started then.” Aegis added as he walked ahead of her down the ramp towards Rene. Once he was a few feet away she let out a huge puff of air as if she’d been holding her breath, but she had a giant smile on her face. 

 Aegis marked off a section of land near the paved road and sized it to match the size of Farlion’s house back in Orm, then began by setting in the foundation with the help of the lagnoks. After the others had finished marking their own spots they all joined in, dumping the gathered logs out of their inventories into the stockpile so that Aegis could use his tools to cut it into usable planks alongside cut stone. With the 6 of them working together under Aegis’ leadership skill, it didn’t take more than a few hours to build the house with an extra room for Lucas. Aegis opted to add more stonework to the building to make it more sturdy rather than just a wooden house, but he hadn’t done enough with refining yet to make any glass, thus leaving the frames of the windows empty for now. He made sure that the kitchen section of the house had stone floors while the rest was wooden, just as the house in Orm had.

 Once it was completed he worked on pathing out a plain dirt road that branched off from the paved one so that it passed in front of not only the house he’d built, but in front of the area Amlie marked off for her house. As a final touch he set in fence posts beside the building so the family would have a field to farm like they had back in Orm.

 “It’s nice and cozy, but nothing inside. Are you going to make the furniture too?” Darkshot asked as they all stepped back to view the fruits of their labor.

 “Yeah.” Aegis shrugged.

 “Why’re you leveling all of these crafting skills?” Rakkan asked, but it seemed everyone else had the same question on their minds and they all turned to him to hear his answer.

 “Well... I have a theo-" Aegis stopped himself as he looked at Lina's curious expression, then the others as they stared at him, finishing on Pyri's inquisitive eyes. He quickly cleared his throat and continued. "I mean, It’s all connected, isn’t it?” He shrugged. They all stared back expecting more of an explanation. “Blacksmithing needs ore, wood, leather… Ore needs a forge. A forge needs architecture, stone cutting. Armor needs weaving and sewing and blacksmithing. Alchemy needs farming and herbalism, farming can use taming and creature harvesting…” Aegis went on. “You get the picture…” He paused after glancing over them all to see their expressions once more, and saw that most of them were following his logic, but Pyri still looked suspicious of him.

 “I know that other guilds and players split these tasks and specialize, but with my experience bonuses, if I do it smart, it’s no trouble to do them all myself. Easier, even. Streamlined. We’ll be able to craft whatever we want and need in this world, or sell it for gold. I don’t want any of those things to hold us back. If I can do all of it, it frees my party members to focus on nothing else but getting as strong as possible.” Aegis continued.

 “So I’ll take the hits, heal, and build what we need, and in return, you guys can make sure nothing stands in our way.” Aegis finished. They all stared at him for a moment with varying expressions. Lina smiled at Aegis, Rakkan looked at him with respect, Amlie looked excited, while Pyri still looked suspicious, forcing Aegis to avoid facing in her direction.

 “Phew, good answer. It’s definitely gonna be nice to not worry about buying expensive gear. I can save up my gold and trade it for a better Simbox than this hand-me-down.” Darkshot broke everyone’s stares as he patted Aegis on the shoulder, and this seemed to put Pyri at ease as Aegis felt her gaze on the back of his head fade. 

 “What’s next?” Rakkan asked.

 “I gotta use taming and creature harvesting to get something from those lagnoks to make beds, so we stop sleeping on the ground and in carts.

 “Ooh, I like that idea.” Pyri said before marching enthusiastically towards the pasture.

 “I got some cotton seeds, I’ll see how fast I can grow them with my farming skills.” Amlie rushed towards the farm fields. 

 “I’ll get more wood for the frames and other furniture.” Rakkan pulled out his axe and made for the forest.

 “We’re gonna need more stamina food.” Darkshot pulled out his bow and started heading for the mountain.

 “I’ll help you hold the lagnok’s still and keep them calm.” Lina smiled at Aegis.



Two days later...



 Over the next two days the party of 6 worked in unison with incredible efficiency. Thanks to Aegis’ pacifism and marriage bonuses, and the leadership experience sharing bonuses, he made great strides in leveling up all of the skills. He built up a second, similar house for Amlie which all of them started using for the time being to sleep in, and Aegis took design tips from all of them when it came to crafting the pieces of furniture for the houses until he’d settled on a consistent style for his wooden crafts. 

 He had several failed attempts at pillows and beds before he’d managed to make one that was satisfyingly comfortable and gained all of their approval, and from there furnished both Farlion’s house and Amlie’s house with anything and everything imaginable to try to get the most experience possible. He followed that up with a quick and sturdy construction of a stables and small pasture for Pyri to house up to 6 creatures. It was a lot easier to build than the houses were by the time they got around to building it, and once it and its surrounding pasture was completed, Pyri disappeared into the wilderness for the remainder of the building process to find the perfect horse. 

 Afterwards, Aegis felt obligated to build a small shelter for the lagnok pasture which made it easier to shear them anytime he needed more of their bulky fur for weaving, though he’d much preferred working with Amlie’s cotton plants and only went to the lagnoks when he had no other choice. (Amlie’s farming skill wasn’t high enough to produce a lot of cotton yet). 

 He still hadn’t managed to make glass due to not having a forge, thus continued to put it off. Instead he opted to cover the windows with curtains, and he’d made sure to dye all of the cloth he worked with a matching shade of blue - the party voted on a color theme for Rene and dark blue came out on top. 

 On the final day of the week-long project that began on an empty field of grass, they had come a long way. Aegis was in the midst of constructing Rakkan’s training grounds that morning when Farlion, Luca, and Tinsel arrived in Rene. Aegis spotted them looking down over his land in awe from atop the ledge, and seeing them caused him to nervously look toward the house he’d constructed for them across the way.

 “They’re here. Do you think they’ll like it? Was it enough?” Aegis asked Darkshot, Lina, Rakkan and Amlie as they all stopped what they were doing.

 “Honestly, I think you overdid it.” Darkshot replied. “Come on, let's welcome our very first NPC residents.” He started walking towards them.

 “You go ahead, I’ll go double check the building.” Aegis nervously rushed over to the house he’d built for them. Amlie, Lina and Rakkan followed after Aegis as he stepped through the simple door of Farlion's house that he’d carved the symbol of Eirene into, he looked around at the interior to see all of the beautiful handcrafted furniture placed neatly around the 3 rooms, including a stone stove that matched what they had in their house in Orm. 

 “Y-you don’t need to worry, all of that is really high quality stuff, I think they will be happy.” Lina tried to reassure Aegis as she watched him straighten out the blue table cloth on their dining table. 

 “Wait, there’s no lanterns. How are they going to see inside at night?” Aegis asked Lina worriedly.

 “They probably brought some, they have a big cart with them.” Lina replied.

 “I’d be more worried about the lock.” Amlie tapped on the door, though afterwards she got a glare from Lina and regretted speaking. Aegis slapped himself on the forehead.

 “I made a door and didn’t put a lock on it.” Aegis spoke to himself with disappointment. 

 “It’s ok, we can still add it!” Lina tried to cheer him up.

 “I don’t have any metal ore or bars left. You think I can make a good lock out of stone or wood?” Aegis asked.

 “I doubt it.” Rakkan replied. He promptly got a nasty glare from Lina as well. 

 “D-don’t worry, I bet they will be so happy that they won’t notice.” Lina replied as the sound of their cart approaching could be heard through the glass-less windows.

 “And here is your house. There’s no glass on the windows, and no functioning lock on the door, but it’s got a really nice table cloth.” Darkshot declared the new residents loudly. Lina clenched her fists and sighed as Aegis, Amlie, Rakkan stepped out to meet them.

 “It’s awesome!” Luca shouted as he ran up to them. “Thank you Mr. Aegis.” He hugged his legs briefly before running into the house and looking around. “Whoa my own room!” He could be heard from inside shouting excitedly.

 “W-what was that about a lock?” Tinsel asked nervously as Farlion was clearly staring at the window frame to the right of the door where the curtain was blowing through the frame due to the wind and lack of glass. 

 “Well, we’re working on getting more ore to build a forge. Then I’ll be able to make glass and a lock.” Aegis replied anxiously.

 “Okay.” Tinsel nodded back with a forced smile. “Rent free still though, right?” She confirmed.

 “Y-yeah.” Aegis nodded back.

 “Look at this land. It’s beautiful here.” Farlion smiled as he took in the scenery of the large green grassy fields surrounding the settlement. “Oh, I brought my old armor. I wasn’t sure if you had a uniform, or-” 

 “Perfect, that’ll be fine for now, I’ll make you better equipment later.” Aegis replied.

 “Okay, sounds great. And these are all your companions?” Farlion asked as he looked to them. One by one they all introduced themselves and Farlion and Tinsel were sure to politely greet and shake their hands.

 “Right. I suppose I’m on duty as of right now. What are your orders, Aegis?” Farlion asked respectfully once the pleasantries were finished.

 “Uhm, well…” Aegis looked around, unsure of what to say. “I guess just settle in. We’ve been here a week so far and no creatures have come near the land so it shouldn’t be too dangerous…” Aegis trailed off in thought before thinking of what to say. “We’re finishing the training grounds now, it’ll be set up to practice your skills with weapons. Otherwise, your job will be to just uphold the laws of Kordas and protect our stuff. Let me make it official…” As Aegis spoke he began fidgeting his fingers around his menu to the Land management interface. Once he had finished updating the buildings and registering them correctly, the population of Rene updated.




	
Land Title: Rene

Land Status: Hostile[?]

Land Rank: 1 (Encampment)[?]

Population: 4 [Manage]
[Amlie - Level 4] [Farlion - Level 10] [Tinsel - Level 3] [Luca - Level 1]

Registered Structures: 9 [Manage]
[Bridge of Rene] [Lagnok Pasture] [Amlie's Farm] [Amlie's House] [Farlion's House] [Pyri's Stables] [Main Road] [Road to Orm]

Construction Projects: 1 [Manage]

Trade Routes: 1 [Manage]

Leaders: 1 [Manage]








 He pressed the manage button next to his population where he was able to select Farlion and assign him a profession. He selected Guard and was prompted to input hours and pay, but Aegis left them blank for now and just hit accept.

 “There, it’s all done. Welcome to Rene.” Aegis smiled at them. 

 “I won’t let you down.” Farlion bowed politely.

 “Do you need any help with anything?” Amlie asked Tinsel with a smile. Tinsel politely accepted her help and Lina joined in helping them unload as Rakkan motioned Aegis to step away with him, Darkshot following.

 “What’s up?” Aegis saw a concerned look on Rakkan’s face.

 “That guy’s only level 10, and he’s not elite, that means not trained. Most guards are like that… but it means if any real trouble comes around, he’s just gonna be like a level 10 boar for other players to fight.” Rakkan explained. “Leaving him here by himself like that, he aint gonna be able to protect much.”

 “Right…” Aegis picked up on what he was saying. “You’ve got a lot more experience with PvP than I do… what would you recommend?” Aegis asked him.

 “The last few months before I rerolled here I spent trying to train Puagas NPCs to fight back and get stronger. They can gain experience and learn skills just like us. If you make me the Captain of the Guards, I can grant weapon skill experience bonuses to anyone under me because of my own skills, and I’ll be able to train them faster in the training grounds if I’m the leader of that building too. I can train the guards so no one will mess with them, or Rene.” Rakkan replied confidently.

 “You’re willing to do that?” Aegis asked.

 “Yeah. It’d be my pleasure. With a good headstart we can make sure something like Puagas doesn’t happen here.” Rakkan replied as calmly as he could, though Aegis saw his fists clenching. 

 “Okay, I’ll leave it to you.” Aegis replied as he went into the management screen. “I can’t register you as guard captain until you’re a resident, so I’m just going to assign you to live with Amlie for now.” Aegis said as he pressed the buttons.

 “Huh?” Rakkan looked nervously in Amlie’s direction who was distracted by a large crate she was carrying into the house with Tinsel. “Yeah, ok…” Rakkan replied shyly.

 “Done, you’re a resident and Captain of the Guard in Rene. I’ll make you the leader of the training grounds once it’s built. I’ll focus on finishing it, you train Farlion as much as you can before we head out to the dungeon.” Aegis replied as he closed the management interface.

 “Wait, should I teach him some ranger skills too, like scouting or tracking? Guards should probably learn that, right?” Darkshot joined in enthusiastically.

 “Eventually - the basics are more important first.” Rakkan replied before walking off to talk with Farlion.

 “He’s pretty reliable for a 14 year old, huh.” Darkshot said to Aegis, to which Aegis nodded in agreement. 

 “Come, help me finish the training grounds. As soon as it’s done we can go looking for iron.” Aegis nudged Darkshot in the direction of their half completed construction. 

 “You mean explore that dungeon, right?” Darkshot groaned at him.

 “Yeah, of course, that’s what I said.” Aegis replied sarcastically. 

 “No seriously, if after all this, you finally take us to a dungeon and end up just looking for ore the whole time, Imma be pissed.” Darkshot replied grumpily. 

 “Of course not. Of course I wouldn’t do that.” Aegis replied with an exaggerated tone. 

 The training grounds consisted of a large flattened and paved square section of land on which Aegis built up Archery targets and training dummies, and as per a guide video he watched on his livestream viewer, a training course with simple obstacles to practice mobility, and some stone weights for muscle training. It took up a large area of land but Aegis had the foresight to build it a decent distance away from the paved road so that it wouldn’t be too close to where he planned the townsquare to be. By sunset on that 7th day since they'd began construction, Aegis and the others managed to complete the training grounds and register it with Rakkan as it’s leader. Just as they all got the notification that the Project that Aegis had contracted them all for had ended, Pyri arrived back at the settlement, as if she’d been waiting for it to expire. She didn’t bring back with her a horse, but instead came back as a level 10 Wizard.

 “No luck finding a horse?” Amlie greeted her as she approached, her staff glowing with a light spell so that she was visible through the tall grass a good distance away, despite night having overtaken the lands. 

 “Nope.” She shrugged. 

 “You were just killing monsters, weren’t you?” Aegis raised an eyebrow at her.

 “I might’ve fought some. There’s a lot of dire wolves in that area.” She motioned to the forest west of the mountain. “Turns out, dire wolves don’t make very good mounts.” She sighed.

 “Good to know.” Farlion commented.

 “Oh who is this, our new resident? Nice to meet you.” Pyri smiled and bowed.

 “The pleasure is mine, milady.” He bowed and took her hand, kissing it gently.

 “Oooh I like him, he’s got such good manners.” Pyri replied excitedly.

 “C’mon, we've got a lot of work to do.” Rakkan ordered Farlion, motioning him over to the training grounds.

 “R-right. Yes sir.” Farlion replied obediently and followed him.

 “So, building time is done, right? Time for the dungeon?” Pyri smiled as the sound of Rakkan and Farlion’s wooden swords clashing behind them could be heard. 

 “Yeah, it’s time we got some grinding done. Everyone, get all the rest you need and do your last minute preparations. At noon tomorrow, we’re heading to to the Caverns of Jia’nir.” Aegis shouted so that everyone could hear him.

 “Finally.” Darkshot shouted excitedly. “I’m gonna get some sleep for the big day, cya tomorrow.” He said before logging out.

 “Me too. Even though I’m not coming. I’ll make sure there’s lots of plants for you when you get back!” Amlie cheered as her avatar vanished from the game world.

 “I guess I should have a shower and make dinner.” Pyri yawned as she logged out as well.

 “Me too.” Lina waved and logged out. Aegis looked over to see Rakkan training with Farlion, showing no signs of wanting to rest.

 “Hey Rakkan, you’re going to sleep, right? Before we hit the dungeon?” Aegis shouted out to him, causing him and Farlion to pause and look at him.

 “Yeah, just showing him the basics so he can practice.” Rakkan called back. Aegis felt the urge to say more, but decided against it and logged out himself as well. 
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                Chapter 60: The Caverns of Jia'nir


 The group of 5 stood in a line at the edge of Rene, staring up at the towering mountain of Jia’nir before them as the mid-day sun shone down on them through the clear skies.

 [Aegis - Level 13], [Darkshot - Level 14], [Lina - Level 16], [Rakkan - Level 19], [Pyri - Level 10]. Aegis fastened a few vials filled with lure mixtures onto the side of his belt, ready to brew whatever specific monster lure he’d need inside the dungeon. 

 “Before we head into the dungeon, here.” Aegis pulled the Longsword from the Ferrawolf out of his inventory and handed it to Rakkan.




	
Name: Longsword of Suffering
Slot: Weapon (One Hand)
Type: Longsword
Damage: 33-40
Speed: Average
Quality: 40%
Durability: 100/100
Requirements: Level 10
Option 1: Deals an additional 1-6 Shadow damage on hit.
Description: A crudely made copper blade of unknown origins, found plunged into the belly of a tamed Ferrawolf.








 “You sure?” Rakkan hesitated.

 “Yeah, you’re a member of the party now. We share the loot fairly and sort it as needed, and you’re the only one who can use it.” Aegis shrugged. Rakkan took the sword and replaced his own with it, giving it a few swings to test it out before sheathing it.

 “C’mon already, let’s do this!” Darkshot shouted with glee as he started running up the mountain. “It’s this way, come on!” He yelled back. 

 “It’s been so long since I’ve done a dungeon in one of these games!” Pyri promptly chased after him excitedly. “Come on you slow pokes!” She shouted. Rakkan, Lina and Aegis gave each other quick glances before breaking into sprints as well, giant smiles across their faces. The freedom of running through the grassy fields and up the side of the rocky, not so steep Jia’nir mountain was exhilarating to Aegis. The fresh air blew through his hair and filled his lungs as he took in the view, seeing more and more of the land around Rene the higher up the mountain they got. He spotted several wild critters of varying types scurrying away from the sound of their footsteps as they passed by the odd tree here and there.

 He couldn’t tell if they were rabbits, squirrels, or some unknown fantasy creature he’d never heard of before, but it felt freeing to be surrounded by this much nature, beyond anything he’d experienced in the real world.

 “Wooooo!” Darkshot shouted from the front as loud as he could, his voice echoing off the rocky landscape. The higher up they got, the steeper and rockier the land, until there was more jumping than there was running, but none of them let up as they maneuvered around the cliffs and rocky hills, and after 10 minutes of moving quickly, Darkshot came to a stop on a small flattened ledge that sat up against a large cliff face. Aegis and the others caught up to him shortly after, everyone taking a moment to catch their breath as they looked on at the entrance to the cavern before them. 

 The cavern entrance was a large, natural looking hole formed into the cliff face they’d stopped in front of. The light from the sun didn’t reach very far into the cave before it went pitch black, but the sound of the wind howling into it gave a sense that it went very far beyond what they could see. The rocky gray walls were jagged and moss covered, but the floor of the cavern looked flattened and easy to walk on.

 “Lumina.” Pyri chanted, causing the end of her simple gnarled staff to begin glowing a bright white light, allowing them to see a bit further into the cave than they could before. As their breathing quieted down they all listened carefully to try to hear any sounds coming from within aside from the howling wind, but it was quiet.

 “You said you saw golems?” Aegis asked and Darkshot nodded.

 “Yup, some rocks were stomping after me when I left. I didn’t go too far in.” 

 “Okay, I’ll take the lead. First one might be attacking whoever, but after that I should be able to use it to make a lure.” Aegis said as he took a few steps forward with his shield out.

 “Wait wait wait, hold up. This ain't no Darxon hideout. This is a level 25 dungeon. You’re not gonna aggro the whole cave are you? Cause we’ll get stomped.” Darkshot stopped him.

 “Darkshot’s right, a lure would be a bad idea until we’re stronger. With higher level enemies it’s good to go slower until we memorize their attacks.” Rakkan agreed.

 “Yes, exactly. What he said.” Darkshot pointed at Rakkan. Aegis looked to Lina who nodded in agreement.

 “Alright, fine, slow and careful.” Aegis took his hand off the lure bottles on his belt, fastened his strongest Reinforced Copper Shield to his left arm, then began walking forward into the cavern. Darkshot stood back beside Pyri while Rakkan walked beside Aegis and Lina just behind him.




	Entering Dungeon: [Caverns of Jia'nir - Level 25]






 The message appeared in Aegis’ peripheral vision and he quickly waved it away.

 “This should be fun, to be the first players to explore this place.” Aegis turned with a smile to look at the others behind him, getting a few in return. “By the way, Mom, I know what everyone else does but what kind of spells do you have?” He asked her.

 “Well. I looked a bunch of spells up while you were studying for your exams…” She trailed off for a moment. “Wizards are tough.” 

 “That’s true, they’ve got the most known intermediate class specializations out of all the beginner classes.” Darkshot agreed.

 “You can learn almost any beginner spell in the Magic Academy in Kordas, but, trying to level them all up would take forever.” Lina explained to Aegis.

 “That’s right, and I didn’t want to keep you guys waiting too long, so I only learned two. I made sure to get a damage spell that focused on control though.” Pyri said.

 “Control?” Aegis asked. Rakkan cleared his throat as he prepared to speak.

 “When you get the Wizard beginner class, you start with four passive skills. Power, Control, Concentration and Meditation. Power’s for how strong and big your spells are, Control is for manipulating the spells after you’ve casted it, Concentration is for focus, casting speed and channeling spells, and Meditation is for mana recovery and usage.” Rakkan said proudly.

“Right now this spell is gaining me Concentration experience.” She motioned to the Lumina spell glowing on her staff. “I took it because it’s easy to learn and there’s always dark places in games like these. But because my concentration is low, if I try to cast another spell, this spell will end.” She shrugged.

“And that Cinderbolt spell, that’s a control spell?” Aegis asked.

“Yup. There’s not a lot of controlled beginner spells that deal damage so I didn’t have much choice… Cinderbolt.” She whispered, casting the spell. The light from her Lumina spell vanished but was replaced by the red glowing light emitted from the ball of flames that formed above her right hand and just hovered in place. 

“Unlike the other firebolt beginner spell, this is just a tiny ball of flames that I can tell where to go to try and burn things. The downside is it does a lot less damage, but the upside- ” She waved her hand around and the Cinderbolt levitated along with her hand motions. “I can control where it goes and how long it burns stuff, even make it move around objects. So at the cost of more mana and less damage, it helps me raise all four Wizard passive skills at once. Power for its size and damage, control for moving it around, concentration for keeping it burning, and meditation because it drains mana while it’s active.” She finished by snapping her finger and making the Cinderbolt disappear.

“Lumina.” She casted the glowing light on her staff once more. 

“Do you know what intermediate class you want to be already?” Aegis asked her.

 “That’s a secret.” She whispered back mischievously. As she spoke, the sounds of rocks falling on the cavern floor ahead of them echoed off of the cave walls, mixing in with the howling wind that had quieted down. Glancing back Aegis saw the light from outside still, they were only a couple meters into the cavern. He held up his hand to signal them all to stop.

Lina pulled out her daggers, Darkshot took his bow out and nocked an arrow while Rakkan brought out his spear and longsword. Aegis slowly took a few more steps forward while staying in the light radius of Pyri’s Lumina spell, but he couldn’t see very far beyond it save for the outline of a few small, blunt stalactites hanging from the 3 meter high cavern ceiling that the light was reflecting off of. A moment of silence was followed by the sound of stones grinding against each other slowly in the darkness of the cavern ahead of them, followed by a loud stomp that sent vibrations through the floor of their feet. Then another echoing grind, and a second stomp to follow. It repeated slowly as the stomps and grinding got closer and closer. Aegis held up his shield to brace, and after the 5th stomp Aegis saw it.

At the very edge of Lumina’s light radius, the approaching stone golems outline became visible as it pulled back a rock fist and thrust it forward at Aegis with an echoing deep roar. Aegis threw up his shield and braced the attack as best he could as the fist slammed into his shield.




	You take 973 Bludgeoning damage.
Reinforced Copper Shield's durability has dropped by 3.






Aegis’ vision went white as his ears rang. The force of the fist pushed the shield along with his arm back into his chest and knocked him back off his feet despite the effects of his Shield Mastery, causing him to slam into Darkshot like a ragdoll. Darkshot stumbled back a few steps and dropped his bow as he struggled to keep his balance and act as a net for Aegis.

The pain was excruciating for the few seconds it remained, as if Aegis’ arm and all his ribs, along with his spine had all been broken. After two seconds the pain subsided and his vision came back to him as the ringing faded, but it was quite a shock to his system. It’d been an entire in-game week since Aegis had properly fought, and he hadn’t yet fought an enemy with such a big level discrepancy before.

He did his best to regain his composure while accepting that he had severely overestimated his tankiness, and severely underestimated how strong a monster in the 20’s would be. [Lesser Gneiss Golem - Level 22] was just barely visible above the monster's head as it took another stomping step forward towards Pyri’s light. Despite ‘lesser’ being the name, the creature towered over them all in height, roughly 2.5 meters tall just barely clearing under the stalactites on the ceiling. It wasn’t a single bodied creature but rather was made up of several jagged stones sticking together to form limbs, all attached to a singular large torso stone that had a smooth, perfectly carved circle in the center of it with symbols etched into it. Aegis found himself looking up at the head to see two stones stuck together. A large jagged stone with a smaller curved stone stuck on the bottom as if it were a jaw, but no eyes or nose. As the jaw stone lowered downward to the bottom of the headstone, a loud grinding roar could be heard again. The golem followed up its roar by leaning forward, using its bulky uneven left arm for balance as it pulled back its right one to prepare to strike again. 

Lina and Rakkan both jumped back out of the way to dodge the fist as it slammed into the floor of the cavern, shaking the entire cave and causing dust and small pebbles to tumble down from the ceiling and walls around them. 

“Aegis!” Lina turned to run to him with a concerned expression.

“I’m ok… Healing Wind!” He quickly cast himself. He followed that with three Minor heal cast in the time it took the Golem to take another swing at Rakkan which he ducked underneath, causing it to slam into the cavern wall. The healing had costed Aegis a quarter of his mana and caused the Golem to focus back on him.

“That thing’s a bit too high level to block, try dodging.” Rakkan suggested.

“No, it’s perfect.” Aegis groaned back painfully.

“Didn’t look perfect.” Darkshot retorted.

“It's good for Shield Mastery experience, and if I’ve gotta heal myself this much, I’ll have plenty of aggro.” Aegis replied as he prepared his shield for the charging golem as it closed the gap between them in a few steps. Darkshot grabbed his bow and rolled out of the way to one side while Pyri jumped back to the other. Once the Golem had gotten around Rakkan and Lina it thrusted its right fist at him.




	You take 949 Bludgeoning damage.
Reinforced Copper Shield's durability has dropped by 3.






This time he was more prepared for it and wasn’t knocked in the air, but instead the soles of his leather boots slid back three meters along the smooth cavern floor before he lost his footing and stumbled backward a few steps.

“The only problem is, it’s costing me a quarter of my mana and 8 seconds to recover after each hit. So I’d appreciate it if you guys stopped watching me get pounded and kill this thing fast.” Aegis shouted as the Golem recovered its balance from the strike and started stomping through the cavern towards him again. Luckily, it wasn’t moving very fast, which gave Aegis time to heal himself and back up a bit in between casts. In this time, Darkshot nocked an arrow again and unleashed the full force of his abilities into the Golem. Lina used the darkness to Shadowstep behind the golem and began slashing at the stone while Rakkan slashed at its lumpy, heavier left side and avoided the smaller stones on the right side that it was favoring to attack Aegis with. Pyri canceled her Lumina spell to use Cinderbolt, which changed the bright white light around them to a dim red glowing light, but it was still enough to see where the Golem was for all of them. She forced the Cinderbolt into the Golem’s chest and held it there to cause as much fire damage as she could, and Aegis could see the barrage of red damage numbers now appearing around Golem from all sides. 

Regardless, it stayed focused on Aegis, and once it was close enough it pulled its right fist back before thrusting it forward into Aegis’ braced shield. 

“Why’d it have to be bludgeoning?” Aegis complained in anticipation for the hit. 




	You take 980 Bludgeoning damage.
Reinforced Copper Shield's durability has dropped by 3.






Aegis wasn’t so lucky on the balance front this time, flying off his feet onto his side and rolling backward against his will as his body momentarily felt like a pile of jelly that’d been set on fire and stung by a thousand bees. 

“Oooh.” Pyri winced as she watched him roll on the ground beyond the cavern entrance and back out into the sunlight. “Hang in there!” She tried to encourage him. The sound of blades and arrows piercing, cutting and chipping away at the golem echoed off the walls of the cavern around them, shouting all of their abilities to maximize their damage, but the golem seemed indifferent. He regained balance on its lopsided body and began stomping after Aegis once more, disregarding the fact that Aegis wasn’t even in the dungeon anymore. 

“Minor heal… Minor heal…” Aegis desperately casted on himself as he stood back up, trying his best to regain his composure as he watched the stone jaw lower again, releasing a horrendous roar that echoed over the mountain. “Anytime now guys!” Aegis shouted at them as he watched his own mana drop to 25%. 

“We’re trying, it’s a level 22 pile of rocks, what do you expect from us?! I’m dealing like 0 damage to this thing!” Darkshot yelled back angrily between his shots. 

“I heal and take hits, remember? The cool speech?” Aegis shouted back.

“How bout you heal and try dodging instead!” Darkshot retorted. 

“Dodging’s not as cool.” Aegis groaned as he lifted up his shield, now standing at the edge of the ledge they’d entered the dungeon from, shouting into the cave at his companions of which he barely saw due to the red Cinderbolt. 

“Oh yeah, you’re looking real cool right now rolling around on the ground.” Darkshot mocked him. Rakkan, Lina and Pyri were having a hard time not laughing at the two angrily shouting at each other, but it wasn’t just Darkshot dealing reduced damage - the golem’s armor and resistances were extremely high. The golem once again closed in on Aegis and dug its oversized left fist into the ground for grip as it pulled back its right fist once more.

“H-healing Wind.” Aegis whimpered to refresh it on himself as he braced the attack. 




	You take 961 Bludgeoning damage.
Reinforced Copper Shield's durability has dropped by 3.






Aegis flew off the flattened ledge outside the cavern into the air a few meters, rolling onto the rocky mountainside over a few patches of grass until finally coming to a stop. Looking up he saw the golem glaring down at him under the bright afternoon sun, now visible in all its glory as it pounded the ground once triumphantly, still glaring at Aegis.

“Well at least I’m outside of the dungeon, so it’ll probably give me a break and stop chasing, right?” Aegis said as he stood up. “Minor heal.” He started casting.

“N-not necessarily!” Lina warned him as she ran out of the cave behind the Golem alongside Rakkan, both swinging furiously at the golems legs to no avail. The golem bent its rocky knees and then with incredible force, jumped up into the air with a lunging strike, for the first time leading with its left fist as it prepared to slam down on Aegis.

“Huh, it can jump.” Aegis watched in disbelief as the giant rock creature plummeted towards him.

“Dodge you moron!” Darkshot shouted as he watched Aegis stare at it in a daze. Aegis didn’t need to be told twice, and quickly dashed into a roll off to the side just narrowly missing the walking boulder's ground slam.

...

Amlie was happily tending to a row of cotton plants in her field with the peaceful sound of birds chirping around her, humming along with their chirps cheerfully. As she reached down to grab a bucket of water she watched the water within it ripple violently, followed by the sound of a distant monster’s roar echoing over the mountainside.

“Oh, sounds like their adventure started.” She cheerfully said to herself before picking up the bucket and continuing her humming. 

...

Where the golem had slammed the ground was now a small crater in the rock and dirt, and the unbalanced weight of the golem’s limbs had resulted in its left arm being stuck in the ground where it had landed. This gave Aegis time to stumble away and finish healing himself up, but his mana was close to empty and he didn’t have enough to top himself off again yet.

“It’s gotta have a weakness right? What about that symbol on its chest! It looks like Pyri’s doing full damage by burning it there. Pin it down here while it’s stuck and hit the chest thingy!” Aegis called out.

“Pinning Shot!” Darkshot shouted, the glowing arrow piercing into the back of the golems right leg. It shot out vines in all directions that wrapped themselves around the leg, binding it to the ground as best as it could.

“Shadow step!” Lina disappeared from the darkness of the cavern entrance and re-appeared in the shadows cast by the golem’s large body, so that she was immediately underneath it as it gave another yank to its left arm, trying to pull itself free. Rakkan on the other hand did a running jump with his weapons out, Leaping down on the golem from above in the same way that the golem had jumped. Pyri moved to the edge of the ledge, holding out her staff in her right hand as she maintained concentration on her cinderbolt to the best of her ability. 

“Redirect!” Darkshot fired a few arrows above the golem, unable to shoot the front of its chest due to it facing away from him and Pyri, and instead shooting arrows past the golem and then redirected them so that they doubled back and hit it from the front. He and Lina immediately saw a dramatic increase in the amount of damage they were dealing. 

“It’s working, we’re doing more damage!” Darkshot cheered. Rakkan heard this as he landed on the golems' back and drove his new sword into the stone. He immediately ran over the golem’s shoulder to land in front of it just as it gave another powerful yank and freed it’s left arm from the dirt, but it stumbled backwards due to the vines around it’s foot and couldn’t regain its composure immediately. Seeing Lina follow it’s movement to continue her flurry of blows on the small target, Rakkan decided against competing her for space in front of the boss.

“Switch, Rapidfire!” He switched out his spear for his crossbow and began firing bolt after bolt into the chest. They got in a lot of good hits before the golem ripped it’s foot free of the vines and turned to glare at Aegis once more.

“Aw man…” Aegis rolled his eyes as it started charging at him. He raised his shield in preparation for the hit, and it came just as expected. Another nearly 1000 points of bludgeoning damage as he skidded along the dirt a few meters until his back slammed against a large boulder jutting out of the landscape, taking an additional 1 bludgeoning damage from the impact.

“Ow, son of a… of course there’s a boulder here!” He shouted angrily at the inanimate object as the sensation of having all his bones broken subsided. 




	Level Up!: Leather Armor Proficiency has reached Level 22!






He waved the message away and tried two minor heals on himself, but he didn’t have enough mana to cast anymore.

“I’m out of mana!” Aegis announced anxiously as the golem prepared to charge again. “Any second now guys!” Aegis shouted as it let out another ferocious roar that echoed over the mountainside. It took two more stomping steps before there was a sudden explosion of dust and stone centering on its chest. Immediately following the explosion, the limbs of golem fell apart and tumbled to the ground like a pile of plain old rocks, forcing Lina to quickly dash out of the way to not get crushed.




	Lesser Gneiss Golem slain!
You gain 10,053 Experience!
Congratulations, you have reached Level 14!: 3 attribute points available, +91 health, +47 mana!






“Phew!” Darkshot sighed with relief as he watched the stones tumble. “What did it drop?” He said as he and Pyri hopped down from the ledge and slowly walked towards the others.

 “It didn’t drop anything.” Rakkan replied as if this was something obvious.

 “You know, if that thing hit any of us other than you, we’d die in one hit? Maybe we should find a lower level dungeon to train in first. We can always come back later, right?” Darkshot suggested. Aegis wasn’t listening though, as he’d spotted a strange shimmer coming from the torso of golem as it exploded and was falling. He walked forward to the golem’s body with determination and kicked away some of the loose broken rock until he spotted it embedded into the inside of the torso of the golem.

 “What is it?” Pyri asked curiously as she spotted the same thing Aegis had. Aegis immediately fumbled into his inventory and pulled out a pickaxe to take a swing at it.

 “Iron.” He grinned from ear to ear. 

 “We’re not going to a lower level dungeon, are we?” Darkshot asked.

 “Nope.” Aegis replied enthusiastically. 
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	Acquired: Iron Ore [Quality 5%]
Acquired: Iron Ore [Quality 9%]
Acquired: Iron Ore [Quality 6%]
Acquired: Iron Ore [Quality 4%]
Acquired: Iron Ore [Quality 11%]
Level Up!: Mining has reached Level 14!






“5 Iron ore per golem, that’s pretty good right?” Aegis asked excitedly.

“A dungeon like this is really rare.” Rakkan looked on in amazement.

“It depends on the golem’s respawn times and how many spawns are in that dungeon, but I’ve never heard of a dungeon like this before. It’s my first time even fighting golems.” Lina replied.

“Me too.” Rakkan added. 

“Same.” Darkshot joined in, to which Rakkan and Lina both gave him a look. 

“10,053 is some really good experience, let’s go fight more!” Pyri shouted excitedly. Aegis looked around to see that everyone but Rakkan had gained a level from the fight. 

“Yeah, just let me pre-” Something clicked in Aegis’ head. “Hang on, why did you get the same experience as me? Me and Lina should’ve gotten more because of our Marriage bonus, right?” Aegis asked, looking to Lina for confirmation who promptly nodded with red cheeks. As he looked, he spotted Rakkan and Darkshot both avoiding his gaze. “Wait… when you took them with you in Orm… don’t tell me…” Aegis looked at Pyri in disapproving disbelief.

“It’s just for the experience bonus, right?” She tried to wink innocently at him. 

“Seriously mom?” 

“What?” She chuckled as Aegis glared at Darkshot.

“So, phew, Iron inside the golems huh? We better get back to the cave and find the next golem, right Rakkan?” Darkshot hastily began walking back up towards the dungeon entrance.

“Y-yeah.” Rakkan quickly followed behind him.

“Both of them?!” Aegis shouted, his voice carrying over the mountainside. Lina had to look away and put her hand over her mouth to not let out any laughter. 

“Turns out, Eirene is a fan of polygamy!” She gave him a thumbs up.

“Do you understand how weird that is?” Aegis’ face went red with embarrassment.

“Oh c'mon. Either it’s all for the experience bonus, or none of it is.” She motioned to Lina who was facing away to hide her laughter. “You didn’t want us falling behind, did you?” 

“Well, n-no, but. It’s just…. C’m…” Aegis couldn’t think of the words he wanted to say. After a few seconds of not being able to think of a logical argument to support his embarrassment he instead let out a frustrated groan. 

“I don’t want to hear anything about this again, ever, from any of you.” Aegis shouted loud enough so that Rakkan and Darkshot could hear him as well.

“Yes sir!” Pyri cheered as she and Lina followed the stomping Aegis back to the dungeon entrance. Once they all got there, the five were surrounded by an awkward silence filled only with the sound of the howling wind blowing into the cavern.

“S-so, do you think there’s going to be other types of golems? Or just more lesser guh-niece golems?” Darkshot asked in an attempt to break the tension.

“Guh-niece?” Aegis asked him with a raised brow.

“Yeah, that was a guh-niece golem we fought, right?” 

“It’s pronounced nice.” Pyri corrected him.

“Really?” Rakkan replied surprised as Darkshot started fiddling with his interface to look it up. Aegis just rolled his eyes and started walking forward into the cavern.

“Lumina!” Pyri chanted as her staff lit up once more.

“Oh yeah, huh, go figure. It is pronounced Nice. They weren’t very nice though. Get it?” Darkshot forced a chuckle, though no one else joined in. “He’s gonna kill me.” he whispered under his breath so that everyone but Aegis heard.





 “That’s number 10.” Aegis shouted as another, this time level 24, Gneiss golem collapsed in front of them. They were deep in the cavern now and the walls and ceiling were both wider apart and higher up, making it easier to fight the golems within the area they were found. Aegis had gained a few skillups and the others were dealing more damage thanks to him remembering to cast bless on them, making it possible to kill the golems just as he was running out of mana, but they still needed long breaks in between each fight.

 “I think that’s all of ‘em.” Rakkan said as he motioned down the cave in front of them.

 “What do you mean? It keeps going.” Aegis asked as he looked further into the darkened cavern, pointing beyond what Pyri’s Lumina spell could show them.

 “Nah, I recognize those markings from when I was playing a sage.” He motioned to a small line of symbols on the wall to the left and right that climbed all the way to the ceiling until meeting in the middle. 

 “Good eye, didn’t even notice that…” Aegis walked over to it to brush some moss off of the symbols. “What does it say?” 

 “I dunno, can’t remember and can’t read it without my sage skills, but Wizard dungeons had those as wards to lock in intruders. It means when we go in there, we’ll get locked in, which usually means it’s a boss room.” Rakkan explained, which prompted Aegis to take a few steps back.

 “So this is a Wizard’s dungeon? Doesn’t look very wizardly.” Darkshot commented.

 “There’s probably more going on here that we don’t know about yet. It’s tough to know this stuff without a sage.” Rakkan sighed. “I bet those golems and the symbol on their chest have something to do with it though.”

 “Makes sense.” Pyri nodded. “Maybe I’ll get some sage themed skills next time I’m in Kordas. At least the beginner ones.”

 “You gonna go Sage for your intermediate?” Rakkan asked her hopeful.

 “Uhm. Probably not, it’s not really my style.” She replied. “Sorry.” She saw Rakkan’s look of disappointment at her answer. 

 “D’you think a Wizard hid his treasure here and summoned these golems to protect it?” Darkshot suggested.

 “Maybe…” Lina shrugged. “There’s a chance that when we kill the boss, the other golems will stop respawning. The first one we killed took 1 hour to respawn.” Lina explained to Aegis as she watched him stare down the cave with curiosity.

 “I don’t think we can beat the boss of this dungeon right now anyway. We’re barely winning against the normal monsters…” Aegis said as he turned and began walking from where they came. “If we can kill them a bit faster, that’ll be 10 golems an hour, that’s 50 iron ore an hour…” He started mumbling to himself as his voice trailed off, sounding like mad ravings as they echoed off the cavern walls around them.

 “We’re gonna be here awhile, aren’t we?” Darkshot asked.

 “Yup!” Aegis called back excitedly. “I won’t be able to learn to mine Mithral until I’m at least intermediate mining, and this place seems like the best place to get iron. We should try to take advantage of us being the only ones who know about it while we can.” Aegis explained.

 “How long is that going to take, you suppose?” Pyri asked him.

 “Hmm, with all these experience bonuses, I bet only for a few days.” Aegis shrugged.

 “W-well, gathering starts to slow down a lot when you get near 30 for anyone who isn’t playing a crafting class. Iron should give a lot more experience than copper, but…” Lina said apprehensively.

 “Okay, then a week. A Week of killing these golems, and we should be fully equipped in magnificent Iron equipment. Not to mention much more powerful.” Aegis replied confidently. 



Two in-game weeks later…



 Shinji shuffled into the employee kitchen within the Fanta-see Network studio, his fluffy flip flops clicking and clacking on the tiled floor of the quiet, dark building. There were lights on in the hallway but the other rooms were dim, the dark orange glow of the morning sun was just peaking over the nearby shabby buildings and creeping in through a single kitchen window which sat behind a sleek coffee machine on the kitchen counter.

 The coffee machine stood out from the other appliances in the room, it was the only device that looked like it’d been upgraded recently and kept clean, the others seemingly abandoned due to underuse, or misuse. Shinji had dark purple bags under his eyes that disappeared only for a second when he opened his mouth wide for a big yawn. He pressed a few buttons on the machine, and after a ding, a small compartment opened up with a full cup of steaming coffee. He pulled the cup out and took a sip, and just as he flip flopped his feet over to another appliance resembling a microwave, the sound of a second pair of flopping feet could be heard entering the kitchen behind him.

 “Morning.” Hae-won yawned as he turned to see her approach the coffee machine in sweatpants and a sleeveless white shirt, one hand in her pants scratching her butt. Her hair stood up in all directions as if she’d just rolled out of bed.

 “Morning.” Shinji mumbled between sips as he pressed a few buttons on the microwave. “Long night?”

 “You have no idea. I’m stuck casting for this wannabe bard who swears he went to school with Yumily.” She groaned as the coffee machine beeped for her. She pulled the cup out and took a sip. “The only reason he has viewers is because she randomly winked at him during her concert last week in Lanusk, so people believe his story.”

 “How many viewers?”

 “267.” Hae-won replied.

 “That’s not bad.”

 “Kill me. His music sounds like two cats fighting on a chalkboard.” Hae-won whined as she took a seat at a small table in the kitchen. 

 “You want a plate?” Shinji motioned to the microwave machine as the machine beeped and he pulled out from it a fully prepared plate with an egg and two slices of toast on it.

 “Hit me.” She waved him on and he nodded, pressing a few more buttons on the machine. After 30 seconds, it dinged again and he pulled out a second plate of food and placed it in front of Hae-won before sitting across the table from her with his own food. “The only upside is I get to listen to Yumily’s music all day. Did you hear her new songs?” Hae-won asked.

 “Is she still using the harp?” Shinji asked with a look of disapproval.

 “Nope, you should see it, she’s got a ton of her instrument skills up now. On top of that, her voice, it’s amazing. Rumor has it she’s closing in on a Bard Advanced class. Oh what I’d kill to be able to cast for someone like her. Millions of viewers, top 10…” Hae-won day-dreamed. 

 “You sound like a real fan girl.” Shinji joked.

 “Oh yeah, how about you? How’s your pet project? The Makaroth boy. I was hoping I’d at least be casting for him by now.”

 “It’s uh… He started the game late, so it’s gonna be awhile before he catches up to the other top players.” Shinji replied nervously.

 “That bad, huh? How many viewers?” Hae-won sympathized.

 “Well.. he peaked at 75 when he was in Kordas registering his land deed and getting married, that was pretty good stuff…” Shinji avoided the question, to which Hae-won just raised her eyebrow at him patiently waiting for an answer. “On average, like 3.” Hae-won let out a hard laugh, putting her hand over her mouth to avoid spitting out the toast she’d just bit into. “And based on the chat, I’m pretty sure two of those viewers are parents of Lina, one of his party members.” Shinji mumbled depressed, but this only made Hae-won laugh harder.

 “Nice investing skills there, Shinji.” she managed to get out between laughs. “Thanks, I needed that, I feel way better now about being stuck with my guy.” She eventually calmed down. 

 “Hey, he’s leveling up really fast, if this was at the games launch, he’d be ahead of the pack and have a ton of viewers. He just hit 30 and is ready to go for his intermediate class.” Shinji said defensively. 

 “Right, right.” Hae-won faked agreement. “So what’s he been doing?”

 “Well…” Shinji hesitated answering. “He spent the last two weeks fighting with rocks and mining them.” Hae-won let out another loud guffaw, but did her best to cut it short to spare Shinji’s feelings. 

 “Action packed adventure like lord of the rings, huh?” She mocked.

 “Hey, say what you want, I know what I saw in the kid, and I stand by it. He’s just preparing. All the right pieces are there… It's only a matter of time. This is the calm before the storm.” Shinji replied confidently. 

 “Mhm.” She said as she stood up, taking a slice of toast and her cup of coffee with her as she headed out of the kitchen. “I gotta get back to work. Keep me posted on that storm thing.” her voice trailed off as did the sound of her flip flops slapping against the floor as she left the kitchen to head back to her office. Shinji cupped his hands to his face after she’d left.

 “Please, by the time I get back to the Simbox. Please be done leveling mining.” Shinji begged no one in particular. 




 *Ting*

 The sound of Aegis’ pickaxe striking the torso of one of the golems echoed loudly off of the cavern walls. Around him stood his four party members watching in anticipation, they were now all equal at level 30, unable to progress further without first unlocking their intermediate classes.

 *Ting*




	Acquired: Iron Ore [Quality: 46%]






“Was that enough? Did you get it?” Darkshot watched Aegis put the loose chunk of Iron ore into his inventory.

“Not yet…” He pulled back the pickaxe to strike the golem torso again. 

*Ting*

“Come on, you’ve been stuck at 29 Mining forever! We’ve all been ready to go intermediate for like two days now!” Darkshot complained.

“It’s n-not his fault. Even with his experience bonuses, crafting skills are really hard to get to 30 unless you are playing a related crafting class.” Lina defended Aegis. 

“I don’t even remember what the sun looks like.” Pyri mumbled, longingly looking in the direction of the cave’s exit. “Being in the dark this long can’t be good for my elf skin.” She sighed. 

*Ting*




	Acquired: Iron Ore [Quality: 46%]



	Level Up! Mining has reached Level 30!
Congratulations! You have reached the maximum level for Mining(Beginner). In order to progress further you will need to advance the skill to (Intermediate).






“I got it! It hit 30! It finally hit 30!” Aegis cheered excitedly, his voice echoing off the cavern walls.

“Oh thank all the gods except Eirene.” Pyri flopped down on her butt with a huge sigh of relief.

“FREEDOM!” Darkshot screamed with joy.

“That was quick!” Lina smiled excitedly.

“QUICK!?” Darkshot screamed at Lina. “You call that QUICK!?” He shouted hysterically.

“It was pretty quick…” Lina mumbled back shyly.

“I’m never stepping foot in this damn cave ever again, or any cave, ever.” Darkshot protested as he began stomping for the exit.

“Wait, hang on!” Aegis called out to stop him.

“What, don’t tell me you want more ore.” Darkshot groaned back.

“Before we leave, we’ve still got one last order of business in this cave.” 

“The dungeon boss.” Rakkan grinned as he walked in front of the others in the direction of the markings on the wall. Without saying anything more, Aegis and Lina followed behind him excitedly.

“Wait for me, sun, just a bit longer.” Pyri whimpered as she turned to follow them.

“You’re naming it Tower of Darkshot.” Darkshot said grumpily as he followed last. 

            

    
        Chapter 62: Guardian Golem

    
    
    
    
                Chapter 62: Guardian Golem


 The party of five walked deeper into the Caverns of Jia’nir, making sure to stay in formation. Aegis took the front with Rakkan, Lina slightly behind them, Pyri and Darkshot in the back. Pyri had stopped using Lumina as their light source and instead kept a Cinderbolt floating around them at all times. Now that she and her skills were level 30 she was able to channel it indefinitely, and it was as large as a baseball.

 Beyond the runed markings on the cavern walls was a short tunnel that opened up into a large dome-shaped cavern with a 6 meter high roof as opposed to the 3 meters of clearance that the rest of the dungeon had thus far. In the very center of the room was an ominously large pile of black rocks that looked as though they’d been stacked together, and beyond it on the wall opposite to the tunnel they entered from was a smooth, paved wall.

 The paved wall stood out from the rest of the cavern as it was clearly man-made and a different color stone from the cavern walls, and built into the wall was a large set of rounded stone double doors. The oddest part about it however was that the doors appeared to be upside-down.

 “I wonder what that large pile of rocks could be?” Darkshot whispered sarcastically.

 “We’re all level 30 now, it’s a level 25 dungeon. Shouldn’t be too bad, right?” Aegis whispered.

 “W-well, we’re still using low level equipment.” Lina whispered back. They slowed their walk as they cautiously moved closer to the rocks in the center, until finally they got close enough to trigger a reaction. Just as they’d expected, the black rocks began to suddenly grind against each other and rumble as they rolled around one another, slowly forming into a large black golem. [Boss] appeared above its head in big red letters as it finished forming, towering above the party in height.

 Unlike the golems they’d been fighting thus far, this one was not lopsided and all of its stone limbs were much smoother and more refined with humanoid details, causing it to resemble more of a statue than a pile of rocks. As it let out a ferocious roar they saw a flash of blue light from behind them. Aegis glanced back to see a wall of blue translucent energy had appeared where the markings in the wall had been.

 “It’s a force spell, you won’t be able to pass it until this thing dies.” Rakkan explained as he glanced back at the blue wall as well.

 “Here it comes.” Darkshot warned as the large golem boss charged at Aegis and swung its fist down at him. Aegis held up his shield and braced the attack as the sound of stone clashing with metal echoed off the walls around them. 




	You take 1930 Bludgeoning damage.
Reinforced Copper Shield's durability has dropped by 4.






Aegis was pushed back only a few centimeters as he held his ground. His arm hurt as though it’d been broken, but he was able to shake it off quickly. “Healing Wind, Minor heal.” Aegis cast on himself. The moment the first heal finished, the others took it as a que to start attacking. “Bless, Bless!” Aegis tapped Rakkan and Lina as they charged past him, causing their weapons to glow with holy light. Like the other golems, this one too had a smoothed surface on its torso with runes engraved on it, but it was a much larger target to hit than the others. 

“Multishot!” Darkshot shouted, releasing a volley of a dozen arrows at the golem’s torso. Pyri waved her staff forward causing her Cinderbolt to fly through the air and crash into the smoothed surface on the golem’s torso. The golem ignored them and took another swing at Aegis, going over top of Rakkan and Lina’s heads.




	You take 2053 Bludgeoning damage.
Reinforced Copper Shield's durability has dropped by 4.






“He hits kinda hard.” Aegis gritted his teeth as he was pushed back another few centimeters from the blow. 

“Flurry of daggers!” Lina shouted, and with incredible speed her daggers slashed into the golems chest, each impact releasing a blinding flash of white light from Aegis’ enchantment. She was attacking so quickly it was difficult to even see her arms moving. Rakkan followed up her attacks with a power swing from his longsword and a thrust of his spear. The strikes against the boss were countless and fast, and just as it was pulling back it’s fist to strike Aegis a third time, the weight behind its arm gave out and fell to the ground, as did the other limbs, they all began to dislocate from each other and roll onto the floor inanimate.

“That’s it? That was a little bit too easy.” Darkshot watched as Lina and Rakkan dashed to the sides to avoid the falling golem and Pyri pulled her Cinderbolt back to her side.

“No victory message.” Lina shouted out worriedly.

“No enrage yet either.” Rakkan yelled as they looked at the pile of rocks apprehensively. Suddenly all of the golem’s limbs began to levitate off the ground a few centimeters, shaking and vibrating violently, and after a moment they began to move, all in unison they started rotating around the room like a giant rocky whirlpool.

“Dodge it!” Aegis shouted as the rocks picked up speed, and within seconds they were rotating dangerously fast as if a tornado made out of the golems' stone body parts was now in the room with them. They were quick, but the golem’s body parts were too big and too fast and they couldn’t dodge all the hits.

“Healing Wind… Healing Wind…” Aegis carefully maneuvered around the rocks as best he could, blocking and dodging while casting his instant heal over time effect on all of his party members, but they were taking a lot of damage. “Someone find a way to stop this thing!” Aegis shouted. Lina and Rakkan both resorted to slashing at the pieces of the golem as they flew past them while Darkshot backed against the wall to take minimal damage and used his scouting skill to try and spot something to target.

“There, in the middle, on the roof! The golem’s core!” Darkshot shouted. They glanced up to see it but getting to it with the tornado of stones flying around them seemed impossible.

“I got it!” Pyri shouted as she too backed against the wall of the room to minimize the dodging she needed to do, then motioned her Cinderbolt forward as its red glow illuminated the tornado of stones it flew past, until finally crashing into the levitating torso of golem. The moment it hit, there was an explosion of rock, dust and flames and the stones lost their momentum, falling from the air and crashing into the ground and walls around them.

After the stones had settled, it went quiet for a moment save for the breathing of the party. Aegis took the time to quickly cast healing on everyone, draining his mana to half to top off everyone over the next few seconds. 

“I don’t think it’s over yet.” Rakkan warned as they all looked around cautiously. A few more seconds of respite were given before the golem body parts began to give off a light red glow.

 “That’s the enrage.” Lina said as she tightly gripped her daggers. The golem parts began to levitate once more and grind together, rumbling and connecting to form limbs, only this time it formed into not one single pile of rocks, but instead two. The two golems began to form up with the same rocks as before, so they were both much shorter and smaller than the single individual golem, but that didn’t lessen the weight behind their feet as they both finished composing and stomped towards Aegis with fury.

 “Alright I think I’ll start dodging.” Aegis said sarcastically as he rolled his eyes at the two fists plummeting through the air towards him. He braced the fist on his left as he dashed in that direction, causing the right-most golem’s fist to crash into the floor of the cavern and send up chunks of rock and dirt. Lina jumped to the back of one and slashed at it a few times, but the damage numbers were coming up as 0.

 “The stone is too hard, we’re not doing any damage to it.”

 “You have to find the symbol and hit it, it’s the only part that takes any damage.” Rakkan shouted back to her over the sound of the stomping.

 “I’m looking, but which one is it on?” Darkshot yelled as he watched the two golems regain their balance after their heavy swings and turned to continue their pursuit of Aegis, Aegis doing his best to get some distance from them while Rakkan and Lina moved out of the way to avoid getting crushed by their feet. “It’s hard to see anything in this room.

 “Here!” Pyri waved her staff and flattened out her Cinderbolt into the form of a wide halo, holding it up to the roof of the room so that the red glow illuminated the entire place. 

 “I still don’t see it!” Darkshot squinted at the two golems, using the scout ability allowed him to notice things that other people would normally miss but it was coming up empty.

 “It’s because it’s behind you.” Aegis shouted as he pointed at it. A small black chunk of the golem’s torso had pressed itself up against the cavern wall and was hiding behind Darkshot.

 “Get down!” Rakkan yelled. “Switch, Rapidfire!” He followed up, changing his spear for his crossbow as Darkshot did a double take to see the bolts flying at him and dropped prone to avoid them. 

 “Shadowstep!” Lina casted as the bolts hit the symbol, appearing in the darkness beside it and slashing her holy enchanted daggers at it repeatedly. Just as both golems had pincered Aegis into a corner and were preparing to strike, the symbol on the wall exploded in a flash of holy light.




	Guardian Golem slain!
You must advance your class to gain experience beyond level 30.






 The two golems collapsed onto the ground around Aegis and the blue wall of energy vanished from the tunnel entrance. It took a bit for the sound of all the rocks and pebbles to stop as they continued to crumble apart for a few moments afterwards. 

 From the symbol that Lina had destroyed, a small blue item orb rolled out of it, cracked open and revealed a second familiar looking black translucent orb that appeared to have a strange blue mist circling around inside of it. Lina picked it up and tossed it to Aegis as Darkshot stood back up and dusted himself off.

 “Wasn’t so bad.” Aegis caught the orb.

 “‘Cause we over level it.” Rakkan shrugged as he brushed some rubble off himself as well.

 “What’s the pretty shiny orb thing that it dropped?”




	Name: Greater Enchanting Orb: Living Golem
Type: Enchantment
Slot: Any Suitable Statue or Suit of Armor
Description: Imbues life into the statue or suit of armor that this enchantment is added to. The statistics of the resulting creature are based on the quality and materials of the object that is enchanted.
Requirements: Great Enchanter(Intermediate): Level 75 or higher.






“It’s an enchanting orb for level 75 Intermediate enchanters, going to be a long time before I can use that.” Aegis shrugged. 

“What does it do?” Darkshot asked.

“Turns a statue into one of those?” Aegis pointed at the golem.

“That’s really cool! Aegis I changed my mind, Spoody is a stone horse.” Pyri smiled.

 “Well, it doesn’t have to be stone, it says it’ll work on any suitable statue or suit of armor."

 “So you could use it on a suit of horse armor?” Pyri’s eyes lit up.

 “I suppose…” Aegis had ideas already popping into his head of what to do with it, but they were all being hijacked by Pyri’s suggestions and he was now envisioning his mom riding around on a big iron horse through Rene, bossing him around. Meanwhile, Rakkan had walked over to the pair of upside down stone doors and started running his fingers over the stonework. He found the crease in the middle and tried giving it a push at first but it wouldn’t bunch.

 “This door here’s stuck… it might lead to a second, higher level area. That’s common in dungeon’s like this.” Rakkan said, getting all of their attention.

 “Let’s try it together.” Aegis suggested as the group all moved to Rakkan’s side. “On three, one… two…” Aegis counted down as they all leaned against the doors preparing to push, but Lina backed off at the last second. 

 “W-wait, it opens outward..” She motioned to the ceiling of the cave above the doors where there were clear marks of the doors having ground the ceiling flat.

 “Right.” Rakkan nodded. He pulled out his battle axe and jammed it into the crease, using it as a wedge to shimmy the door open enough that he could grip it with his fingers. Once he could he began to pull it open and the others joined in, grinding both open at the same time as the stone doors scratched the roof of the cave.

"Please don't be more golems, please don't be more ore." Darkshot begged the game world.

            

    
        Chapter 63: Land Status: Hostile

    
    
    
    
                Chapter 63: Land Status: Hostile


 Once the door had fully opened, Pyri retrieved her Cinderbolt from the ceiling and motioned it forward to illuminate the room in front of them.

 There was a large step to get over the top of the upside down door’s frame, and following that, there was a meter drop downward into the room. The current ceiling of the room was the upside down floor, and bolted to it a round wooden table where cobwebs were strewn about from the bottom of the table upwards to the floor. The entire room of the structure ahead of them was upside down, including on the wall opposite them a wooden staircase leading downstairs, which, if the building was upright, would’ve been upstairs. The room was circular and had no other doors, a width of roughly 6 meters, and the ceiling of the room below their vantage point had a singular hole in it where the staircase was, implying that this was just the first floor of the structure, and there was at least one more floor below them. The state of the table and the staircase, alongside the cobwebs, implied that the structure was very old, and a few objects that were likely once on the floor had fallen to the ceiling now that the room was upside down. As Aegis peered down at the ceiling he could make out a few broken chair pieces that must’ve smashed whenever this tower was flipped upside down.

 “We’ll know if it's a higher level dungeon the moment we step through.” Lina warned Aegis cautiously as she saw him leaning his head through the doorway.

 “Might as well check before leaving, it’ll be awhile before we come back here…” Aegis said as he stood up on the door frame and gently hopped into the room, landing on the upside down ceiling. “Nope, nothing…” Aegis replied as he hopped back up to where the others stood. 




	Entering Dungeon: [Caverns of Jia'nir - Level 25]






“Huh, weird.” Aegis said as he waved the message away.

“What’s weird?” Lina asked.

“When I jumped back up, it said I entered the Caverns of Jia’nir again.” Aegis replied. “That would mean…”

“It considers this building to be outside any dungeon.” Rakkan finished his thought. “I’ve explored some weird places, but not this weird. How do you suppose a tower ended up like this?” Rakkan asked as his curiosity got the better of him and he jumped through the doorway. No one stopped him, rather the entire party was enamored by the structure and all hopped through behind him save for Aegis.

"Eh, guys, the Boss golem was okay but, I think we should stop here for now and head back to Rene." Aegis called down into the room to them.

"Why? We're just looking around." Pyri shrugged.

"Because we're all carrying a ton of Iron ore and I don't want to risk dropping it. Plus we're not gaining experience right now." Aegis explained.

"Aw c'mon, just a little exploring." Pyri pleaded with puppy dog eyes.

"You kept us couped up killing golems for two weeks, you gotta let us have a little bit of adventure." Darkshot joined in. Aegis' curiousy was also overpowering him and he couldn't resist despite his brain telling him to, and with a big sigh he relented and hopped into the room behind them.

“Just be careful not to touch any traps or anything. We’re just looking around before we head back to Rene.” Aegis instructed them and they all nodded. Pyri carefully maneuvered her Cinderbolt around so they could see the room more clearly while Rakkan spotted markings on the wall and ran over to them. Aegis watched him rub his hands on the markings for a moment before looking away with a look of disappointment. 

“Let’s try the next floor, maybe we’ll find some treasure.” Darkshot suggested, motioning to the upside-down stairs. Lina walked over to the hole in the floor leading to the second story of the upside-down building and peered through, seeing only darkness. Pyri walked forward and saw it, deciding to lower her Cinderbolt down into the hole while the others peered in as well.

The second floor of the building had a much higher ceiling, it was a drop of nearly 15 meters, and the walls of the room were lined with old, decrepit wooden bookshelves covered in cobwebs and old tattered books. 

“I bet there’s something about this place in one of those books.” Aegis pointed as Rakkan’s face lit up. Without hesitating he hopped through the hole in the floor and grabbed onto one of the nearby bookshelves lining the wall, using the shelves as a ladder to climb down while simultaneously grabbing any books that looked still readable and putting them in his inventory. Pyri was careful with her Cinderbolt to help light his way down while Darkshot followed him a second later.

“This is screaming Wizard tower. There’s always good treasure in Wizard towers.” Darkshot said as he jumped more hastily down the bookshelves, not interested in their contents. He’d spotted at the bottom an upside down iron chest sitting among a pile of books. The moment he got to it, the other three decided to join in. Lina was able to make it to the floor in two hops while Pyri and Aegis took their time, all of them reaching the floor before Rakkan as he started climbing sideways along the bookshelves rather than downwards to grab all the books he could.

“Some of these are beginner spell books for Wizards. I recognize them.” Rakkan called down to them.

“Can you grab them for me?” Pyri asked him excitedly.

“Of course, m’am.” Rakkan replied happily as he continued adding them to his inventory for the time being. 

“Wizard treasure, wizard treasure.” Darkshot hummed to himself as he flipped the chest over and saw a rusted lock keeping it shut. A good whack with the bottom of his long bow broke it off and allowed him to pop the chest open. It was full with empty lesser enchanting orbs. Darkshot tried pushing them to the side to see if there was anything else at the bottom, but it was empty.

“Aw man, just crafting junk.” Darkshot sighed, but Aegis on the other hand gladly snatched them up and added them to his inventory.

“Crafting junk? Do you know how expensive these things are?” Aegis groaned at him disapprovingly.

“Yeah yeah, I was hoping for something more treasure-like though.” Darkshot replied.

“I think this might be where the golems came from.” Rakkan suggested as he’d finished scavenging books and jumped to land beside them. “Y’know, if I had to guess. I don’t know how the tower might’ve ended up upside down in a mountain, but it looks like the wizard who lived here was the one who made the golems.” Rakkan explained.

“Makes sense. Must’ve been a powerful wizard.” Aegis replied.

“How do we know he’s not still here?” Pyri suggested, to which they all froze and looked at each other. Looking around the room, Lina saw that there was a trapdoor on the ceiling they stood on with a broken ladder sticking up from it a few centimeters.

“There’s another floor.” Lina pointed it out to the others, but no one was eager to open it.

“Why’d you say something like that mom, now we’re all scared there’s some big ancient wizard waiting to attack us.” Aegis complained.

“What’s the big deal? It’d be fun.” She smiled with a look of excitement as she walked towards the trapdoor.

“Do you have any idea how much iron ore we have in our inventories? If we die at level 30 there’s a good chance we’ll drop it all.” Aegis replied worriedly.

“Okay maybe we should go back now. I don’t want to be stuck mining in this cave again.” Darkshot said hastily.

“Don’t be such wimps, we’re not even in a dungeon right now. How bad could it be?” She waved them off before yanking the trapdoor open. All of them but Pyri held their breath as Pyri peered through the trapdoor down below, but after a few moments, nothing happened. The sound of rushing water echoing off of cavern walls could be heard from below, but no other sounds.

“Water?” Lina whispered in confusion. Curiosity got the better of them and they all moved around the trapdoor to look downward as Pyri motioned the Cinderbolt through the hole to illuminate whatever was below, waving her staff around to control it. 

There was nothing, it was empty black space in all directions, nothing for the light of the Cinderbolt to reflect off of. The Cinderbolt light didn’t cover a very large radius, but the lower that Pyri moved it, the more anxious all of them got. It wasn’t until she’d lowered it approximately 30 meters down that they finally saw something reflect light - it was rushing water.

“Some sort of river or lake down there?” Darkshot suggested as they all saw it.

“Wait a second, remember when we fell down from the spider boss?” Aegis looked at Rakkan, and Rakkan’s face lit up with a realization.

“There was an underground river, and a waterfall.” Rakkan replied. 

“Yeah that waterfall that almost killed us, it dropped down into a big open cave. You think that’s this?” Aegis asked.

“It’s gotta be. We’re not that far from there, right?” Rakkan replied.

“Jeez, this big open space is underneath Rene?” Darkshot looked in amazement as Pyri moved the Cinderbolt around to try and see anything of interest, eventually finding a rocky shore to the moving water of which broken pieces of a structure could be found.

“I found the rest of the tower.” Pyri said while motioning to the pile of rubble.

“Wait, what’s that?” Darkshot motioned to something giving off a strange glistening shine mixed in with the rubble of the tower, it passed through one broken wall that they could see and overtop another broken chunk of the tower before disappearing into the water.

“It looks like a plant root of some kind.” Rakkan squinted curiously as all but Aegis leaned in to get a better look. He was instead pacing and scratching his chin while pondering something.

“I was wondering why the land management menu was still saying hostile, even though there weren't really any monsters around. I guess it’s because of these caves.” Aegis shrugged to which Lina and Rakkan jerked their heads towards Aegis with expressions of horror.

“W-wait, it says Hostile?” Lina asked him with urgency.

“We gotta go.” Rakkan whispered aggressively as he backed up from the trapdoor hole and started climbing back up the bookshelves.

“Huh? What do you mean? What’s wrong? Why?” Aegis asked, confused as he turned from watching Rakkan flee to looking at Lina’s expression.

“If you wanna keep that iron, we gotta go, now.” Rakkan repeated. 

“Land status has a lot of different values. Peaceful, Neutral, Contested, Wild… out of all of them, Hostile is the worst.” Lina replied nervously. “Rakkan is right, we should go.” She motioned Aegis to follow Rakkan’s example, all of her shyness was gone and replaced with a genuine concern. 

“Well, what does hostile mean exactly?” Aegis was now feeling worried himself. 

“Hey, check this out.” Darkshot motioned down the hole excitedly, interrupting them. Aegis’ curiosity got the best of him as he moved to look and see what he was pointing at, Pyri still staring as well.

“Hostile means that there is either an enemy nation or tribe in control of the land, or… It’s home to a really powerful world boss.” Lina replied while Aegis, Pyri and Darkshot watched what they initially thought was a glistening root slowly move, the tip of it receding from the rubble of the tower into the water until it was fully submerged and no longer visible.

“What was what?” Darkshot whispered.

“I don’t know, I can’t move my Cinderbolt any further, that's my max range.” Pyri whispered back with obvious pure joy - until a second source of light appeared in the cavern below for the first time. A gigantic set of glowing light red eyes opened beneath the surface of the water, glaring up at them. The eyes were each easily the size of the entire tower room they stood in. For a brief moment, [???] in red text became visible above the eyes, below the surface of the water. 

“NOPE!” Pyri snapped her fingers to cancel her Cinderbolt spell. “Lumina.” She lit up the end of her staff to see the bookshelves and ran to the nearest one to start climbing.

“Fuck that shit. Grappleshot!” Darkshot spun around and shot an arrow to the hole above, zipping just over Rakkan’s head, and his skill magically created a rope attached to the arrow giving him a way to quickly climb up. Aegis joined in, climbing the Bookshelf beside Pyri. 

“Shadowstep!” Lina teleported back up to the floor above after a few casts, reaching her hand down to help everyone get up faster, and as she did, they all heard a horrendously loud, gurgling roar from below that shook the entirety of the tower and caverns around them. Just as Lina finished pulling up Aegis, the last to climb through, a large black tendril crashed through the ceiling of the 2nd floor that they’d just been standing on, destroying it completely and opening it to give a clear view of a giant maw of teeth rising up through the huge cavern towards them.

“GO! GO GO GO!” Darkshot shouted after glancing down to see the light of Lumina reflecting off the hundreds of giant gnarled yellow teeth. It was hard to make out any real details of what sort of creature was pursuing them, only that it had dark slimy skin and was gigantic.
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 The message popped up for them as they all jumped through the upside down doorway, Aegis quickly waved it off and turned around with the others.

 “Shut it, shut it!” Aegis shouted as they all joined in to help push the set of large double doors shut. They moved slowly, grinding against the stone once more, and every second felt like 10. In the last glimpse of the tower interior they could see, they spotted a large black tendril shoot up through the first floor ceiling and smash the wooden table that’d been bolted to the floor of the upside down tower. 

 Once the door was completely shut they paused for a moment to catch their breath, but only for a moment. 

 *Slam!*

 The stone double doors shook violently from the tendril banging against it.

 “I doubt that’ll hold it. Run!” Aegis shouted, motioning them all forward. No one needed to be told twice - the five of them broke into a sprint through the Jia’nir dungeon. It was a straight tunnel to the exit and as they’d recently cleared the golems, they had no opposition on their way out. 

 The slamming behind them stopped almost immediately, but none of them were willing to risk stopping. When the exit to the dungeon came into view, they could see the silhouett of a young female human standing at the entrance under the sunlight waiting for them.

"Hey guys! I brought more repairing supplies from Orm!" Amlie waved to them as they sprinted towards her.

"Run Amlie!" Rakkan shouted at her as they got closer and closer.

"Huh? Whats going on?" Amlie asked confused.

"No time to explain!" Rakkan shouted as they reached Amlie. Without stopping, Rakkan swept her off her feet and cradled her in his arms before jumping off the small ledge outside the cavern, the others by his side. Under the sunlight for the first time in a long time, the party just kept running despite knowing they were long out of danger. Down the mountainside under the bright afternoon sun, past the scurrying wildlife and through the tall green grass until they reached the outskirts of Rene.

"We.... we're back." Aegis breathed out.

“Oh sun, how I’ve missed you!” Pyri blew a kiss up towards the sky.

 “You always take me to nicest places.” Darkshot playfully slapped Aegis on the shoulder. 

"You can put me down now." Amlie shyly said to Rakkan.

"Oh, right, yeah, sorry. There was a big tentacle thing with teeth." Rakkan explained as he gently set Amlie down.

"I didn't see it." Amlie shrugged while avoiding looking at Rakkan. "So does that mean you guys are all done adventuring?" She asked hopeful.

 “We're done for now, but we can't leave that thing down there. Is it weird…” Aegis said between breaths as the others looked at him. “When that thing was chasing us… all I was thinking was, I wonder what it’ll feel like to block that thing's attacks?” Aegis asked. 

 “Y-yeah.” Lina chuckled.

 “Lil’ bit.” Rakkan smirked.

 “You’re a masochist.” Darkshot sighed. They all went quiet for a moment as they finished catching their breath, throwing each other random looks that slowly turned into big dumb grins. 

"That was pretty fun." Pyri declared on everyone's behalf. 

"That wasn't even the best part!" Aegis declared. "We have one last thing to do before we all set out to do our intermediate quests." 

"Oh yeah? It better not be more mining." Darkshot groaned.

"Nope, even better, crafting new equipment!" Aegis cheered.

"Hell yeah, daddy needs a new bow." Darkshot joined in the enthusiasm.

"Call yourself daddy again and you won't be getting anything." Aegis glared, as Darkshot clued in a moment later and awkwardly glanced away.

"Oh, right, yeah, it's just a thing, y'know, people say it sometimes. I heard it in a song... sorry. Darkshot needs a new bow." He corrected himself timidly. 
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“So what happened next?” Amlie asked excitedly. She sat around a campfire just off the paved road of Rene under the setting sun looking intensely at Darkshot as he told the story of their adventures in the dungeon. With them in a circle sat Lina, Aegis, Rakkan, Pyri, Tinsel, Luca and Farlion, and Luca shared the same expression as Amlie, hanging on Darkshot’s every word. Beside Pyri was a stack of musty old tomes that Rakkan had collected for her, and in her hands she held one open, reading it. Across from her Rakkan did the same with a separate set of tomes beside him. 

 “I told them, ‘You must flee. I’ll hold it off. Don’t worry about me.’” Darkshot told the story with a dramatic deep voice.

 “No you didn’t, you screamed like a girl and grapple-shot out of there faster than anyone else.” Aegis interrupted him, causing Luca and Amlie to chuckle.

 “Whatever, the point is, we all got out of there safely.” Darkshot waved him off. 

 “Should we be worried about something like that living underneath us?” Farlion asked Aegis with a serious expression, but he turned to Lina and Rakkan for an answer.

 “Those types of bosses usually don’t leave their lair, so as long as no one does anything to provoke it, we should be fine.” Lina explained to them.

 “The only way to make sure everyone’s really safe though is to get rid of it.” Rakkan replied while staring Aegis in the eyes, and Aegis nodded in agreement.

 “We’ll want our intermediate classes for that.” He leaned back and looked over the group. “You guys all know what you plan to do for your intermediate class quests?” Aegis asked.

 “Yup.” Lina smiled.

 “Yeah.” Rakkan nodded.

 “I think so.” Pyri shrugged.

 “I’m going ranger.” Darkshot replied.

 “From what I understand, the intermediate class quests are all difficult, and most of them need to be completed alone. So I’ll make sure everyone has the best equipment I can make before we all set out.” Aegis replied and he got a few nods.

 “It’s not only that.” Lina added as all eyes turned to her. “While you are a beginner, the game assists you a lot with your skills. Even if you have no idea how to use a dagger,” She said as she drew out her dagger and spun it around using fancy finger movements. “The game skill will help you more and more based on how high level it is.” Lina sheathed her dagger again. “However during most of the intermediate quests the game will remove a lot of that skill assistance. A lot of players get stuck at level 30 for a long time because of this.”

 “So you’re saying I’ll need to actually learn how to use a bow and arrow?” Darkshot asked with a raised eyebrow.

 “Not completely- the skill isn’t completely gone, but the better you are at it without the games help, the easier it is. It’s why people who are chefs in the real world have no problem passing the intermediate cooking quest, but people who are bad at cooking in the real world get stuck on it, or sometimes never pass it at all.” Lina continued. 

 “Yeah. It’s a bit different for magic classes like wizards and priests, y-” Rakkan started as he looked at Pyri, but she put her index finger up.

 “Ta-ta-ta… don’t give me any spoilers. Half the fun is figuring it out by myself.” Pyri smiled at Rakkan.

 “Are you sure? For Magic its re-”

 “Pssssht!” She shushed him. “If I’m not good enough to figure it out by myself, do I really deserve to be an intermediate wizard?” Pyri asked.

 “Yeah, my mom- I mean Pyri is right. Thanks for the information, but we’ll figure it out, right Darkshot?” Aegis said.

 “Huh? Yeah… sure… maybe I should’ve picked an easier class.” He mumbled to himself as he looked at his longbow and plucked the drawstring absentmindedly.

 “So, the first step for crafting our equipment will be the forge. Everyone should take a rest for today. I’m going to be heading back to Orm to smelt the first batch of Iron to build the forge with, and see if I can’t get someone I know in Orm to help us build it.” Aegis declared.

 “Sounds good. Thanks for the meal and the great story.” Farlion smiled as he, Tinsel and Luca stood from the campfire. “We’ll get rest and prepare for work in the morning.”

 “Goodnight.” Tinsel and Luca smiled, and the family of three headed back to their home. Once they were gone, Pyri stood up with the book in her hand and quickly added the other books to her inventory.

 “I’m going to read a few of these to learn some more of these beginner wizard spells.” She mumbled while making her way towards her stables for some peace and quiet.

 “My parents want me to go and eat with them. Be back later!” Lina waved to the others. Everyone waved as she logged out, leaving the four of them sitting at the campfire.

 “It’s really impressive how fast Pyri caught up to everyone, even without any experience bonuses.” Amlie said as she watched Pyri wandering down the paved road, a Cinderbolt hovering over her left shoulder for light.

 “She’s got the marriage experience bonus now.” Aegis shrugged.

 “Really? Who’s she married to?” Amlie asked curiously.

 “Darkshot, she married Darkshot.” Rakkan spoke quickly and anxiously.

 “Oh, that’s nice. But what about Rakkan?” Amlie asked worriedly. “It’s a bit sad that you are left out, right? You’re the only one without the bonus.” 

 “He married Pyri too.” Aegis said grumpily. 

 “Oh.” Amlie replied as her face went blank. “That’s nice.” She said with no emotion, staring at the campfire for a moment. She then stood up like a robot and turned, stomping towards her house, but stopping after a few steps. She then spun around to face Rakkan angrily.

 “You’re not allowed to sleep in my house anymore, by the way.”

 “Huh? But Aegis assigned me to it…”

 “Assign him a new house. You can live in it with Pyri and Darkshot.” She said angrily. 

 “I had to, for the bonus, otherwise I would’ve just fallen behind.”

 “Yeah yeah, for the experience bonus, I’ve heard that one before.” Amlie snapped back at him before turning and continuing towards her house.

 “W-” He was about to call out, but thought against it. Instead he quickly shoved all the books into his inventory and stood up. “I’ll go talk to her, she’s just joking around.” Rakkan said nervously to Darkshot and Aegis before running after Amlie. Darkshot and Aegis just exchanged looks as they leaned back.

 “Ah, to be young.” Aegis said mockingly.

 “Pfft, you’re one to talk.” Darkshot retorted.

 “What’s that supposed to mean?” Aegis replied. 

 “You and Lina.” Darkshot shrugged.

 “What about me and Lina?” Aegis replied defensively, sitting up straight.

 “Oh c’mon, you don’t have to play dumb with me.” Darkshot rolled his eyes.

 “No seriously, what are you talking about?”

 “Really? You’re telling me you don’t know she’s into you?” Darkshot raised his eyebrows at him.

 “Nah, it’s not like that. We talked, she just likes playing the game with us. You guys are all trying to make it into something more, but it’s not.”

 “Dude. She deleted a level 90 character to come play with you. Look how hard it was for us just to get level 30.” Darkshot said condescendingly to Aegis. Aegis had no response to this, his mind just processed what Darkshot said, and what Amlie had said at the Wildwood tree. 

 “That doesn’t make any sense though, why would she like me?” Aegis dismissed Darkshot with this line of thinking. 

 “Uh, duh, the same reason everyone else did in school? Even before all that Makaroth stuff. Pretty boy who exercises regularly with good grades. Well, you used to exercise regularly. We’ve been sitting in that cave for so long grinding, I’m pretty sure that’s been dropped from your daily routine.” Darkshot teased him.

 “Y-yeah, I should probably get some exercise.” Aegis acknowledged. “Lina never talked to me outside the game though...” 

 “I w-w-w-w-wonder w-w-w-w-why.” Darkshot mocked Lina’s shyness with a forced stutter. “She’s shy.” He shrugged. It went silent for a moment as Aegis thought on it more, he’d been so focused on the game and progressing that he didn’t dig too deeply into what Lina’s real feelings were.

 “Let’s say you’re right, what should I do? We’re just playing this game together. I don’t know much else about her…” Aegis shrugged.

 “Well, do you like her?” Darkshot asked.

 “I…” Aegis thought about it. “I guess. I mean, I like when she gets excited, usually talking about the game. She gets this look in her eyes where you just can’t look away, you have to listen. She’s smart and really nice, but sometimes a bit scary… I mean, in a good way scary, but I wouldn’t want to be on her bad side, you know? I don’t know.” Aegis sighed as he chucked a small twig into the campfire. “She’s reliable, it feels safer when she’s around… I’m sometimes worried I’m relying on her too much.” Aegis continued. 

 “Uh huh.” Darkshot replied sarcastically as he watched Aegis eyes gazing into the fire as he talked about her.

 “Well, what should I do? I don’t know about this stuff.” Aegis sighed.

 “I dunno, ask her out on a date and see how things go?” Darkshot suggested.

 “Like in the real world?” 

 “She’d probably like it in this world better.” Darkshot shrugged.

 “What if she says no, though?”

 “Just play it off like you are asking her to do a quest or something, it’s foolproof.” Darkshot suggested.

 “That’s risky… if you’re wrong, it’s just going to make it awkward and ruin the fun for her. I don’t want her to stop having fun in this game, it sounded like the last guys she played with were nasty.” Aegis replied. 

 “C’mon, trust me, when have I ever been wrong?” 

 “Like 9 out of 10 times you’re wrong.” Aegis replied.

 “Ah shut it.” Darkshot whipped a twig at Aegis and the two chuckled. 

 “What about you, what’d your dad think about you planning on spending the summer playing with us?” Aegis asked.

 “Well, he was really excited when I said I was playing with you all summer, at first. He told me I should use Makaroth’s popularity to promote his shop.” Darkshot said as he leaned back. “Then I told him we ditched our names because your dad’s a dick, and we’re going to try to make it on our own.”

 “And now he’s pissed?”

 “Nah, you know my dad. He said I should play more and work even harder to help you get on top. So, you know…”

 “So I can promote the shop?”

 “Exactly.” Darkshot gave a nod and they both chuckled. “I assume you still have a plan, right? To beat your old man?”

 “You know?” Aegis asked hesitantly.

 “I was watching your stream when you were going to Kordas with Lina, I pieced it together from the unmuted bits.” Darkshot shrugged. “So, we're going to the top?” Darkshot smirked. 

 “Yeah.”

 “And you’ve got a plan?” Darkshot asked.

 “Sort of… it’s more of an idea, a theory…” Aegis said with no confidence.

 “Well, whatever it is, I hope it’s good, cause we’ve got a long way to go.” Darkshot motioned to his livestream viewership of 1. He then stood up and stretched out his arms with a big yawn. “I’m gonna crash for the night. See you in the morning.” Darkshot waved.

 “Alright, Later.” Aegis waved as Darkshot disappeared from the gameworld. Aegis stood at the campfire a few moments longer, thinking about his plans and what Darkshot said, and was only interrupted by Pyri walking over.

 “I’m hopping out to have a shower, and you oughta do the same. You’re starting to smell so bad I can smell it while we’re in the simulation.” Pyri smirked.

 “Y-yeah, I’ll be out in a bit.” Aegis replied without reacting.

 “Something wrong?” Pyri asked curiously

 “No, nope, everythings fine.” Aegis shrugged.

 “Ooookay.” Pyri faked a shrug back to mock him. “I’m hungry too, so get on that.” She waved and her character disappeared from the gameworld. Aegis let out a sigh and was about to begin logging out, but before he could, Lina re-appeared beside him.

 “H-hi. I’m back. Is everyone else gone?” Lina asked while looking around curiously.

 “Y-yeah.” Aegis had trouble looking her in the eyes. “Well, Rakkan and Amlie are over there.” Aegis pointed to Amlie’s house where the door was shut and Rakkan was talking at it, but not loud enough for them to hear. 

 “Will you be going to Kordas for your Cleric quest? B-b-because that’s where I am going, s-so if you w-w-w-want we can go together… after the equipment is all done…” Lina asked shyly.

 “Yeah… But I’m going to stick around here a bit longer first. I’m planning to raise as many skills to 30 as I can.” Aegis replied.

 “Oh… do you want me to help? I can stay and help you.” Lina suggested.

 “Uhm…” Aegis hesitated until he caught a glimpse of her hopeful expression. “Yeah, sure. If you want, I mean it’s probably going to be boring.”

 “I don’t mind.” Lina shrugged, both of them staring at the campfire as Lina took a seat across from Aegis.

 “Ok, if you’re sure… what about your intermediate quest though, don’t you want to do it really fast?”

 “It’s fine, I’ve done it once already so it’ll be easy.” She replied confidently. 

 “Heh, okay.” Aegis shrugged. “Thanks for helping out so much. I don’t know where I’d be right now if you weren’t here… I’ll try not to rely on you as much in the future.” Aegis replied as he looked down at his feet nervously.

 “It’s okay, if you want to rely on me…” Her face went bright red as she too looked at her feet as if they were something mesmerizing that had to be observed. “I mean, it’s fun, playing together with you, a-and everyone.” She mumbled weakly. Aegis’ face went red at the thought that Amlie and Darkshot were right, but as he did, it went silent, and the longer the silence went on, the more uncomfortable Aegis felt.

 “Well… What's your favorite meal?” Aegis asked awkwardly.

 “Huh?” She looked up at him, confused for a second. 

 “You know, just asking, to know more stuff about you.” Aegis shrugged while avoiding looking in her direction.

 “Oh.” She looked at him slightly confused. “I like cheese cake.” She said the first food that came to mind.

 “That’s more like a dessert though, isn’t it?” Aegis replied.

 “Dessert is still food.” Lina defended her answer.

 “Not really, I mean like, real food?” Aegis asked.

 “Uhm… I dunno.” Lina awkwardly looked away again while brushing her hair back, trying to think of an answer for him rather than actually think about a food she liked. Remembering that Aegis wanted to be a doctor, she quickly over-corrected from cheese cake. “I like apples.” She felt confident that this was the correct answer.

 “That’s not a meal though, that’s just a fruit.” Aegis disapproved.

 “Apple pie?” Lina tried to change her answer.

 “That’s just another dessert.” Aegis chuckled. “And are you just guessing answers?” 

 “N-no…” She whispered back, before another idea jumped in her head. “Chicken noodle soup? It’s really healthy.” 

 “I asked for your favorite meal, not a healthy meal.” Aegis had to hold back laughing. 

 “W-whats your favorite?” Lina replied defensively. 

 “Mac n cheese.” Aegis answered proudly.

 “Oh, me too, I like that.”

 “You can’t just steal my answer.” Aegis groaned.

 “I-I’m not! I really like it.” She insisted. 


 “I’m hungry, so you better have food done when I come out of the shower.” Jillain spoke to Aegis through the Simbox communicator.

 “Okay, gimme a sec.” Aegis replied to her.


 “My mom wants me to make food, so I’ll head off for a bit. See you tomorrow?” Aegis asked her and she nodded yes. “Good night!” Aegis waved with a smile before logging out, leaving Lina alone to stare at the campfire in silence for a moment. Eventually she let out an embarrassed groan and rolled back away from the campfire into the grass a few times until she bumped into the hoof of a grazing lagnok. It stopped grazing to hang its big snout over her head and stare at her.

 “What? I really do like Mac n cheese.” She complained to the lagnok as it chewed the grass in its mouth and continued to stare. “Oh what do you know, big dumb goat.” She rolled her eyes at it. 

 “You can talk to animals?” Rakkan asked. Lina turned to see Rakkan now standing beside the campfire, watching her.

 “No.” She said as she quickly stood up and brushed the grass off of her leather armor.

 “They all logged out, huh?” Rakkan asked as he pulled out one of the books from his inventory.

 “Yup.” Lina shrugged.

 “Amlie won’t let me in to read, so, have to read out here.” Rakkan explained as he lifted up the book to read it using the light of the campfire.

 “I see.” Lina pulled her lips to the side, glancing around awkwardly. It was quiet for a moment until Rakkan lowered the book to look at her.

 “Sorry about what I did, you know, in the hideout.”

 “It’s ok. I heard from Amlie, so I can understand it a bit I guess.” Lina shrugged.

 “So, we're cool?” Rakkan asked as he held out his hand for Lina to shake.

 “Yup.” Lina smiled and shook his hand. 

 “Cool.” Rakkan smiled back. “So what level did you get before you rerolled? I mean I heard you rerolled, but you move crazy good for a thief.” Rakkan asked her excitedly.

 “I was in the 90’s.” Lina replied as she took a seat across from him.

 “That explains why you’re so good at fighting me, even though my class is supposed to beat yours.” Rakkan thought out loud.

 “I fought plenty of battlemasters. Don’t worry, once you get the intermediate class, I won’t stand a chance in an all out one on one.” Lina reassured him.

 “Yeah…” Rakkan replied with less enthusiasm. “I’m not sure about that intermediate quest.” 

 “What do you mean?” She asked.

 “Well.” He paused to stare at the campfire for a moment. “When I was playing sage, I knew so much about the game, the magic, the class, I aced the quest. But using all these weapons? Tch.” Rakkan shrugged.

 “Why didn’t you play a Sage again? You still really like the game lore, right?” She motioned to the book in his hand.

 “Because it’s like you said. The only way I’m going to beat him is with his own class.” Rakkan gritted his teeth angrily as Lina saw an expression not unlike what she’d seen on Aegis when he talked about Makaroth.

 “Jeez. Both of you.” She rolled her eyes as she moved to stand beside the campfire. “C’mere. Don’t take your weapons out, that just makes the skills take over.” Lina motioned him to follow.

 “Huh?” Rakkan looked confused.

 “I’ll give you some tips for your intermediate weapon quests. You’ll want to do them before you go for your class quest.” Lina explained. “I’m only good with daggers though.” She added.

 “O-okay!” Rakkan replied with childlike excitement as he followed Lina, and she began showing him simple stances and hand movements.


 Eli and his mom Jillian took turns with their tasks. While Jillain showered, Eli cooked food and ate. And once she’d finished and came to eat, Eli showered. They both moved through the house with an excited rush, smiling as they moved past each other.

 It wasn’t until Eli came out of the shower and got dressed that his mom stopped him as he passed by the kitchen.

 “Is it fun playing with your mom? How do you like those Cinderbolts?” She grinned proudly. 

 “Not bad.” Eli tried to play it down. 

 “I miss having summer breaks.” She sighed as she glanced at the calendar on the wall. “I’ve only got ten days left until my paid vacation time is over.” She contemplated. “I don’t suppose your stream is blowing up yet, is it?” She mocked him.

 “No… not at all, we’ve been averaging three viewers. Which, in a way, is kind of lucky, otherwise someone might have come to steal our iron farm spot…” Eli replied as he watched her smile fade. “You weren’t joking when you said you really liked games, huh?”

 “Yup. But sadly, I also like being responsible.” She sighed, to which Aegis gave her a look. “Most of the time.” She corrected herself.

“Hmm…” Eli paused to think for a moment. “Couldn’t you take a bit longer off?” Eli asked hopefully.

“The issue isn’t my boss, it’s the money. He’d let me take time off in a heartbeat for all the overtime I’ve put in over the years, but bills need to be paid.” She shrugged.

“What if I paid them? With the Iron I bet if I craft good stuff, we could sell it for a lot of money.” Eli suggested with determination burning in his eyes.

“Eli, c’mon, no.” She waved it off. “We all farmed that stuff together for fun, to have fun in the game.” She said dismissively.

“But you helped, and don’t you think we’d all have more fun if you could keep playing with us?” Eli replied, and he could see his words reaching her as she looked at him with consideration.

“I don’t know… do you even know how much our bills are? I don’t think you’re going to be able to pay them with just some in-game Iron.”

“Do you know how much Iron stuff is worth?” Eli asked her, unsure himself.

“Well… no, not really, but when I was younger there were plenty of games to make money on by selling things in them, and the exchange rate was usually pretty awful. Mostly ‘cause of bots though… I guess there aren't any bots in VRMMORPGs… y'know, except the NPCs.” She trailed off in her own thoughts. 

“Then let’s try it! My crafting’s getting pretty good, did you see that bridge?” Eli bragged.

“Yeah, yeah, we all saw your bridge.” She rolled her eyes. “I can’t take more time off in the hopes that we’ll MAYBE get the money though, it’s too risky.” Jillian replied as she took a fork full of mac’n’cheese and stuffed it into her mouth. 

“It’s still only Thursday though. Ten days is like six weeks in-game. If I can make enough money by then, you’ll take time off?” Eli asked hopefully. Jillian eyed him carefully for a moment as she finished chewing her food, and a big smile grew on her face.

“You like playing with your mommy, you like playing with your mommy,” She started chanting in a tune a few times.

“C’mon.” Aegis rolled his eyes at her.

“Okay okay, sure, let’s try it. Let’s cook some iron.” She said before wolfing down the rest of the food and standing up from the table. As she walked past Eli in the doorway of the kitchen, he turned to follow behind her as she headed back to the Simbox’s in the living room, but she stopped him.

“Ah-, you clean the dishes.” Eli let out a huff before running back to set the dishes in the dishwasher, and by the time he’d gotten back he saw Jillian already laying down in her Simbox, logged into the game. Eli somehow wasn’t feeling sleepy anymore, but he felt himself missing something before going back into the Simbox. Pausing, he looked in the direction of the staircase leading to his room where his workout equipment was.

“Ah, stupid Derrick.” He complained as he rushed up the stairs to get a quick workout in before returning to his Simbox.

In the small amount of time they had spent in the real world, the in-game world had transitioned from night-time to early morning. The campfire was extinguished and Aegis could see Tinsel already awake and tending to the field next to her house. She’d already cleared out the wild grass and plowed the land, planted seeds, and had a few sprouts growing. In the training ground Aegis looked to see Farlion up in light clothing swinging a wooden sword against Rakkan, who weirdly wasn’t wielding any weapon at all and just miming the movements. Farlion was now level 20, and as Aegis watched he spotted Luca running up the road from the river with a bucket of water he’d fetched for his Mom, though he was spilling a good amount of it on his way back to the house. It was peaceful and quiet, with a light morning breeze brushing through the tall untamed grass around Aegis carrying the scent of nature that filled his nostrils. It was always such a relaxing jolt to go from the real world to being in the wild game world and he took a few seconds to embrace it. 

“Okay Mr.” Pyri snapped him out of it with a clap of her hands. He turned to see her approaching him down the road from her empty stables, her Cinderbolt floating above and behind her right shoulder as if it were some kind of pet. “Where do we start?”

“To make an Iron forge that can forge Iron, I first need to forge iron.” Aegis replied.

“Huh what and who now? English.” She looked at him confused. 

“I have to visit Orm to smelt some Iron before I can build the forge.” Aegis spoke more clearly.

“Okay. I’ll have a nap and maybe read some more, you go do the busywork.” Pyri shrugged and waved him off before heading towards Amlie’s house with a big yawn. 

Not wanting to waste time, Aegis ran at full speed back to Orm along the road under the morning sun, using his cooked meals to keep his stamina up. He managed to reach Orm before the afternoon hit and made his way through the streets towards the craftsman guild hall where the smelting furnaces sat unoccupied, all three of them ready to be used. He’d remembered his previous conversation with Ruffily about hogging them all, but he couldn’t help himself given the vacancy, and he immediately got to work, filling up the smelting pots with ore for each furnace and melting them down. 

He’d gotten away with hogging all three for about an hour before a level 8 player showed up and asked to use one. He obliged but regretted it when the player saw that Aegis was smelting Iron, and he wouldn’t stop asking him for hints on where he’d found it. Once the player had finished with his copper he opted to sit back and watch Aegis work while another level 10 player took over the third furnace, and the process repeated.

Aegis wasn’t sure how many iron bars he'd need to make the forge but he didn’t want to run out, so he ended up spending the entire rest of the day working on them, occasionally being forced down to only one furnace by other players looking to get some work done. By the end, he’d garnered an audience of 6 curious players, some of whom offered him small amounts of gold for the location of the source of his iron he’d found, and Aegis was reminded why he wanted his own forge in the first place. In addition to the forges not being high quality and rather slow to work with on iron, the public aspect of it made it too hectic.

He didn’t put a dent in his ore supply but he managed to smelt 100 bars before it got to be too much and he headed out of the craftsman guild hall. The other players still followed along behind Aegis until Sapphire spotted the scene and shooed them away.

“No means no, stop harassing other players.” She shouted at them with her hands on her waist, which finally dispersed them.

“Thanks.” Aegis replied, to which she returned a stare.

“Y’know, those guys are right to be curious. That was a lot of iron.” Sapphire spoke with an intrigued tone.

“Not you too.” Aegis groaned.

“Fine, fine.” She sighed. “Just sayin’, Night Hunter’s would pay a lot for information like a good iron mine.” She shrugged as she walked off, but Aegis knew better than to give up their golden goose of a dungeon. His next stop was the town square, arriving just as the sun was settling in for the night. As he headed through the streets of Orm he was sure to double check his friends list to confirm that Ruffily was online. When he reached the town square he was happy to see her shop in the exact same place it’d been on Aegis’ first day in the game world and he got hit with a momentary wave of nostalgia.

The last time he’d seen Ruffily he was just a level 1 classless noob. Now he stood before her as a level 30 priest with maxed out mining, and she had in that time only risen to level 24. Her copper equipment that she had on display to sell had clearly improved in quality as Aegis approached and eyed her wares, many green quality weapons and shields were hanging from the shelves of the kiosk, but to Aegis’ surprise she had the same prices on her items.

“Hey! Woof! I recognize that name! You’re on my friends list.” She smiled as her tail began to wag behind her. “How was your time in Kordas, any luck using the public furnace?” She asked excitedly.

“I’m surprised you remember that.” Aegis smiled back.

“I remember lots of things. You look like you could use some gear upgrades… no iron stuff yet, huh.” She said sympathetically as she eyed his equipment up and down. “I got a few things here that’d be an upgrade for you I bet! Woof!” She exclaimed.

“Actually, I’m here for something else.” Aegis said as he pulled out an iron bar from his inventory and put it on her counter, watching her eyes widen. “How much do you know about building a forge out of Iron that can smelt a lot of ore, really fast.” Her eyes practically exploded with fire as he asked this, her tail began wagging violently against her will.

“A lot, woof woof! Practically everything, I’ve been planning how to build one for a long time now. I just need my own land, woof!” She grinned ear to ear. “Why are you asking me? Woof!”

“I’d like to make a deal with you.” Aegis began, and before he’d said anything else he saw Ruffily gently nodding yes, as if she knew what he was going to say. “I’ve got some land, and I’m planning to build a forge.”

“Uh huh?!” She nodded excitedly.

“I’ve got the materials, I think…” 

“You’ll need at least 50 of those for a good one.” She replied hastily, eyes still burning with excitement.

“I’ve got more than that… the land is a bit far from here, but, if you are willing to help me build it, I can build you a house there too so you can use it as m-”

“When do we start?! Grrwoof!” She let out a small growl this time and Aegis could swear he heard a slight panting sound coming from her mouth. 

“As soon as you ca-” Aegis couldn’t finish his sentence.

“Woof!” She barked as she waved her hands around rapidly at all of the items she had on display, causing them to disintegrate and vanish into her inventory one by one rapidly. “I’ll go get my cart and horse and load up my things from the storehouse, be right back, woof!” She said, and a second later she was skipping away from the kiosk. Aegis watched her run down the road away from the town square towards the Orm Stables, and for a moment swore she dropped on all fours to sprint before he lost sight of her in the crowds.

“I probably should’ve mentioned the hostile land thing… Oh well.” Aegis shrugged to himself.
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                Chapter 65: The Great Forge of Rene


 Aegis and Ruffily approached Rene the following morning. Aegis was asleep in the back of her cart as it was pulled along the dirt road through the forest by her horse, a beautiful black mare. The sun was creeping up over the trees sending sun rays down on them between the cracks in the canopy. A light cool wind blew through the rustling treetops as a few birds chirped in the distance. When the land of Rene came clearly into view Ruffily gave Aegis’ leg a quick shake to wake him up before running ahead to the edge of the cliff to take in the scenery before her.

 “Whoa! It’s pretty, woof!” Ruffily called out loudly as Aegis sat up sleepily, allowing Aegis to look down over the ledge of the cliff and see Pyri sitting on the pasture fence reading a book while Lina was in the training grounds with Farlion and Rakkan, teaching them some moves with her daggers, and Amlie was in her farmfield that was now overflowing with various plants, mainly cotton though. All of them looked up and stopped what they were doing when they heard Ruffily’s voice.

 “Did you make that bridge?” She asked with a wagging tail.

 “Yup. We’re building the houses over there.” He motioned to Farlion and Amlie’s house. “The forge should be over there somewhere.” Aegis pointed way off to the left side of Rene beyond the Training grounds, but still near the river. “Come, you can pick out a spot for your house.” He headed down the ramp and motioned her to follow. She nodded and led her horse and cart down the ramp behind him.

 Lina ran over to stand beside Pyri as she hopped off the fence, the two stood side by side to watch Aegis and Ruffily walk down the ramp towards them with the horse and cart while chatting with one another. 

 “Is that Ruffily?” Pyri asked Lina.

 “I g-guess.” Lina shrugged.

 “They seem to be getting along well.” Pyri commented.

 “Y-yeah.” Lina replied nervously as Amlie and Rakkan joined them. When Ruffily led her horse and cart over the bridge, Pyri got the first clear view of the beautiful black mare shaking her neck back and forth, the sleek beautiful black hair of her mane reflecting the sunlight as it swayed. It was as if Pyri was watching a slow motion shampoo commercial for horses.

 “She’s beautiful…” Pyri said as her jaw dropped.

 “Y-you think so?” Lina asked worriedly.

 “Yes… those ears, that tail…” Pyri went on dreamily as Lina looked at Ruffily’s floppy brown dog ears and her fluffy brown dog tail wagging behind her. “And that beautiful black mane…” Pyri finished. Lina took a second to realize that Pyri was talking about the horse and not Ruffily and let out a sigh of relief. 

 “Hello, my name is Ruffily! I will be helping build the forge, woof!” She said excitedly as she held out her hand to greet everyone. Aegis saw his mom react to the woof the same way he had the first time he heard it, but she shook the expression off her face quickly and shook Ruffily’s hand.

 “I’m Amlie, the farmer.” Amlie smiled.

 “I’m Rakkan, Guard captain.” Rakkan bowed politely.

 “I’m Pyri, Aegis’ mom.” 

 “I’m Lina, his wife.” Lina spoke with a confidence Aegis hadn’t heard before, directing it fully towards Ruffily as she shook her hand with a tight grip. It wasn’t until Lina looked at Aegis that she realized what she’d said. “I m-mean, I-i-in g-g-game.” Her face went red and she looked down at her feet as Pyri gave her an impressed nod and Aegis’ face reddened. 

 “Where’s Darkshot?” Aegis asked to try and change the topic quickly. 

 “He went to go hunt some high level direwolves. So you can make him some ‘sick’ leather armor.” Pyri said with air quotes. 

 “W-well, it's nice to meet you all, woof!” Ruffily replied awkwardly.

 “And who might this be?” Pyri said as she moved around Ruffily to gently pet the snout of the black mare.

 “Oh, this is Melon, woof! I got her as a gift from someone I helped out early on. When they got high level taming, they caught her and gave her to me as a thank you. She’s apparently really rare and hard to tame, but I haven’t had a chance to let her run around much yet because I’ve been in Orm. Rene will be perfect for her! Woof!” Ruffily smiled as she gently stroked her mane.

 “C’mon, let’s pick out building locations.” Aegis motioned Ruffily down the paved road.

 “Okay.” She smiled, leading the horse and cart behind Aegis.

“She seems nice.” Amlie shrugged before heading back to her farm field. Once Amlie was gone, Rakkan followed Aegis, Ruffily and the cart as Lina and Pyri watched them walk towards the two houses. From a distance they saw Tinsel, Luca and Farlion all come to greet and welcome Ruffily.

 “She has my dream horse and she’s being flirty with Aegis. We hate her, ok?” Pyri said grumpily to Lina. Lina glanced at Pyri to see her glaring at Ruffily’s back.

 “M-mhm…” Lina nodded hesitantly.




	Construction Project Invitation



	
The Lord of Rene, Aegis, has invited you to work on the following Construction Project: [Forge]

Duration of Project: 7 Days

Compensation: 0,00,00 gold

Relevant Skills of Project Lead(Aegis, Lord of Rene): [Click to View]

Hired Workers [9/10]:

[Lina - Level 30], [Darkshot - Level 30] [Pyri - Level 30] [Rakkan - Level 30] [Amlie - Level 6] [Ruffily - Level 24] [Farlion - Level 21] [Luca - Level 1] [Tinsel - Level 3]








The project work began right away. Ruffily and Aegis selected a plot of land near to the River, a decent enough distance from the main road that the smoke from the forge wouldn’t be near the pasture, farm fields or houses. Aegis, Lina and Ruffily focused on cutting stone from the rubble while the others helped by digging out the area for the foundation and carrying the resources around using the help of carts and lagnoks. Pyri spent most of the time staring longingly at Melon as she ran around the Stable’s pasture. 

It took them a day to complete the large 8 meter wide circular foundation of tightly packed, thick cut stone. Once it was completed, the others sat back and watched Aegis and Ruffily carefully build up a cylindrical chamber at the center of the foundation designed to hold the heat source of the forge. A great deal of discussion was given to its design, as Aegis made it clear they’d only be able to use charcoal and coal as a fuel source for the time being. Ruffly explained the greater potential of magma or powerful flame enchantments placed on the forge, but having no access to either at their skill levels, they instead opted to build the chamber so that it could be upgraded in the future. 

Anytime Aegis had to utilize a ladder to build the top mechanisms of the heat chamber, Lina was sure to volunteer to hold it steady as a way to interject herself between Aegis and Ruffily’s technical discussions. She stayed up all night with them until they’d finished, and when it was done that following morning, Aegis took a step back to look at it.

“Good, we’ll need the forge working in order to make the iron parts for it with the bars, so we’ll cut out the first hole here and set up the bellows next.” Aegis pointed to a side of the heat chamber nearest to the river.

“H-how many people will be able to use it at once?” Lina asked, to participate in the conversation as Pyri approached to see how the progress was coming along, her Cinderbolt still floating behind her. 

“At first just one, but we made this chamber wide enough that we can cut 9 openings in it, the 10th section for the bellows.” Aegis pointed out the different spots around the heat chamber they’d marked already. “We have to keep the heat in so it’s hot enough to melt the ore and forge equipment though, so we’re waiting until we can forge specialized iron doors for each chamber, that way when they aren’t in use, the doors are closed to keep the heat in. Ruffily’s design.” Aegis pointed to Ruffily as she nodded happily.

“It’s way better than the Kordas one, because it only has 5 openings and the heat drops down unless it's constantly worked by a bellows, woof! If we set it up with a water wheel correctly, then this river should be enough to power a bellows on its own, leaving the blacksmiths free to just focus on blacksmithing, woof!” Her tail wagged excitedly as she explained it.

“So what’s next?” Lina asked.

“We can start working on the framework for the waterwheel and bellows, we’ll need that to heat the forge before we can start working on the iron components.” Aegis replied.

“Right, okay!” She gave a thumbs up and they got to work.



The following day was the slowest. Aegis and Ruffily’s attempts to set up a water wheel mechanism to function with a bellows was not going as planned. A combination of the constructions not being high enough quality and just not put together properly caused them to fail. Ruffily and Aegis were attempting to follow the instructions of a guide video that explained how to build and use waterwheels, but it was made for players who took the intermediate builder class, so they weren't able to rely on their low level skills or the abilities that the builder class player was using in the video, leading to a lot of frustrating failures, but they collectively gained enough architecture experience and eventually the trial and error paid off on the 10th attempt. 

A large wooden water wheel was built over the river to capture the momentum of it and transfer it over a mechanism to the bellows built as close to the wheel as possible while still reaching the forge. The bellows itself was a crude one that Ruffily had brought with her, but once it was working they excitedly planned out crafting a better, more powerful and durable one using Iron and high quality leather. 




	Level Up! Architecture has reached Level 26!






“It’s time!” Aegis shouted over the orange tinted fields of Rene due to the sun setting. “We’re going to light it for the first time to start making the iron parts! I thought everyone would want to see.” Aegis cheered as he stood behind the waterwheel mechanism - it was currently unhooked so that the bellows didn’t operate. Luca, Farlion, Pyri, Amlie, Rakkan and Tinsel stopped what they were doing and all came over to watch. Ruffily loaded in some charcoal and some firewood, then took a step back.

“If you wouldn’t mind doing the honors, mom.” Aegis motioned to her Cinderbolt.

“Right.” She smiled, waving her staff to direct the cinderbolt into the heat chamber and igniting the wood, heating the charcoal until it began to glow red hot. Smoke began to puff out of the narrow top of the heat chamber into the evening sky.

“Tada!” Aegis motioned to it excitedly.

“It’s really just like a glorified camp fire, isn’t it?” Pyri said, looking unimpressed at the display.

“W-well, no, it gets really hot thanks to the bellows, watch!” Aegis quickly hooked the wheel up to the mechanism which immediately caused the bellows to start automatically puffing air into the flames to heat it up and cause it to glow much brighter, the flames dancing in the gusts of air as it let out a deep familiar forge sound. Aegis and Ruffily smiled proudly to see everyone’s reactions. Lina tried to mimic their enthusiasm, but it was obvious none of the others were all that amazed. 

“Amazing.” Tinsel broke the silence by clapping.

“Yes, it’s fantastic.” Farlion followed her lead and nudged Luca to do the same.

“Great job, Mr.” Luca clapped. Pyri just rolled her eyes as she pulled her Cinderbolt back to her shoulder.

 “What’s the next step? Is it almost done?” Pyri asked hopefully.

 “First, Iron bellows and mechanisms. Then the other furnace chamber doors. Then, we oughta build a roof.” He motioned up to point out that the furnace was still under the open skies. ”And work stations for people to use - Anvils, grind stones, the works…”

 “So it’s going to take a while still?” Pyri sighed. 

 “Nah, that wheel was the hard part. I’ve already slept so I’m good for the next few days. It’s hammer time.” Aegis pulled out a copper smithing hammer and some iron bars from his inventory.

 “I’ll go get my copper anvil from my cart. Woof!” Ruffily cheered excitedly.



True to his word, Aegis worked with the others through the night and into the next day to finish everything as quickly as possible, consuming stamina food endlessly so that he took minimal breaks. And by that following evening it was finished. Aegis stood back to view the construction in all its glory, three days after it had begun. The outline of an incomplete paved road was now built from the main road to stop right in front of the foundation of the forge, which he stood on to marvel at the forge alongside everyone else.

Ten gray stone pillars were placed in a circle around the outer rim of the foundation to hold up a thin wooden roof overtop the nine workstations and bellows section. The inner cylindrical heat chamber stood at the center and narrowed at it's top with an iron mechanism to keep in the heat as much as possible without building up too much pressure. Stone reinforcement was built around the section of the forge for the bellows to protect the mechanisms of the waterwheel from the elements. The nine workstations had openings into the heat chamber that blacksmiths could use to heat their ore or crafts for smelting and forging, with iron and stone doors to shut and open as needed to keep the heat in the chamber as much as possible. 

In front of each location was a smelting pot that fit neatly into a holder built into each of the heat chamber openings, made from high quality purified iron by Aegis himself, and alongside that were Anvil’s which used up quite a bit of his iron supply. The bellows itself was now high quality iron and leather and worked much more efficiently to heat up the forge to incredible temperatures, making it much faster and efficient in smelting and crafting materials than the forge back in Orm, and Ruffily swore it was better than the one in Kordas as well.

But, as per Pyri pointing out that it still looked boring, Aegis worked with Amlie’s farm and leveled up his alchemy by making dyes to create paint and dyed materials to give the furnace a dark blue color theme, doing his best to add small details in the stonework as tribute to Eirene. He’d hoped that he’d gain more favor from the structure and the end result was better than he could’ve imagined, and he didn’t hesitate for a second to rename the structure and register it. 




	
The Great Forge of Rene [Rename] [Register] [Abandon]

Quality: 82%
Durability: 5000/5000
Option 1: The minimum quality of items created at this forge is 3%.
Option 2: Increases Eirene's favor of the land owner of any land this structure is registered to by 1000.
Details: A sturdy forge powered by a waterwheel, decorated in the name of Eirene. Constructed by Aegis.











	[Rene] has gained 2000 Rank points.






 “It’s amazing!” Lina cheered excitedly.

 “Not bad, I think you missed your calling.” Pyri ruffled Aegis’ hair.

 “Whoa, you can make anything with that! What are you going to make first?!” Luca asked with an excited expression.

 “Nails!” Aegis replied cheerfully. Everyone’s excitement quickly drained from their faces, save for Ruffily, whose tail kept wagging.

 “N-nails?” Pyri raised an eyebrow at him.

 “Yeah, of course! But not copper ones, iron ones. You know, for all the buildings and stuff. Everyone needs nails.” Aegis said matter-of-factly, they continued to stare blankly at him. 

“What about all of our awesome gear?” Darkshot groaned.

“I need to raise the skill as high as possible before I start working on the big stuff, so the quality of the big stuff is as high as possible.” Aegis explained after noticing their disappointment.

 “Are we supposed to just sit around and watch you craft nails now?” Pyri asked as she crossed her arms.

 “Well, no, you guys get to do the fun stuff.” Aegis smiled, but no one was fooled by this. “While I level blacksmithing, Ruffily’s going to build the other crafting stations. Sawmill, loom, alchemy station, y’know. That way I’ll be able to make all the goods in one clean sweep.” Aegis said with enthusiasm.

 “You know this is supposed to be my vacation, right?” Pyri complained.

 “I think we should join a union or something.” Darkshot joined in.

“Come on, Woof! Let’s start with the Sawmill!” Ruffily shouted cheerfully as she led the others away while Lina hung back with Aegis.

“Do you need any help?” Lina asked as he pulled out some ore and dumped it into a smelting pot. Aegis paused to look up at her.

“Uhm… yeah, sure. You still have some of the ore in your inventory - if you could fill all the pots, I can start smelting faster.” Aegis explained as he motioned to the other stations around the forge.

“Got it!” Lina nodded.



 Over the course of the next few days Rene changed dramatically. Next to the Forge, a large sawmill had been constructed with a waterwheel dipped into the river not far from the forge. Across the road from it were four structures. One was a Tanning and Leatherworking Hall, another was a Tailoring Hall with two looms already built inside, and beside that was an Alchemist Hall with two alchemy stations. Lastly, on the end, closest to the main road, was a Scribe’s Hall, complete with a bookshelf that held all of the books Rakkan and Pyri had finished reading from the upside down tower. 

 The road itself was now more developed as well. The main paved road now branched off at an intersection, leading off in four directions. One towards the ruined keep, one to the bridge, one towards the crafting buildings, and one towards the houses, and in the middle a large circular area was paved out to serve as a town square, though it was currently empty. A third house had been constructed for Ruffily using her own design, and all of the buildings now had windows thanks to the gathering of sand in the river by Luca, and the use of the Forge.

Aegis focused on leveling his skills to 30 first, and it went fairly quickly thanks to his leadership skill raising up and being granted portions of experience from everyone else's contributions. He used his woodworking and woodcutting to build furnure, his refining to smelt ore and make glass, his weaving and sewing to make beds, pillows, curtains, drapes and plain clothing for everyone, and alchemy was used to make dyes, paints, and spare lures. Cooking was used in tandem with Amlie's crops, Tinsel's spices and recipes, and hunted wolf meat. Tanning and leatherworking was used for tougher and larger backpacks to expand everyones inventory. By the time he'd finished making the best sets of gear he possibly could, he was only lacking level 30 in a handful of remaining skills. His architecture skill had gotten hung up on level 29 and he had difficulty raising it, as did his artistrty skill. His scribe skill had still been neglected at level 1, and his Crafting Mastery and Enchanting were only at level 25. 

That evening Aegis had finished crafting and enchanting the last pieces of equipment for his party members and everyone was gathering at the townsquare to show them off. 

 Aegis, Lina, Darkshot, Rakkan, Farlion and Pyri all stood in a line as Ruffily, Tinsel, Luca and Amlie watched them equip their new weapons and armor simultaneously. The first to be put on was the armor. Aegis, Lina, Darkshot and Rakkan all wore matching dark leather direwolf armor over their white cotton clothing. The leather was sewn with thick lagnok thread that had been dyed dark blue, and the leather was dyed that same blue around the edges to give their armor a uniform-like appearance. Pyri wore blue robes with white cuffs and white cloth around the neckline, made primarily out of the highest quality lagnok cloth Aegis could weave. Next to them stood Farlion, now level 30 thanks to the endless training from Rakkan during the construction. He wore hardened iron armor enchanted with health regeneration and engraved with the star of Eirene. 

 Their weapons were all pristinely crafted as the final pieces of work Aegis made in order to guarantee them the highest quality, using the last of the enchanting orbs to make sure everyone had the most powerful weapon Aegis could supply them. Each weapon had a similar holy white glow from the bless enchants placed on them. Lina happily gripped the two daggers sheathed on her belt, while Darkshot and Pyri had their white birch wood staff and Longbow fastened on their backs respectively. Farlion stood together with Rakkan with matching enchanted Iron spears held by their sides. All of them wore simple dark blue cloaks over their armor with the exception of Aegis still wearing his Eirene Vestments. They hung off their backs and blowing in the light evening breeze. The cloaks were embroidered with a white star of Eirene on the back. And while Aegis was proud of his simple iron short sword, enchanted and sheathed on his waist, the item that he was most proud of out of everything he'd made was his shield, as he fastened it to his left arm for the first time.




	
Name: Enchanted Iron Shield of Eirene
Slot: Off-hand
Type: Shield
Armor: 1160
Quality: 54%
Durability: 300/300
Requirements: Level 25, 25+ Strength
Option 1: Increases Favor with Eirene while equipped by 250.
Option 2: -5% Damage taken from Abyssal Creatures.
Option 3(Enchant): Restores 15 health every 5 seconds. (Enchanted by Aegis(Healing Wind))
Description: A shield made of Iron and Ferrawolf hide, engraved with the symbol of Eirene. Made by Aegis.








A rounded front with a slight teardrop shape, ending in a rounded point at the bottom with the engraving of Eirene’s star in the front. The backing of the shield was made using the leather obtained off of the Ferrawolf to grant it the extra option.

“Hmm.” Amlie said with judgemental eyes as she paced back and forth, eying the group up and down. “Yup, it’s not bad.” She shrugged approvingly.

 “Not bad? Woof! You all look awesome!” Ruffily cheered. Darkshot took the longbow off his back to run his finger along the drawstring.

 “This thing is wicked. I bet it’d sell for like 100$.” Darkshot commented as he eyed it.

 “Hey, no selling this stuff.” Aegis gave him a look.

 “I wasn’t gonna, just saying.” Darkshot shrugged.

 “This will help out a lot with passing the intermediate quests.” Rakkan said as he took another of his new iron weapons out of his inventory, the bladed fists, and checked them out. “I hope…”

 “You’ll be okay.” Lina patted him on the shoulder to reassure him.

 “Speaking of which, we should finally get started on them, don’t you think?” Pyri said while waving her staff around. 

 “Yeah, I suppose it’s about time.” Rakkan nodded.

 “How long will you guys be gone?” Luca asked curiously.

 “No idea…” Darkshot said worriedly, and it was obvious all of them were nervous about the upcoming quests based on their expressions and unwillingness to look at Amlie and answer her directly.

 “You guys will be fine, I know it. You’ll be back here in no time, Woof!” Ruffily encouraged them. “Speaking of that, before you go, I have going away presents!” Ruffly ran up to them, and from her inventory she pulled out two simple iron rings with a matching white quartz stone cut into both of them. She handed one to Lina and one to Aegis. “This is for you guys, so everyone will know you are married, woof!” Ruffily cheered excitedly as she placed the rings in their hands.

 “Thanks.” Aegis said as everyone was staring at them.

 “T-thank you.” Lina said shyly while looking at her feet.

 “Well, c’mon, equip them, Woof!” Ruffily said expectantly. They both obliged and put the rings on slowly, avoiding eye contact with one another. “And I didn’t forget you guys!” Ruffily took out another three rings, this time with a dark green jade in each of the three iron rings, cut to match each other. She placed the rings in Pyri, Darkshot and Rakkan’s hands.

 “Oh, thank you, it’s pretty.” Pyri put it on without hesitation. Ruffily looked expectantly at Rakkan and Darkshot, but simultaneously Darkshot got an angry stare from Aegis, and Rakkan got an angry stare from Amlie.

 “Thanks, I’ll just keep it in my inventory. Might get in the way of using my bow.” Darkshot said as he quickly made it disappear into his game inventory.

 “S-same. Crossbow.” Rakkan shrugged as he followed Darkshot’s lead.

 “Oh, one last thing…” Ruffily ran off towards the stables as everyone stood waiting for a few moments in silence, taking the time to check out their gear a bit more. Eventually she came back with a fully saddled Melon, leading her by her reins. Pyri watched in confusion and excitement as Ruffily approached her and handed her the reins.

 “Here, you should have her! I’m going to be staying here in Rene to take care of the forge, and I think Melon is the type of horse that oughta see the world, woof! Aegis said you were looking for one, so I hope you’ll take her!” Ruffily smiled as Pyri’s face lit up with tears of joy, she dove in and gave Ruffily a big hug which caused her tail to wag violently.

 “I love her, I’ll take such good care of her, oh thank you so much!” Pyri squeaked out excitedly. “Do you think she will mind if I rename her?” Pyri added at the end after letting go.

 “I dunno.” Ruffily shrugged as Ruffly gently stroked Melon to say good-bye. As she did this, Pyri leaned in to whisper in Lina's ear.

"She gave us rings and her horse, we love her now." Pyri declared.

"Mhm." Lina nodded back with a big smile.

 “What do you say, my cutie little Spoody?” Pyri asked the horse in a babying voice, but when she went to pet her snout, Melon turned it away and let out a huff of air. “We’ll work on that.” Pyri said undeterred. She then hopped up onto the back of Melon and looked over the land of Rene one last time.

 “Let’s get going!” Pyri said as she tapped the side of Melon lightly and she began trotting down the paved road towards the bridge out of Rene. 

 “I’ll see you later, I’ll be back as soon as I can.” Rakkan said to Amlie and she nodded with a smile.

 “Don’t worry about things here, you’ve trained me well, Captain.” Farlion reassured Rakkan as he and Darkshot walked beside Pyri’s horse, but Darkshot noticed Aegis and Lina weren’t following them.

 “What about you two, you’re not coming?” Darkshot asked.

 “Not yet… I’ve still got a few more skills I need to hit 30 with, and I’m going to use the last of the Iron to make stuff I can sell.”

 “Let’s go quick before he makes us help with more crafting.” Darkshot whispered loudly to Pyri and Rakkan, but everyone could hear him.

 “The next time we see each other, we’ll all be intermediates.” Rakkan called back last, but it seemed more that he was talking to himself, and he took one last deep breath before stepping over the bridge, leaving Rene behind.

 Aegis, Tinsel, Lina, Amlie, Ruffily and Luca all stood and watched them as they ascended the ramp and disappeared out of sight along the road to Orm.
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*Ting* *Ting* *Ting*

 The sound of Aegis’ blacksmith hammer hitting the anvil could be heard echoing through Rene. With every bar he smelted, and every basic item he crafted, he felt a sense of satisfaction beyond any other, like he’d been waiting for this moment since he’d started playing. A lot had changed since then, and the reason he wanted to make money in the game had changed, but the fact that he wanted to didn’t. He wasn't sure what the market value of his unenchanted iron pieces were, but with every craft he'd finished he hoped he was closing in on making enough to pay for Jillian's time off.

 In the time the party had spent hunting golems, everyone had their inventories stuffed with a collective 12,000 iron ore, including Amlie taking some with her each time she'd come to supply them with repair materials. But Aegis had used up a lot of that in leveling his blacksmithing, making the forge and other buildings, and crafting everyone's gear. 

By his calculations he'd have enough to craft about 1000 Iron weapons of decent quality, so that is exactly what he was doing. Lina on the other hand used the time to keep training Farlion, keeping an eye on Aegis to see if he needed anything, but the two didn't talk much - Lina let Aegis remain focused on his craft. His focus was broken regardless, however, as he was in the midsts of crafting an Iron sword that afternoon. A notification appeared in front of his screen, momentarily blocking his view of what he was doing.




	[WORLD NOTIFICATION]
The player [Makaroth - Level 150] has become the first player in the world to unlock the Advanced Class [Spellblade]









	[WORLD NOTIFICATION]
The player [Makaroth - Level 150] has successfully liberated the Island of Vorel from the Tyrant Yggdrael and released the [Kingdom of Vorel] from his clutches. The Island of Vorel is now available as a starting island for all new players. It is now possible to establish Airship Trade Routes with the [Kingdom of Vorel]






Aegis looked at the notifications that had popped up in his peripheral vision with a blank stare for a moment. He was snapped out of it only by the barking cheers of Ruffily.

“Woof, wow, did you see the clip?!” Ruffily ran over to Aegis while Lina walked over worriedly, listening in from a distance.

“N-nah.” Aegis replied as he waved the notifications away.

“It’s incredible, it was such an intense battle, 21 million viewers! woof! His whole guild was down, it was just Makaroth and his wife left! She healed him with the last of her mana, and he jumped in with his great sword, and wham! He sliced right through the boss! It was so cool! Woof!” Ruffily cheered excitedly with her tail wagging. Aegis did his best to keep his face down so that she couldn’t see his angry expression as he slammed his smithing hammer down on the sword blade he was working on.

“You know, woof, I met his son, Makaroth’s son. His name is Winter, he’s playing in this area. That is really cool, right? Woof!” Ruffily cheered with a smile. Aegis slammed the hammer down again, this time hitting it so hard that the iron hammerhead flew off of the handle and broke its durability down to 0, shocking Ruffily into silence as she caught a glimpse of Aegis’ angry expression and her tail stopped wagging.

“Ah, sorry. Guess I should upgrade my smithing tools before I make any more weapons.” Aegis replied as calmly as he could. 

“Is everything ok?” Ruffily asked worriedly. 

“Y-yeah. I’ll be right back.” Aegis quickly pressed a few buttons in his menu to log out of the simulation. He climbed out of his Simbox and looked over to see Jillian still inside hers. He walked over to her Simbox and pressed the Simbox communicator to talk to her.

“Hey Mom, are you alright?” Eli asked.

“Huh? Me? I’m fine. Don’t worry about me. Something like that won’t bother me.” She replied shakily. Eli could tell from her voice and the way she was speaking that she was lying. She seemed to realize Eli wasn’t fooled, because she cleared her throat and spoke again. “I’m fine. I’m not going to let it ruin all the fun we’re having together in this game. I don’t want you to, either, okay?”

“Y-yeah, got it.” Eli replied. 

“Good, now hurry up and sell all that crafting stuff. I need a longer vacation so she can finish this damned intermediate class quest.” She added, trying to sound tough.

“Right.” Eli replied with determination. He spun around and sat back down in his Simbox, restarting the simulation.

 

When he reappeared at the forge within Rene, he saw that Ruffily was back to working in the sawmill, and Lina was waiting for him.

“H-hey. I talked to Ruffily and told her that you don’t like Makaroth, so she shouldn’t talk about it anymore.” Lina replied with a sympathetic stare.

“Thanks… I’m ok though.” Aegis gave her a weak smile and she nodded.

“Are you really ok?” Lina asked worriedly.

“Yeah, I was just worried about Pyri.” Aegis replied as his eyes wandered around the land surrounding them, eventually landing on the viewership count of his livestream, 3. “21 Million… To be at the top…” Aegis mumbled to himself. “All he does is play all day. Nonstop. It’s how he got up there. Even if we do the same thing, we won’t catch up. Pacifism helps a lot, for a lot of my skills… but…”

“It does, it really does! I don’t think anyone else can level crafting skills up to 30 that don’t have a crafting class. The builder class gets 200% architecture experience and 150% Stone Cutter and Woodworking experience, for example.” Lina explained, but Aegis just gave a nod.

“I knew all that when I chose this class, and went after Pacifism. I had a theory about it, about the reason the pacifism skill exists with Eirene." Aegis said as he took his shield off of his back and looked at it carefully, seeing his own distorted reflection looking back at him. "When I was dying to that boar over and over again, as I got closer to the death count that I theorized was needed for Pacifism, I got extremely nervous that it wouldn’t work and I was wasting time…” Aegis explained as Lina watched him speak.

“It worked out, but that was only the first part of my theory." He put his shield away and took a few steps so that he was no longer on the foundation of the forge, but the grass, and looked up to the clouds drifting in the sky before taking a deep breath. "I haven't said anything about it, or the intermediate class I want to pick yet... because I'm worried I'm wrong. Darkshot said that there were still many things undiscovered in this game. Islands, like the one Makaroth just unlocked. Advanced classes, like the one he just unlocked too. Skills, spells, items, dungeons… but… there are also intermediate classes that’d yet to be discovered." Aegis paused as he took materials out of his inventory for crafting a new smithing hammer. "This skill, the lore behind Eirene and how she stood up to the Abyss gods, not by fighting back, but refusing to give up on the light… She was supposedly the reason that the islands of the Shattered World Online were kept floating in the light instead of being pulled down into the abyss with the rest of the world.” Aegis explained.

“You read the lore?” Lina smiled.

“Not really... that stuff is in the basic world information of the game manual though.” Aegis shrugged. “Anyway, the point is, I think that this Pacifism skill exists for a reason. It’s gotta lead to something right? It boosts the experience for non-offensive skills, so..." Aegis hesitated explaining his theory further, worried that it would sound stupider out loud than it did in his head. But what he'd said was enough for Lina to understand what Aegis was talking about, and her face suddenly lit up with excitement.

“That explains it!” Lina slapped her hands together, startling Aegis. “You are leveling every single non-offensive skill because you think some of them must pair up with pacifism in some way for a class no one knows about, right? Of course it’d be undiscovered, no one even knows the pacifism skill exists! Shield mastery is the obvious one, it’s one of the only non-offensive combat skills…” Lina’s eyes were burning as her mind began to work. "A builder class player gets experience bonuses for architecture, stone cutting and woodworking, because he needs those at level 30 to get his intermediate class. So if an Eirene Priest player gets a pacifism skill that grants an experience bonus to all non-offensive skills..." Lina said out loud exactly the logic behind Aegis' theory, reaffirming his idea. 

“Exactly. We’re closing in on it now though. I’m starting to get nervous. Those notifications, I dunno…” Aegis was about to express more doubt in himself, but he didn’t get the chance.

“The first to unlock intermediate classes also get world notifications, it’s just been so long since anyone has found a new one!” Lina said with glee.

“You think it’ll work?” Aegis pointed at the viewership count.

“It’s a really good starting point, everyone will want to watch you to see how you did it!” Lina cheered encouragingly. 

 “I mean, the class, you think it’ll exist?”

 “I think so. Even if it doesn’t, having all the skills up to 30 will let you make stuff no one has seen in this game before, so it’s only a matter of time before people will notice. You do the crafting and healing and take the hits, and then I’ll stab everything else!” Lina smiled ear to ear, but she still saw the doubt in Aegis’ eyes. “You can get to the top without doing what they did, because you’re the best.” She encouraged him, causing his face to redden from how bright her smile was.

 “Alright,” He cleared his throat. “I need to make the gold so my mom can keep playing, and we need to get the rest of these skills to 30.” Aegis replied affirmatively.

"What skills are you missing?" Lina asked as Aegis promptly went into his interface. 

"Architecture and Artistry are 29. Enchanting and Crafting Mastery are 25. Scribing is level 1." Aegis said with a shrug. "For non-crafting skills, Taming, Leadership, Riding and Land Vehicle mastery all still need work."

 “You can count on me. Work projects - Hire me for the maximum amount!” Lina suggested.

 “What for?” Aegis asked, confused.

 “Leadership experience. Just hire me for a bunch of taming projects.” Lina insisted.

 “Okay.” Aegis complied, quickly sending her invitations to 5 projects until he reached the limit due to his leadership level.

 “Also, let’s change the party settings so that we are a raiding party.” Lina motioned around to where she guessed Aegis’ party interface was. He nodded back and pressed a few buttons, converting their party into a raiding party. “Now you can assign me a role in your raiding party, if you assign me to hunting and damage dealing, you should get leadership experience when I do those things. That’ll help too.” Lina replied as Aegis did as she instructed through the interface.

 “Okay, done. You think Leadership might be a part of the pacifism class?”

 “No idea, but best to be thorough!” Lina replied excitedly, “Ok, here I go! I'll tame and hunt some wild animals.” She headed off. Aegis felt at ease seeing this excited side of Lina that only appeared when she got to talk about the game, and she seemed more excited than usual. It was contagious, and as she turned to run off towards the forest, Aegis felt his anger and doubt from earlier turning into excitement as well. 



“Oh thank god, he has a plan.” Shinji said with a huge sigh of relief as he sat in his Simulated Editing Office with 10 screens floating in front of him, the largest of which was Aegis’.



 

Aegis knew what it took to get ahead. He’d scored higher in school because while other kids went out to play, he was studying. When they finished playing for the night and went to bed, he kept studying. It was no different here. He just needed to train, and not stop unless he absolutely had to, and the dreamstate was paving the way for him. That thought kept him motivated and kept his hammer swinging at the iron all day and all night, using his high quality cooking skill to replenish his stamina repeatedly.

 Tinsel was able to share with Aegis a few recipes and thanks to that and the vegetables and spices she provided, along with the high level dire wolf meat, never had to worry about not having enough stamina to keep crafting. When he'd finally finished crafting all of the Iron into sellable weapons, he set out to start on his neglected scribing skill.

By using his alchemy and Amlie's unique flowers from the Wildwood tree he was able to get plenty of ink, and his woodworking was high enough that he was able to make his own paper. All he had to do was write - something he thought would be simple as he sat down at the singular desk within the Scribe's Hall that evening, using a candle as a source of light. But when Aegis pulled out his quill and started writing the way he normally would, he wasn't gaining any scribing experience whatsoever.

"Ruffily?" Aegis called out as she was working at the sawmill nearby. 

"Uh uh?" She replied, stopping what she was doing to look across the street at Aegis as he stood in the doorway of the Scribe's hall.

"How do you level up scribing?" He asked her confused.

"Oh, you have to write using the game's alphabet. Woof!" Ruffily shrugged as if this was something obvious, then went back to what she was doing. 

"Of course I do, why would it be something simple?" Aegis groaned as he turned and walked back to the desk, tapping his quill on the wood as he glanced at the bookshelf covered in musty old tomes. An idea popped in his head and he decided to plop a few of the old books down on the table. "These things look like they could use some love." He cracked his knuckles as he began rewriting the books from the old tower, word for word, on fresh pieces of paper. 

Aegis wasn't sure if it was the contents of the book, the dialect, or the writing style of the Wizard he was copying, but his scribing experience began to soar upwards. By the evening of the next day he had fully re-written three of the beginner spellbooks and was already level 21 in scribing, and two days later of being couped up in the hall landed him with a welcome message.




	Level Up! Crafting Mastery has reached Level 27!
Level Up! Scribing has reached Level 30!
Congratulations! You have reached the maximum level for Scribing(Beginner). In order to progress further, you will need to advance the skill to (Intermediate).






He stepped out of the Scribe's hall and stretched out his arms, glancing over his interface to see that he was getting a steady stream of Leadership and Taming experience thanks to Lina. He turned his attention to Architecture and Artistry, still stuck at levels 29. "Alright Architecture, Artistry, you want to play hard to get?" Aegis said to himself as he looked over the land of Rene for an idea, and as his eyes settled on the town square, one popped into his head. "Then let's play." He smiled while walking down the paved road.







	Level Up! Crafting Mastery has reached Level 29!
Level Up! Architecture has reached Level 30!
Congratulations! You have reached the maximum level for Architecture(Beginner). In order to progress further, you will need to advance the skill to (Intermediate).
Level Up! Artistry has reached Level 30!
Congratulations! You have reached the maximum level for Artistry(Beginner). In order to progress further, you will need to advance the skill to (Intermediate).









	
Fountain of Eirene [Rename] [Register] [Abandon]

Quality: 80%
Durability: 3000/3000
Option 1: Increases Eirene's favor of the land owner of any land this structure is registered to by 2000.
Details: A beautiful fountain with a statue of the Goddess Eirene crafted atop it. Constructed by Aegis.









 “It’s lovely!” Tinsel cheered as they all stood back to stare at the completed construction. Right in the center of Rene's townsquare Aegis had constructed a fountain with a statue of Eirene built on top. The depicted statue of Eirene was made to match the images of her he could find online, with her holding both her hands to her chest to clutch a star pendant. She was wearing simple white robes with a hood pulled back to reveal her wavy long hair, with water flowing out around her bare feet down the two levels of the fountain. Aegis did his best to whiten the stone with alchemy and artistry so that it stood out from the color of the paved stones on the ground around it.

 “That did the trick. Architecture and Artistry are done.” Aegis sighed with relief as Lina smiled excitedly at him.

 “Rene is already my new favorite place in Kalmoore, woof!” Ruffily barked excitedly.

 “I love it, I can’t wait until Rakkan gets back to see it.” Amlie added. The two of them walked forward to inspect it more closely as Aegis stepped away with Lina.

 “So… Enchanting and Crafting mastery are left, but they'll have to wait until we're back in Kordas… and then there’s Taming, Riding, Land Vehicle Mastery, and... Leadership…” Aegis said as he stretched out his arms. "Thanks to your help they're almost done though." He smiled at Lina and she shyly nodded back. 

 “Do you have an idea how to level up those skills quickly?” Lina asked him curiously.

 “The fasted would probably be..." Aegis paused. "Well, if you don't mind..." Aegis hesitated asking as he thought again on Darkshot's words back at the campfire, but as he looked to Lina's face, he saw that her shyness was gone - she was too focused on the progression in the game to be shy. "A wagon ride, around Rene, just the two of us." Aegis suggested, and Lina nodded while looking away, the shyness flooding in. "You know, because if you're with me I will get leadership experience. If its a wagon being pulled by two different animals, a lagnok and Grumble the horse for example, then it should be good experience for all of those skills." Aegis added and she continued to avoid his eye contact. "It'll probably take awhile so, I can understand if you don't want to." Aegis shrugged.


"N-n-no, I want to. It sounds n-nice." Lina replied nervously.

"Okay, I'll get to work on a comfortable wagon for us." Aegis said as he headed towards Ruffily. Lina watched from a distance as Aegis and Ruffily discussed the wagon before the two made their way to the sawmill to start working on it. Lina rushed over to the fountain right away once they were gone and looked at her characters reflection in the water as Amlie watched, but Lina paid her no mind and started adjusting her hair to look as pretty as possible.

"Everything ok?" Amlie asked curiously.

"H-huh? Yeah." Lina smiled back at her.

"Mhm." Amlie said as she began to wander around Lina, looking at Lina's reflection in the water alongside her. "Got a date or something?" Amlie asked with a mischevious smile.

"N-n-no." Lina blurted out as she stopped what she was doing. "We're just going on a wagon ride, to level up Aegis' last skills. He needs me to come for Leadership experience points." Lina explained.

"Mhm." Amlie rolled her eyes. "Here..." She pulled a pink flower out from her inventory. "This color suits you really well." She gently tucked the stem in behind Lina's right ear so that it held in place in her hair. Amlie took a step back before giving a thumbs up. "Perfect, you look really pretty." Amlie smiled.

"Really?" Lina asked worriedly.

"Yup." Amlie said as she stepped forward to Lina and made some adjustments to her armor to straighten it out.

"Okay. Okay." Lina said while taking deep breaths.

"Nervous, huh?" Amlie asked with a grin.

"Y-y-y-yes... After this, we'll be leaving Rene and doing our intermediate quests, so I won't see him for a long time." Lina replied.

"Relax, relax. You guys have been leveling together for like the past month here in-game. It's just a bit more of that, isn't it?"

"N-n-no, you d-d-don't understand. He said he w-wants me to come to help him level L-leadership, but I can look at his skills from the marriage menu and... his Leadership skill is already level 30." Lina's face went bright red.

"Oh it's totally a date." Amlie smirked, but that nearly knocked Lina off her feet and she fell onto the side of the fountain. Amlie had to catch her to stop her from falling in. "Okay okay, deep breaths, deep breaths. Relax, this is a good thing, isn't it?"

"W-what if I say something s-stupid?!" Lina asked worriedly.

"You'll be fine, just talk about Shattered World stuff." Amlie patted her shoulder. "You got this!" She gave an encouraging wink.

"Maybe I should just log out and say I had to go." Lina said this as if it was a great idea that had just come to her.

"Nope, don't be a wuss." Amlie flicked Lina on the forehead.

"Ow.. hey I'm older than you, you know." Lina replied grumpily.

"Could've fooled me." Amlie mocked her. "Look, if you run away now, he's going to think you don't like him, and knowing that guy he'll be too stupid to try something like this again. So it's now or never missy." Amlie said while placing her arms on her waist.

"O-okay. I can do this." Lina tried to psych herself up.
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"Ok, you guys are all set!" Ruffily said as she made the final adjustments to make sure the two animals were properly strapped in. The sun was just beginning to rise that morning as they'd finished all the preparations. The wagon was small and simple, but functional, and the seat at the front was wide enough for two people.

"Perfect, thanks Ruffily." Aegis said as he climbed up and sat down, grabbing the reins.

"Now be careful, controlling two different species of animal is no joke. They'll move at completely different speeds, that's why it's so good for experience points." Ruffily explained as Lina approached the wagon nervously. She made one last glance back at Amlie who gave her an encouraging thumbs up.

"We're ready to go?" Lina asked Aegis as he sat atop the wagon looking down at her.

"Yup." Aegis replied awkwardly.

"Okay." Lina climbed up and sat next to him, leaving as much space between them as the wagon would allow.

"Remember, the rougher the terrain is, the faster you will level up. Goodluck guys, woof!" Ruffily cheered.

"Have fun!" Amlie smiled as Lina waved. Aegis gave a quick flick of the reins and the two creatures began trotting forward away from the others down the paved road towards the crafting buildings. It didn't take long for them to run out of road and the wagon started bumping along the grassy fields. Aegis needed a good deal of focus to keep the two animals synchronized and moving straight - the lagnok was bigger and stronger but the horse Grumble was faster and more nimble, and a few times Grumble would pull ahead and bump the wagon into the back of the lagnok, causing it to let out an annoyed growl. Lina simply watched in silence as Aegis got them under control, and this gave her time to calm her nerves and become more comfortable with the situation.

By the time Aegis finally had the animals under control, Rene was out of sight and they were surrounded by grassy fields on the far side of the Jia'nir mountain.

"Phew, I think I finally got it. This is tough." Aegis said as he leaned back, relaxing for the first time since they'd set out. "Do you want to try?" Aegis asked as he offered the reins to her.

"S-sure." She shrugged as she took them, and with little to no difficulty she was able to keep them in sync.

"Is there anything you can't do?" Aegis asked as she watched her.

"Y-yeah, lots of stuff. I don't know anything about crafting." Lina shrugged. "I used to ride horses a lot on my old character though."

"You told me a bit about that... but what intermediate class did you play?" Aegis asked.

"I was a Shadow Dancer. They are one of the intermediate thief classes. That's why I've been leveling shadow step." Lina explained.

"Are you going Shadow Dancer again?" Aegis asked her.

"Yup. I really liked it, it's fun. You can hide when you want to and move really quickly and quietly. Most people think Shadow Dancers are weak but, those people just play them wrong." Lina explained.

"And they use horses a lot?" Aegis asked while motioning to her hands on the reins.

"N-no, that was a thing with my guild. I was good at going into high level areas, or enemy guild territory, and finding targets to attack or places to explore." Lina said, and as she began explaining Aegis could see the spark in her eye she got whenever she went into detail about the game world. "You see Shadow Dancers have a known weakness, just like those Darxon hideout guys, a lot of our skills only work when we're standing in shadows. Lots of high level players know this, it's why they think Shadow Dancer's aren't that good, but there's workarounds for a lot of situations where you don't have shadows big enough to use your skills." Lina shrugged.

"But anyway, sometimes I'd fight wizard or priest intermediate players with light spells, and sunlight spells, so I'd have to escape without using shadows. Thats why it was important to know how to ride horses." Lina finished explaining herself.

"That makes sense." Aegis nodded.

"Also, do you want to know? The real strength of Shadow Dancers? Is that if you use the skills properly, they can make their own shadows." Lina continued excitedly. "Here-" She handed the reins back to Aegis and stood up on the wagon, as Aegis watched with interest. "Looks like there's no shadows, right?" She motioned around them under the bright sun.

"Yeah," Aegis looked around and nodded. Lina suddenly flipped her cloak over herself and crouched down into a ball, the movement happened so fast Aegis could barely see her pose.

"Shadowstep!" She shouted, disappearing from atop the wagon and reappearing behind the wagon in it's shadow. "See? So Shadow Dancers aren't weak, you just have to know how to use the shadows properly!" Lina declared.

"So you can teleport anywhere as long as there's a shadow?" Aegis asked as he held the reins with his right hand and lifted his shield up to block the sunlight over the seat on the wagon next to him, looking at Lina expectently.

"Hum. Yup, but, a bit bigger than that." Lina squinted as if she was looking at something in her interface Aegis couldn't see. He adjusted his shield to try and increase the size of the shadow it was casting, turning it at just the right angle to make it as big as possible. "There! Shadowstep!" Lina shouted and disappeared from the shadow of the wagon, reappearing under Aegis' shield in a crouching position but as she stood upright, her head bumped into his shield and caused her to lose her balance, nearly making her tumble forward into the lagnok, but Aegis quickly let go of the reins with his right hand to reach out and catch her with his right arm and pull her back in towards himself to stop her from falling, resulting in her landing on his lap.

"Sorry, I should've moved the shield faster." Aegis replied with a red face as Lina sat on his lap, Aegis shield arm now at her back as she turned to look at him.

"N-no, it's okay, it's my fault, I jumped up too fast." Lina replied shyly. She looked away from Aegis but didnt get up. "So anytime you need me, just make a big shadow and I'll come." Lina said nervously. "I mean, if I'm within 15 meters... and I have enough mana..." Lina added awkwardly, mustering her courage to turn and look at Aegis as he looked back up at her.

"I can... use the light from my magic to cast shadows for you." Aegis said timidly, and the two locked eyes with rosy red cheeks, slowly leaning in towards each others faces. Aegis wasn't sure what he was doing, his body felt like it was moving on it's own, and Lina's heart was pounding so hard she thought it might burst out of her chest. Unable to control herself any more, she could do nothing but close her eyes as Aegis' lips were milimeters away from hers - but before Aegis could move any closer there was a sudden thud. With no one holding the reins, Grumble had run ahead of the lagnok and pulled the wagon with force into the back of the sturdy slow lagnok, causing the cart to knock into the lagnok and jerk Aegis and Lina forward, both flopping down into the grass behind Grumble as the wagon came to a halt.

"Right, forgot, no one was holding the reins." Aegis said awkwardly with his face planted in the dirt. Lina felt so embarassed she lost the willpower to reply or even stand up for a moment as Aegis got back to his feet. "Sorry about that." Aegis said as he moved to Lina and helped her get back to her feet.

"N-n-n-no problem." She smiled awkwardkly and quickly scrambled to get back on the wagon, Aegis following behind her. Once they were both on and Aegis had the reins in his hand again, he got the wagon back in motion, though there was an awkward silence.

"So... can you tell me more about Shadow Dancers? They seem really interesting." Aegis asked to break the silence.

"Y-yeah, sure." Lina smiled shyly. The two continued talking with one another for two full round trips around the base of Jia'nir mountain, ending in the morning of the following day. In that time Aegis learned a lot from Lina about the ins and outs of her Shadow Dancer class and how he could help her use her skills in the future. He also learned a bit about Battlemasters and some other classes, and as long as they kept the conversation to the game, it flowed seamlessly and endlessly. By the time they'd arrived back in Rene after the second round trip, Aegis got the last notification that he'd been holding out for.




	Level Up! Riding has reached Level 30!
Congratulations! You have reached the maximum level for Riding(Beginner). In order to progress further, you will need to advance the skill to (Intermediate).







"That's it, that's the last one. I'm surprised we get riding experience even on a wagon." Aegis commented as they came to a stop near the fountain in the townsquare. As the sun had already set, Farlion and his family were already in bed and Ruffily and Amlie were both preoccupied with farming and blackmisthing - the sound of Ruffily's hammer echoed through Rene.

"Riding is pretty easy to level, the only hard part is the intermediate quest." Lina said as she hopped off the wagon and started unhooking the lagnok and Grumble from it.

"Well, as Pyri said, no spoilers. If I'm not good enough..." Aegis said as he helped her out.

"Right." Lina smiled. "I'll take Grumble back to Farlion's farm."

"Wait..." Aegis stopped Lina from leading Grumble away. "Thanks, for everything. That was really fun." Aegis smiled awkwardly.

"M-me too. I mean, thank you too. I had l-lots of fun." Lina smiled shyly.

"R-right." Aegis looked at his feet for a moment as well, the two standing silently near each other until the lagnok gave Aegis a nudge. "Ah, I'll put this thing away." Aegis motioned to the lagnok and Lina nodded. The two walked away from each other with an aura of giddyness, but Aegis didn't get far before he was intercepted by Ruffily and Amlie, approaching him from the Forge and the Farm field respectively.

"You guys are all done?" Amlie asked curiously as she brushed some soil off of her leather gloves.

"Yup. Every skill is leveled up. I'm ready to start with intermediate stuff." Aegis declared.

"Aw, I guess this is goodbye for now, Woof!" Ruffily said with a sad expression, her tail hanging down. "But don't worry, we will take good care of Rene while you are gone." She gave an assuring nod.

"Good. And you'll look after those three?" Aegis asked while motioning to Farlion's house.

"We'll be fine, just make sure you don't take forever doing your quests. By the time you get back, I bet I'll be a level 30 farmer class and it'll be my turn to do my quest." Amlie declared.

"Me too, I'm going to be an Armorsmith. Woof!" Ruffily declared excitedly.

"Sounds good." Aegis smiled at them as Lina approached from behind. "You ready to go?" Aegis asked Lina. Lina got a curious look from Amlie as she glanced between her and Aegis.

"Y-yup, I'm ready." Lina nodded.

"Then..." Aegis turned around to look at Rene under the clear moonlit sky. "I guess this is Goodbye to Rene for awhile. The next time we come back here, we'll be intermediate classes." Aegis took a moment to enjoy the scenery. Lina joined in beside him as Amlie and Ruffily looked as well. Aegis let out one last huff of air before turning and heading across the bridge of Rene with Lina close behind him.

"Good luck!" Amlie gave Lina an encouraging thumbs up.

"Take care, woof!" Ruffily called out after them.

"Bye! See you soon!" Lina called back to them with a wave, and with that, they parted from Rene. Ascending up the ramp, Lina and Aegis began their journey back towards Orm, but the two were quiet during this nighttime stroll. With every step Aegis took to get closer to Orm, his stomach churned from the anxiety of not knowing if his plan had worked. All the hours, days, weeks he’d spent leveling these skills just in the hope that a theory would pan out - it was all coming to a head now, and soon he’d know if he was right or wrong. It was the longest walk back to Orm that he’d taken thus far, and It wasn’t until they reached the treeline around Orm that morning that Lina spoke up.

“I’m sure it’ll work out. It makes sense, you know, all the other passive experience bonuses lead into intermediate classes. It’s just, pacifism is so vague and so hard to get, so…” Lina’s own nervousness seeped out. “The Priestess in Orm will have a breadcrumb quest for any intermediate class quests that you qualify for.” Lina motioned to the church on the far side of Orm, its belltower visible under the now rising morning sun.

“Right, I suppose here goes nothing.” Aegis shrugged as they made for the church of Eirene.

Stepping inside the building hit Aegis with wave of nostalgia. The first time he’d entered the church at level 1, he had no idea what he was truly doing. He was following a hunch of a post he’d found online. A hunch that came to be true, only to empower another hunch he had about a possible unobtained class.

Aegis knew from the moment he made that deal with Makaroth that he’d have to do something big to catch up, and through all his research of classes and skills in the short time he could, this was the only possible chance he’d spotted. Lina’s logic was the same as Aegis’. Pacifism granted experience to all non-combat related skills, so it had to lead to an undiscovered class related to some of them, didn’t it? Despite this way of thinking, Aegis felt the last direwolf steak he’d eaten making its way back up his throat as he walked down the center of the church of Eirene towards Priestess Clara. She stood on the far side of the church talking with a level 3 player, other players and NPCs looking at Aegis as he passed, many marveling at his shield hanging over his back. Lina followed closely behind him, trying her best not to feed off of the aura of anxiety that was exuding from Aegis with each step he took on the creaking wooden floor of the church.

He waited patiently for Priestess Clara to finish talking to the player she was mid-conversation with before approaching. He had no trouble being patient and waiting - partly because he wanted to be polite and not interrupt her, and partly because he wanted to wait as long as he could to learn the truth. Finally, she finished, and turned towards Aegis.

“It has been quite some time since we last spoke.” She smiled at Aegis warmly. “You have become very powerful, I sense a strong light within you. Have you come to me to embark on the next stage of your journey?” Clara asked him.

“Yes, I’m ready to grow stronger in the name of Eirene.” Aegis spoke as bravely as he could. Lina couldn’t help but wince her eyes nervously, this was the moment of truth.

“I see. Let me take your hands in my own so that I may see the paths available before you.” She smiled as she held her palms out facing upwards, waiting for Aegis to place his hands in hers. He took a deep breath and tried to swallow the saliva in his mouth, but it was dry. For all the exams and tests he had taken, he’d never been so unsure about the results as he was right now. He slowly and gently placed his hands in Priestess Clara’s, and as he did she closed her eyes.

“I see, you are not familiar with any weapons, nor is your smite very powerful. I suppose the path of a Crusader or Paladin is not what you seek.” Priestess Clara began speaking as Lina held her breath. “You are quite skilled with a shield, and you are a very capable healer. Perhaps it is the path of a Cleric you seek?” She said, but she continued, her eyes visibly wandering beneath her eyelids. “And Eirene, she favors you greatly. The path of an apostle too is open for you, should you choose.” Clara finished, opened her eyes, and smiled as a notification appeared in front of Aegis.




	Priestess Clara has offered to lead you on the path of the following intermediate classes:



	
Apostle (of Eirene)

Requirements:
 [Minor Heal(Beginner): 30] [3 Or more crafting professions Level 30+] [Priest: 30] [Spirit: 50+] [Favor with Eirene: 1000+]

[Accept Quest]





	
Cleric (of Eirene)

Requirements:
[Minor Heal(Beginner): 30] [Healing Wind(Beginner): 30] [Shield Mastery(Beginner): 30] [Any Armor Proficiency: 30] [Priest: 30] [Strength: 40+] [Constitution: 40+]

[Accept Quest]








Aegis’ heart sank into his stomach.

“Cleric and Apostle.” Aegis mumbled out, disappointed, as both were already common classes taken by beginner priest players. “It was all for nothing.” Aegis looked down at his feet.

“I-it’s not for nothing…” Lina tried to cheer him up. “Having all of those skills leveled up, there’s so much you can do!” Lina forced a smile, though his disappointment was contagious.

“It won’t be enough.” Aegis looked at the viewership of his stream sitting at three. The reality of the situation began to sink in, just how unreachable and faraway the top felt. The sound of Makaroth laughing and mocking him filled his ears as they reddened in a frustration directed at himself. 

“You don’t belong in this world, this is my domain. I’m at the top.” The voice spoke out to him in Makaroth’s voice. He’d imagined it, they were words Makaroth had never said, but Aegis was sure it was what he was thinking when he made that bet. He heard it ring through his ears as clear as day, and despite Lina trying to encourage him, her words didn’t reach. As he took the first steps to leave the church, Lina caught a glimpse of the frustration on Aegis’ face and turned desperately to Priestess Clara.

“Are you sure there isn’t anything else?” Lina pleaded with her. “He worked so hard, he made sure to follow Eirene’s teachings.” Aegis heard Lina’s pleading as he continued to walk away. “He didn’t harm anyone, he solved everything with light, he did it all in Eirene’s name, he got so good at so many things!” She continued desperately.

“Yes, he is quite skilled…” Clara acknowledged her words. “It's a shame. He is the closest I’ve ever seen anyone come…” Priestess Clara replied sympathetically to Lina, causing Aegis to stop dead in his tracks as Lina’s eyes went wide.

“C-c-closest to what?” Lina asked as Aegis spun around to face Clara with a determined expression. 

“The Grand Prophet of Eirene teaches all of us Priests and Priestesses to keep an eye out for certain individuals with specific skills, and should we ever find such a person, to escort them to see the Grand Prophet in person.” Clara smiled at Lina, and Aegis’ heart skipped a beat as he stumbled back towards the priestess.

“Wh-what skills?!” Aegis practically shouted at her, startling the others in the church. 

“W-w-well…” Priestess Clara smiled nervously at Aegis. “One who as proven themself a capable leader…"

“Leadership level 30.” Lina whispered.

“Who is capable of taming the beasts of the land and riding along side them…” Clara continued.

“Taming and Riding skills.” Lina added in an excited whisper.

“One who can defend those in danger with a shield, and wears armor well.”

“Shield mastery, armor proficiency.” Lina nodded.

“Who has used his hand to create great things of many crafts, and take in what the land has to offer without violence…”

“Unspecified number of crafting skills at level 30, type irrelevant.” Lina whispered excitedly as Aegis listened intently. It was as if Lina was acting like a translator to Priestess Clara’s way of speaking. 

“Who has mastered the art of healing through light and wind, and blessing those worthy with holy energy…"

“Minor heal, healing wind, and the rare bless skill.” Lina practically squeaked with joy.

“One who is strong," Clara continued

“A strength stat requirement.” Lina nodded.

“Sturdy.” 

“Constitution requirement.” 

“Agile.” 

“Agility requirement.” Lina couldn’t contain herself.

“Spiritual.”

“Spirit requirement.” Lina nodded. 

“And someone who has earned a great deal of favor towards Eirene… and who bears the mark of a peace bringer.”

“High favor, and the pacifism skill!” Lina squeaked as her arm moved on its own to pump Aegis on the shoulder, both of their eyes lit up now. They waited for the priestess to continue, but she stopped.

“I have all of those things, don’t I?” Aegis asked her, confused. “Is it enchanting, is that what I’m missing?” Aegis asked her, hopeful.

“No, not that. Enchanting is not something the Grand Prophet specifically requested. What you lack is the proof that you can withstand adversity in the face of the many dangers in this world.” Priestess Clara smiled. “Please let me know when you are ready to decide if you would like to walk the path of Apostle or Cleric.” She finished before turning and leaving Lina and Aegis to look at each other confused.

The two were both deep in thought, pondering Clara’s words as they walked out of the Church, taking a few steps down the road of Orm as the sun finished rising that morning.

“What does she mean?” Aegis asked, hoping Lina would be able to translate it. Lina was scratching the side of her face, deep in thought.

“Withstand adversity…” Lina was about to form a sentence but was interrupted.

“Resistance. She’s talking about passive resistance.” Sapphire said as she stood up straight from leaning against the outside wall of the church beside the door that Aegis and Lina had just walked out of. As Lina and Aegis turned to look at her, she took a bite of a carrot in her left hand making a loud crunch, while pointing to her ears with her right hand before wiggling them. “You need a resistance skill at level 30.” 

“You heard?” Aegis looked at her worriedly.

“I really thought you would’ve caught on to that by now.” She smiled. “Phew, what a laundry list of requirements. Quinn was right, things ARE going to get interesting.” Sapphire smiled excitedly.

“What are you going to do?” Lina gritted her teeth as she gripped the hilts of her iron daggers. Slowly bending her knees into a fighting stance.

“Calm down little gerbil.” Sapphire reacted to her aggressive behavior. “I’ve gotta tell Quinn, but after that, I’m going to help.” Sapphire spoke cheerfully. 

“Help?” Aegis asked, confused.

“Y’know…” Sapphire snapped the fingers of her right hand and it erupted into a ball of white flames. “Resistance training.” She smiled demonically.

            

    
        Chapter 68: 'Adversity'

    
    
    
    
                Chapter 68: 'Adversity'


It was midnight in Orm. The villagers and players within were all but finished with their tasks for the day, most of them already fast asleep, but a few players were still buying, trading, and crafting to progress their characters. However something was off - there was a sound making its way into the ears of the inhabitants of this land. It was quiet, like a whisper, carried in on the cool night breeze from the forests nearby.

 If you’d ask them, they’d tell you it sounded like the wailing cries of a haunting banshee, seeking revenge for an unjust death, but no, the sound was something much simpler than that.

 “FUCK ME THAT HURTS!” Aegis shouted in pain as he stood waist deep in the river outside of Orm. Lina stood by the edge of the river watching Aegis nervously as he was engulfed in burning hot holy flames.




	Level up! Fire Resistance has reached Level 7!






 “You’re lucky! Even though I’m level 98, I never get to level my holy fire skill. I’m usually healing and buffing in the Night Hunter dungeon groups.” Sapphire smiled as she formed another white ball of flame and flung it at Aegis’ chest - she seemed to be enjoying it very much.

 “How is that lucky?!” Aegis shouted in agony between casting heals on himself to withstand the damage.

 “If my skill was at a higher level, you wouldn’t be able to heal through it, silly!” Sapphire said this matter-of-factly.

 “Maybe you should lower your pain threshold?” Lina winced as she watched the next ball of holy flame crash into him.

 “No way, that’ll just drag this out.” Sapphire shot down the suggestion before Aegis could humor it. “None of the top players play below 100%. That’s what it’ll take to catch up to your old man.” Sapphire wagged her finger at Lina who glared back at her.

 “I’m fine, I can tak- SON OF A BITCH!” Aegis shouted as the next blast of flames hit him. 




	Level up! Fire Resistance has reached Level 8!






Aegis stood with his gloves, vestments and chest armor off while waist deep in water to help lessen the durability loss. It also helped limit the pain to his upper body where the blasts were hitting, making it more bearable. Repeatedly experiencing what it's like to receive 1st degree burns wasn’t something he’d ever imagine himself doing on purpose, but he tried his best to think of it as a form of empathy training for if and when he ever became a doctor, and that helped him cope with the pain. He longed for the intervals between each blast where the pain faded after each hit. The training went on through that night until the following morning. As Aegis’ resistance went up in level, Sapphire was able to pelt him with flames more frequently, and eventually she joined in to help with healing.

Aegis couldn’t help but feel like he was putting himself through exactly what Luryala went through using the magic manacles they’d found in the Darxon Hideout. His mind wandered to whether or not somewhere an orb of suffering was getting fully charged due to their actions. He’d gotten warned twice by the Simbox that it would kick him out of the simulation for his mental health safety, but ultimately after 12 hours of suffering, he got the notification he was hoping for.




	Level up! Fire Resistance has reached Level 30!






“Stop, stop! It’s level 30!” Aegis waved Sapphire’s next attack off. With the sun rising over the treetops around them, Sapphire had taken to sitting on the edge of the river, reading a book she held in her left hand as she flung Holy Flame’s at Aegis from her right hand, and she didn’t notice Aegis’ shout as she’d taken to tuning out his screams over the past hours, but Lina quickly shadow stepped beside Sapphire to stop her next throw by grabbing her wrist.

“Oh, done already?” She asked nonchalantly. “What level?” She hopped to her feet.

“Th-thirty.” Aegis replied while breathing heavily. 

“Are you sure 30 is enough? Resistance skills aren’t like others, they don’t go beginner or intermediate, they just stop at level 75.” Sapphire said as she held her hand like she was about to throw another holy flame.

“Yes, but the experience requirements go up drastically after level 25. 30 should be enough!” Lina said commandingly. 

“Alright.” Sapphire shrugged. “Well, let’s go see what you’ve won, shall we?” She put her book away and replaced it with a carrot.

“Yeah, yeah, sure, just, give me a minute.” Aegis stumbled to sit down on the side of the river.

“Are you okay?” Lina ran to his side to check on him.

“Yup, oh yeah, I’m great.” Aegis replied sarcastically. “Who wouldn’t be great after being repeatedly blasted with flames for 12 hours straight?” He said before dipping his head in the water to cool off.

“Oh relax, the pain goes away after a few seconds doesn’t it?” Sapphire asked.

“Does it?” Aegis snapped back at her before shivering from the sudden chill of the cold water on his face. He took the time to re-equip his leather armor to not be standing shirtless when they re-entered Orm, then stood up with the help of Lina. “This class thing better work this time or I’m going to burn that church down.” Aegis grumbled to himself angrily as he stomped towards Orm, Lina and Sapphire following behind him. When they reached the front of the church though, Aegis felt his nerves building up once more, and he decided to quickly scan over his character information to double check he'd done everything that Clara hinted at.




	
Name: Aegis
Title: Lord of Rene [Land Rank: 1 (Encampment)]
Race: Human
Gender: Male
Marriage Partner: Lina [+25% Experience While Grouped]
Level: 30
Class: Priest
Health: 6340/6340
Mana: 1535/1535
Stamina: 324/324
Hunger: 100/100
Armor Rating: 2430 [32.73% DMG Reduction]

Strength: 51
Agility: 28
Constitution: 80
Intelligence: 11
Spirit: 114
Charisma: 12

Favor:

Eirene: 4270





	
Equipment

Chest: Direwolf Leather Armor [534 AC][ENCH: +15HP/5s]
Legs: Direwolf Leather Pants [381 AC][ENCH: +15HP/5s]
Feet: Direwolf Leather Boots [172 AC][ENCH: +15HP/5s]
Hands: Direwolf Leather Gloves [184 AC][ENCH: +15HP/5s]
Back: Vestments of Eirene [1 AC] [O1: +25MP/m]
Accessory[1/3]: Simple Ring
Mainhand: Iron Shortsword [51-59DMG][ENCH: +16-20HLYDMG]
Offhand: Enchanted Iron Shield of Eirene [1160 AC][O1: +250FVR(Eirene)][O2: -5% ABY][ENCH: +15HP/5s]





	
Class Skills [Priest]

Minor Heal(Beginner): Level 30 [+600HP, 125mp]
Smite(Beginner): Level 1
Cleanse(Beginner): Level 1
Bless(Beginner): Level 30 [12m30s, +32-34 dmg, 145mp]
Healing Wind(Beginner): Level 30 [+73hp/3s, 39s, 115mp]
Gentle Touch: Passive [Eirene]
Pacifism: Passive [Eirene]





	
Basic Skills

Shield Mastery(Beginner): Level 30 [+20%]
   Abilities: Brace, Shieldwall
Sword Mastery(Beginner): Level 2
   Abilities: Parry
Leather Armor Proficiency(Beginner): Level 30 [+30%AC, +4MS]
Shadow Resistance: Level 10 [10% DMG Reduction]
Fire Resistance: Level 30 [30% DMG Reduction]
Riding(Beginner): Level 30
Land Vehicle Mastery(Beginner): Level 30
Leadership(Beginner): Level 30
Taming(Beginner): Level 30





	
Crafting Skills

Mining (Beginner): Level 30
   Proficiencies: [Copper][Iron]
Woodcutting(Beginner): Level 30
   Proficiencies: [Pine][Birch]
Herbalism(Beginner): Level 30
Creature Harvesting(Beginner): Level 30
Weaving(Beginner): Level 30
Sewing(Beginner): Level 30
Refining(Beginner): Level 30
Blacksmithing(Beginner): Level 30
Woodworking(Beginner): Level 30
Alchemy(Beginner): Level 30
Tanning(Beginner): Level 30
Leatherworking(Beginner): Level 30
Artistry(Beginner): Level 30
Architecture(Beginner): Level 30
Scribing(Beginner): Level 30
Cooking(Beginner): Level 30
Enchanting(Beginner): Level 25
Stone Cutting(Beginner): Level 30
Farming(Beginner): Level 30
Crafting Mastery(Beginner): Level 29








All of the hard manual labor over the course of the past few weeks was measurable in the form of the skills and stats that Aegis looked at in front of him, and he had a sense of pride in it as he gave it a respectful nod before waving it away. The three entered the church of Eirene, this time Aegis walked without anxiety, but curiosity and hope, and he’d managed to catch Priestess Clara unoccupied.

“Ah, you’ve returned… but I sense something different about you. Please, take my hands.” She smiled while holding her hands out for Aegis to place his on top of. He repeated the process he had done the previous day, and this time Clara’s face lit up with joy.

“Incredible! I never thought I would be the one so lucky to meet one worthy!” Clara smiled as Lina and Sapphire both watched with excited anticipation. “The Great Prophet of Eirene has foretold that ones such as yourself would appear across the Shattered Islands one day, and I believe you may be the first. If you would be willing to walk this path with me, I would be happy to escort you to my Elder in Kordas, so that he may give you more details.”




	Priestess Clara has offered to lead you on the path of the following intermediate class:



	
(Unknown)

Requirements:
[Minor Heal(Beginner): 30] [Healing Wind(Beginner): 30] [Bless(Beginner): 30] [Pacifism] [Leadership(Beginner): 30] [Taming(Beginner): 30] [Riding(Beginner): 30] [Shield Mastery(Beginner): 30] [Any Armor Proficiency: 30] [Any Resistance: 20+] [15 or more Crafting Skills: 30] [Priest: 30] [Strength: 25+] [Agility: 25+] [Constitution: 50+] [Spirit: 50+] [Favor with Eirene: 2500+]

[Accept Quest]








 Aegis’ jaw dropped when he read over the list of requirements. 

 “I didn’t need land vehicle mastery… and only 20 levels in the resistance…” Aegis whispered as he ran his finger over the list floating in front of him.

 “What’s the class called?” Sapphire asked excitedly.

 “Doesn’t say yet...” Aegis mumbled back.

 “Sounds like an escort quest though. You gonna do it?” Sapphire asked.

 “No, no. I let you set me on fire for 12 hours straight just for kicks.” Aegis replied sarcastically as he pressed the accept button. He was warned that once he completed an intermediate class quest, he wouldn’t be able to change it, and he skipped past the warning to get a following quest card. 




	Quest[1/3]: Escort Priestess Clara of Orm to the High Priest of Eirene in Kordas, within the Kingdom of Kalmoore.
Objective: 0/1 Priestess Clara Escorted
Quest Giver: Priestess Clara of Orm
Reward: Intermediate Class: (Unknown)
Difficulty: Unknown
Restrictions: Limited to classes: Priest, If the Pacifism skill is lost during this quest, the quest will fail automatically.






Aegis read over the details of the quest and hit accept without hesitating. As he did, a huge wave of relief washed over him as his theory was finally proven right. He was on the right path now, and all he had to do was complete this quest. 

“I’ll prepare my things to travel and inform one of my students to take my place here in Orm while I’m away. Please, wait outside and I will be ready to leave in a moment.” Clara smiled before heading to the backrooms of the Church. Aegis, Lina and Sapphire quietly walked out of the church with big dumb smiles on their faces, but once they got outside Aegis dropped to his knees and threw his hands into the air.

 “YES!” He shouted as loud as he could, startling others nearby.

 “You did it.” Lina cheered him on, sounding equally relieved.

“Are you allowed to stay in a party? Most of the intermediate quests require you to be alone.” Sapphire asked.

 “Oh, yeah, it doesn’t say anything about being grouped, but it’s got three parts so I’m not sure.” Aegis replied as he moved through his interface to re-read the details.

 “Only three? That’s a bit short isn’t it? Maybe it's a doozy.” Sapphire commented.

 “If it’s only three, one of the steps is probably going to be tough…” Lina said worriedly.

 “The difficulty says Unknown…” Aegis replied.

 “Hm, sounds spooky.” Sapphire faked a shiver. A moment later, Priestess Clara stepped out of the church with a large knapsack over her shoulder. 

 “I’m ready to go!” Priestess Clara smiled.

 “Great, let’s go!” Sapphire cheered.

 “W-wait, you’re coming with us?” Lina looked at her with an annoyed expression.

 “Uh huh. I’m finally off duty in Orm as of yesterday! I just stuck around to help out. We can head back to Kordas together!” Sapphire cheered. “Aren’t you lucky? A high level player to protect you on your escort quest!” Sapphire added as she began marching in the direction of Kordas. “Wow Sapphire, you’re so nice.” She said to herself with a deep voice, mocking Aegis’ voice. “You’re the best Sapphire!” She mocked Lina’s voice. “Eh, no problem guys, don’t mention it. Just doing my duty as a Night Hunter.” She said in her normal voice as she continued walking.

 “Can’t hurt, right?” Aegis shrugged at Lina who was looking progressively more and more unhappy the more Sapphire spoke. “Let’s head out.” He said to Clara and she nodded, and the three set off behind Sapphire, beginning their journey back to the city of Kordas.

            

    
        Chapter 69: Chax to the Max

    
    
    
    
                Chapter 69: Chax to the Max


 The day's long journey to Kordas ended up being completely uneventful. Sapphire was convinced that without her, they would’ve been attacked by thousands of evil cultists, and that she should be thanked, but there wasn’t a single hint of danger at all from the moment they stepped out of Orm to the second that the grand capital of Kordas came into view.

 It was Aegis’ second time looking upon the giant city in all its glory, and this time around he couldn’t help but wonder if he’d ever manage to get Rene to look even remotely as grand as Kordas’ capital looked.

 “It’s been so long since I’ve been here, I’m very excited.” Priestess Clara smiled as they stepped through the gates and into the city.

 “Yup, good to be back.” Sapphire stretched. “Whelp, it’s been fun, My public service is done. Good luck with your weird quest!” Sapphire waved.

 “Thanks… I think.” Aegis waved back, while Lina remained silent and waited for her to leave. Sapphire turned and hopped with great height away from the three, within seconds disappearing into the crowds of the city. “Let’s head to the shrine.” Aegis smiled at Clara and she bowed her head politely to him. Aegis led the way through the city, using his memory of the layout to lead the two ladies to the Shrine of Eirene. His mind was racing with excitement as he pondered what the next quest might be, and what the class itself would turn into, up until they arrived at the shrines entrance. 

  Stepping into the garden was as odd as it had been the first time - the shift between the sounds of the busy Kordas city streets transitioning into the quiet serene sounds of water trickling out of a fountain and light birds chirping was pleasant, but somewhat jarring.

 “Here we are. Thank you for escorting me. I’ll find the High Priest and we can discuss what you must do next.” Priestess Clara bowed as a quest completed message popped up in front of Aegis, leaving Aegis and Lina to stand together in the garden.

"So, I s-suppose I should do my intermediate quest now too. Since y-yknow, you and Pyri want to figure them out yourselves." Lina said shyly while watching a pair of birds fluttering from one tree to another in front of them.

 “Oh, yeah, you're right. You probably want to get started on your intermediate quests, right?” Aegis asked.

"I-I can stay if you want." Lina shrugged nervously.

"No, I don't want to keep you... Pyri was right, if I can't learn to do these quests by myself, I don't deserve to be intermediate." Aegis shrugged as he watched water flowing out of a nearby fountain.

"Okay. I'm sure you will do great, I believe in you." Lina turned to give him a big warm smile and Aegis met her eyes, reminding him of something he'd nearly forgotten.

 “Here, I made this for you back in Rene, Tinsel helped.” Aegis pulled out from his inventory a round yellowish white creamy cheesecake on a plate. “It’s lagnok milk and cheese, but it tastes good, we tested it.” Aegis held it out to her.

 “Cheesecake?” She had a bigger smile now as she raised a brow at him.

 “Yeah, you know, you said it was your favorite food.” He shrugged as she giggled softly and took the plate in her hands. 

 “Thanks.” She looked at it carefully before giving it a whiff. “It smells pretty good.” 

 “Tastes good too, I promise.” Aegis pointed at himself. “Level 30 cook.” He said proudly.

 “Yeah.” She let out a quiet giggle again before putting it into her inventory.

 “Wait, you’re not going to eat it?” Aegis looked surprised.

 “Right now?” Lina replied.

 “Yeah! I want to know if you like it!” Aegis replied as if this was something that should’ve been obvious.

 “I can’t just eat cake, we’re in the middle of the shrine.” Lina laughed at him while motioning to the serene garden around them.

 “They’re eating something, look-” Aegis pointed at a couple sitting on a bench eating pink heart shaped pastries.

 “Y-yeah but, this is a dessert, remember? You can’t eat a dessert without eating a meal first.” Lina replied hastily.

 “You mean like chicken noodle soup?” Aegis mocked her.

 “N-no.” She laughed. “I don’t want to eat it, I want to keep it.” She finally admitted.

 “You’re not going to eat the cake?” Aegis sighed with disappointment.

 “No, because it was a gift from you. I want to keep it.” She said shyly while looking down at her feet.

 “C’mon, the daggers were a gift too. So how about you just don’t eat the daggers, and eat the cake instead.” Aegis insisted, making her laugh again. 

 “The daggers are different, they’re for the game. The cake was just for me.” She fidgeted her fingers, and Aegis couldn’t think of how to reply to this, his face reddened as he found himself looking up at the clouds. “Sorry I didn’t get you anything, like a parting gift.” Lina replied regretfully.

 “You’ve already given me a lot.” Aegis replied, looking back to her, he wanted to be sure to convey his appreciation properly. Nervous beyond belief, he took her hands in his as the rings Ruffily had made them touched each others hands, causing Lina to look up with bright red cheeks. “Thanks for everything.” Aegis said as cooly as he could. Lina did her best to look at him, fighting through her nerves as Aegis looked back into her eyes. For a second time, he felt his body leaning in by itself, and when he saw Lina lean in as well, shutting her eyes, he closed his too and lightly pressed his lips against hers. He felt a wave of anxiety, joy, relief, and excitement rush over him, but a second later, Lina disappeared from the game world in front of him, confusing him for a second as he stumbled backwards.

"Lina?" he called out timidly, glancing around for her. "Did she shadowstep...?" Aegis wondered, but Lina suddenly re-appeared in the gameworld in front of him, face as bright red as it'd been a second ago.

"S-sorry, the Simbox, it kicked me out." She akwardly looked at her feet. "I s-s-should go n-n-now." She said anxiously as she spun around and ran from Aegis to the entrance of the shrine, Aegis watching her cloak flow in the wind behind her, until she stopped in the archway between the garden and the streets of Kordas to spin around and face him.

"Good luck! S-see you back in Rene!" She struggled to get out, giving a light wave before disappearing around the corner of the hedges that surrounded the garden.

 “Yeah...” Aegis waved. Once she was gone, he had a big dumb grin on his face and did a small little twirl, catching a couple sitting on a bench looking at him with a smile. The male of the couple gave him a quick thumbs up and Aegis waved awkwardly at them. "Ok. Time to focus." He psyched himself up as he took a deep breath and spotted Priestess Clara approaching from across the garden.

 “The High Priest is ready to speak with us now.” Priestess Clara said to him politely as she approached.

 “Great. Let’s go.” Aegis nodded as Priestess Clara led the way through the garden to the very same altar that Lina and Aegis had been married at. There were a few couples waiting outside the ceremony area, discussing details of their futures together, but Clara led Aegis past them towards a tall bald human male wearing brilliantly white robes adorned with Eirene symbolism. [Jael, High Priest of Eirene - Level 52]

 “Greetings, you must be Aegis.” He bowed his head ever so slightly in Aegis’ direction. “Yes, indeed, as Priestess Clara has said, I can feel the light of Eirene emanating from you. Please, allow me to take your hands.” He smiled as he held out his hands with his palms up just as Clara had done. Aegis nodded and complied as Jael closed his eyes and Clara watched excitedly.

 “The Great Prophet was right. He foretold that those like you would come, and here you are. Alas, the words he has for you are his and his alone to give. We Priests and Priestesses can only guide you to him, it is you who must walk the path.” He said after pulling his hands away. “Priestess Clara has trained at the Monastery of the Stars, she will be your guide there, if you are willing.” He motioned to her, and she nodded with a smile.

 “It would be an honor!” She replied gleefully.




	Quest[2/3]: Escort Priestess Clara of Orm to the Great Prophet of Eirene in Arallia, within the [Kingdom of Arallia] on the island of Kriene.Objective: 0/1 Priestess Clara Escorted
Quest Giver: Jael, High Priest of Eirene of Kordas
Reward: Intermediate Class: (Unknown)
Restrictions: Limited to classes: Priest, if the Pacifism skill is lost during this quest, the quest will fail automatically.






“Damn.” Aegis said out loud the moment he saw the quest, hitting accept nonetheless. 

“Good, you’ve accepted.” Jael smiled happily.

“I imagine securing passage to Kriene will take some time. I shall wait here in the Shrine and serve Eirene until we are ready to leave.” Priestess Clara smiled at him.

“R-right, sure, no problem.” Aegis forced a smile back.

“Good luck!” Both she and Jael said to him as he turned to walk dejectedly out of the Shrine. Once he’d stepped back out onto the streets he looked up at the tall buildings of Kordas - in the distance he could see one of the tallest towers in the city hosting a single Airship docked beside it.

It looked as a normal ship would, but in addition to a sail on its mast, it had multiple wing-like sails covering its sides, and a strange light purple crystal embedded into the front of its hull that continuously shimmered with a wave-like pattern pulsing across its surface. Aegis didn’t know much about them, but he’d recalled hearing that travel via Airships was insanely expensive.

He felt himself patting his coin pouch on his belt, feeling that it was, and had been empty for quite some time now.

“Maybe there will be enough left over?” He mumbled out loud as he headed off towards the Auction House building. It was the middle of the Afternoon when he made it there and it was just as busy and hectic as he’d remembered it. The street out front was crowded with parked carts attached to all sorts of beasts of burden. Lagnok’s were among them and Aegis was proud that unlike the last time he’d come to Kordas, he recognized what they were. There were still plenty of other strange looking one’s he didn’t recognize yet though. 

As he contemplated heading inside to try and sell his equipment for gold, his absolute hatred for bartering, markets, and the works all crept up from deep inside him, causing him to shiver involuntarily. He opted instead to open up his friends list to see Chax online and sent him a message, letting him know he was in Kordas. With a few more exchanges of words, Aegis saw [Chax - 36] poking his head out of the doorway of the Auction House building and coming to meet him in the streets outside, pushing past the other players and NPCs as they tried to get a spot inside the building. 

“I was wondering when you’d show up again.” Chax said with a smile once he was close enough to be heard over the noisy crowds around them. “Thanks to you I was able to get my intermediate class. I’m a Great Merchant now.” Chax said proudly.

“You were able to sell everything alright?” Aegis asked.

“It took some time, but I got it sorted. Are you looking to offload some more items?” Chax grinned, and Aegis felt like he was reading his mind.

“Yeah, as a matter of fact.” 

“Why don’t we find somewhere a little bit quieter to chat?” Chax suggested.

“Sounds good.” Aegis nodded.



 

Aegis found himself sitting in a quiet upscale restaurant in one of the highest towers in Kordas. Chax sat across from him at a table covered in light green cloth next to an open window overlooking the city, the sound of the crowds in the streets below still somewhat audible, but mixed in with a strange assortment of birds that had gathered on any ledge they could find around the tower’s windows.

The vase on the table held a beautiful pink petaled flower whose petals moved in a wave-like motion from being closed to being open, as if dancing, and Aegis had to avoid staring at it too long to avoid feeling like it was hypnotizing him. Looking around at the other tables, Aegis could see plenty of players with ?? beside their names, as well as several well dressed noble NPCs wearing expensive fabrics and jewelry.

Just as Aegis was getting comfortable in his chair, a young fox-like male demihuman NPC approached wearing a black and white suit and tie.

“Here are your menus, I’ll be back in a moment to take your orders. In the meantime, what would you like to drink?” 

“I’ll have a glass of Lanuskian Wine.” Chax replied before motioning to Aegis.

“I, uh… water, I guess.” Aegis shrugged.

“Very good, sir.” The boy bowed as he placed menus in front of both of them.

“So places like this exist in the game as well?” Aegis asked in disbelief once the server had gone out of earshot. 

“Hah, of course. There’s a few like this in Kordas. This one is owned by a player, he’s an actual restaurant-chain owner in the real world so he knows his stuff. He bought a bunch of gold with real money to get this place as an investment. Uses them both to promote each other, pretty clever actually. Turned out pretty well for him.” Chax replied with a smile. “But we’re not here to talk about restaurants, are we? How is your Blacksmithing and Enchanting coming along?” Chax asked excitedly.

“Good, I’ve got quite a lot of Iron weapons to sell. It’s all uncommon quality or above.” Aegis replied proudly.

“Impressive, and is any of it enchanted?” Chax asked.

“Not this time around, no, I didn’t have any enchanting orbs left.” Aegis replied as Chax sucked his teeth. 

“It’s a pain to sell unenchanted Iron nowadays. Sure, it's possible, but it’s a battleground, everyone is penny pinching to make money to pay their bills. All it takes is one half-decent enchant and-” Chax snapped his fingers. “You’re out of the weeds and looking like a diamond in the rough.

“So you won’t take unenchanted iron?” Aegis sighed as he leaned back, beginning to feel like he was wasting his time - though he was getting ideas for crafts by seeing all the fancy furniture around the restaurant. 

“Here are your drinks, sir.” The server returned and placed a glass of green wine in front of Chax and a glass of water in front of Aegis before walking away.

“I’m not saying that, I’m saying we should be smart about this. If you balance out selling what you must in order to afford the enchanting orbs to enchant whatever is left over, you can then in turn sell the enchanted items at a much greater profit. Doing these sort of calculations is childsplay with my intermediate class skills, of course.”

“So you’re saying I should sell some first to buy enchanting orbs, and then sell the rest?” Aegis clarified.

 “Exactly.” Chax nodded as Aegis hesitated.

 “Thing is…” Aegis tapped his fingers on the table. “I need to convert a certain amount of gold into real world currency. If I don’t get enough, I won’t be able to pay for my Mom to take time off.” Aegis explained. 

 “I see, I see, that’s nice of you, taking care of your mom. How much money do you need, exactly?” Chax asked as he began sipping the Lanuskian wine in front of him.

 “Well, to cover the bills for the month, about 4000$.” Aegis replied. Chax nodded, as if he’d been expecting a number in this range. 

 “Well, it’s possible with my skills, if I carefully manage what I sell and supply you with the gold needed to enchant the rest, and then sell that…” He seemed to be using some of his skills to figure out the perfect balance of transactions, as Aegis saw his fingertips glowing green as he waved them around at his interface for a moment.

 “Ooh.” Chax sucked his teeth again.

 “What is it?” Aegis asked worriedly.

 “The only way we’d manage to pull that off, even if I lowered my skill fee as low as 0.5%, it’s just too unrealistic. We’d need about 800 pieces of Iron equipment. And that’s only if they’re decent quality pieces at that.” Chax replied apologetically, expecting some form of disappointment from Aegis.

 “Really? Good.” Aegis replied with a sigh of relief.

 “Well…” Chax eyed him curiously while taking another sip of the wine. “How much Iron equipment do you have on you?” 

 “Just over 1000, it's all I could carry in my inventory.” Aegis said calmly while Chax began coughing violently, choking on his wine. “Are you okay?” Aegis leaned in worriedly as Chax gave Aegis a nod.

 “One thousand? Where the hell did you get that much Iron? How long did you sit in front of the god damn Kordas forge lines to smelt it all?” Chax whispered in disbelief, trying to avoid drawing more attention to them.

 “Where I got it, I can’t say, but… I forged it using my own forge on my land. The one I bought thanks to our last deal.”

 “Your own- you’re an architect as well?”

 “Y-yeah. I told you last time, right? I leveled every crafting profession to 30.” Aegis shrugged as if this was something Chax should’ve already known.

 “I thought you were joking!” Chax shout-whispered in disbelief as he leaned back, his mind running wild with ideas and possibilities. 

 “I’ve got some dire wolf leather stuff and birch stuff as well, but I figured the iron would be most valuable, so I left the rest back. I’m not good with any of this marketing merchant stuff. I guess it’s my weak spot in this game because… Well, I’m willing to learn everything else, but this stuff isn’t for me.” Aegis admitted as he leaned back as well. “So how many weapons should I sell for enchanting orbs, in order to sell the rest for 4000$ real world currency?” Aegis asked while Chax was still seemingly deep in thought.

 “Forget that idea for now.” Chax leaned in over the table. “You own land - do you have a Leader Merchant in control of your trade routes or trading hall yet?” Chax asked in a whisper.

 “No, well, I don’t have a trading hall yet.” Aegis replied.

 “I’ll make you a deal. You make me a resident of your land and set me as your Merchant Leader. I’ll manage the standard 5% Kordas tax, and I’ll take an additional 20% tax for my services, since it’s how my class gains experience, and in return I’ll manage the sale of all trade goods that you produce.” Chax suggested excitedly as Aegis eyed him up and down carefully. “C’mon, you said it yourself, you hate all this bartering stuff, right? Well me, I can’t get enough of it. I live for it, and I’m incredibly good at it. Heck, one day I bet I’ll be the highest level merchant in this entire game world.” Chax said confidently, but Aegis still wasn’t sure.

 “10%.” Aegis replied after crossing his arms. The only thing he knew about bartering and marketing was to never accept the first offer.

 “Tch. I’ll never become the highest level merchant with just 10%. No wonder you hate bartering, you're terrible at it." Chax replied as he leaned back and crossed his arms.

 “I’ve got all the crafting professions up to 30. The stuff I can make is pretty high quality." Aegis shrugged. 

 “Okay, 15%, that’s as low as I’ll go. 15% to me, 5% to Kordas, the rest goes in your pocket where you can pay your NPCs and your real world bills. And good luck finding any other merchant with my skills that’ll work at that low of a commission.” Chax said confidently. His words worked well on Aegis. Out of fear of losing this opportunity to bypass this entire part of the game completely, Aegis leaned in with a smile and held out his hand for a handshake.

 “Deal.” Aegis said. Chax grinned and shook his hand. 

 “Yes!” Chax shouted. “You made the right choice my friend, together we’re going to get rich!”

            

    
        Chapter 70: Candle, Water, Meat

    
    
    
    
                Chapter 70: Candle, Water, Meat


 “Fwah, I’m stuffed.” Chax patted his stomach as he and Aegis walked side by side through the busy streets of Kordas, avoiding the passing wagons and carts while brushing shoulders with other players and NPCs alike on that busy afternoon. 

 “What was that meat? I’ve got to ask the chef how he cooked it.” Aegis also patted his stomach. 

 “Don’t bother, many cook players have tried, he won’t share any of his recipes.” Chax put his hand on Aegis' shoulder. “Now, let’s talk enchanting. Doing the math it looks like we’ll make the most profit if I have you enchant, let's see, around… 500,” Chax clarified. "then we turn around and sell the 500 enchanted weapons, and we should land at around 5 to 7 hundred thousand gold, after my fees. That'll convert to 5 to 7 thousand dollars in real world currency. Enough to to cover your bills."

 Aegis didn’t have the exact numbers, but he decided for now to trust in Chax's Merchant skills to handle it. At the very least, it looked like Chax's plan meant Aegis could pay for his Mom’s month-long vacation.

 “Is it that easy to make that much money?” Aegis said out loud as he thought on it.

 “Easy?” Chax chuckled while looking at him with a raised eyebrow. “Iron isn’t exactly raining down from the skies here in Kalmoore. The only decent mine that’s been discovered on this island is under the control of the Night Hunters. We’ll have to play it cool, else we might crash the market with how much you’re suddenly bringing to the table. You’ll be making a lot of mid level players around here very, very happy.” Chax patted him on the shoulder again. 

 “Would there be enough left over to buy an Airship ticket?” Aegis asked hopefully.

 “Hah? Hell no,” Chax dismissed this idea as if Aegis was crazy.

 “Why not?” Aegis replied anxiously.

 “Well, you could try, but, the only Airship that regulars Kalmoore -” Chax pointed up at the Airship docked at the Skyport, visible from nearly anywhere in Kordas. “-is player owned. I’ve never met the guy, but I’ve heard he’s some rich retired whale who spent his fortune buying it.”

 “Whale?” Aegis asked, confused.

 “A whale, you know, someone who spends a lot of real money on video games. Guys like him are the reason it’s so easy to sell gold.” Chax shrugged.

 “But there’s a chance, right? If I ask him?” Aegis asked.

 “Eh, doubt it. The only time he ever leaves port is with a full entourage of high level Night Hunter members to protect his ship, and convincing all of them to get on board instead of grinding high level dungeons is going to cost you more than any typical Airship ticket.” Chax shrugged. 

 The more Chax spoke, the more difficult his simple escort quest was beginning to sound, but Aegis wasn’t ready to give up just yet. They arrived at the enchanting tower shortly after where Aegis saw the familiar Enchantress [Ma’hinasha - Level 60].

 Chax bought a couple of enchanting orbs out of pocket for Aegis to get started with, and in exchange Aegis traded over to him 500 of his lowest quality Iron weapons. After discussing inventory sizes and Aegis promising to upgrade Chax’ merchant bags with more expansive higher quality ones to increase his already large inventory, Aegis got to work on enchanting.

 It took an entire day in-game to enchant all 500 of the Iron weapons. Aegis favored using his level 30 bless skill as the primary enchant, but made sure to mix it up as per Chax’ instructions in order to make it easier to sell them en-masse. Chax left Aegis once he’d started the process in order to sell the first 500 iron weapons, periodically returning to the tower with his profits from the first batch in order to buy more lesser enchanting orbs for Aegis to use. When he'd finished selling the last of them and bought the last bundle of enchanting orbs, it took Aegis a final two hours to use them to finish off the remaining enchants. During that time, Aegis got two amazingly delightful notifications. 




	Level Up! Enchanting(Beginner) has reached Level 30!
Congratulations! You have reached the maximum level for Enchanting(Beginner). In order to progress further, you will need to advance the skill to (Intermediate).



	Level Up! Crafting Mastery(Beginner) has reached Level 30!
Congratulations! You have reached the maximum level for Crafting Mastery(Beginner). In order to progress further, you will need to advance the skill to (Intermediate).






Aegis was standing over an enchanting orb at a table with a round indentation in the center designed to hold the orb in place, within the Enchanting tower. His enchanting station was off the way from the center of the room but still on the first floor of the round building. There were curtains separating the enchanting station he was using from the others adjacent to his to offer some privacy, but all were visible from the main desk in the middle that sat in front of the spiral staircase leading to the upper floors. When Aegis had gotten these notifications, he and Chax were the only players in the building. 

“I’ve finished, and hit level 30 enchanting,” Aegis said as he opened a trade menu with Chax to hand over the enchanted weapons. With the menu open, Chax pressed a few buttons on his interface outside of the trading window, until suddenly Aegis received a strange message in a different color than he’d ever seen before.




	[SYSTEM MESSAGE]

You have received a gift! 

A player who wishes to remain anonymous has sent you 4000$. The currency has been automatically converted to your local currency (USD) and added to your Averon Inc. Account balance. 








“There,” Chax said as he hit the accept button on the in-game trade and took the 500 enchanted items as Aegis’ eyes went wide reading the message. “I’m a man of my word, and I have a soft spot for people who take care of their parents, so I went ahead and sold 400,000 gold for real currency already. I’ll send the rest of whatever profits we make to you as gold, once I’m done selling it all.” 

“Holy shit… actual real money, from playing a game.” Aegis was momentarily stunned as he went deep into his game menu to access his Averon account, seeing that the money was really there, and he was able to withdraw it with the click of a button. Aegis couldn’t help himself and ran forward and gave Chax a big hug.

“H-hey, relax.” Chax chuckled. “It’s not a big deal. If you’ve really got land filled with this stuff, together we can make a lot more. We might even be able to buy a restaurant in Kordas someday.” Chax chuckled.

“I’ll be right back!” Aegis shouted excitedly as he quickly logged out of the game. 

 

Eli hopped out of his Simbox and ran over to see his mom’s Simbox was empty. He glanced around worriedly, only to hear the toilet flushing in the bathroom and a moment later Jillian stepped out to see his big dumb grin staring back at her.

“Mom, I did it!” Eli cheered.

“Did what?” she asked, startled and looking half asleep.

“I got the money, you can take the whole next month off of work!” Eli shouted excitedly.

“Oh, great, finally! Phew, I was beginning to get worried.” Jillian let out a big sigh of relief.

“So you gonna call your boss?” Eli asked her.

“Huh? No, I already called him a few days ago.” Jillain shrugged nonchalantly, causing Eli to stare at her confused.

“You took the month off before I had the money?” Eli asked apprehensively.

“Yup.” She smiled.

“What was all that stuff you said about not taking risks?” Eli replied.

“What risk?” She smiled back as she leaned in and kissed him on the forehead. “You know your father might have gotten all that money, but I still think I’m the rich one.” She pulled Eli in and gave him a big hug. Eli felt the urge to be annoyed with his mom but instead just let it go and let her hug him, his arms limp at his side as they stood there for a few seconds. “Ok, that’s enough mushy stuff, I gotta get back in there, this intermediate class quest is kicking my ass.” She gently patted him on his head after letting go of her hug.

“See you back in Rene!” She said last before shutting her Simbox. Eli kept standing there for a moment staring at her Simbox with a big proud smile before he realized he’d left Chax in the middle of the Enchanting tower, and quickly rushed to log back in as well. 

 

When he logged back into the world he had a friend list message from Chax informing them that he’d left to sell the enchanted Iron items and he’d be heading to Rene afterwards. Aegis had discussed the details of where Rene was and what to sell over their meal in their restaurant, but he hadn’t yet set things up for it properly.

While still standing in the Enchanting Tower, he entered his friends list menu and let Ruffily know that Chax would be joining them in Rene and requested she build a house for him to be a resident, and she replied with an excited woof message. When he finally finished and closed out his menus he was startled to see that Ma’hinasha had left the front desk and was standing right in front of him, staring him in the eyes.

“I’ve been watching you. You’re quite skilled at using those orbs. You have grown quite a lot since I first saw you. Many people enter my tower to learn the art of enchanting, but few make it very far. You seem worthy... But before I teach you more, first, you must prove you have what it takes.”




	
Quest: Ma’hinasha has requested that you prove yourself to her by demonstrating you have what it takes to become an Great Enchanter.
Objective: 0/1 Ma’hinasha Impressed.
Quest Giver: Grand Enchantress Ma’hinasha
Reward: Enchanting(Intermediate)
Difficulty: Moderate
Restrictions: Enchanting(Beginner): 30








Aegis’ eyes lit up with excitement as he hit accept. He hadn’t the slightest idea what to expect but he was eager to take on a new challenge and get his first intermediate skill.

“I’ll do it.” Aegis nodded at her.

“Very well, follow me.” She beckoned him with a wave of her hand as she turned and made for the spiral staircase. Aegis followed her up the stairs until they came to a landing on the second floor. The staircase continued upwards to a third floor that looked to be at least 10 meters above them, but Ma’hinasha was interested in leading Aegis to a table set out on this open roomed floor. This floor narrowed, it was smaller than the floor below it. It had statues lining the walls at even intervals, totalling 8, all depicting a cloaked humanoid with a hood pulled down over it's face, hands clasping an enchanting orb in front of their chests. Around them were drapes of dark purple fabric, with small altars glowing light red from the incense burning on them spread about the room. Small streams of smoke rose up from the incense spreading their very powerful, flowery scent, and the end result was that the entire floor was very smoky. 

Ma’hinasha stopped in front of the large dark brown oaken table with a single strip of purple table cloth laying across it vertically, hanging off the ends. There were no chairs for them to sit in, instead the table was a bit higher up than a typical table, as if it was meant to be stood at, not sat at, and laying in the center of the table were three items. A small white candle on a simple iron candle stand, a vial of water, and a strange looking piece of gray meat set neatly on a plate. 

Upon first looking at these three items, Aegis had absolutely no clue what to expect. Nothing his mind came up with could logically explain to him what these three items had to do with each other, or enchanting, but Ma’hinasha waited on one end of the table for him to approach, watching his every move as he did until he got to the side of the table across from her.

“You no doubt believe that Enchanting is the art of placing a spell into an enchanting orb, which then transfers the properties of that spell to an object permanently. And while that is what it has become today, that is not how it began.” She said as she ran her fingers along the edge of the table and began to pace in front of Aegis.

“An enchanting orb assists you in capturing the essence of a very specific formation of magic, be it arcane, divine, natural, or demonic, once the magic is formed into a spell and captured within an enchanting orb, its form becomes absolute." She paused for a moment to look at Aegis, and he gave her a nod. "You cannot infuse an item with a spell directly, that is not how spells are intended to work. If you try to do so without an orb…” Ma’hinasha turned and shot a firebolt out of her right palm at a nearby statue, which dispersed on impact. “The results are predictable, the firebolt does not enchant the statue. It simply does what it was made to do, be a bolt of flames.” She moved back to standing across from Aegis and leaned down towards the three items in front of her.

“However, if you were to say, infuse magic into an object directly, before you’ve converted the magic into a specific spell -” Ma’hinasha reached down and put her hands on the candle’s wick, and it immediately erupted into a small red flickering flame. “The object accepts the magic, and becomes enchanted. Of course, unlike enchanting orbs, these enchants can’t be made permanent by anything but the most legendary of enchanters, but for now, it will be challenging enough for you to force your raw divine magic into an object without casting a spell. That is the essence of what it truly means to be an enchanter,” Ma’hinasha finished as Aegis now understood what the three objects were for.

“Since you are a user of Divine magic, I’ve taken the liberty of selecting three items that your style of magic does particularly well with. So your task is simple,” She said as she pinched the candle’s flame to extinguish it. “Light the candle, purify the diseased meat, and make this into holy water. If you manage to do all of that, you can consider me impressed,” She finished as she looked at Aegis’ focused expression, he was glaring at the three objects carefully as his mind began to race for a solution to this test. 

“Don’t rush, take your time. And don’t feel ashamed if you feel the need to give up, many who have made it this far in their enchanting journey do not pass this point. I’ll be downstairs if you need me.” She smiled and gave him one last wave before walking around the table and back down the spiral staircase to the first floor. Aegis waited until he could no longer hear the sound of her footsteps, then leaned into the candle, putting his arms on either side of it. He ran his mind over everything that Ma’hinasha had explained to him.

“Infuse raw magic into an item… how?” he mumbled. “Casting a spell, supposedly that turns the magic into the spell. So it’s gotta be a step before that.” He thought out loud as he looked at his mana bar in his interface. “Mana’s the key here.” He concluded. He gently placed his finger tips on the wick of the candle and squeezed it, but nothing happened. He took a deep breath, inhaling the heavy incensed air as he tried to think clearly.

“Use mana without casting a spell…” He closed his eyes and tried to imagine what it felt like to cast a spell, but without actually casting one. Whenever he’d wanted to cast the spell he just called out the name and the game handled the rest, like he’d summoned his will forward through words. And suddenly it clicked in his head how it worked. The Simbox was able to read his intentions not just through his words, but his intent to speak, just how it was able to tell him how to build a bridge just by his intent to build a bridge, and feed him the information that his architecture's skill level could. He only needed to force the same intent through to light the candle, without using spellcasting words. He needed something to help himself mentally associate with intent, and then he thought of Pyri.

Pyri, the wizard class player - she had a wizard passive skill related to control. She canceled her spells not by using words, but with intent and the snapping of her fingers. Aegis opened his eyes as he came to all of these conclusions. With one hand on the wick of the candle, he held his other hand above it and focused with all his might on his intent, he wanted to infuse his divine magic into the candle. He wanted to light the candle with his magic, with a holy flame. He winced his eyes shut one last time.

*Snap*

He opened his eyes to see an unlit candle. He let out a disappointed sigh, thinking on what he could be doing wrong, but he noticed his mana bar was slowly refilling - he had spent 200 of his mana on something. It was working, he just needed to use more mana. He got excited once more - he was on the right track, he just underestimated the amount of mana he’d have to use. He closed his eyes shut tight again, this time thinking of his intent of flooding as much magic as he possibly could into the candle to light the small flame, and once he had it in his mind, he snapped his finger.

*Snap*

He immediately felt the heat and heard the whooshing sound of the flame igniting as he opened his eyes and pulled his fingers away from the wick. A small white flame resembling Sapphire’s holy fire spell was flickering peacefully on the candle’s wick. Looking at his mana bar, he’d spent 1000 mana to do it. 

“Yes!” Aegis shouted excitedly. For the first time in this game he felt like he wasn’t just casting spells in a game world, he felt as though he’d actually learned how to use magic. He couldn’t hold it in and ended up doing a small fist pump to himself, and in that time the small flame extinguished itself. “Only lasted like 30 seconds, guess my skill is low,” Aegis commented. He then creaked his neck and cracked his knuckles, stretching his elbows out as he moved in front of the diseased meat.

Knowing that he needed to imagine his divine magic infusing itself into the meat and ridding it of impurities, his mind ended up at his Cleanse spell. He thought about how it felt to cast the spell as he gently touched the meat with one hand and waited patiently for his mana to regenerate. Once he was back above 1000 mana, he closed his eyes, thought about his intent, and snapped his fingers with his free hand as he felt a rush of light flow from his fingertips into the meat. Aegis’ mana dropped to 0 while the meat gave off a bright warm white glow for a moment. Once the glow was gone, the meat had changed color to a much more edible looking dark red.

The last step was the holy water, and as Aegis moved to the vial he repeated the process with this time imagining the bless spell instead of cleanse. With his mana full, he infused it with all he had and watched as light transferred from his fingertips into the water and the itemcard for the vial changed from [Vial of Water] to [Vial of Holy Water]. He was out of mana again, but he’d done it, and excitedly ran downstairs to Ma’hinasha.

“I’m ready to show you what I can do.” Aegis tried to hold in his excitement. 

“Really now? That was rather quick.” She looked at him impressed. “Lead the way.” She motioned him back up the stairs. Aegis quickly rushed over to the table to stand behind it, motioning to the water and meat first as she approached. 

 “Not bad…” She inspected the meat first, then picked up the vial and looked at it from all sides. “Not bad at all. And a practical demonstration, if you will…” She motioned to the candle. Aegis put his right hand’s fingers on the wick, held his left hand back then snapped his fingers, and the bright white flame erupted, dancing in the smoke of the incense as he pulled his hands back.

 “Ah, delightful.” She gave a single clap. “It’s always a treat to see a divine enchanter, their white flames are so rarely seen. I get bored of the red, black and green flames of the many wizards, warlocks and druids that come through here.” Ma’hinasha smiled at Aegis. “Snapping fingers, nice touch. Most resort to yelling out ‘enchant’, but I suppose snapping works just fine.” She shrugged, and as she said this Aegis felt silly for not thinking of that. “Now you must be careful, enchanting in this way can be very draining on your mana. As I’m sure you’ve learned, on just these small objects, it’s already quite taxing. I would recommend you improve your skills drastically before trying anything bigger.” She began pacing again. 

 “You’ve undoubtedly noticed as well, that different objects will react differently to this skill. Feel free to experiment, and do not underestimate divine magic. Its effects aren’t as flashy as say, a druid enchanting seeds to grow larger plants, but purifying food is incredibly valuable for those who lack safe food to eat, and the world is filled with many lands with many troubled souls in need of such magic.” She continued pacing.

 “I hope that when we meet again, you will have traveled the lands a great deal and mastered what it takes to infuse your magic into many objects, not just enchanting orbs... For that is what it takes to become a Master Enchanter.” She smiled, and as she spoke, Aegis couldn’t help but feel she was giving him hints at obtaining the advanced skill. He didn’t have time to ponder too much though. As soon as she finished talking, she smiled and turned away from him and he got several notifications popping up in his face.




	
Quest Complete! 1/1 Ma’hinasha Impressed

Congratulations! You have advanced from Enchanting(Beginner): 30 to Enchanting(Intermediate): 30. You may now level this skill up to a maximum of 150. 

Your use of the Enchanting skill has unlocked the Enchanting Ability: [Enchant Object(Divine)]





	
[Enchant Object(Divine)] - Enchanting

Enchant an object with magic type: Divine. The effects of the enchantment, duration, and mana cost depend on the object enchanted, and scale based off of Enchanting’s skill level.

Minimum Cost: 1000 Mana








 As Aegis read over these skills for a second, something that had been bothering him for a while rushed to the front of his mind. He waited for his mana to refill and walked back over to the candle and put his fingers on it.

 “Enchant Object!” he shouted to use the skill, and it worked. He conveyed intent by shouting out the name of the spell, but suddenly Aegis remembered - Sapphire snapped her fingers every time that she’d created a Holy Fire spell to throw at him back in Orm. It wasn’t just this skill that the Simbox was casting based off of intent, it was all of them. How had he not realized this sooner? He felt like an idiot, he’d seen countless examples of players doing it but he just hadn’t realized how. He thought maybe they had some skill he was missing that let them do it, but that wasn’t it at all. It was an understanding of how the Simbox was reading his intentions, as if the Simbox was letting his thoughts of using his skills bring the skills out of him.

 “It’s like… almost like real magic,” Aegis said out loud as he came to the realization. He closed his eyes, put his fingers on his own chest with his right hand, and snapped his fingers with his left while focusing on healing wind. He felt the warm glow and watched as the light of the healing wind wrapped around him. He had managed to cast the Healing Wind spell by snapping his fingers, rather than shouting out the name of the spell. “Hah!” Aegis shouted with glee. He decided to take it one step further.

 He closed his eyes, bent his knees and focused as hard as he could on using healing wind on himself. He felt blood rushing to his face, squinting, pressing as hard as he could to get the magic out of him, but nothing happened after a few seconds of trying. Without the finger snap, it wasn’t working. “Puah.” He finally released air as he recomposed himself. He’d seen finger snap casting, and he knew free-hand casting with words worked, but never completely free casting, and wondered if that was even possible. He wasn’t done trying, but decided to give up for now as he headed out of the enchanting tower with a skip in his step as he pondered to himself which was better between his now two available casting options.

Once back in the busy streets of Kordas, Aegis looked around to think about what intermediate skill to learn next. The only thing that came to mind was his class though, despite how unrealistic and impossible it was starting to feel. He found himself staring up at the Airship tower far above him in the distance, unsure if he'd ever get a chance to ride it. 

"Only one way to find out." He shrugged nervously to himself as he set off in the direction of the Kordas Skyport.

            

    
        Chapter 71: Captain Leonard

    
    
    
    
                Chapter 71: Captain Leonard


Aegis arrived outside the Skyport that late afternoon. Standing at the base of the tower was intimidating, he had to tilt his neck all the way back to look up and see the top where the singular docked Airship sat, casting its shadow down over the city. Aegis found that just by staring at such a magnificently constructed building, his Architecture skill allowed him to ponder what would go into building such a thing, but he shook it off to focus on the task at hand. The building had a lot more Kordas Guards than any other building in the city, Aegis taking note that the guards in this city averaged around level 30.

Aegis stepped inside to see the interior of the tower on the first floor was plain, consisting only of a wide ramp that circled around the walls of the interior as it ascended upwards to the top floor. There were the odd windows here and there that enabled light to shine in, but apart from that, nothing. Aegis was at least thankful that it was a ramp and not a staircase but he imagined that was not for his convenience, but for carts and wagons.

Ramp or not though, it was a long climb to the top. Each time he passed one of the windows as he climbed he could see more and more of the city and the rooftops, taking in more of the architectural style as he did. Soon enough he was higher up than he had been in the Restaurant with Chax, and it still kept going until finally he arrived at the top floor. The tower flattened out to a wide wooden floored landing that extended out in all directions in a circular fashion. In the center was a stonewalled room under the open skies, a counter built into the wall facing him with an NPC sitting behind it, leaning back in a chair sleeping. There were 8 guards standing about in various locations who took notice of his arrival, but all remained standing still and silent, backs straight and spears at their sides, all donning the Kordas Knight’s armor. 

Aegis did a quick scan of his surroundings to see that while only one was in use, the tower had a total of three piers extending out from the tower on opposing sides from one another. Staring out at the occupied pier he saw the Airship that he’d seen from the streets, just floating idly in the air. There were ropes that tied the Airship to the pier but aside from that it was just floating there. Aegis couldn’t wrap his head around it. He tried looking for propellers, or a hot air balloon, or something, but he found none. He gave up trying to make sense of it and started walking towards the pier. 

It wasn’t until he took his first few steps out onto the pier and looked over the wooden railings that he got a real sense for just how high above the city he was, and a primal fear of heights slowly began to trickle up inside of him. The fact that the only thing standing between him and a several hundred meter drop was a pier made of some thin wooden planks didn’t help. 

He could see at the end of the pier a pair of Kordas guards flanking an older human player wearing a black suit and tie, [Gregory - Level 30], who was watching him approach expectantly. Aegis tried his best to gulp down his fears and walk calmly towards him, but a heavy wind blew over the tower causing the wood to make an ominous creaking sound. Aegis nervously grabbed the railings tight and stood still for a moment as he waited for the gust of wind to pass, all the while the player in front of him just stared at him with a blank expression. 

Aegis sighed at himself and regained his composure as quickly as he could before walking cautiously the rest of the way across the pier to stand in front of Gregory as he stood blocking the single wide wooden plank connecting the pier to the ship. Though only a few meters away from the ship now, the Airship’s deck was still slightly elevated and above Aegis’ eyeline so that he couldn’t see anything onboard. 

“Yes, how may I assist you?” Gregory spoke, his voice carrying a British accent.

“Well, I was hoping to speak with the Captain of the ship.” Aegis replied.

“Is he expecting you?” Gregory asked.

“N-no.” Aegis replied nervously. 

“Then I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you to leave. The Captain is busy at the moment.” Gregory replied as politely as he could.

“Oh pish posh, What does he look like Gregory?” A feminine male voice called out from somewhere on the deck of the Airship, also a british accent. 

“He’s garbed in a Priests’ attire, sir.” Gregory shouted back while looking Aegis up and down.

“Well? To which god?” The voice called back.

“Which video game god do you serve?” Gregory asked, and Aegis could hear the disdain in his voice. It reminded Aegis of himself the way he used to talk about the game. Aegis pointed out the symbol of Eirene on his vestments to him, but Gregory just continued to stare blankly at Aegis.

“Eirene…” Aegis replied.

“He says Eirene.” Gregory shouted to the person on the deck.

“Oh, we love her. Absolutely delightful shrine, cute star, polygamy... easily my fave.” The voice called back. “What level is he?” Gregory clearly looked up above Aegis’ head to look at his level.

“Thirty.” Gregory shouted back. 

“Is he handsome?” the voice asked.

“I can’t say, sir.” Gregory replied uninterested.

“Well what does he want? He isn’t another one of those people begging for a ride to go and play with their friends, is he?” The voice asked.

“Are you-” before Gregory could finish, Aegis interrupted him.

“No.” Aegis replied.

“He says no.” Gregory repeated loudly for the man on the deck to hear. 

“Well, send him up then. Chop chop.” The voice shouted. 

“The Captain will see you now.” Gregory groaned in annoyance as he stepped aside, motioning Aegis to board the ship. 

“Th-thanks.” Aegis tried to politely bow, but Gregory didn’t seem to care at all. As Aegis walked up the wooden plank onto the deck of the ship he wasn’t sure what to expect, but his imagination was running wild with excitement. That is, until he actually got onto the deck.

On the far side of the deck of the ship, near the front, was a large circular wooden tub filled with soapy water, steam rising out of it. Sitting in the tub completely nude was a male human player. Behind him, outside the tub, sat a shirtless male orc who was in the process of massaging the players shoulders as he lay relaxed, leaning back with his legs crossed hanging off the end of the tub closest to Aegis. 

Not far from him sat two completely nude female NPCs laying on wooden lawn chairs with mounted umbrellas overtop of them to partially protect them from the sun. One was clearly an elf, the other a human, but Aegis didn’t stare long enough to take in any details other than that and instead embarrassedly looked away. 

“Oh, a streamer, I hope your profanity filter isn't on.” He said playfully as he and Aegis locked eyes. As he did, he watched as the man in the tub winked at him and uncrossed his legs with a smile. Aegis could not stand to look directly at him, but he caught a glimpse of his face long enough to see his wavy blonde hair and muscular physique with [Leonard - Level 30] above his head.

“It’s on.” Aegis replied quickly. 

“Aw, that’s a shame. Your character is pretty cute.” He smiled playfully. “So, Aegis, the level 30 Priest of Eirene, how may I help you on this fine day?” He asked as Aegis looked down at his feet, unsure of where to point his eyes at this point. As he did, he noticed the portion of the deck he was standing on wasn’t made of wood, but a large flat circular stone with magic runes carved into the stone work. He felt uneasy standing on it and took a light step off of the magic circle before responding. 

“I was hoping, if it’s not too much trouble, if you’d maybe consider helping me get to another island.” Aegis replied.

“Of course you did, darling.” Leonard stood up from the tub of water. Aegis couldn’t see him do it, but heard the water moving and the sound of his feet stepping onto the wooden deck of the ship. “That is why everyone comes up here. But pray do tell, why is it I should help you?” He snapped his fingers as the orc pulled a silk robe out from his inventory and put it on Leonard. Aegis took a chance to look up and was relieved to see Leonard now robed, and that the Orc was at least wearing shorts. 

“Well.. I could get you gold. I could pay.” Aegis replied as he looked up to meet Leonard’s eyes to catch his smiling gaze. Leonard brushed his hands through his wavy hair as he approached, the orc following behind him - he saw now the NPC Orc's name [Golmak(Elite) - Level 45].

“Do I look like I need gold?” Leonard replied as he waved his hands at the Airship they stood on.

“I, uh.” Aegis tried to think what this player might be looking for. The worst things came to his mind first, and he veered away from them. “I could craft you something. Anything you want.”

“I’ve already got plenty of crafters at my disposal.” He faked a yawn. “I’m losing interest in you, Aegis.” He stopped approaching and looked at him with disapproval. “Material things aren’t going to cut it.”

“I don’t know what you want, but… I need to escort a Priestess of Eirene to the island of Kriene for a quest. It’s really important that I do this quest, and without your help I don’t see how I can possibly get there. Please.” Aegis bowed respectfully to him. 

“Oooh.” Leonard pursed his lips. “A cross-island escort, those are rare. Usually exciting, epic quests. And you seem desperate. You have my attention again, Aegis.” He grinned from ear to ear. “What is this quest for?”

“Well, it’s…” Aegis wasn’t sure how much detail he should share, but after contemplation he felt he didn’t have much choice. “It’s for my intermediate class quest.” Aegis finished. Leonard sucked this teeth at this and turned away, waving him off.

“Boring. Remove him from the Airship.” Leonard motioned to Golmak, and suddenly a gigantic Iron Greatword appeared sheathed on the orcs back as he marched toward Aegis.

“W-wait, please!” Aegis shouted over Golmak to Leonard as he was making his way towards the two nude female NPCs. “If you turn me down, then all the work I put in would be for nothing.”

“Nice try, boy. Plenty of players come up here thinking they can trick me to get an Airship ride to another island. You think because I’m some rich player with an Airship, I must be an idiot who knows nothing about the game, huh?” He shouted with a hint of anger in his voice. “I know all of the Eirene Priest intermediate class quests in Kordas, and none of them require Airship travel.” Leonard replied dismissively without looking back at him. The orc firmly grabbed Aegis shoulder and forcefully spun him around, leading him towards the plank off the ship.

“I’m not lying!” Aegis tried to struggle against the Golmak's grip to have a chance to explain himself, but he couldn’t get free, the strength difference was too great. “It’s an undiscovered class. I don’t know what it's called yet, because the quest lists it as unknown, but, I swear I’m not lying!” Aegis shouted out desperately.

“Can you prove it?” Leonard turned around to look at Aegis as he was nudged to the edge of the Airship overlooking the pier. He could see Gregory was now staring up at him from below, but turned his neck as best he could to face Leonard.

“I… uh…” Aegis’ mind raced for a way that he could prove he was telling the truth. “The Priestess of Eirene, from Orm, the one I need to escort - she can tell you it’s true. She’s waiting at the Shrine of Eirene.” Aegis explained desperately.

“Right, more lies. I’m not an idiot, I’m aware that these NPCs are just as real as the people of our world.” Leonard sighed. “A few gold coins and they’ll tell a lie or two for you, even the good Priests and Priestesses, isn’t that right Priestess Sashana?” Leonard asked the nude female elf.

“Yes, my love.” She replied with a chuckle. 

“Goodbye, Priest of Eirene.” Leonard gave him one final wave off.

“Wait!” Aegis shouted as he desperately held his ground. He felt himself pulling out his knowledge of his brace and shield mastery skill to hold back against the force of the Orcs hand forcing him off the Airship. He knew here and now, if he couldn’t convince this Captain, there was little to no possibility of him reaching Kriene anytime soon. “I have a one of a kind skill. I’m the only one who has it, it’s the reason I was able to get the intermediate quest. If you use identify on me, you’ll see I’m telling the truth.” Aegis shouted, and this caused the Orc to stop pushing him down.

“Hm.” Leonard was clearly pondering Aegis’ words, eying him up and down carefully. “Bring him back here.” Leonard finally decided, motioning to Golmak. The orc forcefully pulled Aegis by his shoulder and lead him to stand in front of Leonard once more as Leonord pulled out from his inventory a familiar Wand of Identifying - it looked identical to the ones that Keldan had tried using on him. Leonard feigned flicking the wand and caused Aegis to instinctively wiggle and try to avoid its cast while wincing, but Leonard hadn’t actually used it yet.

“Ooh.” He pursed his lips again. “You really are hiding something. Don’t worry darling, your secrets are safe with me.” He smiled ear to ear as he flicked the Wand, this time for real, and Aegis saw the familiar lights of the identify spell swirl around his body. Leonard began wagging his finger around in front of his face as he looked through his interface, reading the stats and skills of Aegis’ item card. It felt awkwardly invasive - despite Aegis being the only one fully clothed, he felt more naked than anyone else on the Airship deck as Leonard peaked through his skills.

“Ooh la la, me oh my oh my my my.” Leonard’s face turned to shock as he went over the skills. “Goodness gracious you’ve been a busy bee. You might just be telling the truth.” Leonard let out a giddy shiver. “Alright.” Leonard waved the screen away to look Aegis in the eyes once more.

“You’ll take me?” Aegis asked with hopeful eyes.

“Perhaps. Where did you say you needed to go for this quest?” Leonard asked.

“Kriene, the city of Arallia.” Aegis replied.

“That’s where the Great Prophet of Eirene is. I suppose your story really does check out, but unfortunately for you, Kriene’s Skyport is one of the problem Skyports.” Leonard pursed his lips to one side.

“Problem Skyports?” 

“My dear Priest, did you come up here asking for an Airship ride without knowing anything about them?” Leonard looked at him disappointedly, but he didn’t need to answer, he saw the look on Aegis’ face that said yes, causing him to sigh. “Airships are able to fly above the Abyss through the use of modified Island stones, like the one carved into the hull of this ship. These are rare, unobtainable stones - at least not a single new one has been found since the game has launched. Do you know what that means?”

“They’re expensive… and exclusive?” Aegis asked.

“Worse. When the game launched, players assumed that we’d eventually be finding more of them, so they treated Airships like fun little sky pirate vessels. Raiding them, stealing them, attacking them. Who doesn’t want an Airship, right?”

“Right…” Aegis replied.

“Well, what do you think happens when an Airship falls out of the sky into the Abyss due to such foolish actions? It’s gone, forever, and that’s one less available in The Shattered World Online. It wasn’t until we got below 100 Airships left in this entire gameworld that players started being more protective of the ships and stopped recklessly destroying them.” Leonard explained as he began pacing in front of Aegis, while Golmak had released the grip on his shoulder. 

“That explains why travel is so expensive.” Aegis mumbled to himself.

“Precisely. Nowadays, players don’t risk attacking Airships over the abyss lest the battle goes poorly and an Airship is lost for ever. They will however gladly attempt such actions over land. Here in Kordas, we’re lucky, the Skyport is within the capital and thanks to the Night Hunters, under the protection of the top guild and all of the city guard.” Leonard motioned to the two guards standing on the pier in front of the ship.

“But a city like Arallia… The skyport is on the outskirts of the capital, not inside it. It’s not under any protection but the protection I bring with me.” Leonard explained, and with this, Aegis knew what he was getting at. “So, my young Priest of Eirene. If you wish for me to take you on this epic escort quest, you’ll need to guarantee me I won’t be raided and robbed by a guild of Arallian thugs when we land. No, I won’t take you there unless the guild leader of the Night Hunters herself is on board.” He finished as he turned away, walking back towards the two female NPCs.

“If you can convince her and a few of her high level guild members to come along as protection, then you have yourself a ticket to Kriene. Until then, toodles.” Leonard motioned for him to leave. He was expecting Aegis to sound dejected or frustrated, but it was the opposite - he had a chance, he just had to find a way to convince the Night Hunters to help him.

“Okay, thanks Captain Leonard!” Aegis shouted cheerfully, and with that he turned and made his way off the ship. 

“Good luck.” Gregory mumbled half heartedly as Aegis walked past him back onto the pier, which caused Aegis to stop and spin around to face him.

“You wouldn’t happen to know where the Night Hunter’s guild hall is, would you?” Aegis tried asking Gregory. Gregory simply returned a blank stare as if he couldn’t believe Aegis thought he’d know something like that. “R-right, I’ll find it.” Aegis smiled awkwardly in response before turning and heading off the pier, making his way back down the Skyport Tower, and into the city streets of Kordas.
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With instructions from a Kordas Guard, Aegis found himself standing infront of the Night Hunter's Guild hall. It was tucked between two of the more majestic buildings within the city, in the wealthier district. Here, the streets were spotless and neatly paved with fancy decorative lanterns hanging Night Hunter banners lining them. There were few to no other players nearby, nor were carts with beasts of burden pulling them along visible in any direction. It was quiet and calming, and a wonder to behold the artwork depicted on the buildings around him, the Guildhall included.

 There were large statues depicting Gods, Beasts, and Heroes of a large variety, the majority of which Aegis didn’t recognize, but he felt captivated by the intricate details put into some of them. Coupled with that, the frames, pillars, fences, doors, windows and posts that held up the buildings and surrounded them were all made with great care. From spiral and flower shaped engravings to uniquely shaped braces holding up walls, all of it was detailed and looked expensive compared to the plain buildings of the rest of the city.

 A short stone walkway led from the street through a gated fence that surrounded the guildhall. Aegis could tell he was at the right building because the obnoxious 'Night Hunters' sign above the door, and two large owl statues flanking the path that matched the owl he’d seen depicted on the tabards of the members he’d encountered thus far. He walked along the path into the well kept garden within the fences and continued on towards the large pair of doors leading inside. 

 When he got in front of the doors, he wasn’t quite sure the etiquette. Should he knock, or just walk in as if it were a public building? Not wanting to be rude, he tried knocking first. After he knocked he waited patiently for a moment.

 “It’s not locked, you may enter.” A male voice called out from the other side of the door. Aegis opened the door to see before him a purple strip of carpet leading him forward to a desk a few meters in front of him. The guildhall entryway was beautifully decorated but small, instead having several doors and hallways branching in various directions, including a staircase to the left of the desk in front of him leading to a second floor. As Aegis closed the door behind himself and walked towards the desk he heard nothing but the sound of his leather shoes tapping on the smooth marble floors, flickering lantern flames that hung off the walls reflecting off of them.

 Behind the counter sat a Satyr NPC, the first of which Aegis had encountered. He was covered in short light purple fir with pink stripes and spiral patterns here and there, and a pair of large curled horns protruding out of his forehead. His nose was like that of a dog with a short protruding snout, his teeth structure resembling as such rather than having flat teeth like that of a human. That much Aegis could see as he opened his mouth to talk while turning in a spinning wooden chair to face the approaching Aegis.

 “Welcome to the Night Hunter’s Guild Hall, how may I help you?” He asked politely with a smile. [Sek’trian - Level 30] sat above his head in white text. 

 “Hello… I was hoping to speak with the leader. I believe her name is Quinn.” Aegis replied as politely and respectfully as he could. Luckily, out of all of Sek’trian’s interesting features, his most interesting feature was his uniquely star-shaped pupils that helped Aegis in focusing on only staring into his eyes rather than rudely gawking at his horns or spiral patterned fur. 

 “And what is this in regards to?” Sek’trian replied.

 “Well, I’d like to make a request, I guess.” Aegis shrugged.

 “Unfortunately Guildmaster Quinn is presently occupied. If you’d leave your request with me, I can make sure she gets it.” Sek’train replied.

 “Uh…” Aegis hesitated as he looked around. “I think this is something I’d need to request in person. Do you know when she might be back here?” Aegis asked.

 “I do not.” He replied apologetically. 

 “Hm.” Aegis thought for a moment. “Is there anyone else around I could speak to? Herilon, or Sapphire maybe?” 

 “I believe they are all busy at the moment. There are a few members within this building from the Crafting Team, if you’d like I can call the lead Craftsman for the Night Hunters to speak with you, if he’s not busy.” Sek’trian suggested. 

 “Yup, sure, that’d be great!” Aegis replied enthusiastically. As long as it was another player, they’d be able to get information on when Quinn would get back. 

 “I’ll be right back, let me see if Tullan is available.” Sek’trian replied as he stood up, making an odd clopping sound as his feet hit the ground. He made his way around the desk and down one of the hallways, and as his legs came into view, Aegis saw he had hooves for feet and legs like that of a horse's hind limbs that made loud clopping sounds on the marble floors as he disappeared further into the building. 

 A few minutes later Aegis could hear him coming back with another pair of heavy footsteps, and eventually Sek’trian and a dwarf came into his view. [Tullan - ??] was a short dwarven player with bushy brown hair and a braided brown beard, wearing simple leather armor and an apron covered in soot stains, tools hanging from pockets in the front with blackened leather gloves on his hands.

 “‘Ello there, what’s the matt-” Tullan began speaking as he looked up and saw Aegis’ name and level. “It’s you!” He shouted angrily, his accent as he spoke was Scottish in nature. 

 “Uh, I…” Aegis looked at him startled and confused.

 “Yer the bastard undercuttin’ all me Iron Crafts!” He stomped forward with an angry glare while pointing at Aegis threateningly. “You and that blasted Chax feller! What’re ye thinkin’, sellin’ all that iron. And where’d ya get it!” He continued to shout as Aegis slowly backed away from his aggressive finger wagging. “It’s a damn waste, that shoddy craftsmanship. Ye’ call yerself a blacksmith!?” He continued while Sek’trian stood off to the side.

 “I’m just starting out, I needed the gold… isn’t competition a good thing? For the players?” Aegis tried to defend himself as he quickly ran out of room to back up and bumped into the wall.

 “‘Isn’t it good fer the players’ he says.” Tullan said in a mocking voice, imitating Aegis’ facial expression in an unpleasant way. “What’s good about this crap!” He pulled out one of Aegis’ lower quality Iron swords, from the unenchanted batch that Chax had sold, and waved it around in the air.

 “You bought one of them?” Aegis asked curiously as he watched him.

 “Of course I did, someone comes in with that much Iron, I gotta see what I’m competin’ with. Sure, the stats may be passable, but what kinda craftsmanship is this!” Tullan said as he tried balancing the sword on his finger, watching it keel quickly to one side. "The balance is off," He said as he quickly caught the hilt to stop it from falling, then held the blade upright and moved it to line up with Aegis' eyeline. "The blade is warped," he continued, pulling a smithing hammer from the front of his apron and slamming it on the pommel of the sword, causing the blade to let off a metalic wobbling sound. "And it sounds like it oughta be an instrument in a marching band!" He finished by tossing the sword on the ground in front of Aegis. “D’you know anythin’ ‘bout blacksmithin’ or you just havin’ a laugh usin’ the games skills to do all the work for ye’?” Tullan continued to scold him.

 “I… I don’t know anything about it, but I thought all of my crafts came out pretty good.” Aegis defended himself.

 “Pretty good, he says. Hah! What’s an idiot like you doin’ raisin his blacksmithin’ all the way to level 30 when he aint got a chance at goin’ intermediate?” Tullan waved him off angrily as he turned and began stomping way, kicking the blade to the side of the room as he did as if it was discardable trash. 

 “That’s just the uncommon ones. My better crafts were Enchanted. I just got intermediate Enchanting, so don’t think I can’t pass the intermediate blacksmithing quest too.” Aegis replied, a little bit annoyed now by Tullan’s behaviour. He understood the anger of being undercut, but watching a sword he’d worked hard on making just get tossed aside like that got under his skin.

 “Hah, Enchanting? You think that’s somethin’ special? That’s the easiest intermediate quest ter get. And you think this is any better?” Tullan pulled from his inventory another sword, this time it was one of Aegis’ uncommon blades, enchanted with bless and giving off a shining glow.

 “It’s the same damn problem. ” He did the same balance test and the sword leaned towards the blade side before Tullan stopped it from falling. “Ye know, there’s more to makin’ a good weapon than jus’ a pretty lookin item card to put on the Auction House. I’ll admit, the holy damage enchant is a nice, ye’ don’t see that often, but that’s all it’s got goin’ for it.” Tullan put the enchanted blade back in his inventory and went back to pointing aggressively. “Yeh got all that iron, and yer wastin’ it on junk. If you’d given it all ter me, I’d be doin’ me advanced quest by now.” He sighed angrily.

 “What do you mean there’s more than the item card? The game just uses game stats, doesn’t it?” Aegis replied, confused.

 “Peh, yer level 30. You’ll get it soon enough, the beginner trainin’ wheels are gon’ start comin’ off. Then you’ll be gettin’ a real nice’n’ warm welcome to the Real Shattered World Online.” Tullan smirked while shaking his head in disbelief. “Alright then, kiddo, waddya’ call me down here for, I’m in the middle of repairin’ our team’s equipment.” Tullan’s voice finally softened up.

 “I uh… I need to speak with Quinn about something. Do you know when she’ll be back here?”

 “Aye, they’re battlin through an ol’ tower dungeon to the east. They aint plannin on comin back for an in-game month.” Tullan replied and watched as disappointment filled Aegis’ face. “Relax, they got a sage with ‘em, if it’s important, I can get her here for a chat.” Tullan shrugged as he began pressing buttons in his interface.

 “Please, if it’s not too much trouble.” Aegis replied.

 “Yeah yeah, this oughta be interestin’.” He replied dismissively as he finished pressing buttons. A few moments later, a blue portal ripped open in the middle of the hall. Sek’trian and Tullan barely reacted to it, as if it was a regular occurrence. On the other end of the portal Aegis could see a large number of high level players sitting around a campfire in a dimly lit chamber, all equipped with powerful looking gear, sitting around eating as if on a lunch break. Through the portal stepped Quinn as her feet went from standing on the floor of the dimly lit chamber, to stepping onto the marble floor of the guild hall.

 “Aegis, you came sooner than expected.” Quinn smiled at him as the portal she’d stepped through disappeared. 

 “You know this amateur?” Tullan asked with a raised brow. 

 “Yes, he’s the Lord of Rene, a new land just outside of Orm.” Quinn explained to Tullan.

 “That explains how he smelted all that garbage.” Tullan mumbled rudely.

 “So, are you here to join the Night Hunters?” Quinn asked excitedly.

 “Join? No, not exactly. I came to ask a favor.” Aegis said before taking a deep breath. “I spoke with Captain Leonard and he said he is willing to fly me to Kriene, but only if you are on board along with some other high level members, to protect his ship.” Aegis explained, and this immediately quieted Tullan into an intrigued stare, glancing between Aegis and Quinn.

 “Why do you need to go to Kriene?” Quinn asked curiously.

 “It’s… for a quest. I’m guessing Sapphire told you.” Aegis replied reluctantly. 

 “She did. Interesting. Kriene, that’s Arallia, right?” Quinn turned to ask Tullan who nodded. “The Monastery of Stars is there. That’s where the Great Prophet of Eirene is. Makes sense.” Quinn placed a finger on her chin. “Unfortunately, that's a week's flight, both ways. You’re asking a little bit too much. It'd be hard to convince several of my high level players to spend half a month just traveling there and back, not including the time it’d take you to complete your quest.” Quinn replied while tapping her foot.

 “I know it’s a lot, but I don't have any choice. I’ve got to escort the priestess there. Please, if It’s gold, I can work towards paying you back for whatever you think it’d cost.” Aegis asked as nicely as he could.

 “Gold would be nice. We can buy a lot of things with gold, but the amount would be just too unreasonable. I want something better than that.” Quinn looked to Tullan, then back to Aegis. “Tullan's been saying that the person putting all those weapons on the market must have procured a lucrative source of Iron. Seeing as it turns out the person is you, the source is no doubt somewhere near Rene. It must be quite the source, unlike any we have found in Kalmoore yet.” Quinn paced a few steps in front of Aegis as Aegis watched a grin grow across Tullan’s face.

 “If you are willing to join the Night Hunter’s and give up your source of Iron, we’ll be willing to escort you to Kriene.” Quinn said as she stopped pacing and crossed her arms in front of Aegis. It went so quiet, you could hear a pin drop, as all three of them stared intently at Aegis as Aegis’s mind mulled over the proposed deal. The source of Iron he had was great, it’d allow him to keep leveling up his mining and blacksmithing until he’d figured out where to get Mithral, - but farming those golems was not very efficient anymore, given their level. It wouldn’t be a complete loss to give it up to players who only wanted to craft. But there was no guarantee he’d find another source as good as that.

 “I won’t join your guild, and I can't give up the source of Iron completely. Me and my Crafter still need it. But, I'll share it with the Night Hunters." Aegis said as he saw the disappointment on their faces. "Me and my crafter get priority on the Iron, but anytime we aren't using it, you guys can have it."

 “Just splittin’ it? We're just gettin' the leftovers?” Tullan asked, sounding annoyed.

 “I’m not sure that’ll be good enough.” Quinn pulled her lips to one side.

 “It’s extremely lucrative. This particular source of iron regenerates. Long term, in the hands of a skilled crafter…” Aegis motioned to Tullan as a form of flattery. “It’s priceless.” Aegis explained.

 “Give us some numbers.” Quinn asked.

 “The total amounts to a maximum of 50 iron ore per hour. And me and my crafter aren't sitting about mining it all day, we've got other skills we want to level, and quests to complete. So there will be plenty of time for the Night Hunters to gather.”

 “50 Iron ore an hour, and it regenerates, you say?” Tullan’s eyes lit up, and Aegis could tell he was on the right track to getting his Airship ride.

 “In a sense, yeah. I’ll give the full details and the location once the quest is complete in Kriene.” Aegis said confidently.

 “Give us a moment.” Quinn said as she pulled Tullan away and the two of them went into a deep discussion. A few minutes later, they both came back to face Aegis.

 “This crafter of yours, they runnin’ a dreamstate? Are they a mining class player?” Tullan asked.

 “Nope.” Aegis replied. 

 “Alright then...” Tullan nodded to Quinn.

 “But, we'll need you construct a public tavern and a teleportation circle within Rene. Our Sage can enchant the circle to allow other Sages to use it as a portal location." Quinn crossed her arms again.

"Okay." Aegis nodded, these were buildings he was intending to build eventually anyway. "A teleporting circle, that'll let anyone just appear in my land anytime they want? If they have a sage with them?" Aegis asked for confirmation.

"You can disable and enable it at will, as the land owner." Quinn reassured him. "So then, that's the deal?" Quinn asked Tullan and he gave her a nod. "You let us use your Iron mine whenever you aren't using it, and add two buildings to your land, and we'll board Captain Leonard's ship with a few of our high level players and escort you to Kriene." Quinn declared.

 “Okay. I'll build those things and share the details on the mine after we get back from Kriene.” Aegis replied as he held out his hand to shake Quinn's, and she obliged and shook it. 

 “Alright.” Quinn smiled. “We’re in the midst of a dungeon raid that’s been scheduled for quite some time, our members have been eager to complete it so I’m not about to call it short. But if you wait a month in-game, or a week in the real world, we should all be back in Kordas. I’ll convince a few of them to tag along and escort you to Kriene.” Quinn said and Aegis gave a nod of acknowledgement. He felt a huge wave of relief flood over him - a huge obstacle in completing his class quest was now gone.

 “Got it.” Aegis smiled.

 “Good. I’m heading back.” Quinn smiled as she let go of his hand and pressed a few more buttons in her interface. “We’ll need those armor repairs done by tomorrow.” She said to Tullan and he gave her a nod. A second later, the same purple portal opened and she stepped back through. “Good luck on your other intermediate quests.” Quinn said from the other side of the portal, and with one last wave, the portal vanished and she was gone. 

 “Do yer’ self a favor, don’t bother with the blacksmithin’ intermediate quest.” Tullan chuckled as he turned to walk deeper into the guildhall down one of the halls, out of Aegis’ sight.

 “Is there anything else I can help you with?” Sek’trian asked with a smile as Aegis turned to see his sword still laying on the floor. He walked over, picked it up and added it to his inventory.

 “No, that’s all. Thanks.” Aegis said as he left the building, heading back out in the streets of Kordas. 

 As Aegis wandered, Tullan’s words lingered on his mind. It mingled in with a few things he had learned recently about how skill usage works within the game world, and in the outside world. Even though he felt he was making really good equipment and stats on the item cards turned out well, did he really have any clue what he was doing? Thinking back when he tried to draw bridge blueprints in the real world, he had no idea. Lina had said her skills with a dagger started out with not knowing how to use them, and eventually she was able to use them with or without the game's skill.

 Aegis’s mind went to his skill with the Jewelcrafter’s kit, and alchemy. He’d put so little focus into Alchemy because it was so easy for him, he had no trouble going from level 29 to 30 in it compared to the others, and the engraving and jewel cutting he’d done with the stone cutting skill were no trouble because he’d had a ton of practice making precise cuts and keeping his hands steady in his Surgery Simulation. 

 Eventually he decided that there was no sense for him to ponder what Tullan meant about training wheels coming off, and that he’d figure it out first hand. Starting with his most important skill, he set off towards the training grounds in Kordas to begin his Shield Mastery intermediate quest. 
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 Aegis approached the exterior of the Kordas Training grounds to hear the sound of blades clashing and arrows flying from inside. The Training grounds were built near the western outer walls of Kordas and they themselves were surrounded by 3 meter high walls with a single doubledoor entrance that was left open, two Kordas guards flanking it.

 Looking through the open gate Aegis could see a wide open flat space filled with training dummies and archery targets on one of the far walls. There were quite a few players and NPCs all training using wooden weapons, and off to the side in an open section there were a few players dueling each other using real weapons. On the wall opposite the entrance was a barracks structure and a staircase leading up to its front doors which were also open. Having asked a few Kordas guards already on where he could learn Shield Mastery, he knew he’d need to enter that building, but he walked through the training grounds rather slowly in order to watch as much of the other players duels as he could.

 He saw a wizard player dashing around attempting to hit a class he’d never seen before shooting strange black and purple spells from his palms while runes lit up on the back of his hands, rather than wielding a staff. Aegis could only assume this was a warlock player, and his casting speed appeared much faster than the wizards, forcing the Wizard player to dodge the warlocks attacks until the warlock’s runes on his hand stopped glowing and his spellcasting stopped. The wizard took this chance to stand still and fire his own spells, and then it was the Warlocks turn to dodge. He watched this back and forth go on for a bit until he reached the staircase leading up into the barracks and ascended them, looking in through the open doors to see on the inside a large hall with a high ceiling. A purple carpet with yellow lining led him straight down the hall with large pillars flanking it on either side, champions in armor carved into the pillars so that they looked to be holding up the ceiling. 

There were several sets of double doors to the left and right leading off the main hall into side chambers. Each of the sets of double doors were closed with an NPC standing watch out front, and near each of the NPCs Aegis saw a line of players waiting in front, most of them level 30 players but some a bit lower or higher. A symbol was carved into the keystone of each doors archway, each carving different from the other doors. The carvings were of weapons - Spear, Axe, Sword, ect. In addition to this, Aegis noticed the NPC standing on front of the door and the players lined up at each door were all wielding weapons matching the carving.

Taking this as a hint that these side chambers were each for a different weapon type, Aegis kept an eye out for the Shield engraving until he spotted it near the back of the hall on his left. When he looked he saw that a small gnome NPC was standing in front of a closed door with a shield nearly the size of his entire body on his back. His arms were crossed and he was waiting patiently, but there were no other players lined up. 

Aegis took this opportunity to approach and form the start of his own line as the gnome [Marvin - Level ??] gave him a respectful nod.

“I’ll be with you in a moment,” Marvin said in a high pitched voice, motioning to the closed door behind him. Aegis nodded in acknowledgement as he stood patiently. The longer he waited, the more in tune he came with the sounds of his surroundings, and he began to pick up on the sounds coming from the otherside of the door. He heard stomping, clashing steel and explosions, then a sudden high pitched howling which caused Marvin to suck his teeth.

“Another fail.” He turned as he pushed the set of double doors open, giving Aegis a glimpse of what was beyond them. Marvin walked forward a short ways into the room until he was at a ledge overlooking a 2 meter drop into a large round arena with a stone tiled floor blanketed with patches of sand. The arena had a diameter of 20 meters, with a ledge and upper walkway going around the entire outside of it, a row of benches built for spectators to watch the action inside the arena, and on the far side was a single portcullis that was in the process of shutting as Aegis looked. The portcullis was in front of a large doorway leading down a dark ramp. Aegis couldn’t see beyond the portcullis due to it being dimly lit and far away from his vantage point, but he looked up to see that the room had no roof, allowing the sun to shine down on them and illuminate the arena.

“Restart it, I’m ready to go again.” A male voice shouted from the center of the arena up towards Marvin. Aegis looked to see an Elf player, [Yeras - Level 30], standing out of breath in the middle of the arena with his shield out. He had a large iron shield equipped covered in scratches and dents, as was his iron armor pretty badly banged up. Sweat was dripping off of his forehead and he looked exhausted, but as he said this he tried to recompose himself without turning to look in the direction of Aegis and Marvin.

“You will need to step out for now, Yeras. Another has come to test his mettle with a shield. You may go again once he has had his try.” Marvin said, his arms remaining crossed. This caused Yeras to turn and look up to see Aegis, and he gave a nod of acknowledgement. Slowly Yeras walked towards them to a thin ladder close to ledge Marvin stood at, and climbed out of the arena.

“A priest going for Shield Mastery? Must be a cleric player, right?” Yeras asked as he eyed Aegis up and down. Not wanting to outright lie, Aegis gave him a shrug.

“I’m going Guardian, the fighter intermediate. Name's Yeras.” He held out his iron gauntlet for Aegis to shake, and Aegis obliged.

“I’m Aegis. This quest, is it hard?” Aegis asked him.

“Huh? Y-yeah, been here for a while now. It’s tough.” Yeras sighed. “Luckily, not a lot of shield mastery players, so..” He motioned to the lines in front of the other training halls, they were all several players long. “You mind if I watch? He’s going to ask if you want the doors shut.” Yeras motioned to Marvin.

“Uh, no, I guess not.” Aegis shrugged as he looked at Marvin and Marvin waved his hands in the direction of the arena, his fingertips giving off a light yellow glow. As he did this, several pillars within the arena that Aegis hadn’t noticed before began to reform, forming a circle of 8. The reason Aegis hadn’t noticed them, was because they had been broken and crushed into tiny fragments, and seeing them reform made Aegis wonder just what exactly would be happening in that Arena that resulted in them all getting destroyed like that.

“Alright, Aegis, Priest of Eirene. I can already tell you are worthy to begin this test.” Marvin turned to face him while crossing his arms again. “The techniques I can teach you are not easy to learn, and they require one with a true protectors heart. You must be willing to sacrifice everything to guard those behind your shield, including yourself. If you cannot do that, then you shouldn’t even be holding that thing. It’s not a giant dinner plate, its purpose is and always will be to protect.” Marvin said as he stared deep into Aegis’ eyes, as if reading into who he was as a person.

“I understand.” Aegis nodded.

“Good. To preform this test, you must leave your weapons and magic behind. The moment you step into that arena, you will find that the divine light of Eirene will no longer reach you. It will be just you, and your shield.” Marvin said.

“Got it.” Aegis nodded again.

“The test itself is simple in concept.” He snapped his fingers and in the center of the arena, a strange looking large white cat creature appeared. It had light blue stripes on its back and what looked to be feathers sticking out of the end of its tail and top of its ears. A moment after it appeared, it sat down facing them and began licking its front paws. [Snowgir Cub - Level 1].

“If you can protect that Snowgir cub for 10 minutes, I’ll consider you worthy.” Marvin said with a devious grin. Simple in concept, but Aegis could only think of the crushed pillars and knew that this wouldn’t be simple at all.
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Aegis hit the accept button without hesitation and Marvin gave him a nod of acknowledgement shortly after. 

“Would you prefer to conduct the test in private?” Marvin asked while stepping beyond the threshold of the double doors. Aegis looked to see a hopeful expression on Yeras face.

“I don’t mind if the doors are open.” Aegis shrugged.

“Very well. Once you step into the arena, the test will begin. Good luck.” Marvin said before turning away to look into the hall and crossing his arms again.

“Do you want some tips?” Yeras asked as he moved to sit on one of the benches lining the upper level of the arena.

“No, thanks. If I can’t figure it out on my own, I don’t deserve it.” Aegis said, and Yeras nodded respectfully at him. Aegis moved to stand on the edge of the arena to look at the Snowgir cub still absentmindedly cleaning itself with a big pink tongue, and watched as the portcullis on the opposite end of the arena slowly raised up. He unequipped his shortsword and fastened his shield to his left arm, then gently hopped down into the Arena, his leather boots sending up puffs of sand where they had landed.

The moment he had entered, he felt it - the complete absence of magic. His mana bar immediately drained to 0 and when he briefly looked at his character sheet he saw that all of the enchantments on his items were disabled, and he wasn’t allowed to equip anything but a shield. He didn’t have much time to look though, as he heard the sound of chittering steps echoing from the chamber beyond the portcullis. The Snowgir cub stopped licking itself and its hair and tail stood on ends as it jerked its head around to look in the direction of the sounds just as Aegis had done.

From out of the dark hallway came something Aegis wasn’t expecting whatsoever - a giant centipede covered in thick black chitin, large yellow pointed legs, two huge yellow antennae and several beady red eyes glaring at the Snowgir. Its pincers clashed together making an ominous cutting sound, saliva dripping out of its wriggling maw as it scurried across the arena floor towards the Snowgir.

“Time begins now.” Marvin shouted from the open doorway, without bothering to turn and face Aegis. Aegis caught a glimpse of a red 10 minute countdown timer appearing at the top of his interface in his peripheral vision, but he didn’t have time to look at it, he dashed forward across the arena floor to try and get in front of the Snowgir in time to protect it.

The Snowgir however, nervously jerked its head backwards at Aegis, and panicked, perceiving him as a threat as well, and it ran to the right side of the arena to get away from both of them.

“No, c’mere kitty!” Aegis shouted, but the Snowgir didn’t listen, it ran in complete terror, and the centipede, who Aegis could now see above its head [Underrealm Crawler - Level 30], steered itself to the right to follow it. They were both completely avoiding Aegis, and it dawned on Aegis where the true difficulty of this task lied. 

Aegis ran as fast as he could to intercept the Crawler, seeing it was clearly much faster than the Snowgir, and just as the Crawler pulled its head back to prepare to strike the cat like a snake, Aegis slid across the sand into position to block the attack with his shield.




	You take 0 piercing damage.






Aegis saw the message and understood, he could take as many hits from this thing as needed, he just couldn’t let it hit the Snowgir. In the time that Aegis took to block the strike, the Snowgir managed to get a good distance around the arena, and the crawler’s antennae moved to follow it, still ignoring Aegis. Once it had recovered from its lunging strike, it attempted to scurry around Aegis to get back to the Snowgir. Aegis moved to block its path head on with his shield and the creature crashed into the shield like a bulldozer. It wasn’t an attack, it was like the Crawler was trying to force its way through him, and Aegis was losing his footing to the force of its movements.

Unable to keep up with the centipede’s movement speed, he knew that if it got past him he wouldn’t be able to catch up in time to protect the Snowgir, he had to hold it. His feet slid across the sand-covered arena floor tiles and he was losing ground quickly. Desperate, he forced a brace into the hard pincers of the centipede, and he felt the ability trigger. His feet dug into a pair of tiles that cracked and held his feet in place. Against the immovable brace, the centipedes forward momentum was forced downward into the ground, pincers piercing the tiles, and the rest of its body and legs were slow to get the message that it couldn’t move forward anymore, causing it to curl inward on itself and upward, until the mid and back sections of the crawlers body were up in the air. The forward momentum carried it,causing it to flip completely forward towards Aegis, and he had to dash to the side to avoid the body of the crawler smashing down on him. 

In this time the Snowgir panicked from the crashing sound of the over-sized crawler, pouncing to the furthest pillar from the centipede which happened to also be closest to the open portcullis where the centipede had come from. Aegis recomposed himself as he watched the Snowgir struggle to dig its claws into the pillar and eventually get on top, standing with its legs all close together on the small circular top of the pillar as it curled its tail back and cautiously glared at both Aegis and the upside down crawler.

Aegis took a few steps back away from the crawler and watched as the legs wiggled in the sky, its pincers thrashing about desperately. Given how the legs protruded out of the bottom of the creature's chitinous body, they couldn’t bend downwards to grasp anything and flip itself over. That didn’t stop it from trying, whipping its body wildly left and right as it struggled against gravity. This gave Aegis a reprieve, he could walk away from the creature and take in the situation more carefully.

Had he won? It surely couldn’t be that easy, the one threat to the Snowgir was disabled and the Snowgir was unharmed. He looked at the timer counting down in his interface to 9 minutes remaining and still nothing happened. He had nothing to do for the moment aside from watch the crawler thrash about on the ground, but when Aegis glanced up at Yeras, he had a focused serious expression, watching the open doorway near the Snowgir. The portcullis was still raised, and it didn’t take a genius to guess why Yeras was focused on it. 

Aegis slowly moved towards the open door, repeatedly glancing back to make sure the crawler was still upside down. The Snowgir was keeping an eye on Aegis, but most of its focus was on the loud and violent thrashes coming from the crawler as it kicked up sand and loose stones, smashing one of the pillars nearest to it suddenly and startling Aegis. Aegis watched the chunks of the pillar collapse to the ground. Though it was shattered, the pieces were still large and noticeable. He recalled the state the pillars had been in after Yeras’ attempt - whatever did that to the pillars wasn’t this crawler monster. At exactly 7:30 time remaining, Aegis heard a deep breathing sound coming from the dark hallway beyond the portcullis. As he’d suspected, this wasn’t a one on one challenge.

Stepping out of the darkness of the hall ahead of him, another strange but intimidating creature made its appearance. [Lanuskian Dustcharger - Level 30]. The creature was large, shaped like a buffalo with huge frontal leg muscles and walking all fours, its hooves stomping onto the stone tiles of the arena. It was walking slowly and patiently, taking in the scene before it as it clearly spotted both Aegis, the Crawler, and the Snowgir up on the pillar. Once under the sunlight shining down through the open roof of the arena, Aegis could make out the most distinct feature of the Dustcharger. The front of the Dustcharger’s skull and horns were a single large flat surface, and rather than fur or hair being visible on this flat surface, it was a strange reddish-brown bone that gave off a shimmer as the sunlight reflected off of it, the rest of the Dustcharger covered in short gray hair. 

As the Crawler had done, it ignored Aegis and turned towards the Snowgir. Aegis raised up his shield and moved to stand between the Dustcharger and the pillar that the Snowgir stood on, as the Dustcharger began to paw the dirt and lowered its heads, spreading its legs. Aegis’ recognized that stance, it looked just like the boars did before they began a running charge, but getting hit by the front of this Dustcharger looked a whole lot more dangerous than a boar’s tiny tusks.

The Dustcharger let out one final huff of air before it broke into a charge, moving well beyond what Aegis was anticipating. For the first time in a long time, he mistimed his brace as the Dustcharger smashed head on into his Iron shield.




	You take 605 Bludgeoning damage.
You take 363 Nature damage.







It was agonizing, significantly more painful than being punched by a golem. The impact of the Dustcharger’s skull caused his arm to pinch into his chest and felt as if his bones were breaking, but if that wasn’t bad enough, he saw and felt a puff of red dust explode out of the impact, engulfing Aegis as he flew backward off of his feet. His back smashed into the pillar dealing another few points of bludgeoning damage as Aegis felt the red dust eating away at his skin, causing an intense burning sensation all over. He was thankful that it only lasted two seconds, but because he’d failed to land the brace, he wasn’t able to fully stop the Dustcharger’s momentum. He’d slowed it down and caused it to redirect away from the pillar, but it was circling back around and building up speed, preparing to aim back at the pillar once more.

Aegis took the time to think - the crawler was still thrashing on the ground, but the bigger issue was that he took a lot of damage and couldn’t heal. The only conclusion he could come to was that he failed the brace - he’d take damage from any attack he didn’t brace properly. He needed to test this theory before he planned out how to deal with this Dustcharger. Watching as it looped around a few pillars to get an angle on the Snowgir’s pillar, Aegis could get a better grasp of its movement speed and moved to stand between the pillar and the Dustcharger once more.

Without stopping, once it had lined itself up with a straight shot at the pillar, it did its quick charging movement again. This time Aegis was ready, he landed the brace properly.




	You take 0 Bludgeoning damage.
You take 0 Nature damage.






Despite the messages, the dust still caused his skin to burn and itch for a moment, but he was able to dig his feet in and stop the Dustchargers charge outright, redirecting it to the side as the creature lost its balance and tumbled to the ground a few meters away. It didn’t take long before it got back up to its feet and trotted away from Aegis slowly to get some distance before it turned to face him and began pawing the ground once more. 

Aegis cracked his neck and repositioned himself again, making a quick check on the crawler and Snowgir to see them both still in the same states, but the Snowgir seemed to be watching Aegis now rather than the crawler, its tail had come down somewhat. A few seconds later the third Dustcharger’s attack came. Then a fourth, and a fifth. With the linear pattern of its attacks, it was easy as long as it was just the Dustcharger - the crawler being out of commission was making this quest seem trivial, but still, when Aegis glanced at Yeras, he had a look that told him it wasn’t over yet. When the timer counted down to 5:00, Aegis heard a flapping sound coming from the dark tunnel, and a second later he watched as a small winged creature flew out. Red scales, long snout, tiny horns, big yellow eyes, large sharp claws on its front and back feet, and a long thin tail. Aegis didn’t need to see its name to know what it was. [Young Red Whelpling - 30]. It wasted no time flying up into the sky, high above the arena floor as it scanned the area, letting out a loud screeching roar when it spotted the Snowgir.

            

    
        Chapter 74: Shield Mastery Pt. 2

    
    
    
    
                Chapter 74: Shield Mastery Pt. 2


“Kitty, you gotta get down from there!” Aegis shouted up at the Snowgir as it glanced up at the whelp. The whelp pulled back its neck as flames built up around its nostrils, but the Snowgir didn’t react by doing anything but curling its tail up and hissing wildly at the whelp. There wasn’t time for Aegis to climb the pillar and block the whelp’s inevitable flame attack, at least not by normal means. “Shit!” Aegis desperately unbuckled his shield from his left arm as the whelp shot a small bolt of fire out of its mouth down at the Snowgir. Aegis chucked his shield upwards with all his might, aiming it at the Firebolt. The shield spun around and ended up getting hit on the leather backing, but it was enough to absorb the impact of the firebolt. Unfortunately this also sent Aegis’ shield flying away from him as the Dustcharger closed in on the pillar. 

Aegis wasn’t the best at math, but he was pretty sure that he’d be dead in a single hit from that Dustcharger without a shield. He had to risk letting it hit the pillar. As the Dustcharger collided with the pillar, Aegis rolled across the sandy floor to where his shield was, sliding a meter to reach it as fast as possible. When he turned back around he saw first hand why the Dustcharger was called a Dustcharger. The red mist that burst out of the front of its skull on impact quickly disintegrated the stone of the pillar, causing it to break apart and crumble downward. At the last second before the Snowgir went into a freefall it lept off of the top of the pillar with all of its might, landing a few meters away from the Dustcharger. Aegis didn’t have time to just idly watch, as the Whelp in the sky was charging up another fire attack.

“Come here, you damn cat!” Aegis shouted angrily, but the Snowgir instead ran for another nearby pillar. Aegis dashed as fast as he could to get behind the Snowgir just in time to block a bolt of flames from the Whelp.




	You take 0 Fire damage.






 The flash of red flames on the front of his shield blocked his sight for a moment, and once it had cleared he saw the Dustcharger was already midcharge towards him. He braced at the last second to stop its charge from getting through him, digging his feet in and redirecting the Dustcharger away. Behind him the Snowgir was already clawing its way up the next pillar, and above the Whelp was maneuvering itself closer to get an easier shot on the white cat. But worse, Aegis heard a familiar scurrying sound and turned to the far side of the arena to see that the Crawler’s thrashing had finally been successful, it was now back to standing upright. 

 “Fuck me.” Aegis said as he took a deep breath, looking to see the timer was still at 4 minutes remaining. “I can’t protect you up there…” Aegis shouted, but his own words gave him an idea. He rushed forward towards the Crawler to cut off its charge while the Dustcharger recomposed itself and began to paw at the ground, facing the pillar the Snowgir was climbing. The Crawler wasn’t interested in doing it’s lunge attack on Aegis, rather it wanted to charge through him to get at the Snowgir like before, so Aegis tried blocking its path with his shield, using brace as he had done the first time, but as he managed to redirect the momentum of the Crawler’s pincers downward into the tile floor, he steered the angle of his shield to flip the long body of the Crawler upwards towards the whelp. It worked, somewhat. The whelp was smart enough to fly out of the way of the large flailing Crawler as it flipped through the air, but making the whelp move was enough to interrupt its firebolt, and in that time the Dustcharger’s next attack hit the pillar and vaporized it, forcing the Snowgir to jump down back to the ground.

 It felt counterintuitive to let the pillars be destroyed, they seemed like safe spots for the Snowgir, but Aegis now understood why they’d all been destroyed for Yeras - the pillars existence was actually a disadvantage. Aegis knew he needed to get rid of them if he wanted a shot at protecting the Snowgir, regardless of how much more dangerous the ground would be. Out of the 8 pillars, 2 had been disintegrated and one was destroyed due to the crawlers thrashing, leaving 5 remaining, and the Snowgir wasted no time rushing towards the next closest pillar. 

 In addition, unlike last time, the crawler had flipped upside down near a pillar and was able to easily wiggle its legs on the side of it to flip itself upright immediately. All three wild creatures had no interest in each other, or Aegis, and they all locked in on the terrified Snowgir sprinting across the arena to the pillar furthest to them. Aegis and the Crawler both moved as fast as they could to be the first one to get to the Snowgir, but the Crawler was significantly faster than him. 

 Aegis couldn’t lose focus on the other two either. As he sprinted towards the Snowgir, he positioned himself to be in front of the whelpling flying above as it charged its fire breath. Just as the Snowgir reached a pillar’s base, the Whelp shot out a firebolt over Aegis’ head at it. Aegis jumped up with all the might in his legs to intercept the shot with his shield, blocking it with a brace, but the force of the blast pushed him back down to the ground and knocked him off balance, causing him to roll out of a tumble. In the time it took him to regain his balance, the Snowgir had reached the top of the pillar, but the crawler reached the base of it and began spiraling up the pillar with its sharp limbs. As it coiled upwards it overtook the Snowgir. Aegis rushed to the base of the pillar, but there was nothing he could do to get between the crawler and the Snowgir, it was caught in a spiral formed by the crawlers body as it’s upper body crested over the top of the pillar.

 “You’ve gotta jump kitty!” Aegis shouted up at it. The Snowgir looked at the pincers of the Crawler as it pulled its head back, preparing to lunge forward. “”MEOW MEOW!” Aegis shouted in pure desperation, but it worked, the Snowgir glanced in his direction and saw him opening his arms as if he’d catch it. At the very last second, the Snowgir jumped down from the pillar towards Aegis. Rather than land in his arms, it pounced on his shield and bounced off to land on its feet nearby just as the pincers of the crawler crashed into the top of the pillar, the force causing the pillar to crack in half and collapse. 

 Aegis couldn’t take a break and watch though, he heard the familiar galloping of hooves approaching from behind him. He spun around just in time to brace the Dustcharger’s attack and redirect its momentum away.

 “COME ON!” Aegis shouted at the three, his adrenaline pumping as the Snowgir positioned itself behind Aegis, cowering in fear with its hair on end. A bolt of flame from the Whelp shot towards Aegis over the Dustcharger as it began circling around to charge again and Aegis braced it easily. The Crawler uncoiling itself from the shattering pillar made a set of unnerviving chittering sounds that triggered the most primal of fears in the Snowgir, causing it to lung at Aegis’ back unexpectedly, wrapping its paws over his shoulders and digging its claws into his chest to hang on from behind as tightly as possible as a scared kitten would. It hurt, despite not dealing any damage Aegis could feel the claws digging deep into his skin through his leather armor. The weight on his back threw him off balance at first, but he saw it only as advantage. He dug his feet into a horse stance, preparing as the three creatures came at him all at once. 

 He didn’t need to run around anymore, the target he had to protect was with him on his back, he just has to hold is ground. 

 From the right, a lunging strike came from the Crawler. Aegis blocked it.

 From above, a bolt of fire came from the whelp. Aegis blocked it.

 From the left, the Dustcharger rammed into him, but Aegis blocked it. 

 “Almost there, come on!” Yeras shouted nervously, as Aegis watched the timer tick down to 2:30 and a sudden burst of cold air filled the arena. A wave of white mist rapidly seeped out of the dark hallway on the far side. Aegis couldn’t see what it was, but he had to prepare himself without losing focus on the three creatures beating on his shield in front of him. 

 Then, he spotted it, over the back of the lunging Crawler and under the wings of the flying Whelp, a spectral creature hovered into the arena. It took the form of a beautiful female human, her lower half transitioned from the waist down into mist that mixed in with the other mist that had filled the arena, and she wore a simple white dress over her pale light blue skin, long wavy white hair as she locked eyes with Aegis. 

 Aegis had no idea what to expect, reactively glancing at Yeras only to see him no longer watching cooly, but staring at this creature on the edge of his bench with eyes wide. Aegis turned back to the creature to see [Banshee - Level 30] sitting above its ahead. The only thing Aegis knew about banshee’s is that they-

 “EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE!!!!” A deafening screech reverberated from the mouth of the spectral woman, cracking the tiles immediately below her as a shockwave of force spread from her mouth, visible through the mist as it travelled towards him extremely fast. It was if the air itself was rippling from the sound. It wasn’t something he could block with a shield, it was sound… Aegis jumped backwards with the Snowgir on his back and quickly pulled the beast around. The Snowgir was willing to move and adjust, but not fully let go as it clawed its way over Aegis’ shoulder just enough so that Aegis could squeeze his hands over the Snowgir’s ears as tightly as possible.




	You take 2534 Psychic damage.






 The sound was horrifying, Aegis felt it reverberate into his eardrums and inside his skull, like a life ending headache had just overcome him. It took everything he had to hold his hands over the Snowgir’s ears for those three seconds that the attack passed over them. Luckily for Aegis, the attack was indiscriminate and hit the other creatures as well, causing them to recoil in pain for a moment. 

 Once it ended it was clear the Snowgir still heard it and suffered from the sound, but was ultimately okay. Aegis released its ears to hold his shield out in front once more to block a bolt of flames from the whelp that flew at him from the distance. The flash of red light from the firebolt exploding on his shield blocked his vision for a second, and in that second, Aegis looked back to see that the Banshee was gone - but he felt a heavy gust of cold air from behind him. He’d seen this sort of movement enough thanks to Lina, he knew without turning around that the Banshee had teleported behind him somehow and dashed to the side just in time to put himself and the Snowgir out of reach of the banshee’s claw as her spectral hand swiped through the air at them. 

 Once he got a few dashes away he tried to analyze it. Shadowstep had rules, Lina can only jump in shadows, so what are this things rules? There’s sunlight so it’s not shadow, it’s- Aegis saw the mist emanating out of the lower half of the banshee. The mist, he concluded, and quickly did a wide sweeping swing of his shield to blow as much of it away from himself as possible. Just as he did, the banshee teleported behind him again, but no closer than the closest patch of mist that he’d fanned away.

 Nonetheless, the spectral arm of the Banshee was an unknown. As she reached out to swipe at him, he’d no idea if it would be blocked by his shield or pass through it, and decided not to try his luck. Instead he dashed to the left to avoid it, taking stock of his stamina getting dangerously low now and not regenerating fast enough to keep up with how much he needed. He could hear but not see the scurrying sound of the crawler coming up from behind him and maneuvered around one of the remaining pillars the moment he saw it’s shadow grow up over his shoulder signalling it’s lunging attack was coming. At the last moment he sidestepped behind the pillar to cause the Crawler’s pincers to crash into it, crumbling chunks of rock down on him from above. The moment he cleared the debris a bolt of fire flew at him from above.

 He raised his shield up to block it, then turned his shield to the right to stop an incoming Dustcharger attack, but as he redirected it he felt the cold chill close in behind him once more. He decided to lean his weight into the Dustcharger and use his brace momentum to move forward, tumbling into a forward sprint to dodge the imminent swiping claw of the Banshee behind him. 

 To his back left, the Crawler, Back right, the Banshee. Front left, the Dustcharger, Front right and above, the whelp. Quite possibly the worst position to be in, he was surrounded, and his first goal was to get the whelp at the same angle as the other three. The banshee was only teleporting to places he wasn’t looking, so as long as he ran forward he would be away from it, he thought as he sprinted towards the whelp. 

 The crawler scurried through the mist at incredible speeds and attempted to cut him off at the front, while the Whelp shot a firebolt straight down at him from above just as he got underneath it. Aegis raised his shield like an umbrella, but blinded by it he could not time his brace properly.

 




	You take 1603 Fire damage.






 One more hit and he was done, the flames were not felt through the shield though, so he was thankful for that. Once he’d gotten on the other side of the whelp he heard the galloping of the Dustcharger approaching him from the right side while seeing out of the corner of his eye the simultaneous arrival of the Crawler to his left.

 Aegis did a wide sweeping forward swing of his shield to fan the mist as far from himself as he could, and in the same motion spun to face the other direction and dropped to a kneel with his right foot forward just in time to block the Dustcharger’s skull, followed by a second block to his other side for the lunging strike of the Crawler, then an immediate dash forward to avoid the swipe of the banshees claw as he felt its cold aura behind him, then an upwards flick of his shield to brace another bolt of fire from the whelp. As the creatures rebalanced themselves for their follow up strikes, Aegis ran. Offbalance and slower than usual due to the Snowgir hanging off of him, but he ran with every last bit of stamina he had left, to the far side of the arena. Turning around only when he heard the puff of flames from the whelp, being sure to block the strike with a 360 degree spin until he got to the wall on the far end where there was the least amount of mist. He did a sweeping swing of the shield once more to clear as much of it away as possible then pressed his and the Snowgir’s backs up as close to the wall as possible.

 He was panting heavily, out of breath as a sign that he was nearly out of stamina. Aegis’ knew first hand what happened if he let his stamina hit 0. He had to conserve it, but he wasn’t sure which was using less stamina, bracing the attacks or trying to run away from them. He watched the Dustcharger do a wide loop around the arena to gather a large amount of momentum while the crawler curried along the wall on the left towards him. The whelp flew closer and positioned itself for another strike as the Banshee suddenly teleported in front of him, hovering slowly closer with an angry ghostly glare, bearing her jagged teeth as she prepared to swipe.

 But suddenly, all of it vanished. The Banshee, the Underrealm Crawler, the Young Red Whelpling, and the Lanuskian Dustcharger. Even the Snowgir disappeared, and it was then Aegis saw that the timer on his interface had reached 0. The mist dissipated while the pillars began to reform themselves, and standing near the entrance staring at him was Marvin and Yeras. Yeras broke into an applause with a look of amazement on his face while Marvin finished waving his fingers around to repair his arena and simply crossed his arms.

 Aegis was hoping to get a message that the quest had completed, but he got no such thing, and slowly walked towards Marvin and Yeras while catching his breath.

 “You did well, you didn’t let any harm come to the Snowgir, and it only took you one try. It’s been a very, very long time since I’ve seen someone do that on their first attempt.” Marvin said as Yeras stopped clapping to listen. “Take a moment to breath.” He said as he watched Aegis’ heavy breathing. Aegis gave an appreciative nod and grabbed his knees. After a few moments his stamina climbed back above 100 and he felt calmer, standing up straight to look at Marvin.

 “Now that your adrenaline has died down, I need to ask you. How did that feel?” Marvin asked, and Aegis knew from his love of taking test, that this one wasn’t over. He looked back at Marvin carefully, took a deep breath and answered honestly.

 “Afraid.” Aegis said with a big release of air. “One wrong move, and I’d lose the thing I wanted to protect. It’s stressful, and scary, to watch something you care about face danger.” Aegis spoke while looking down at his shield arm. 

 “Yes, that is the path of a protector. That fear will drive you to improve, and will allow you to become a true master of the shield, so that the ones you care about will never suffer. That is your duty as a Shield Master.” Marvin said, and with that line, Aegis got the quest complete message.

 “The biggest challenge for any protector, as you’ve no doubt experienced, is being where you need to be, when you need to be there. Interesting solution, throwing your shield to block a firebolt. Most who take this test fail the first time the whelp comes out, and come back with a strategy for it. You, on the other hand understand that it isn’t important to wield the shield, only that the shield is where it needs to be. You are ready to learn your intermediate Shield Mastery skill.” Marvin said this while drawing his shield off of his back and fastening it to his left arm. He hopped down into the arena and took a fighting stance.

 “Allow me to demonstrate.” Marvin said as he drew out a dagger from his inventory, then suddenly flung it at Aegis’ head. It caught Aegis off guard but he had his shield up in time to block it - it never hit his shield however. “Guard!” Marvin shouted, and a projection of Marvin’s shield appeared in front of Aegis. It was transparent copy, floating in space, and was a single deep shade of yellow. Only the outline of the shield looked solid, the rest appeared as if it was foggy glass, but as the dagger hit the shield it bounced off of it.

 “The damage is still taken by you and cannot be braced, but it allows you to protect those that are otherwise out of reach. No need to throw your shield around anymore.” Marvin smirked.




	Quest Complete! 1/1 Marvin's Test Passed
Congratulations! You have advanced from Shield Mastery(Beginner): 30 to Shield Mastery(Intermediate): 30. You may now level this skill up to a maximum of 150.
Your use of the Shield Mastery skill has unlocked the Shield Mastery Ability: [Guard]



	
[Guard] - Shield Mastery(Intermediate)

Project your shield at a desired location that you can see within 15 meters. Any attacks that hit the front of the shield will be redirected to you as if you had blocked it with your shield. Attacks taken by the projection cannot be braced.
Cost: 20 Stamina
Duration: 2s








“I look forward to seeing your growth in the future.” Marvin said as he turned to climb the ladder out of the arena. Aegis followed after him and Yeras held his hand down to help pull Aegis up.

“That was incredible, mate. Thanks a lot for letting me observe, I think I’ve got how to do it now thanks to you. Been stuck on this one for a while.” Yeras praised him while patting him on the back.

“No problem. Are all the intermediate’s that rough?” Aegis asked as the two walked out of the room side by side.

“I can’t speak for all of them, I only did short swords, but it was nothing compared to this one. There’s a reason shields ain't that popular mate.” Yeras motioned to the long lines in front of the other arena doors.

“Well.” Aegis shrugged as Marvin watched the two talk. “Good luck.” Aegis smiled.

“Thanks mate.” Yeras patted Aegis on the shoulder again before turning to Marvin. “Let’s go again Marvin, I got it for sure this time.” Yeras said with determination.

Aegis made his way out of the building and across the training grounds towards the streets of Kordas once more, but all the while his mind was still racing over the encounter. His adrenaline took a long while to come back down and it wasn’t until he reached the streets that he opened up his interface. He scanned over his character sheet to see two of his skills now at intermediate, but there were still a lot left.

“Which one next?” He said to himself while pondering. 

            

    
        Chapter 75: The Pen is Mightier

    
    
    
    
                Chapter 75: The Pen is Mightier


Aegis found himself listening attentively to an old human male NPC, [Grand Architect Shermak - Level ??], as he paced in front of him. Shermak had a white goatee and short white hair with crow's feet around his eyes, and dark pockmarked skin. He had very muscular arms that were on display with his sleeveless t-shirt and brown cargo pants on, accompanied by thick leather boots reinforced with iron. 

 Shermak was in front of a large open roofed room as Aegis looked on into it while listening. The room had narrow stone paths that divided four evenly sized square plots of land covered in sand. Beside each plot was a stockpile of cut stone, wooden planks, and other tools and parts used for construction.

 “Welcome to the Hectrin School of Architecture. Founded by the Legendary Architect Hectrin himself, who built the city of Kordas with his bare hands. He believed in teaching those his craft before he parted from this world, in the hopes that one day someone would walk in his footsteps and continue his work to rebuild Kordas to its former glory.” Shermak explained as he stopped pacing in front of one of the plots of land. Aegis took note that unlike the weapon intermediate quest area, this place had no other players present.

 “You are one such hopeful, on the path to becoming a great architect. It is unusual to see a Priest of Eirene attempt to walk this path, but not unheard of. No doubt you have plans to build great cathedrals in her honor?” Shermak asked, but didn’t wait for an answer. “Before I can teach you the techniques necessary to take your craft to the next level, I need you to first prove to me that you have a strong grasp of the basics. Thus, I have prepared a test for exactly that.” Shermak finished as he waved his hands at the plot of land he stood in front of.

 “Build me a tower with these materials you see here, and only these materials. Use the tools provided. The requirements are that the tower be three stories tall, and sturdy. Once you’ve completed the task, let me know and I will come to inspect it.” Shermak said as he held his hands behind his back. 




	
Quest: Shermak has requested that you prove yourself to him by demonstrating you have what it takes to become an intermediate Architect.
Objective: 0/1 Shermak’s Test Passed.
Quest Giver: Grand Architect Shermak
Reward: Architecture(Intermediate)
Difficulty: Medium
Restrictions: Architecture(Beginner): 30








Once Aegis hit accept on the quest, Shermak walked past Aegis to leave the testing chamber and enter the door behind them from which they had entered from. Looking up at the afternoon sky through the open roof he could see some of Kordas’ taller buildings in the distance over the top of the tall walls of the room, a large flock of birds soaring by.

“This shouldn’t be too hard.” Aegis said to himself as he cracked his knuckles and stepped forward onto the plot of land, preparing to plan out where to start building the tower, but he realized right away that something was missing. His sense of distance, the weight and positioning of pillars, nothing was coming to him. He was drawing complete blanks on all fronts. 

Aegis tried squinting and focusing, but nothing but his memories of his previous constructions came to mind. He could remember what he built previously, but not how he knew to build those buildings. It sunk in as he thought about it - everything Tullan had said about the training wheels coming off, and everything Lina had said about the skills not helping you for the quest. The game was blocking his Architecture skill from assisting him for this quest, he’d have to build it on his own. 

He took a deep breath and looked at the planks and stone in the stockpile. His confidence wasn’t shattered yet, he still remembered the basics from what he’d built so far, and his brain was nothing but logical and good at problem solving. He grabbed some of the resources, the available copper hammer and nails, and got to work.

The further along in the construction Aegis got, the less confident he became, sticking the parts together to get the tower up to three stories high turned his construction into a desperately simple design. The requirements weren’t that the tower looked good, right? Aegis lowered his standards more and more as he built a simple set of four pillars, braced and reinforced in the best way possible to his knowledge, and added a ladder to the side that allowed him to climb up to a third floor where it was possible to stand on a small platform.

He stood back once it was done and looked at it with satisfaction. Sure, it was simple, and it wasn’t pretty, but it looked functional - it was a three story tower. Nonetheless, as he turned to call Shermak back into the building, he knew deep down, just by comparing what he had to do for his Shield Mastery, that this wasn’t going to cut it. 

Shermak followed Aegis back into the testing chamber to look upon his creation, crossing his arms with visible disappointment.

“This is what you have to present to me?” Shermak said emotionlessly.

“Y-yeah. It’s three stories, it’s a tower. That’s what you asked for, right?” Aegis shrugged nervously.

“Yes, it is the bare minimum of what I asked for.” Shermak grumbled. “Now allow me to put it to the test.” He said as he pulled out a large majestic wand from his inventory, smoothly carved from what Aegis recognized to be Wildwood. It looked significantly more powerful than the wand of Identifying he’d seen before. Shermak gave the wand a quick flick towards Aegis’ tower, and Aegis watched as the isolated plot of land that the tower was built on began to quake violently.

“This land is a Floating Island. Filled with threatening beasts and dangerous magics. A structure that you build must be trusted by those who step inside it. It must offer them safety, shelter, and protection, up unto it’s last breath.” Shermak said as Aegis’ tower began to break apart and collapsed within seconds into a pile of broken wood and stone, but the quaking continued for a good 15 seconds after that point.

“Your tower is an insult to this school and I pity anyone who steps inside anything you’ve built. If this is the best you can do, then I urge you for the safety of the people of Kalmoore that you never construct anything on this island ever again.” Shermak glared at Aegis for a moment before walking back into the building. His words stung even though Aegis was expecting something like this. He prided himself on his ability to pass tests, and this one was an absolute failure. He decided to put off Architecture for now and focus on the other intermediates in the time he had left before the Airship would depart, but the results didn’t get much better from there.

“My lil' three year old could forge a better sword than this, It’s barely a sword at all, it’s a lump of garbage is what that is.” [Grand Blacksmith Yvonne - Level ??] shouted condescendingly as she inspected Aegis’ attempt to pass the intermediate blacksmithing quest.

“You call that steak cooked? A skilled druid could still bring this back to life!” [Master Chef Gordinus - Level ??] yelled at him after eating his attempt at cooking steak for his Intermediate cooking quest. 

“Y’know, you’re supposed to stay ON the horse.” [Selfina - ??] mocked him as he lay on the dirt in a horse obstacle course, having been bucked off his palomino as it ran off ahead without him, causing him to fail his Riding intermediate quest. 

“This is… are you insulting my mother on this page? I can’t tell because this is completely unintelligible gibberish.” [Great Scribe Edgar - ??] said while placing a parchment that Aegis had written on into the flames of a candle on his desk to burn it. He’d failed his intermediate Scribe quest. 

“It’s a miracle you’ve gotten any ore with technique like that. D’you even know what you’re doin’ lad?” [Master Miner Corel - ??] mocked Aegis’ technique as he failed his intermediate mining quest. 

Failure, after failure, after failure. Aegis was getting progressively more frustrated as he entered each test with confidence in his knowledge, only to learn that once the game's skills abandoned him, he barely knew anything about these crafting professions. 

It wasn’t until he took on the intermediate alchemist quest that some semblance of skill was able to shine through. He sat at an alchemy station within the Alchemists Hall of Kordas, having prepared a simple elixir based on a recipe he’d been tasked with following. Using the alchemist station and the herbs given he’d manage to apply his knowledge of medicine he’d obtained from out of the game to complete the recipe rather easily.

“Very impressive. You’re a natural. It has been quite some time since I’ve seen such a high quality elixir, and it was on your first attempt.” [Master Alchemist Zibble - ??] gave him a respectful nod as he inspected the vial of red liquid that Aegis had brewed. Aegis was relieved that he’d finally passed at least one of these quests after his long streak of failures, and also happy to have finally learned the recipe for basic healing potions thanks to that being the focus of the test.

“You pass with flying colors. I look forward to seeing what recipes you add to our collections in the future. Do not be afraid to experiment, but be cautious with your creations. A skilled alchemist can not only cure the deadliest of ailments, but create them as well.” Zibble warned him as Aegis got a quest complete message and saw that he was now an intermediate alchemist. Zibble left the room but Aegis stayed sitting on a stool in front of the alchemist station in the dimly lit room for a few moments.

He was able to pass the alchemy quest because he had knowledge of the subject without the game’s help. So if he wanted to pass the other tests, he knew what he had to do, and as the realization dawned on him, a big mischievous grin grew over his face.

“You want to challenge me, game? To a studying contest? You don’t know who you're messing with.” Aegis said while opening his interface to send a message to Chax.



“Chax, how’s the sale going?” Aegis asked him.

“Done, I’m on my way to Rene now but I’ve got your share of the profits. Deducting 400 000 gold for the money I sent you, and the Kordas tax, and my fees, you’re left with another 120 000 gold. Pretty good, right?” Chax replied to him in text.

“Instead of holding the gold, can you convert that into real world currency for me and send it? There’s something I need to spend it on.” Aegis asked him.

“Sure, you got it boss.” Chax replied, and a few moments later, Aegis got the system message that Chax had sent him real world currency.




“Okay Shattered world, let’s do this.” Aegis smirked as he logged out of the simulation, but didn’t exit the Simbox - he instead switched over to his office simulation. Pressing a few buttons he opened up a store menu and sifted through the available materials in the shop, adding a plethora of textbooks to his shopping cart until he had a decent sized collection, and he purchased them all.

On his desk in the office environment, all of the books appeared on his desk neatly stacked. ‘Architecture for Dummies’, ‘Structural Integrity and You’, ‘Blacksmithing in the Middle Ages’,’Great Weapons of the Past and How They Were Made’,’Cooking to Impress the Unimpressible’, and many more. Eli looked over the collection, snapped his finger to cause a pencil to appear in his right hand, sat at the desk and then waved his hands in front of him to cause multiple video viewers to appear in front of him. Within minutes he was not only reading books on the topics, but watching tutorials and guide videos, treating them like podcasts as the knowledge filled his ears and his eyes scanned the pages of the books open in front of him. 

He had four weeks at simulation speed 4, or one week in the real world to learn these skills well enough to pass the intermediate quests before the Night Hunters would be ready to travel across the Shattered World, and he was determined to do it. Studying was nothing but another Monday to Aegis.



Three Weeks Later…



 Aegis leaned back against the wall of the testing chamber of the Hectrin School of Architecture. His tower stood proudly, three stories tall in the square plot of land he’d selected to use for the test. Structurally sound, braced properly, solid foundation, reinforced everywhere it needed to be. Simple, yet sturdy. Shermak inspected it closely, eying it up and down and walking around it, running his fingers over the wood frames. After a moment, he gave Aegis a blank stare, it was clear he still hadn’t forgotten their first encounter.

 “It looks like you took my words to heart and worked hard to improve. It certainly looks much better than the last one, but…” Shermak said as he drew out the wand from his inventory, moving to stand beside Aegis. “Let’s see if it’s more than just looks.” Shermak waved the wand, and the plot of land began to quake violently. The tower shook, its foundation vibrating rapidly. Aegis watched nervously as a crack began to form in one of the wooden pillars, growing with every second that past, but in the end after 15 seconds, the building remained standing.

 “Good. Much better. It seems you’ve learned the importance of building not only aesthetically pleasing structures, but structures that keep those within protected from harm. A sturdy structure is a welcoming one.” He put his wand away and pressed his large hand on Aegis’ shoulder. “Perhaps there’s still hope for you yet, but you’ve got a long way to go.” He let go and turned, leaving Aegis to read a ‘quest complete’ message.

 “Hell yeah!” Aegis shouted excitedly, taking a moment to stretch his arms under the bright afternoon sun, gray clouds scattered about above him. He quickly popped open his character interface to look over all of the skills. As a result of his studying and retesting, he’d gotten through almost all of them in the course of the past three weeks. Outside of his class skills, there were now only two remaining that were still beginner skills, his Leadership skill and Craftsman Mastery.

 It took a bit of asking around, both Players and Kordas guards, until Aegis got clear directions on where he needed to go for the Crafting Mastery intermediate quest. Ultimately ending up in the Crafting District of Kordas, inside the Storage hall. The storage hall was a simple building used by crafters, allowing players to rent out space to hold their excess items. The second floor of the building was made up of a maze of hallways and doors, each of the doors with a nameplate hammered onto it.

 Aegis wandered the wooden hallways, lit by lanterns and open windows, in search of the door with the name of the Storage Hall Keeper, who he’d learned to be called Terpus. As he searched he saw a lot of familiar names on the doors, most of them belonging to the Master Crafters whose tests he had completed, but eventually at the end of a long plain hallway he found a door marked with Terpus’ name. 

 He knocked on the door and waited for a response, hearing a voice call out from the other side.

 “I’ll be with you in a moment.” He heard a wheezy voice shout from the otherside. Aegis waited a few moments until the door swung open to reveal a familiar face, [Tullan - ??].

 “Oi, what’re you doin’ ‘ere?” Tullan shouted up at him with a stack of parchment in his hands. Aegis looked at the dwarf, then looked over top of him to see inside the room on the opposite end [Master of Trade, Terpus - ??] sitting behind a desk. He was wearing baggy gray robes and had a long white beard and a receding hairline, with old wrinkled skin, not looking at the two but rather staring at some documents on his desk.

 “I’m here for the intermediate crafting mastery quest… what are you doing here?” Aegis replied somewhat defensively.

 “I’m organizin’ our available goods to trade on behalf of Kordas, for our lil trip to Kriene. Gonna make the most of that two week long journey yer draggin’ everyone on. But, you, doin’ the craftin mastery quest? Hah, this oughta be good.” Tullan gave him a mocking grin. “Better hope ye’ don’t get blacksmithin’.” He added as he stepped aside to let Aegis into the room, but rather than leave he remained in the doorway to watch as Aegis walked across the large hexagonal shaped office. Each wall of the room had a different crafting station or tools and benches to perform various crafts and refinements, including a small furnace built into one of the walls that was making a hissing sound from the bellows blowing into it unmanned, as if it were enchanted to do so.  Aegis wasn’t sure exactly what Tullan meant by ‘get blacksmithing’ but he felt confident in his abilities now and proceeded without hesitation.

 “Yes, young Priest, how may I help you?” Terpus asked as he looked up from his desk of papers, speaking in an old wheezing voice. 

 “I’m looking to become an intermediate crafting master.” Aegis asked politely.

 “Ah, yes, of course you are. I can tell by your hands and how you walk, you’ve put your body to work in a great many labors. It’s only natural you would want to learn how to bring them all together.” He said as he opened a drawer in his desk. “There’s great merit in learning multiple crafts, and mastering them as one. You learn something from one skill, and it helps you improve your hand at another. But to properly combine them all together is not something that just anyone can do. If you wish me to teach you further, I ask that you first impress me.” He pulled out a small rounded object from his desk drawer and held it out to Aegis in his palm. 

 It was a single 6 sided dice, but none of the sides had numbers, instead they had shapes that Aegis recognized at once when he took the dice from his palm and looked at it, rotating it in his own hands. One side represented Blacksmithing, Woodworking, Alchemy, Stonecutting, Sewing, Leatherworking, and lastly Cooking. 

 “Roll that on the table here.” He gently tapped his desk as Tullan approached to watch from behind. Aegis was hoping for Alchemy as he shook the dice gently in his palms and rolled it out onto the table, watching it roll around until it bumped into a stack of papers and stopped. The symbol for blacksmithing was facing upwards.

 “Hah, yer screwed.” Tullan laughed when he saw it.

 “It appears you’ve landed on smithing. I shall decide what it is you make to impress me. Do bear in mind that I am a much stricter judge than the craftsman that have come before me. I will not judge you on blacksmithing alone, but also how you use your other crafts to enhance it.” Terpus explained as he looked Aegis in the eyes, and Aegis couldn’t help but listen and stare back in his kind expression. 

 “Hm. How’s about a short sword, I see you’ve got one there on your waist.” He motioned to Aegis’ sheathed shortsword on his belt.

 “Hoo boy. This’ll be good. Mind If I watch ye?” Tullan grinned.

 “Knock yourself out.” Aegis replied confidently as the quest appeared in front of his peripheral vision and he hit the accept button. He turned to scan around the room and understood now why all of the various crafting stations were present. He’d of course need the forge, but Terpus was inviting him to use everything he could to make the sword.

 He looked to see a small crate off to the side of the furnace filled with unrefined copper ore, and knew where he needed to start. The moment he bent over and picked up the copper, he could feel that his skills were disabled - they wern’t helping him. Luckily he’d studied hard the last three weeks and he knew what the game wanted him to do to refine these. The refinement process for ore and the metal properties different greatly from this world and the real world, but most of the concepts were the same.

 He filled the ore into the smelting pot and got to work, refining it to remove impurities first. Tullan took a seat on one side of the desk and alternated between reading the documents he had in his hand and watching Aegis work, while Terpus did the same with the pages on his desk, occasionally writing things in on them. The sound of the bellows whistling, the shuffling of papers, the scribbling of quills, and people walking along the streets outside the open windows of the room were all that could be heard at first.

 Once Aegis moved on to hammering the shape, the tinging sound of the available copper smithing hammer banging on the copper anvil echoed off the walls, until Aegis had finished with the blade and hilt, making sure to keep the counterweight the right size to balance it with the rest of the blade. For this part in particular, Tullan paid great interest and watched as Aegis did the final steps.

 “Hrm, looks like you’ve done some work researchin’. That’s lookin’ a whole lot better than the junk you threw up on the auction house a few weeks back. It’s gonna take more than that ter’ pass this quest though.” Tullan smirked as Aegis took a step back and looked around the room once more. Artistry and stone cutting was next. Aegis used a jewelcrafters kit in the room to cut several quartz stones down to gem like shapes, then used them with his refinement and blacksmithing to cut in holes to inset them into the hilt, giving it a decorative design. He then combined that with his scribing to engrave a name for the sword at the base of the blade without upsetting the balance, writing ‘Tullan’s Bane’ in Shattered World lettering. Finally, for the finishing touches, he sharpened the blade and wrapped leather strands tightly around the hilt after properly curing a crude hide that was laying in a crate off to the side of the room, mixing in his alchemy to create a blue dye and dying the ends of the leather to give it a unique styling that matched what he was already wearing on his own leather armor. 

Once the weapon was completed, Aegis headed to the enchanting station in the room that had a single available lesser enchanting orb and used his Bless skill on the orb, then added the enchantment to the blade as the final touch. Though the processes were sped up and completed much faster than they would've been in the real world, the entire craft still took Aegis several hours until he felt ready to present the sword to Terpus. He did some sharpening using a grindstone as best he could before placing the sword neatly down on the desk in front of Terpus.

 “Is this your finished craft? Are you ready for me to examine it?” Terpus asked as he looked up from his documents, while Tullan stood up from his chair to take a look.

 “Yes, I’m finished.” Aegis replied, though his confidence had waned and nervousness began to fill his mind as he prepared to be judged.

 “Ye’ve certainly improved, no doubt about that. If you’d made yer Iron swords like this, yer’ pockets’d be a lot heavier I’d wager.” Tullan looked at the sword impressed. “Not a fan of the name though, ye’ cheeky bastard.” Tullan noticed the writing on the blade. Terpus gently picked it up with one hand on the hilt and one on the blade.

 “Quite sharp, very deadly, yet beautifully made. I can see a great deal of care was put into this creation.” He slowly rotated the shortsword around in his hands to look at it from all sides before holding it upright by the hilt. “Well balanced. As light as it can be while maintaining its effectiveness in combat. Wonderful detail so that the short sword stands out from the many others out there in the world. Certainly the one who would wield this would do so with great pride, and it would leave a lasting impression on anyone who saw it.” Terpus gently waved the sword around in front of himself a few times before slowly placing it back down on the desk.

 “You’ve impressed me, consider the test passed, and I will add this sword to my collection. I like to collect the crafts made by promising Craftsmen, sort of like a token, to show off when you one day achieve greatness. Yes, I see great creations in your future.” Terpus smiled as Aegus got a quest completed notice.

 “Well done then lad. It’s a shame yer’ given up your Iron source now that ye’ finally know how to craft the good stuff.” Tullan said mischievously as he watched Aegis fiddle around with his interface. Aegis turned in the quest to get the reward, and was hit by several notifications. One that he was expecting, and one that he was not expecting. 




	Congratulations! You have advanced from Crafting Mastery(Beginner): 30 to Crafting Mastery(Intermediate): 30. You may now level this skill up to a maximum of 150. 









	[WORLD NOTIFICATION]
The player [Aegis - Level 30] has become the first player in the world to reach intermediate in every crafting skill.






Tullan saw the notification pop up in front of him and had a dumbfounded expression on his face, his jaw slowly dropping down as his eyes opened wide. Aegis stared back at Tullan with an equally dumb blank stare of shock.

“I was not expecting that.” Aegis whispered in disbelief.



“I was not expecting that.” Shinji whispered as he watched Aegis viewership numbers suddenly shoot upwards rapidly. 
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“So uh... Hello everybody.” Tullan spoke with a polite, normalized voice as he walked alongside Aegis out of the Storehouse. Aegis walked stiffly, like a robot, trying to pretend that he couldn’t see his viewership numbers sitting at 30 000. “If yer’ in the Kalmoore region, and yer’ interested in buyin’ some high quality crafts. Be sure to check out the Night Hunter shop, we got the best stuff there is in all of Kalmoore.” Tullan said awkwardly as he stood in front of Aegis. Aegis just stared blankly at him, frozen like a statue.

 “Right then. Best be off to do more blacksmithin’. Ye’ go ‘n have a good day there, my good friend Aegis. Heh heh.” Tullan waved awkwardly before spinning around and walking away. Once Tullan was gone, Aegis was left to fend for himself, standing frozen in the streets of Kordas as a few people walking by recognized his name from the notification, whispering to each other about him as they passed.

 “Yo, that’s him, that’s the guy that just got all the skills up!” One player whispered while pointing at Aegis obnoxiously. Aegis awkwardly waved with a nervous smile.



 “I need Hae-won on Aegis’ stream, right now.” Shinji shouted into a call that linked up to Tommy and Hae-won’s Simboxes.

 “I’m already switching over my set to cover casting Aegis.” Hae-won replied. In her Simbox she had closed out a broadcast covering a bard player that was in the midst of playing a song in a tavern and now had a black screen behind her. Moments later she swapped it over to Aegis’ feed to see him standing stupidly in the middle of the street. “What’s he doing?” Hae-won asked Shinji.

 “I got like 10 different networks calling us for interviews right now, including the agent of the top crafting streamer in the entire game. They all want a piece of him, check this out.” Tommy yelled into the call as he pressed a few buttons within his simulation to send video feeds to Hae-won and Shinji’s office simulations.


 “This is certainly exciting news. Most of you are not surprised that a player has finally achieved Intermediate in every crafting class.” A news host was sitting on a fluffy red chair talking to the camera, the set around him was craft themed, complete with anvils and other tools hanging on the walls around him. He had short brown hair and was dressed up with a blacksmithing apron on and leather work gloves. To his right, on the wall beside him, was a video feed of Aegis’ livestream. 

“What is surprising is when you learn that this player hasn’t been playing the game since it launched. No, in fact, despite the game being released over half a year ago, this player has only been playing for only about a month. So that begs the question, just how on earth did a Priest, of all classes, manage to achieve such a high level in every craft in such a short amount of time? We’ll be trying to get an exclusive interview with Aegis as soon as possible, in the meantime, perhaps he’ll reveal it himself, let’s go live to his own personal broadcaster with the Fanta-see network, Hae-won.” 



As he finished saying this his camera suddenly zoomed in on Aegis’ stream as it went fullscreen with Hae-won standing in front of it. 

 Both Hae-won in her red v-neck dress, and Aegis on the screen behind her, had blank dumb stares on their faces.

 

 “Uh, Hae-won, that’s your cue, you’re up.” Tommy said to her through their Simbox call.

 “The kid is not going to do interviews. We promised him when we made the contract that all he has to do is play.” Shinji interjected, before anything more was said.

 “I don’t need interviews. Who do you think that third viewer has been? I’m good at my job.” She added under her breath, scolding Shinji before activating her broadcasting microphone.

 “Welcome everyone, to Aegis’ livestream, I’m sure you’re all filled with questions about how he has achieved such an incredible feat.” Hae-won said with a smile, but froze again. She saw the viewership numbers climbing up to 35 000, well beyond any audience she had talked in front of before, and her nerves were starting to get to her. She took a deep breath to get a grip and tried to remain focused. 

 “The simple answer is, he is a player who loves the game. He loves it so much that he has immersed himself completely into the game world, and that has allowed him to embrace everything it has to offer. For that very same reason, we do our best to not disturb his gameplay and instead watch it from afar.” Hae-won explained.

 “No need to worry though, as I am Aegis’ biggest fan, and I can answer any questions in the chat you have on his behalf as we watch him proceed with his adventures undisturbed. So, do feel free to ask and I will try my best to answer them.” Hae-won smiled politely with her cutest expression she could muster, before opening the stream chat and seeing it zoom past her at a speed well beyond anything the human eye could ever possibly read. “Ahehe…” Hae-won nervously laughed when she saw it.

 “Shinji, keep doing your thing, open up slots in editing for advertising, we’re getting hundreds of offers already.” Tommy said as a side conversation, closing Hae-won out of their call.

 “No, not yet.” Shinji replied as his fingers moved rapidly to keep the feed of Aegis’ stream up to date, and angle the camera as best as possible - though truthfully there wasn’t much to do at the moment because Aegis was still frozen like a statue.

 “What do you mean not yet, this is what you were waiting for, wasn’t it?” Tommy shouted back angrily.

 “Nah, this isn’t it. Adverts now will push people away, we need them to fall in love with Aegis and his adventure first. The adventure is just beginning. This isn’t the storm, it’s still coming.” 

 “You’ve got something more interesting planned than a world notification? That’s the biggest viewership bump you can fucking hope for!” Tommy shouted at Shinji angrily over the Simbox call. 

 “Just trust me, alright?” Shinji replied calmly and Tommy let out a long sigh.

 “Yeah, sure, I’ll trust you.” Tommy replied in frustrated compliance. “If he keeps standing there, staring at nothing like a dumbass though, I’m gonna put ads on him regardless. It’d be a viewer experience improvement.” Tommy said before ending the call.



 “Ahem.” Aegis cleared his throat, his mind racing wildly for a few seconds until panic began to set in and he fiddled through his interface, double checking information on what the viewers could see. He was relieved to see that his real name, any information about his character customization, and his skills were all kept hidden, and he had options in his menu that he could disable to allow the viewers to see his skills.

 For now, he wanted to keep Pacifism hidden, at least until he’d finished the quest to obtain the class. He closed out his menus and let out a sigh of relief, thinking about what to do next. He knew he had an in-game week of time left to kill before the Airship trip began, and he had to figure out something to do that was mildly entertaining for that time.

 The only skill left to raise up to intermediate was Leadership, so he decided he’d start with that, taking a deep breath. He walked stiffly to the nearest Kordas guard to ask for directions, and was directed to the Military Command Barracks, just outside the Kordas Keep. The viewership went up to 40 000 but seemed to stabilize around that number by the time Aegis arrived at the Military Command Barracks. 

 The building was built just outside the 6 meter wall that went around the magnificent Kordas keep. He could only see the tallest towers of the keep peeking up over the tops of the wall, but even from this distance he could spot the beautiful architectural work that must’ve been involved in its construction. The building in front of him wasn’t anything to ignore either - a wide marble staircase that narrowed as it climbed upwards to the base of the structure with two large marble statues flanking it on either side, depicting large armored humanoid figures Aegis didn’t recognize, with purple banners of the Night Hunters draped around the base and a purple and yellow carpet leading up the center of the stairs.

 When he’d arrived he saw an NPC in the process of sweeping the steps and a player muttering to himself, stomping down the stairs angrily and leaving the building without even noticing Aegis standing there. Aegis climbed the staircase and entered the large open building through a tall archway and stepped inside to see a long hall with the carpet continuing through it straight ahead. On either side of the carpet stood more statues depicting famous figures - Aegis didn’t recognize them by appearance but he spotted a plaque naming one as Hectrin, the architect that had supposedly built Kordas. 

 There were numerous archways leading to open siderooms, one such room looked to have a round table with a three dimensional map of Kalmoore on it, markings of the locations that’d been explored and where various settlements were. Aegis didn’t get close enough to inspect it in detail and instead continued walking forward to a large pair of closed wooden doors straight ahead of him, far down the hall. 

 He knew it was the right place, because in front of the door stood a line of over 30 players all waiting to enter the room, and standing in front of the door was an NPC in simple leather armor, his arms crossed as he stared down at his tapping feet. [Captain Pelt(Elite) - ??].

 Aegis approached slowly as all of the players in the line turned to look at him, some whispering loudly to each other while pointing at his viewership count, but Aegis did his best to pretend he didn’t hear them.

 “Excuse me… is this the line for improving my Leadership?” Aegis asked as politely as he could, but his voice cracked due to his dry throat.

 “Pardon?” Captain Pelt asked, not hearing him clearly.

 “Yeah, it’s the line bucko. Get to the back.” A player near the front answered.

 “Yes, if you’re here to be taught to be a true leader, you’ll need to wait your turn. As you can see, there are many people waiting to prove themselves.” Pelt motioned to the line.

 “R-right, thanks.” Aegis bowed politely and made his way to the back of the line as everyone in it followed him with their eyes. Once he reached the back he stood silently and most people lost interest. Not exactly the most exciting thing to do once you’ve gotten this many viewers, Aegis thought to himself, but his viewership held steady. Aegis remembered that a good portion of viewers would watch streams from outside a Simbox, so every 4 seconds he had to wait was only 1 for them, and as his mind trailed off on this, the doors opened.

 “This test is fucking bullshit!” A large orc player stomped out, yelling at Pelt. “I’ve seen other islands run this test, it’s no-where near this hard. Can’t we get a new squad?” The orc continued as Pelt turned to shrug.

 “Sorry, no can do, they’re the only volunteers we’ve got. If you can’t pass the test, maybe you’re just not cut out to be a leader.” Pelt replied calmly without turning to face him.

 “Tch, whatever. Screw leadership, it’s a bullshit skill anyway.” The orc waved him off, stomping down the hall. “Yall are wasting your time.” The orc shouted towards the line as he continued past them out of the building.

 “Right. Ready to try again, Lindalya?” Pelt smiled as he turned to the next player in line and she nodded back.

 “Yes! This time for sure.” She replied enthusiastically as she stepped through the doorway. Aegis caught a glimpse of the interior - it resembled the room that he’d done his Shield Mastery quest in. Once she had stepped inside, the doors closed behind her and it went silent again for about 60 seconds, until she came back out.

 “Tchyaaa! So frustrating!” She squeaked loudly. 

 “I’m sorry, maybe next time.” Pelt said politely as the player walked past him, ignoring his condolences as she went straight to the back of the line behind Aegis. As the next player entered the room and the door closed, she tapped Aegis on the shoulder causing him to turn and see her Elven face, short brown hair with large pointed ears sticking out. [Lindalya - Level 47] stood above her character.

 “You’re the guy who just got that world achievement, right?” She asked him curiously, and as she did Aegis felt as though everyone in the line was suddenly listening to them.

 “Y-yeah. To be honest I didn’t know there was a notification for something like that.” Aegis replied nervously.

 “No kidding. Who in their right mind would do every intermediate crafting quest? I mean, no offense.” She said.

 “None taken.” Aegis shrugged awkwardly.

 “Anyway, I haven’t seen you here so I’m guessing this’ll be your first try?” She asked.

 “Yeah.” Aegis nodded. 

 “The rest of us are regulars. Pretty much no one passes the test here. They say you’re better off going to another island than trying to beat this test on Kalmoore. Only idiots like us keep trying.” Lindayla said as she motioned to the people in the line and a few of them chuckled. “You want to hear some tips for what we’ve figured out so far?” Lindayla asked.

 “Ah, no thanks.” Aegis stopped her.

 “Alright, but it’s your loss.” She shrugged back.

 “So, how’d you do it?” Someone else in the line asked, getting confidence to speak to Aegis now as all eyes were on him.

 “Do what? The notification?” Aegis asked.

 “Yeah, how’d you get it? I mean the grinding alone is hard enough but, aren’t all those intermediate crafting quests super hard?” He replied.

 “Yeah my dad’s botanist and he said the herbalism skill quest really pushed him to his limit.” Another player chimed in as they all looked at Aegis.

 “You must’ve found some cheat around it right? To keep your skills active during the quests?” another player joined in, and following that they all listened excitedly, hoping to hear of some secret technique that they could use.

 “It’s nothing exciting like that, I just studied really hard the past few weeks.” Aegis replied.

 “You studied? All of those topics?” Lindayla asked.

 “I like studying.” Aegis shrugged.

 “But why would you level all those skills?” She raised a brow at him and several other players seemed to have the same question.

 “And leadership too.” Someone pointed out and they all nodded.

 “Ah, well.” Aegis looked around at their expectant faces. He wasn’t ready to talk about Pacifism, it would be too easy to get in his way and take advantage of him if they knew he couldn’t fight back, especially without Lina around. “I want to develop my land.” Aegis replied.

 “Ah.” Nearly all of them gave him sighs or nods of understanding. “So you’re a land owner, no wonder. How much money did you spend on this game? How many workers did you use you farm all of your experience for you?” Lindayla asked. 

 “Uh…” Aegis saw the conclusions they were coming to - he was a ‘whale’ who bought a bunch of laborers and used them to farm experience through work projects. As he paused and thought about it, it was a pretty good cover. But he couldn’t swallow it, it left a bad taste in his mouth.

 “None.” Aegis replied calmly, and a few players chuckled. 

 “Heh, yeah, sure buddy.” A few mumbled, and it was clear the consensus was that he was lying, but Aegis didn’t mind as long as he personally knew he wasn’t lying. After that, they lost interest in asking him anymore questions but Aegis’ viewership was staying steady - he’d imagined Hae-won was broadcasting for him now, maybe confirming he was telling the truth, but he couldn’t imagine how she’d manage such a large audience.

 One by one Aegis waited for the players to take the test. They would enter the room for a bit, and then exit. Aegis began to time it and noticed that it was on average always around 60 seconds. Whatever was happening in that room was causing every player in this line to fail in under a minute, and by all appearances they'd been stuck here failing for quite some time. It’d be embarrassing if the first thing he showed to his audience was him failing an intermediate quest, which pumped up his determination.

Eventually it was his turn next and he stood in front of Pelt, waiting the last 60 seconds for the player who’d been in front of him to fail, and at this time his viewership had risen by several hundred. The number was starting to annoy him as it kept moving up and down and he opted to go into his stream settings to hide it so as to not be distracted. Eventually the door opened up and the player in front of him walked out dejectedly. 

“Good luck, new guy.” The player said as he walked past Pelt to the back of the line. 

“Ah, a new face, finally.” Pelt said with annoyance as he eyed the line of other players behind Aegis. “So, you’re here to learn to become a great leader. One who leads those who follow them to greatness. Greatness comes in many forms - a General leading an army against a horde of Abysslings, or a Great Architect directing the construction of a Grand Palace. They both have the same things in common, they require strong leadership, and to be a strong leader you must possess the right traits. Many people think themselves leaders, but they are simply people who have found themselves in leadership roles, and lack the traits to do their duty effectively.” Pelt said as he paced around in front of Aegis. As he spoke, he got the impression that this was a speech that all the players behind him had heard before. 

“Prove to me you have the traits of a great leader, and I will teach you the skills you need to achieve greatness.” Pelt spoke proudly as he motioned Aegis to enter through the doors. As he did, Aegis got a quest pop up in front of his vision.




	
Quest: Captain Pelt has requested that you prove yourself to him by demonstrating you have what it takes to become an intermediate Leader.
Objective: 0/1 Captain Pelt’s test passed.
Quest Giver: Captain Pelt
Reward: Leadership(Intermediate)
Difficulty: Extreme
Restrictions: Leadership(Beginner): 30








Aegis saw it, and it stood out like a sore thumb. It was the first intermediate quest he’d encountered that listed its difficulty as extreme. The only other time he’d seen this difficulty was when he took the quest from Luryala back in Orm. He still wasn’t sure what to expect but he took a deep breath and tried to clear his head as he walked through the doors.

“Would you prefer to take the test in private?” Captain Pelt asked.

“Eh…” Aegis thought about the livestream over his head and shrugged. “I don’t care.” Aegis replied.

“Very well. Enter the arena and defeat whatever creature comes your way with the help of my squad of soldiers.” Pelt motioned Aegis forward to the ledge of the arena inside the room. “Use your leadership and your own abilities to their fullest. The strength of the enemy and my squad will be tuned to match yours, to ensure a fair test.” Pelt explained as he watched Aegis reach the ledge overlooking the arena. Now seeing it up close, the arena looked identical to the Shield Mastery arena. 

 “Don’t worry about death, there is magic within the arena to prevent anyone from dying, but… if any member of your team drops to 1 health, you’ll fail the test.” Pelt finished his explanation with a devious smile, and Aegis could come up with some theories on why the other players were failing so quickly.

 With the door still open, Aegis took one last glance backwards to see that all the players in the line had maneuvered themselves so that they could see through the door inside the arena - none were willing to get closer and give up their spots in the line though.

 “The test will begin once you enter the arena. Good luck.” Pelt finished saying, turned around to look away from Aegis and crossed his arms patiently.

 Looking down into the Arena, Aegis saw there was a group of four NPCs sitting around in a circle. They had brushed the sand off of a small section of the tiled arena floor and were playing cards, each of them holding a hand and tossing cards into the middle, taking turns. They didn’t once look up to acknowledge Aegis’ presence, but this gave him time to scope them out.

 [Caleb(Elite) - Level 30], [Delphine(Elite) - Level 30], [Treg(Elite) - Level 30], [Walsh(Elite) - Level 30]. Aegis recalled what Lina had told him about Elite NPCs, that they behaved like real people would, as if they were fully activated artificial intelligence, and this immediately explained to him why they were just sitting around playing cards. He took note that they were all wearing identical equipment, the Kordas guard uniform, with spears and shields laying on the ground around them outside their circle.

 With nothing left to do, Aegis hopped down into the arena, and as his feet hit the ground he saw the portcullis on the opposite end begin to rise up, while at the same time his party interface suddenly changed to show that he had joined a raiding party with all four of these NPCs.

 “Oh look, a new one.” Caleb said as he glanced to look at Aegis briefly before going back to his card game. 

 “A priest of Eirene? Psh.” Delphine looked as well, uninterested.

 “You guys have done this before, I’m guessing?” Aegis asked them.

 “Real genius, this one.” Treg replied sarcastically.

 “Well… whatever comes through the gate, I’ll make sure to draw its attention. Once it is focusing on me, I’ll need the rest of you to attack it from a safe distance until I know what its capable of.” Aegis said.

 “Right, sure thing boss.” Walsh replied.

 “You go get it’s attention, then we’ll jump in and hit it with our pointy sticks.” Delphine replied dismissively. None of them were actually reacting with anything but sarcastic remarks, they all continued to focus on their card game. Aegis watched on the far end of the arena as a large bear-like creature stomped its way out from under the hall on the opposite side.

 “That’s the thing we need to defeat?” He asked them, and two replied with shrugs while the other two didn’t acknowledge his question at all, too focused on their cards. 

 “Ah, I got you, you’re done.” Walsh shouted as he slapped a card down.

 “Tch, man. You’ve gotta be cheating.” Caleb replied annoyed as he threw his hand of cards down at the ground.

 “Nah you just suck.” Delphine said and the others chuckled, while the creature’s claws stomped a few steps further into the arena. Unlike a typical bear, it had no fur and instead had strange stripe-shaped scales over its back and head. It opened its mouth and let out a horrific roar, saliva flying from its dangerously sharp teeth as it did. [Boss] sat above its head in red letters.

 “Oh no, it’s coming.” Delphine replied sarcastically. "Loser deals." She chucked her remaining cards at Caleb and he started shuffling the deck after collecting it, then proceeded to deal new hands to everyone. 
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Aegis understood now why everyone had failed this quest within 60 seconds as he watched their uninterested attitude.

 “So I’m guessing you guys are just going to sit there and let the Boss thing attack you until you hit 1 health, and I fail.” Aegis asked as he watched Caleb deal out the cards.

 “Yep.” Caleb shrugged.

 “Pretty much.” Walsh nodded. 

 “That’s fine, I’ve had my fair share of group projects where one person did all the work.” Aegis sighed as he stepped forward to stand in between them and the Boss, raising his shield up.

 “Oh, side note, that thing takes 0 damage from anyone but us. So, good luck buddy.” Caleb added as they all watched Aegis strap his shield on.

 “Our recommendation? Don’t drag this out too long, you’re only wasting your own time.” Walsh added.

 “We get paid to be here either way so, whatever.” Treg shrugged.

 “Oh, Mr. shield user, I would appreciate it if you didn’t let it mess up my hair.” Delphine raised a finger at Aegis while speaking condescendingly.

 “Sure…” Aegis had to think. He had a few options here, but the underlying problem was, this was a challenge to test his leadership, he needed to convince these four to follow his orders and it was clear they had no reason to listen to him. Bribing them? Messing up their card game? Begging? Aegis played the scenarios out in his head, until he remembered a trick he’d used a few years ago with a troublesome group of project partners during a school assignment, and smirked to himself.

 “I’m good at holding an enemies attention, and staying alive, so really I just need one of you.” Aegis took a step back and tapped Caleb on the shoulder. “Bless.” Aegis enchanted him, so that his hands began to glow with holy light and it wrapped around his cards.

 “Ooh, look at that Caleb. Fancy light magic.” Delphine said sarcastically.

 “That’s not a spell you see every day.” Walsh said, he sounded genuine but at the same time uninterested.

 “Nice try buddy, but, I’ve got a killer hand so, buzz off.” Caleb shooed him away.” Aegis shrugged as if he was okay with this and dashed forward to intercept the Boss stomping towards them.

 “He’s gonna drag this out, isn’t he.” Treg groaned. None of them even looked up to watch as the Bear boss pounced at Aegis and slammed into his braced shield, causing his feet to crack the tiles on which he stood as he struggled to hold back the might of the beast. 




	You take 200 Bludgeoning damage.






 As Aegis had assumed, the boss didn’t hit him very hard - he could heal through that damage quite easily, but that wouldn’t explain why the other players all failed so fast. Surely they tried to intercept the boss as well? But Aegis got his answer as suddenly a large barb shot out from between the back plates of the Boss over his head, aimed directly at Caleb. It made a loud ominous whistling sound as it shot through the air, there was no way none of them heard it yet none of them turned to look at it.

 “Uh oh, it’s your turn to get the hit Caleb." Delphine giggled as she gave the projectile a quick glance.

 “Darn.” Caleb sighed annoyed. Aegis turned around and quickly snapped his fingers, causing a projection of his shield to appear in front of the barb and block it thanks to his guard skill.

 “Tch, he’s an intermediate shield user.” Treg sucked his teeth.

 “This is gonna take forever.” Walsh rolled his eyes. 




	You take 350 Piercing damage.






 The barb hit harder than the bear itself, but nothing Aegis couldn’t handle. He pressed his shield hand on his chest and snapped his right finger to cast healing wind, letting it mend him up in tandem with the enchantments on his armor. 

 It took a few more attacks, but Aegis got a quick handle on the Boss’s attack patterns. It was easy to control its positioning and prevent the four card players from getting hit, so Aegis did exactly that, managing his mana and stamina with the intent of fighting the boss for a long time. It wasn’t until the first 12 minutes and 30 seconds went by that Aegis had to continue with his plan.

 After blocking a barb attack, Aegis quickly dashed back to the group and refreshed his bless on Caleb.

 “Any time now. Bless” Aegis sighed after tapping his shoulder to enchant Caleb's hands with holy light again.

 “Not happening, pal.” Caleb sighed while the others were squinting at their card hands. The battle continued. When another 12 minutes went by, Aegis did the same thing - dashing back to Caleb and blessing him. This time, the players waiting in the line outside began to yell into the room at him.

 “That’s not doing anything, c’mon man give it up.”

 “Yeah, let someone else try, you’re just tanking that thing pointlessly.” They shouted at him, but Aegis ignored them.

 It wasn’t until the 4th casting of bless that Aegis’ plan began to bear fruit. As he dashed in and tapped Caleb on the shoulder to cast it, the other NPCs chimed in exactly the way Aegis had hoped.

 “Hey, I gotta ask.” Walsh said as Aegis was turning to go back to blocking the Bosses attacks on the other side of the arena. “Why are you only blessing Caleb?” 

 “Huh? It’s obvious, isn’t it?” Aegis replied with a smirk before dashing away. Another 12 minutes and 30 seconds went by and his Bless on Caleb faded, forcing him to dash back and refresh it. This time they were not quietly enjoying a card game, they were arguing with each other, but they went quiet when Aegis arrived.

 “Kid, what did you mean by ‘It’s obvious.’” Treg shouted at Aegis angrily.

 “This idiot seems to think you’re blessing him because he looks the strongest.” Delphine said laughingly.

 “Well, he is, isn’t he? I figured he’s the leader of your group.” Aegis shrugged nonchalantly. “Bless.” He tapped Caleb on the shoulder while Caleb smirked mischievously at them.

 “He’s got a point.” Caleb leaned back with pride, wiggling his glowing white fingers at the other three.

 “Psh, my ass. Him the leader?” Walsh yelled.

 “Why the hell does he look the strongest?” Delphine shouted angrily.

 “Sorry, one sec, gotta go do my job.” Aegis replied condescendingly, dashing away back to the Boss.

 “Hey, we’re not done talking to you!” Treg shouted after him, but Aegis ignored it. Another 12 minutes and 30 seconds went by and Aegis’ bless wore off of Caleb again. This time when he’d returned to bless Caleb, the others stood up and the players watching from outside went silent to watch.

 “We’ve talked about it, and decided I’m the strongest, so you oughta be blessing me.” Treg said as he positioned himself in front of Caleb while he was still sitting down playing his cards, but this aggravated him into standing up.

 “We didn’t discuss shit, you moron. If anything, I’m the strongest one here. Remember that time in the kobold cave? Who had the most kills?” Walsh protested as he stood up and pushed Treg to the side.

 “Oh wow, look at Mr. tough guy here, bragging about killing a bunch of kobolds. I’m the one that took out that Grithok over in Sim’lar Forest.” Delphine shoved Walsh out of the way.

 “Ladies, you’re just falling into his trap. Don’t be so childish. Just let the kid keep blessing me.” Caleb said condescendingly as he stood behind them.

 “Oh you shut up you lazy bastard, you’re just happy the kid is dumb enough to think you’re the strongest.” Treg snarled at Caleb.

 “Guys, guys…” Aegis tried to calm them down while glancing back to see the Boss slowly stomping towards them. “There’s an easy way to see which of you is strongest. I’ve got all the attention of that Boss. So there’s no excuse for not hitting it with all you got. I’d say, whoever gets the last hit is the strongest.” Aegis shrugged as he walked around, this time casting bless on all of them.

 “Ah, hahah.” Walsh smirked. “I see what you’re doing. You think that’s really gonna work on us?”

 “Clever kid.” Delphine waved it off, shaking her head as she took a seat, the others joining her and picking up their cards.

 “I told you guys.” Caleb mocked them. Aegis just shrugged and started walking away.

 “Eh, I don’t blame you. I’d be afraid of losing to my friends too. Isn’t that right Caleb?” Aegis said before he dashed back towards the boss. The four of them all held their cards up to their faces, their fingers glowing with holy energy, but they weren’t looking at the cards, they were glancing between each other in silence.

 “Fuckin’ hell.” Treg quickly spun around and grabbed his spear off the ground behind him, the holy energy on his fingertips immediately transferred to the tip of the spear as he dashed across the arena towards the Boss.

 “Like I’m losing to Treg.” Walsh shouted angrily, doing the same.

 “A headstart won’t help you weak losers!” Delphine shouted as she grabbed her weapon and joined in. 

 “Guys, come… c’mon.” Caleb sighed as he relented, grabbing his spear as well and following the others. Aegis kept the attention of the boss as the four of them maneuvered around the back of the beast, slashing at it with flashes of holy light marking each point of impact. 

 It was harder for Aegis to use his guard skill to still protect them from the spine projectiles when they were closer to the boss, he had to react quickly, but the four NPCs took no precaution against it as they had complete faith that Aegis would protect them, focusing entirely on trying to deal more damage than each other. 

 The result was that the boss was defeated within a minute from after they began attacking, with Delphine landing the final blow.

 “Hah, suck that shit, losers.” She said as she threw her spear down on the ground triumphantly.

 “Hey, hey, that wasn’t fair, the boss turned towards you at the last second and you got some headshots in for extra damage.” Treg complained.

 “Last hit shouldn’t even matter, it was clear I did the most damage to it overall.” Caleb interjected.

 “No you didn’t, I did.” Walsh shouted back.

 “Guys, relax, if you’d really like to settle it, there’s plenty of rematches to look forward to.” Aegis motioned to the line of players waiting to take their turn at the Leadership quest. The four guards looked at the line, then gave Aegis a nod.

 “Alright then, best of three.” Treg declared.

 “Best of three? That’s bullshit.” Delphine complained.

 “Why, you afraid you can’t do it again? You worried it was just luck?” Caleb replied in a babying voice.

 “You know damn well it wasn’t luck.” Delphine growled as she picked her spear up from the ground. “Best of three then, it’ll only take another round to prove it.” She said confidently as Aegis reached the ladder on the far end of the arena and was climbing out of it.

 “Very impressive, I didn’t think anyone would ever get those lazy idiots off their asses. There’s more to being a leader than great instructions and motivating speeches. To be able to lead requires you to understand the people you are leading, and guide them on the right path to insure the most desirable outcome.” Pelt smiled as Aegis walked up to him, patting him on the shoulder as the quest completed. 




	Quest Complete! 1/1 Captain Pelt's test passed.
Congratulations! You have advanced from Leadership(Beginner): 30 to Leadership(Intermediate): 30. You may now level this skill up to a maximum of 150.
Your use of the Leadership skill has unlocked the Leadership ability: [Commanding Presence(Passive)]



	
[Commanding Presence(Passive)] - Leadership

Improves the likelihood that non-elite NPCs will listen to your orders and respect your presence. This skill's effectiveness scales with your Leadership level.








“To face the most difficult challenges, you will always need people to work together. And it is in the face of those challenges that it is most difficult to force others to put aside their differences and work towards a common goal. Your job as a leader is to guide them on that path, under any circumstance. I hope to hear tales of your exploits in the coming months.” Pelt gave Aegis a respectful nod.

“Hey, c’mon Pelt, cut the chit chat, send the next one in.” Walsh shouted up out of the arena at him. This change in behavior had all the players staring in disbelief at Aegis and Pelt.

“You're welcome, guys.” Aegis smirked at them as he headed out of the hall. The murmurs and pushing to get to the front of the line happened almost immediately.

“Let me go next, I’ve been here the longest!”

“Come on, it should be me, I brought us all sandwiches, remember?”

“I want to do it before they change their minds and stop trying to compete with each other!” Players began shouting and shoving to get to the front of the line and do the test next. 

Aegis felt a sense of relief that he’d managed it on his first try, even though it took awhile. It was also much less stressful for him now that his livestream viewership count was hidden, and he could stop worrying about whether the viewers were going up and down based on what he did. He just had to keep playing for now and believe in Hae-won and Shinji to do the rest.

As he exited the building he spotted at the bottom of the staircase a group of three players waiting for him, staring at him expectantly as he took the first steps down the stairs of the Military Command building. They wore red and white tabards with the symbol of crossed white swords on the front and a spear in the middle standing upright - Aegis had seen this on a few other players in Kordas before but didn’t know the meaning behind it.

“Hey there Aegis.” The player in the middle smiled and waved. [Christoph - ??] was above his name. He had a full set of enchanted and engraved iron armor with a large, powerful looking greatsword on his back. To his right stood a Lizardfolk player with a bow on his back and leather armor, [Embertongue - ??]. To his left he saw a female human wearing simple leather armor, blonde hair tied into a ponytail with fair skin and a big smile as her bright blue eyes looked him up and down. Something about her felt familiar, but Aegis didn’t know why until he looked up to see her name, [Miranda - Level 39] - she was livestreaming to a viewership of 1500. 

“As you can see, my name is Christoph. I’m the Guild leader of the Blades of Kalmoore.” Christoph gently tapped the symbol on his tabard. “We’re the second strongest guild in Kalmoore on paper, but the truth is, we just prefer to leave all the boring management stuff to the Night Hunters so we can focus more on the fun stuff.” Christoph grinned. “I’m here to see if you’d be interested in joining our crafting team. We’ve got a lot of resources you could make use of to enhance your crafts, I think you’d like it with us. Our guild hall is filled out with all the bells and whistles.” He finished.

“And we have a lot of fun going on adventures together. Exploring dungeons, hunting down bounties… I’m a bit new, but it’s been nothing but exciting since I joined!” Miranda chimed in cheerfully. Aegis was at least glad to see that Miranda didn’t recognize him from their time in class together. He took some time to look between the three who stared up at him with hopeful expressions, but Aegis already knew the answer he was gonna give. Just as Aegis opened his mouth though, he was interrupted before any words came out.

“Oi, Aegis.” Tullan shouted from the street a ways away, quite loud to get his attention quickly, despite his distance. It was a bit odd behaviour, which caused all of them to look. “Catch.” Tullan whipped something small and shiny at him from a distance with urgency.

Aegis caught it and looked at it curiously. It was a necklace, with a pendant on it made of a beautifully cut Sapphire gem. It was clearly enchanted with some sort of magical effect, but Aegis didn’t have much time to look at the item card.

“Put it on ye daft dolt! Now!” Tullan shouted worriedly. Aegis glanced to see the look of panic on his face, then looked back to the other three in front of him and saw them looking at something behind Aegis. Rather than wait to turn around and see what they were looking at, Aegis trusted Tullan and put the necklace on, and in that instant he felt a bolt of energy hit him in the back and disperse around him. 

Aegis turned around to see another Blade of Kalmoore player standing behind him with a staff, having just casted a spell on Aegis without him noticing, and a notification appeared in front of his vision.




	[Identify]'s effects were blocked by the effect of [Aegis' Bane]






“Did… he just tried to use identify on me?” Aegis asked Tullan curiously, but Christoph answered.

“It’s only natural, we’d want to know what skills you have before you join our guild, right?” Christopher shrugged as if it was not a big deal, and both Embertongue and Miranda seemed to smile in agreement. Aegis took this time to look at the item card of the necklace he’d just equipped. 




	Name: Aegis' Bane
Slot: Accessory
Type: Necklace
Quality: 59%
Durability: 99/100
Requirements: Level 15
Option 1(Enchant): Protects the wearer from being identified through magical means. (Enchanted by Trexon(Detection Shell))
Description: A beautiful Sapphire stone hanging from a finely forged silver chain necklace. Crafted by Tullan.






“The moment Quinn saw the notification, she sent our highest level Sage back here to help me enchant that for ye’. Told me I was to get it to ye’ right away. Looks like I was just in time.” Tullan said as he caught his breath, clear that’d he’d just been running through the city until a few moments ago. “Don’t trust this lot, shady bunch, they are.” He motioned to the Blades members.

“Your days of ruling Kalmoore are numbered, Night Hunter.” Embertongue hissed at Tullan. Aegis watched the exchange and and thought for a moment.

“I’m going to have to decline. Nothing personal, I’m not interested in joining a guild.” Aegis replied coldly while glaring at the Elf Sage player that had attempted to identify him while he moved to stand with his guildmates. Tullan let out an audible sigh of relief.

“I see. That’s a shame. Well, as long as you aren’t joining up with these guys," Christoph motioned to Tullan, "if you ever would like to team up with us for some quests or dungeons, just give us a call.” Christoph said while giving Aegis an obviously fake smile. “And tell Quinn that she oughta stop playing mommy to every player in this city.” He added under his breath towards Tullan. Aegis watched the group of four Blades walk away and disappear into the city before he finished his descent down the stairs to join Tullan.

“Thanks, you saved me with this thing.” Aegis jingled the necklace. “You named it Aegis’ bane though? Really? That doesn’t even make sense, since it saved me.” Aegis raised a brow at Tullan.

“Yeah, well, y’know, revenge for namin’ that sword after me.” Tullan shrugged. “So, that’ll be 10 000 gold pieces.” He held out his hand expectantly.

“Huh?” Aegis looked at him surprised.

“Y’know, for the necklace. Sapphire’s ain't cheap, neither is silver, or that high level Sage enchant yer’ wearin. Had to use a Greater Enchantment Orb for it.” Tullan said.

“W-well why’d you make it with a Sapphire and Silver? Copper and quartz would’ve just been fine.” Aegis complained.

 “Are ye kiddin me? You expectin’ someone like me with me craftin’ skills to go around workin’ with some junk materials for such a high level enchant? Pay up, Mr.” He nudged his open palm into Aegis. 

 “Well, the thing is… I don’t have any gold.” Aegis shrugged awkwardly.

 “Wha- watcha mean you aint have any gold! Ye just sold 1000 Iron weapons for several hundred thousand! I’ve been watchin’ the markets, I aint no fool!” Tullan yelled at Aegis, annoyed now.

 “Y-yeah, about that... I spent it all.”

 “Sp-spent it all, on what? D’you buy a brothel or summat?!” Tullan shouted angrily in disbelief.

 “A what? No, I had to use the gold to pay bills and buy textbooks, so I could study to pass all other crafting quests.” Aegis explained.

 “You did what now? Yer tellin’ me you spent the last three weeks studyin’ all these crafts?” Tullan groaned with an eyeroll.

 “Well, yeah, how else was I going to pass the intermediate quests?” Aegis shrugged and Tullan let out a long drawn out sigh. He turned and started walking away from Aegis, mumbling something under his breath, but as he was leaving, Aegis realized he now had a week left with nothing to do in the city, and an idea popped into his head, rushing after Tullan.

 “Maybe I could pay you back, with some blacksmithing work?” Aegis looked at him curiously. 

 “Hmmm. Not a bad idea." Tullan turned and gave him a devious grin. "How about with a lil’ somethin I like to call the three S’s.” Tullan replied as he turned and continued walking down the street in the direction of the Night Hunter’s guild hall. “Sweepin’, Smeltin’, and Shopkeepin’.” Tullan finished, and Aegis reluctantly followed.

 It didn’t sound fun, but he was glad he now had something to do to kill time for the next few days until it was time for the Airship to depart.
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 “What would you like to purchase?” Aegis asked an excited looking level 6 Gnome Priest player who stared up at him wide eyed over the counter of the Night Hunter’s Kiosk he was currently standing behind. Around him on the shelves hung the wares that he’d helped Tullan produce over the course of the last week in order to pay Tullan back for the necklace.

 “Oh… oh… nothing, I didn’t want to purchase anything. I just wanted to say hi to my friends at school. Hi friends!” He waved towards Aegis’ livestreaming camera icon, barely looking Aegis in the eyes. 

 “Right… uhm, could you make room for someone who is looking to buy something?” Aegis tried to be as polite as possible. It wasn’t the first encounter like this, and it made him wonder once again just how many viewers he currently had, but ultimately he’d felt it best if he left the number hidden for his own sanity. 

 “Y-yeah, sure. Jonathan sucks!” The gnome shouted at Aegis before scurrying away back into the crowds of Kordas. The Night Hunter kiosk was set up in the middle of the Kordas Market Square, surrounded by hundreds of others from various guilds and players attempting to peddle their wares, though most of the customers were now lining up in front of Aegis’ kiosk which caused the other merchants to throw Aegis nasty glares - both player and NPC alike.

 “H-hey there. I’d like to buy that sword.” He pointed specifically at an iron sword that Aegis had made under Tullan’s instruction a few days ago. Aegis looked up at the human fighter player curiously.

 “You sure you want that one? One of these is a bit higher quality, we’ve still got them in stock. Just a few more coins than that one.” He motioned to the swords made by Tullan.

 “No thanks, I’d like that one. Specifically. It says it’s made by you, right?” He confirmed.

 “Y-yeah, I guess.” Aegis shrugged awkwardly as he took the sword down off the display shelf behind him and placed it on the counter.

 “Can you… do you think you could sign it? With a Jewelcrafting kit?” 

 “Seriously?” Aegis raised a brow at him, not believing his own ears.

 “Y-yes, you’re like, the first big celebrity we’ve had in Kalmoore. You know, aside from Winter. People say Kalmoore is filled with wimpy players who don’t do anything cool, and you’re proving them wrong! Please?!” He pleaded desperately as he spoke extremely fast.

 “I, uh… I guess…” Aegis awkwardly took out his Jewelcrafter kit, but just as he was about to start working on it, a fist slammed down on the kiosk.

 “Yo.” Herilon smiled. “Long time no see.”

 “Excuse me, it’s my turn in line.” The fighter player growled at Herilon. 

 “Relax buddy, this Kiosk belongs to us. You’re up.” He motioned to another Night Hunter member who was standing behind him.

 “I’m here to relieve you, Aegis.” A beautiful female Satyr smiled at Aegis with a curtsy. She had pure white fur with brown spots and tiny little stubs for horns protruding from her forehead, wearing simple clothes and the Night Hunter tabard. [Shelly - Level 19]. Aegis was surprised, it was the first Night Hunter member he had met that was lower level than him, but after her curtsy she moved behind the Kiosk and motioned him out.

 “Tullan said the dungeon team wouldn’t be back for another day.” Aegis said to Herilon.

“Our dungeon delve finished early, the boss ended up being a pushover. Go get your Priestess, the Airship leaves in an hour.” Herilon replied.

“Really? Alright.” Aegis let out a sigh of relief.

“Wait, what about my signature?” The fighter player called after Aegis. Aegis had half a mind to keep walking away, but thought better of it.

“Right, one second.” Aegis said to Herilon as he turned back to the counter and pulled out his kit, quickly engraving ‘Aegis’ into the hilt. 

“Wow! Thanks!” The fighter cheered excitedly.

“That signature raises the price by 50 gold.” Shelly smiled as she held her hand out to the player, whilst Herilon grabbed Aegis by the shoulder and led him away. 

“Go on, make it quick or we’ll leave without you.” Herilon urged him from the district as the line of people in front of the Kiosk all watched him leaving, some letting out audible sighs of disappointment. Aegis didn't waste any time and rushed off towards the Shrine of Eirene where he found Priestess Clara in her typical attire watering plants within the Garden as he approached.

“Priestess Clara, the Airship is ready to leave for Kriene now, if you could prepare your things.” Aegis asked her politely.

“Oh yes, of course, I have my bag prepared inside, I’ll just be a moment. Wait here.” She smiled before rushing off into the shrine. When she returned a few moments later, she ran towards Aegis so hastily that she nearly stumbled over her own feet, forcing Aegis to catch her.

“Are you okay?” Aegis asked as she adjusted her robes after the near tumble.

“Y-yes, sorry. I’m just very excited. I never thought I would be able to return to Kriene. I have a lot of friends that I left behind in Arallia.” Her face turned bright red. “Of course, this journey is about you though. They will be very happy to meet you, everyone in the Monastery of the Stars.” She bowed. “I’m ready to go.” 

“Right, let’s go then.” Aegis nodded as he led her from the shrine. Her excitement intrigued Aegus, and his mind began to wonder just how developed an NPC like Priestess Clara was. By comparison to the Elite NPCs in the Leadership quest, she acted sometimes as if she was just someone placed in the game world to give out quests, but other times acted more like a person. He couldn’t quite wrap his head around how it all was working behind the scenes, though he came up with a few theories as he made his way up the Skyport Tower with her.

When he reached the top of the tower Aegis saw several workers wearing Night Hunter tabards in the process of carrying crates and barrels onto Leonard’s airship. Gregory stood atop the Airship looking over the side overseeing them alongside Tullan, the two were in a deep discussion.

“Is that our ride?” Priestess Clara asked as she eyed the Airship excitedly.

“Yup, but, I should warn you… The Captain is a bit eccentric.” Aegis said apprehensively.

“O-okay.” Priestess Clara nodded politely. With that, Aegis walked across the wooden pier, doing his best not to look down as he approached the ship. Tullan and Gregory both saw them approaching with quick glances, but didn’t break out of their discussion about cargo weight. Tullan was busy arguing with Gregory about Captain Leonard’s excessive amounts of wine wasting cargo space that could be used for more valuable trade goods. 

When Aegis arrived on the deck of the ship, he saw quite a few people standing about. On the port side of the ship, legs hanging off the side, sat Sapphire and the two female NPCs that Aegis had seen nude on the ship a few weeks earlier. Now that they were clothed, Aegis could see their names also had (Elite) next to them, and they were chatting with Sapphire as she wore casual attire in place of her usual armor.

At the front of the ship stood Quinn, Trexon the lizardfolk Sage, and Captain Leonard, deep in a conversation Aegis couldn’t hear. And lastly, the Orc NPC was standing with Herilon on the upper level of the deck near the Stern taking turns smoking a pipe. All the while NPCs were shuffling past them with wheelbarrows containing crates and barrels, leading them below deck one by one. It was noisy and busy, and barely anyone seemed to notice that Aegis and Priestess Clara had arrived until finally Gregory turned from his chat with Tullan.

“Welcome aboard the Sky Darling. Allow me to show you to your rooms.” Gregory motioned them towards the stairs leading below deck before walking in front of them.

“Thanks.” Aegis nodded, but just like before Gregory didn’t seem to care about anything Aegis did. “The Airship is called the Sky Darling?” Aegis confirmed curiously.

“Yes.” Gregory replied with disdain. Aegis looked around to see impressive paintings, carpets and detailing on all of the woodworking of the interior. They were led down a series of hallways until arriving at a wooden door which Gregory opened to show them inside. The room had two simple beds to the left and right, a small nightstand between them, a window to look out the side of the airship just above the nightstand, and a single lantern hanging from the roof. It wasn’t much, but it was all they needed.

“If you need anything else, don’t be afraid to ask. The kitchen is at the end of the hall.” Gregory pointed, bowed, then left the two of them inside the room.

“You want left or right?” Aegis asked Priestess Clara and she first shrugged, but as Aegis continued to wait for her answer, she relented.

“Right, then.” She smiled as she set her bag down on the right bed. “I’m so thrilled. The last time I rode an Airship it was very crowded, this vessel seems much more luxurious. Was it expensive to acquire these tickets?” Priestess Clara asked.

“No, actually…” Aegis shrugged. “Captain Leonard was interested in helping our quest, and let us board for free.” 

“Oh, delightful! I’ll have to thank him in the name of Eirene later.” She smiled as Aegis sat on his bed across from her, looking out the window at the clouds drifting through the clear blue sky. He slowly felt the excitement of riding an Airship creeping up inside of him. It wasn’t so fantastical - he’d ridden in Airplanes before in the real world, but something about a flying boat that was open to the skies above made it more interesting. Just as he was drifting off in thought he watched as a small white ferret suddenly appeared in the doorway of their room, staring between the two of them. Priestess Clara noticed it as well and looked at it with a smile.

“Aw, is that someone's pet? It is very cute.” Priestess Clara asked, and it turned to look at her with a light head tilt. Aegis found it a bit odd that it had no nameplate above its head and wasn’t sure what to make of it. “Come here little guy.” Priestess Clara called to it while patting the bed beside her. It seemed to understand her and quickly ran up the bedpost and across the mattress, but rather than stop beside her it climbed up onto her shoulder and sat there. “Oh, oh okay, you can stay there little guy.” She smiled while gently petting the creature and it leaned into her hand.

“I have something you might like.” She ruffled through her bag and found a pouch of dried meat, feeding a piece to the Ferret who gladly accepted. Aegis watched them for a bit as it continued, but eventually went back to daydreaming.

“The Captain says we are prepared to leave, and would like everyone on deck.” Gregory shocked Aegis out of his daydream as he re-appeared in their doorway sometime later, lightly knocking on the door frame.

“Let’s go.” Aegis said to Clara and she gave him a nod, following behind him with the Ferret on her shoulder. When the two arrived back on the deck of the Airship, Aegis could see that the plank connecting them to the pier was gone and no longer were workers transporting goods. Gregory stood at the front of the ship with Captain Leonard, whilst around the central mast stood Sapphire, Herilon, Trexon, Quinn and Tullan.

“Winds are favorable. I suppose it is time for farewells.” Captain Leonard sighed as he walked towards the starboard side nearest the pier and looked over the side of the ship. Aegis followed him with his eyes to see standing on the pier looking up at him the two female NPCs and the Orc NPC staring longingly up at him.

“Farewell my loves, I shall return in but a months time, and I will miss you all every moment that we are apart.” Captain Leonard called down to them.

“Can’t we come with you Leonard?”

“It hurts my heart to be separated from you!” The two ladies called up to him.

“Alas, I cannot risk putting you in harm's way. I don’t know what I would do with myself if any of you were ever hurt. You’ll be safe here in Kordas. I promise to return to you as soon as possible.” Leonard waved them off. Aegis could see them crying and covering their faces as they lowered their heads in sorrow while Leonard turned to face him.

“I must admit, I was not expecting you to be able to convince Quinn and five of her highest level members to join you on this journey. I suppose it’s my fault for underestimating you.” Captain Leonard sighed. “Nevertheless, I am a man of my word, so let us embark on a journey to Kriene! I can’t wait to resupply on Arallian Wine, it’s absolutely delightful.” Leonard said while turning from Aegis and moving towards the Helm of the ship on the upper level of the deck. As he stepped away, Quinn and the others stepped forward.

“Thank you guys, all of you, for coming along. I really appreciate it.” Aegis smiled at them.

“We’ll be thanking you for all that iron.” Tullan shrugged.

“I wanna know what the quest reward is.” Sapphire wiggled her ears excitedly.

“I’m hoping some idiot tries something.” Herilon grinned. “Been awhile since we’ve had some good PvP, and I’ve heard rumors it’s been getting pretty lawless over in Kriene.” He added. 

“It is my duty as a Sage to collect knowledge from all lands, not just Kalmoore.” Trexon smiled, revealing his lizard tongue wiggling excitedly within his long scaly snout. “I’ve heard a lot about Arallia’s libraries, there will be much to read.”

“You’ll have a week. All of you, a week. After that we’re packing up and heading home.” Quinn motioned to the bunch, including Aegis. “I’m guessing this is your first time flying in an Airship?” She turned to Aegis and Clara.

“Not I.” Priestess Clara bowed politely. 

“Yes.” Aegis nodded.

“Well, it’s pretty simple.” Quinn smiled. “Just don’t fall off the ship.” 

“Prepare to sail!” Captain Leonard shouted. “Say your farewells, darlings, for the land underneath your feet will soon be but a fleeting view in the distance.” He cheered as Aegis looked up at him. Captain Leonard had one hand on the helm while his other hand gave off a green glow and he waved it around. Aegis could see him whispering the names of his abilities under his breath and watched as the main sail unfurled down the mast and the wing sails on the sides began to spread and catch wind. The creaking of several mechanical mechanisms could be heard beneath the deck as the Airship began to slowly drift forward. 

Off to the side, Aegis saw Gregory untying the last few ropes that bound them to the pier, and within a few seconds they had drifted away from the Skyport tower. They were on a ship simply floating freely in the open skies, the wind picking up and brushing against their faces, causing their hair and cloaks to billow in the wind. The ship rotated around a few of the other Kordas towers, nearly bumping into some of the taller ones as Aegis watched the ship maneuver through the city.

“Don’t worry.” Quinn said as she spotted Aegis wincing as they nearly scraped one of the towers with a side sail. “Captain Leonard may not look it, but he’s one of the best Pilots in the game. Unfortunately, like all Airship Pilot class players, he’s stuck as a beginner.” Quinn reassured Aegis.

“Why is he stuck at Beginner?” Aegis asked.

“Because no one knows where to find an intermediate Airship Pilot quest.” Trexon replied. “Believe me, plenty of players have tried, including myself.” 

“And you thought you had it bad with your quest, right?” Sapphire giggled at Aegis. Once the Airship was clear of the taller buildings of Kordas it began to pick up speed, sailing high over the city walls and over the vast Kalmoore Landscape. Aegis and Priestess Clara both moved to the side of the deck to look at the beautiful scenery. Wide fields, lush forests, tall mountains, and even ancient looking ruins. Aegis could make out groups of players battling in the ruins below against skeleton type enemies, looking like little ants shooting bolts of magic at each other from this high up of a view - it was a wonder to behold.

“What’s that?” Aegis asked as he’d suddenly spotted a large jagged white stone protruding from the landscape. The stone was glowing and had a man-made wall constructed around its base, complete with Kordas guards visible patrolling the tops of the walls.

“That? That’s an Island stone. Every Island has five of them.” Quinn replied.

“They are what allow the islands to float above the Abyss. They’re the same thing that the Airships use.” Trexon explained. “I’d suggest you leave them alone though. Awhile back there was an Abyssal invasion where high level Abyss creatures targeted the Island stones.” Trexon explained.

“Oh, yeah, my friend Darkshot mentioned something about that.” Aegis recalled. “The stones were all destroyed, right?”

“Yep, and the entire island fell down into the Abyss. All the players had to choose new islands to play on. Pretty crazy, huh?” Sapphire said with an excited grin.

“You don’t have to worry about that happening here. As you can see, We’ve already organized the Kordas military to fortify all of Kalmoore’s Island stones, and we’ve set up protocols with the biggest Kalmoore guilds should an invasion happen here.” Quinn explained. “If you ever form a guild, I’d hope you would join in on those protocols.” Quinn added while nudging him.

“Y-yeah.” Aegis nodded as the Airship soared beyond the Island stone, Clara and him following it with their eyes for as long as they could. 

“There she is, prepare for the drop!” Captain Leonard shouted down to them, pointing ahead. Aegis saw what he was pointing at immediately. Directly ahead of them was something like out of a nightmare - the land just suddenly ended. But instead of something like a blue ocean, it was a black sea of writhing mist as far as the eye could see.

“Spooky huh?” Sapphire mocked as she saw Aegis’ wide-eyed expression.

“That’s the Abyss. No player or NPC has gone down into it and come back out alive. We’re guessing that's level 500 territory, or something.” Quinn shrugged.

“What do you think is down there?” Aegis asked curiously as he watched it get closer and closer.

“The rest of the world, of course.” Trexon replied.

“A lot of strong enemies.” Herilon smirked.

“Tons of rare ores and treasures.” Tullan said.

“Adventure.” Quinn answered.

“Fear… and Suffering… and Anger.” Clara spoke quietly so that only Aegis could hear her over the winds blowing over the deck. Aegis felt a tingling sensation in his body as he felt the hairs stand up on his arms. The ferret on Clara’s shoulder dug into her robes and crouched down in anticipation while Aegis watched everyone bend their knees. Aegis did the same, he didn’t know what Captain Leonard meant by preparing for a drop, but he was worried it would be literal.

As the Airship crested over the edge of the island, it did exactly that, it dropped downwards and lost altitude as if the Island of Kalmoore had been propping it up, causing it to slowly soar downwards a few dozen meters until it was close to eye level with the edge of Kalmoore behind them and the black sea of mist was about 50 meters below them. Aegis and the others all climbed up to the upper levels of the Airship by the stern, walking past Captain Leonard to look back and see Kalmoore fading away in the distance behind them.

That was it, a sense of finality set in for Aegis - he was leaving Kalmoore, and something about that settling in gave him a slight chill of nervousness and excitement. 

“It’s a 7 day flight to Kriene. I’ll be holding her steady and silent to avoid attracting any unwanted guests.” Leonard said as he made some last minute adjustments to the helm, casted a few more skills, then released it. He stretched his arms up and Aegis felt a bit of anxiety the moment the helm was unmanned. “Don’t worry Darling, You’re as safe as can be, I’ve flown to plenty of islands. Just be sure that if we’re attacked by any Rocs, Dragons, or Reapers, you’ll be on deck.” He started speaking to Aegis, but finished at Quinn.

“My hawks are already circling the ship.” Quinn pointed at a few dark brown birds that were flying a good distance away from the Airship that Aegis’ hadn’t even noticed until Quinn pointed them out. “If you hear them start squawking, it’s all hands on deck. Otherwise, you’re all free to relax.” Quinn instructed the others.

“Dragons, and Rocs? And what’s a Reaper?” Aegis asked curiously.

“Big scary black winged abyss creatures. The type that fly.” Sapphire said while trying to sound as ominous as possible.

“Don’t worry, with the six of us on board you’ll be fine.” Herilon assured Aegis as he walked towards the front of the Airship.

“You’re lucky, usually aint no one wants to come on trade missions with me. ‘Specially to a place like Kriene. The place is a boring desert.” Tullan shrugged.

“Wait…” Aegis counted them again. “You said six, but there’s only five?” Aegis asked, causing Sapphire to chuckle while simultaneously Quinn turned to Clara with an annoyed expression.

“Ren, did you climb on the Priestess without telling them who you were first?” Quinn scolded the ferret on her shoulder. “Get down from there, that’s creepy.” She angrily wagged her finger, and the ferret suddenly leapt off of Clara’s shoulder. While in the air, the body of the ferret twisted and morphed as puffs of green mist exuded from it, slowly growing outward into the shape of a young elven boy wearing simple leather armor. He had short wavy green hair, freckles, and big pointed ears with a silly shy grin on his face. [Ren - Level 60].

“Oh my, I’m sorry, I thought you were a real Ferret.” Clara replied nervously.

“Don’t apologize to him.” Quinn waved it off.

“Hi, I’m Ren! I’m a Beastshifter, intermediate druid class. Nice to meet you!” He held his hand out excitedly to shake Aegis and Clara’s, which they both awkwardly obliged. “I’m a bit weaker than the other guys, but Quinn said I could come so I can see the beasts in Arallia, and learn more forms. Beastshifters can shift into any beast that they’ve studied and understand. Do you want to see all the Beasts I know how to shift into?” Ren spoke a mile a minute with a big dumb grin on his face.

“No one wants to see your Beasts.” Quinn pressed her hand down on his head. “Sorry, he’s my little brother, so I had to bring him along. He promised he wouldn’t get in the way though, remember?” Quinn locked eyes with him angrily.

“I’m not getting in the way, am I? Am I getting in the way? Sorry about that, I was just so excited to meet you guys, but then I got nervous, so I thought, maybe if I meet them as a ferret, they’ll like me more, because everyone loves ferrets.” He rambled on.

“I do like ferrets.” Clara replied politely.

“Shouldn’t you be in the kitchen preparing us something to eat?” Quinn scowled.

“Right, I did say I would handle the chores, didn’t I? Ok, I’ll get right to it. Don’t worry everyone, lunch is on the way. And it will be very delicious!” Ren called out excitedly as he ran below deck and Quinn rolled her eyes.
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 On the lower level of the ship was a large dining hall complete with an extended rectangular table, fit with a long strip of purple table cloth in the center. On it was set numerous plates and bowls of fruits, vegetables, and a variety of cooked meals all prepared to be eaten by those sitting at the table. As Gregory wandered around and politely refilled the wine glasses of those seated, everyone else aboard the Sky Darling was happily enjoying the luxurious meal with Quinn and Captain Leonard sitting at opposing heads of the table.

 “We blasted that darn thing with everything we had. Enchanted arrows, charged up spells, the whole lot of it...” Herilon said with a chuckle as he put his elbow on the table, a drumstick waving around in his hand. “Trexon over here-” He motioned the drumstick in his direction. “Said the scales on that dragon were harder than Mithral, and magic resistant, so there’s no way we’re winning the fight. Sapphire-” Herilon pointed at her. “Our cleric and strongest healer, tells us the healers can’t keep up with the damage the darn thing is dishing out. It all looks pretty lost, we’re all expecting Quinn to call the retreat, but then…” Herilon held back a chuckle as he leaned back in his chair.

 “Then, Quinn looks at me and she says... She says… Herilon. Jump in its mouth.” Herilon said while Clara reacted with shock and confusion, Ren looked on excitedly and Captain Leonard took a sip of wine. Quinn just rolled her eyes.

“Jump in its mouth, for god sakes why’d she tell ye’ to do that?” Tullan asked, surprised.

“I told her, I said that’s suicide, that thing’s acid breath is already almost killing our tanks in one hit and they're outside it's mouth. She said, ‘You're a berserker aren’t you? Go in there and fuck shit up’.” He started laughing, and Tullan, Ren and Leonard all joined in but Clara and Aegis both looked equally confused.

“I don’t understand, surely jumping into the mouth of an Acid Dragon would be too dangerous?” Clara asked worriedly.

“Nah, nah.” Herilon took a bite of his meat. “Us berserkers, we’ve got a skill called Undying Will. It means that once we hit 1 health point, if we activate it, we can’t be killed for 1 minute. Of course, any damage taken will extend our lock out time, and once the one minute is up we’re goners.” Herilon shrugged.

“That still sounds reckless, even for you other-worlders.” Clara said with concern. 

“Nah, it was nothing. So I pulled out my greatsword, jumped in the things mouth and went to town. Let me tell you, there weren’t any scales on the inside but god did it smell awful.” Herilon laughed as Sapphire, Quinn and Tullan laughed along with him.

“So, what happened after that?” Ren asked eagerly.

“I killed the damn thing inside out, I did so much damage in that one minute that the thing keeled over from just my blade. Turns out all that armor was compensating for low health. But in that minute I took so much damage that my forced log out time was extended for two whole days in the real world.”

“Sheesh.” Leonard rolled his eyes, while the others all laughed.

“Just how much damage was it that you took?” Aegis asked curiously. 

“Something in the 100’s of millions.” Herilon laughed, nearly spitting his food out as Leonard had to hold in his wine - they were all clearly intoxicated save for Aegis, Ren and Clara who were not allowed or interested in drinking any of the wine. Clara was shaking her head with disapproval but had a light smirk forming on the side of her mouth.

“I wanted to ask you a question, Sapphire…” Aegis turned to her once the laughter settled down. She was in the midst of slurping a spoon of carrot soup, but lowered her spoon to look at him expectantly. “You were using magic by snapping your fingers. Is it possible to cast magic without any motion at all?” 

“Hehe, no, silly.” She replied as she and the other Night Hunters smiled from hearing the question. “Do you want to take this one Trexon?” She turned and he gave a nod.

“You’ve finished the Intermediate Enchanting quest recently, no doubt.” Trexon replied as he put down his fork and snapped his finger, causing the staff on his back to glow with a bright Lumina spell. “It’s simple really, when your brain tries to send a signal to your hand to move it, the Simbox intercepts it and sends that signal to your virtual character instead, right?” Trexon asked and Aegis nodded along.

“Well, we don’t have a ‘magic’ muscle, so when we try to send a signal to our ‘mana’, it’s essentially being sent nowhere. It’s impossible. The Shattered World magic works by piggybacking off of two muscle signals, and only two. Signals sent to your hands, and vocals. If you are focused on casting magic when you use certain impactful hand signals, it’s possible to trigger a spell cast, but for new players it's easier to use your voice. In some situations you cannot use your hands, so both have their pros and cons.” Trexon finished.

“For example.” Quinn chimed in. “It’s a bit hard for someone like me, A Ranger, to use hand gestures to cast spells while I’m holding a bow and arrow in my hands.” Quinn shrugged.

“I see, thanks for explaining.” Aegis gave a polite nod to them.

“Hey Clara, want to see more of my Beastshapes?” Ren turned to her excitedly. 

“Uhm… sure, I suppose.” She smiled politely before turning to look at Aegis for permission. Aegis was taken aback by this but gave her an approving nod.

“Great, come on, let's go on deck!” Ren grabbed her arm and started leading her out of the hall.

“Nothing big.” Quinn called after him as the two left the room. Leonard watched as she left before turning to Aegis.

“Are you perhaps planning on, you know, making her ‘Elite’?” Leonard winked mischievously at him.

“Making her ‘Elite’?” Aegis replied confused, looking to the others to see a few eye rolls.

“You know, getting to know Priestess Clara on an intimate level.” He wiggled his eyebrows suggestively.

“Knock it off, he’s just a kid.” Quinn interjected.

“What? It’s in his best interest. If he’s having to escort her across the world, it wouldn’t hurt to make her stronger.” 

“Elite NPCs aren’t stronger, just smarter.” Trexon corrected him.

“Elite NPCs are able to think for themselves, right? Like real people? I’ve seen a few now, in Kordas and in dungeons, but how do you make an NPC elite?” Aegis asked, confused, not touching his food anymore and instead interested in the conversation.

“I know of only one way. The same way I turned my wives and husband Elite. With passionate, sensual love.” Captain Leonard licked his lips seductively. 

“Is… that the only way?” Aegis asked awkwardly while avoiding eye contact with Leonard and instead looking at Trexon. 

“It’s sadly the only known way. Players have fallen in love and married NPCs over the last few months since the game was released, and over time most of those married NPCs become Elite. It’s not the only case of NPCs becoming elite, but it almost seems to happen randomly, no one actually knows what triggers it.” Trexon replied.

“Don’t try convincing them that they’re characters in a gameworld, though, that never ends well.” Herilon chimed in, sounding as though speaking from experience.

“What happens?” Aegis asked.

“They’ll think you’re delusional.” Herilon shrugged.

“Like we see elves and expect long ears, they see us as ‘other-worlders’ and expect that we sometimes disappear and reappear, and believe that we’re going to a dream world. Their AI is hardcoded to not be convinced otherwise, so, despite numerous players trying to ‘break’ the AI, they’ll just start avoiding you and think you’re crazy. Even the Elite NPCs.” Trexon explained.

“Do you suppose there is a specific thing you need to do to make an NPC elite?” Aegis asked him.

“Probably, and it certainly has something related to romancing them, but exactly what, I can't say. You’re welcome to experiment, but I’d recommend against it with a Priestess of Eirene.” Trexon replied.

“Oh pish posh, you’re no fun Trexon. The Priestesses are the best ones to experiment with.” Captain Leonard grinned mischievously. 

“Might not be a bad idea.” Sapphire shrugged, to which Quinn, Tullan and Trexon gave her judgemental looks. “What? It’s a three part quest, two involved her. The third one’s probably going to involve her too, and I doubt it’s going to be as easy as the first two.” Sapphire explained herself.

“Right…” Aegis looked down at the table, fidgeting with the ring on his finger. He had no intention of trying to ‘woo’ Priestess Clara, but his mind ran over the concept. From his experience thus far, non-Elite NPCs still had strong personality traits, such as Farlion caring about his family, acting against his guard job in order to protect his wife. Clara had done the same, she gave out quests to heal the people of Rene, but it was as if it was her own will to do it. It wasn’t as if the NPCs acted like emotionless robots from the beginning, but they didn’t take much action on their own, unless instructed to do so. 

Comparing that to the four NPCs Aegis had encountered during the Leadership test, they did whatever they wanted regardless of what players asked or told them to do. It was as if the difference between Elite and non-Elite was free will… so what would trigger that change? As Aegis pondered this, one by one the others at the table stepped away for the evening, until it was just Aegis left.

Aegis stood from the table to head out onto the deck looking for Priestess Clara and Ren, but he saw neither when he reached the top of the stairs, only Quinn sitting at the front of the ship as it sailed under the dark starry night skies. Quinn spotted him and gestured behind him up to the upper level of the deck near the helm. Aegis followed her gesture to see Clara sitting on the banister of the upper levels of the ship, staring up at the skies while kicking her legs back and forth.

“Is everything okay?” Aegis asked her as he climbed the stairs to the upper level.

“Oh yes, I was just enjoying the view. It’s so easy to see the stars when you're out above the Abyss. Beautiful, isn’t it?” Clara motioned up at the night sky dreamily. “Should we rest for the evening?” She asked. Aegis got the feeling that she would follow whatever instruction he gave, given that he was escorting her for the quest. 

“What would you like to do?” Aegis tried asking.

“Oh.” She looked slightly surprised. “I wouldn’t mind enjoying the view a bit longer.” She smiled. 

“Sure, okay.” Aegis nodded as he moved to sit on the banister beside her.

“Do you see that star, up there?” She pointed at a bright glowing star that stood out amongst the rest. 

“I see it.” Aegis nodded.

“Curiously, it shares a name with you. That star is called the Aegis of Eirene.” Clara smiled. Aegis knew it wasn’t a coincidence, that’s what he’d named himself after, so tried to laugh it off.

“Wow, what a coincidence.” Aegis forced out awkwardly. 

“It’s as if you were destined for this journey.” She smiled at him. 

“Right…” Aegis played along with a nod. 

“Many of the gods and goddesses shine their light on our world, but Eirene is one of the few whose light always shines, even when the sun is gone and you find yourself in the dark. It feels as though she’ll never abandon you, doesn’t it?” Clara asked him excitedly. 

“Yeah, I guess it does.” Aegis smiled back. It went awkwardly silent after that, he couldn’t think of anything to say that might trigger some sort of reaction.

“I suppose that is enough Stargazing for the evening. I am ready to settle in for the evening whenever you are.” She smiled at him expectantly. Aegis got the same feeling again, that she’d follow whatever instruction he gave next. 

“Sure, feel free to do what you’d like, I’ll stay a bit longer.” Aegis tried answering, curious to how she’d react.

“Oh, okay. Very well. Have a nice evening.” She replied before hopping off the banister and heading below deck. Once he could no longer hear her footsteps he let out a sigh of frustration.

“If it were that easy, every NPC would be elite.” Quinn called out to him mockingly. Aegis shook it off while letting out a yawn, staring down at the deck of the ship from the banister on the upper level. From this viewpoint he saw clearly the large stone circle built in the middle of the deck between the upper levels and the mast, and in the stone was a circle of magic runes engraved into it. Each engraved symbol was giving off a very faint purple glow that Aegis hadn't noticed during the day. 

"Is that magic circle important to the Airship flying?" Aegis asked Quinn curiously. Quinn looked at Aegis to follow his eyes to see what he was talking about.

"That? No, that's a portal stone. Trexon enchanted it to lead back to our Guildhall in Kordas, in-case of emergency. Only a level one hundred plus Sage like him can open it over such a long distance though, and it's exit only. It was a bit expensive to set up for a one-time use enchantment, but Captain Leonard paid for it, so..." Quinn shrugged, and as she explained, something popped into his head he hadn’t thought of before.

“What would happen if I logged out on an Airship? Would I be back in Kordas when I logged back in?” Aegis asked her as he hopped down from the banister.

“Nope.” She shrugged. “Just like any vehicle, if you log out on it, you’ll log back in on it, assuming it doesn’t get destroyed of course.” Quinn replied. 

“Ok… is it okay if I log out for a bit?” Aegis asked.

“I think we’ll survive without the brave level 30 priest to protect us.” She mocked him. 

“Great… be back in a bit.” Aegis began the log out process and climbed out of his Simbox.

Looking over he saw that his mother Jillian was still sitting in her Simbox, it was morning in the real world, but Aegis had long since abandoned a regular sleeping schedule. He checked to make sure he hadn’t any messages from Shinji in regards to the stream before starting a quick workout and hopping in the shower, all the while pondering about the system behind the games AI and how he might activate Elite for not just Clara, but Farlion, and others as well. He came up with a few possible methods but all seemed equally as far fetched as the next. After eating breakfast and brushing teeth he walked up to his mother’s Simbox to press the Simbox communicator.

“Hey Mom, how’s it going?” Aegis asked her.

“This intermediate quest is bullshit!” She shouted at him, her voice furious which caught him completely off guard.

“Is it really that tough?”

“Nothing I can’t handle. Do you need something?” She replied impatiently.

“No… nope, just checking in.” 

“I’m fine, gotta focus.” She replied hastily. Aegis ended the communications and couldn’t help but laugh at how serious she’d sounded, but it ended quickly when he realized it’d be his turn soon. He looked at his Simbox and hesitated climbing back in. He wanted to sleep, but the thought of sleeping with all those people watching him made him uncomfortable, opting instead to crash on the couch for the evening. 

The first real sleep he’d had outside of the Simbox was something his body craved, and as a result he remained passed out for a solid 16 hours before he was woken up by Jillian nudging him.

“Hey, you okay?” She asked him as she looked over his groggy eyes. Aegis saw water dripping from her wet hair as though she’d just come out of the shower.

“Huh? Yup. How long was I out?” Aegis asked as he sat up and rubbed his eyes. 

“Dunno. Didn’t want to use dreamstate?” Jillian asked as she headed to the kitchen and started preparing food.

“No… I don’t like the idea of people watching me sleep in dreamstate.” Eli shrugged.

“I don’t think that’s what’d happen. Shinji would probably use editing magic and play advertisements or whatever they do nowadays.” Jillian replied. “Congratulations on that world Notification, by the way. How many viewers are you at, lil super star?” She asked as he turned the corridor to watch her preparing food in the Kitchen with a yawn.

“I turned off the viewer numbers, it was too distracting.” Eli shrugged. “Do you really think people want to watch someone who just plays the game, without talking to the viewers? Like, you know, other people typically do.” Eli didn’t want to say his name.

“I think so. I saw a Shattered World Streamer who had a lot of viewers who just farmed and cooked all day. There’s an audience for everything nowadays.” She replied while patting him on the shoulder. “From what I know about my son, all you have to do is be yourself and people will want to watch you.” She gave him a reassuring smile. 

“Do you think… I mean, are you worried that I’ll…” Eli asked hesitantly.

“Eli, the first thing you did was get me a Simbox and pay for a month-long vacation for me. The only thing your father ever gave me that was worthwhile was you. Don’t you worry about that one second, and just have some fun.” She ruffled his hair. Aegis smiled back and joined in helping her cooking, eating together before the two prepared to enter their Simboxes once more. 

 When Aegis logged back in it was the middle of the day, the Airship still sailing through the open skies above the dark misty Abyss. Sapphire was sitting on the front of the ship at this time, while Leonard was at the helm steering.

 “I’m back!” Aegis announced.

 “Ooh, welcome back. Still two days left ‘til Kriene though.” Sapphire replied.

 “Did I miss anything?” Aegis asked.

 “Not a thing, darling.” Leonard replied. 

 “Right, gonna go check on Clara.” Aegis nodded and Leonard gave him a wink. Aegis found Priestess Clara in their shared room, kneeling beside the bed and clutching an amulet in prayer to Eirene. Aegis took a seat on the opposite bed and waited for her to finish.

 “Ah, you’ve returned, welcome back.” Priestess Clara replied politely as she got up to sit on her bed and face him.

 “So, you mentioned you trained at the Monastery of the Stars, in Arallia. What can you tell me about it?” Aegis asked her.

 “It’s a beautiful place, built on the peak of the mountain of which Arallia’s capital is built, within the Oasis.” Clara explained.

 “Oasis?” Aegis asked curiously.

 “Oh yes, Kriene is a vast island but it is predominantly desert. At the very center of the desert is the great Arallian Oasis, said to be brought into existence thousands of years ago by a great Elemental of Water. The Oasis was formed around a singular mountain, and the city Arallia, the capital, was built around that mountain.” Clara explained excitedly.

 “And the Monastery of the Stars, that is at the top of the mountain?” Aegis asked.

 “Yes, at the highest point. It is said that it is the closest you can get to the stars in the entire world.” Clara nodded. “It is quite a sight to behold, I look forward to showing it to you.” She said.

 “So… What sort of training do you do? At the monastery?” Aegis asked.

 “We are taught the importance of resolving conflict without violence. But I’m sure you know all about that.” She smiled at him politely.

 “Right…” Aegis replied. Still disappointed he was only getting NPC-like responses, he had to let out a frustrated sigh.

 “What about your friends and family? You mentioned you had left some behind in Arallia, right?” Aegis asked her, and for the first time she reacted oddly - her face blushed and she broke eye contact. 

 “Yes, that’s true.” She said shyly.

 “Is there someone in particular that you are looking forward to seeing again?” Aegis prodded the topic and watched her reaction carefully.

 “W-well, perhaps, But it is unlikely we will meet them on our way to the monastery.” She shrugged.

 “We could take a short detour, if you’d like, I wouldn’t mind.” Aegis suggested.

 “Oh, no, I wouldn’t want to trouble you. I have a duty to fulfill, we must get you to see the Great Prophet as soon as possible.” Clara replied nervously.

 “It’s fine if we visit just one person. They’re in the city, right?” Aegis asked.

 “Y-yes, I think so.” She looked and sounded like Lina did whenever Lina got embarrassed. 

 “Then it’s settled, we’ll visit this person before going to the monastery.” Aegis insisted.

 “O-okay, thank you, Aegis. You truly are the Star of Eirene.” She smiled.
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“LAND HO!” Quinn shouted from the deck of the ship, interrupting a game of cards Aegis was losing against Tullan, Herilon, Clara, Ren and Sapphire.

 “Finally!” Tullan let out a sigh of relief as he threw the cards down on the dining table. Everyone stood up and rushed up the stairs to the deck of the ship to get a view of the island visible on the horizon. It was mid afternoon, the 7th day in-game since they’d departed from Kalmoore, and everyone was eager to get off the ship.

 In the distance Aegis could see the orange-yellowish hue given off by the large chunk of land protruding out of the Abyss in front of them - it was very different than Kalmoore with its rocky hills, lush green fields and thick forests. All Aegis could see here was large sand dunes in all directions.

 “Prepare for the uplift.” Captain Leonard shouted to them from behind the helm as Gregory and Trexon joined them on deck to watch the island get closer and closer. Once the Sky Darling was within several hundred meters of the island it began to slowly ascend upwards, rising higher above the mist and the island.

 “That’s a bit odd.” Leonard said as the ship rose up and crested over the land, evening out. He turned to look backwards off the stern of the ship once it had settled, causing Aegis and the others to follow him and look curiously as well.

 “What’s odd?” Quinn asked.

 “The mist, around the ledge.” Leonard pointed out where it looked as though the mist was creeping up from the abyss all around the edges of the island. “I’ve never seen it doing that before.” Leonard said.

 “What do you suppose it means?” Trexon asked curiously.

 “Probably nothing, could just be a storm inland that is upsetting it.” Leonard shrugged. 

 “Could be.” Quinn replied suspiciously. “Alright everyone, listen up.” Quinn turned and positioned herself so that everyone could see her. “Kriene is not Kalmoore. It's filled with a lot of big ego players and guilds, so don’t expect a lot of lawfulness. Keep anything you can in your inventory at all times.” Quinn said as she began pacing. 

 “Herilon, you’re with me guarding the Airship.” Quinn said and he gave a nod. “Tullan, Trexon, Ren you will be talking with the lead guild of Arallia and negotiating favorable trade deals using the goods we brought with us. If there is any time left over, you’re free to explore the libraries and expand your bestiary.” Quinn instructed them and the three of them nodded. 

 “Sapphire, you’ll assist Aegis and Priestess Clara and make sure they arrive at the monastery in a timely fashion, to give Aegis as much time as we can to get his quest done. Aegis, don’t take too long on your quest.”

 “Yes M’am.” Sapphire replied while Aegis gave Quinn a nod. 

 “Good. You’ve all got seven days before we’re taking this ship back to Kalmoore. If you aren’t back on the ship by then, you’ll be a proud new resident of Arallia.” Quinn finished, making Herilon chuckle. “One last thing. Turn on your viewership numbers, we need to know what we’re going to be dealing with.” Quinn said to Aegis.

 “My viewership numbers?” Aegis asked curiously as he looked at the livestream icon above his head, no numbers present.

 “Stream snipers. You are broadcasting to the world that we’re arriving on an Airship, so there’s bound to be a welcome party.” Herilon explained and Quinn nodded, it was something Aegis hadn’t considered but he recalled what it was like during his first days in the game when everyone thought he was Makaroth’s son, and remembered how fast it got populated in Orm just because of Keldan. He was a bit anxious to see his numbers as he’d expected them to have dropped a lot, but relented and went into his interface to turn it on. The viewership count showed at 2000, a significant drop from what he’d last seen.

 “Not bad, looks like people want to stick around and keep watchin ya.” Tullan shrugged.

 “It’s pretty normal for a big drop after something like a World announcement.” Quinn reassured him as Aegis tried to hide his disappointment. “2000 means there’s still a good chance people in Kriene know we’re coming.” Quinn added to the others, and Aegis watched as all of the members of the Night Hunters began equipping their high level armor, switching out of their casual attire. As they did, Clara moved to stand closely behind Aegis.

 “There it is, the Heart of the Desert, Arallia.” Captain Leonard motioned to the horizon where a tall mountain could be seen in the distance. As they got closer, Aegis and the others looked over the side of the Airship to take in the scene in front of them.

 The City of Arallia was built primarily using yellow sandstone with tall Sandstone walls surrounding the entire southern facing side of the Mountain it was built into. A large waterfall could be seen showering crystal clear water into a river that flowed down the mountain and into the city through winding canals, ending at a large lake just outside the walls to the west. All around the lake were lush green palm trees and ferns, which contrasted heavily with the sand that it slowly transitioned into the further out from the water Aegis looked. 

 Aegis could tell from this distance that the architecture required to build these structures was vastly different than what he’d worked with thus far, but despite this, he still understood how they were built thanks to his skill. The structures varied greatly in sizes, and from this distance he could make out the purpose of some of them such as a public furnace, the training grounds, a Wizard’s tower, and the barracks. Most noticeable of course was the Palace built at the very base of the mountain with large beautiful walls covered in statues and carvings depicting iconography and figures Aegis wasn’t familiar with. 

 Many banners, flags, and other cloth flailed in the wind, strewn about the streets and buildings, which gave color to the otherwise sandy yellow city, and there were thousands of players visible moving about the streets below,- as much if not more than what Aegis had seen in Kalmoore. 

 “There it is, the Monastery of the Stars!” Clara pointed excitedly up at the top of the mountain. Aegis hadn’t noticed it at first, but at the very peak of the mountain, some ways outside the city walls, stood a large sandstone tower reaching high up to nearly the clouds themselves, and at the base of it a square-shaped structure. He could barely make out a narrow winding road on the mountainside that led from the city, to just past the top of the waterfall flowing out of a cavern in the mountain, and then up to the monastery. 

 “That’s where we’ll be going.” Sapphire slapped Aegis on the back as she pulled out a carrot and crunched into it. The Airship suddenly slowed down just as they were closing in on the outskirts of the city and began to descend downwards. Aegis looked down to see that there was a large flat pentagonal shaped platform made of sandstone built just outside the greenery of the Oasis, with a road leading from the platform towards one of the the southern gates of Arallia.

 “That’s the Skyport?” Aegis asked as he looked down at it, seeing a few buildings built around it, including what looked to be a stables.

 “I know, it’s an insult to Airships.” Leonard replied in between his ability uses. Aegis watched as he flicked his hand towards the main sail and it curled upwards, while simultaneously the wing sails began to fold inwards, and a few moments later with a light thunk, the Airship had landed on the Skyport of Arallia.

 There was a light whistling wind blowing over them, carrying specks of stand with it, and Aegis could hear the sounds of the city in the distance, but it was otherwise quiet.

 “That was anticlimactic.” Herilon sighed with disappointment, but as he did, one of the buildings at the base of the large platform’s doors opened, and out of it began to flood numerous players wearing high level equipment, weapons already drawn. “Ah, there we go.” Herilon said excitedly as he spotted them.

 “Maybe they’ve come to trade with us?” Tullan asked.

 “I hope not.” Herilon started stretching his muscles while Quinn walked over to Aegis.

 “Stay on the ship and focus on protecting Clara, we’ll handle this.” Quinn said to him before drawing out her longbow and approaching the side of the Airship with her guildmades, while the players made their way onto the platform.

 “Hello there, are you the Arallian welcome party?” Quinn called out to them as the players began to form a line. Aegis could see that a few of them were in the level 40 to 50 range, but most were showing up to him as ?? players. The style of armor and clothing they wore was nothing like what he’d seen in Kalmoore, and most of them were wearing a matching green tabard with a black lion’s face in the middle.

 “We’re here to take this vessel off of your hands, Kalmoorians.” One of the ?? players spoke up as he stepped forward, and Aegis saw he had two weapons in his hands and 5 floating behind him, indicating that this person was playing the intermediate Battlemaster class. 

 “We’re not here to donate our Airship, we’re here to do trade and complete some quests.” Quinn replied politely.

 “I don’t give a shit what you’re here for. You weak ass Kalmoorian’s don’t deserve an Airship. It’s a waste having one all the way out in the middle of nowhere, on that island for crybabies who couldn’t hack it on one of the real islands.” He spat on the ground as several of his companions laughed. “Give it up to us so real players can make use of it, and we might let you keep some of your cargo.” 

 “D’you here that? He thinks we’re weak because we’re from Kalmoore.” Quinn said to Herilon with a mischievous grin. “How about this, your strongest member against ours. If you win, we’ll accept your premise that we are too weak to deserve an Airship.” Quinn shrugged.

 “Hah, fine. You idiot’s don’t even have a battlemaster. Who's your strongest?” The leader shouted up, and without any words, Herilon jumped off the side of the Airship and landed in front of him. “A berserker?” He laughed, and his companions joined in. “Stand back guys, I’ll deal with this clown in a few seconds.” He replied and watched as the players cleared out an area for Herilon and the battlemaster player.

 Aegis couldn’t see their levels because of his own, but when he looked at Leonard’s face and the other Night Hunter members, not a single one of them looked the slightest bit concerned.

 “And the Airship duel begins in three… two…” The battlemaster player was counting down mockingly as he and Herilon took positions a few meters away from each other. “One.” He finished, and the two continued to stare at each other, pacing a bit to the side.

 “What’s this, a berserker who is too afraid to charge in?” The battlemaster mocked Herilon, but Herlion just grinned and pulled his Greatsword off of his back, twirling it around a few times as if it weighed nothing. 

 “Typical Meta-chasing Battlemaster. All bark, no bite.” Herilon faked a yawn. 

 “I’ll show you some bite.” He sneered back, breaking into a Charge strike just as Aegis had seen Rakkan do several times, but this player’s was much faster. Herilon seemed to still be able to see his movements though because just as he was about to reach Herilon, Herilon took a wide frontal swing at him, releasing a huge wave of blue energy from his sword that shot forward, forcing several of the spectating players to duck, dash, or jump out of the way of it.

 Both Herilon’s sword and the wave of energy clashed with the battlemaster player. He tried his best to block the strike with all 7 of his weapons, but it did nothing, and Aegis saw a ‘duel victory’ Icon flash above Herilon’s head. The battlemaster player stumbled to the ground in disbelief.

 “What the hell was that? He one-shot me?!” He shouted out angrily in disbelief.

 “I guess that means we’re strong enough to deserve an Airship, huh?” Quinn shrugged as she smirked down at them from above. 

 “Kick their asses out of this game!” The battlemaster shouted to his companions.

 “Here we go.” Sapphire cracked her neck as they all started charging towards the Airship. Trexon pulled out his staff while Ren shapeshifted into a large brown bear, and Quinn nocked an arrow in her bow, but before any of them fired off any attacks, a blast of flames came from the opposite end of the platform, directed at the attacking players. Aegis looked over to see a party of five more ?? players, wearing blue tabards with a white flame embroidered on the front, approaching. They fired a plethora of spells at the aggressive players as Herilon joined in, and before any of the Night Hunters aboard the ship took any action, all of them had been wiped out save for the Battlemaster who was immune to damage for 10 seconds after a duel.

 “Damage immunity gone in three… two…” Herilon said mockingly, but instead of saying one, he did another swing of his sword at the player, forcing him out of the game at 0 health.

 “Sorry about that, thought we’d get here sooner.” One of the five in blue tabards called out. “I’m Erikson, Leader of the White Flames. We’re the Leading guild of Arallia at the moment, and we’d like to welcome you with open arms to our city.” He smiled.

 “We’ve been having a bit of a bandit problem as of late, but it seems it’s nothing you guys can’t handle.” Another member spoke up.

 “Eh.” Quinn shrugged. “I’m Quinn, leader of the Night Hunters of Kalmoore. We’re planning on staying here for a week, for trade and quests. I hope that isn’t too much trouble.” Quinn called down to them as they stood at the base of the ship, whilst Gregory moved to the side of the ship and fiddled with a few mechanisms until a step ladder slowly lowered down towards the ground on the starboard side.

 “None at all. This is our Merchant Leader, Ivan, you can discuss with him in detail any business you’d like to conduct with the Kingdom of Arallia.” Erikson motioned to a player who stood beside him. Aegis couldn’t make out any unique details on any of these players as they were all wearing full sets of expensive looking Iron armor, including full helmets. 

 “I guess that’s us.” Tullan said as he motioned Trexon and Ren to follow him down the ladder off the ship, and they did just that. Aegis watched as Ivan walked alongside them, immediately breaking into discussion as the group of four headed off the platform and towards the city gates in the distance. 

 “And the quest, is it something we could assist with?” Erikson asked.

 “This Priestess needs to arrive at the Monastery of the Stars safely, along with this Priest.” Quinn motioned to Aegis and Clara as Sapphire moved to stand in front of them.

 “Yes, of course. Aegis. Congratulations on the world notification. Very Impressive.” Erikson smiled and waved at him, Aegis nodding back awkwardly. “This is Josephine, our very own Cleric of Eirene, she’d be happy to help guide you to the monastery.” Erikson motioned to her beside him and she bowed politely. Quinn leaned in and pulled Aegis’ ears close to her mouth by grabbing his shoulder.

 “Stick with Sapphire and follow her instructions. They’re probably just chasing screen time on your stream, but don’t trust them or anyone in this city. Like I said, this isn’t Kalmoore.” Quinn warned him before pulling away. 

 “Let’s go!” Sapphire cheered before biting into her carrot and heading down the step ladder. Aegis and Priestess Clara followed behind her, Quinn’s words ringing in his ears as he took his first steps onto the Island of Kriene.

 “Right, I’m going to get hammered and see if I can’t find myself a fourth bride or groom.” Captain Leonard said excitedly as he followed Aegis and the others off the ship, whilst Herilon jumped with great strength back up onto the Airship to stand beside Quinn and Gregory. 

 “Have fun.” Herilon waved.

 “This way, I’ll show you the quickest way up to the Monastery.” Josephine said politely as she motioned Aegis, Sapphire and Clara to follow her. As much as Aegis wanted to feel excited about arriving in a new Capital City, Quinn’s parting words left him tense. The four of them headed down a large brick ramp leading to a paved road towards the city gates in front of them, sand that had blown in from the wind was lightly overtaking the path and it crunched under his leather boots as they walked.

 Not just in the game world, but in the real as well, Aegis had never traveled to an environment quite like this. Looking out away from the city it was nothing but sand and dunes in all directions and he’d wondered what it would be like to try and level up in areas like this. What monsters, creatures, or dungeons could be found underneath the sands? When he looked towards the lake and greenery surrounding it, he had some of those questions answered as low level players could be seen battling with small level 10 scorpions in the distance.

 Aegis made sure to keep a close eye on Clara as they stepped through the gates and entered the noisy city, seeing a look of excitement on her face as she looked upon her surroundings with familiarity. 

 “Welcome to the Capital City of Kriene, Arallia.” Josephine smiled at them, her face barely visible through the holes in the front of her iron helmet. The wagons and carts were made of lighter colored wood, pulled by horses, camels, and other strange looking beasts that varied differently from what’d been in Kordas - no sign of a lagnok anywhere. The clothing that the people wore was colorful and light, showing a lot of skin, but many wore see-through veils or turbans wrapped around their heads - both NPC and player alike. The sun was bearing down on them with excessive amounts of heat and Aegis felt the sweat trickling down his face despite them barely moving and his stamina being full.

 “This road will take us towards the Monastery.” Josephine motioned them down one of the streets once they reached the first intersection. Aegis glanced around to see a few [Arallia Guard - Level 30]'s standing around wearing tan-colored leather armor and wielding spears and round shields. 

 “Wait, one second.” Aegis stopped the others from walking forward, and the three turned to look at him. “I’d like to make a short detour, if that’s okay.” Aegis said. It was his last chance to try and promote Clara to Elite before his final intermediate class quest.

 “Where would you like to go?” Josephine asked politely.

 “Well…” Aegis looked to Priestess Clara. “You wanted to visit someone, right?” He smiled.

 “Oh.. right… Are you sure it’s okay?” Clara asked nervously, looking between all of them.

 “Of course.” Josephine gave a nod, though Sapphire looked visibly annoyed.

 “O-okay.” She replied. “I’m not sure if they still live there, but, I hope… It is this way.” Clara motioned them down another street and they followed behind her.

 “What’s this about?” Sapphire leaned in to grumble in Aegis’ ear.

 “Just something she requested.”

 “You’re making quests for the NPC now?” Sapphire groaned. “You know that intermediate quests are hard, right? You’ve only got a week.” She reminded him.

 “It shouldn’t take long.” Aegis waved her off, but after he had she intentionally bit a carrot loudly beside his ear.

 They made their way down a few streets to a quieter section of the city until Clara suddenly stopped in front of a small single story sandstone house with a light wooden door, and an open, glassless window off to the side covered with plain gray curtains. 

 “This is it.” Clara nervously motioned to the door for the others, and they stared back at her.

 “Well, aren’t you going to knock?” Aegis asked her.

 “R-right, of course.” She nodded awkwardly, stepped forward, and knocked on the door. 
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The door to the small home opened to reveal a half-dressed young male NPC. He had short shaved black hair with brown eyes, brown skin and wore a white long-sleeve shirt. He had a set of iron greaves and leather boots on his bottom half, and a belt strapped with a sheathed sword on his waist. The armor resembled that of what Aegis had seen the Arallian guards up until this point wearing. 

 His initial expression was annoyance until he looked up to see Priestess Clara, and his face grew a wide happy smile. [Celestian - Level 30] stood above his head in white text.

 “Clara?! Could it really be you?” He asked as he ran forward and threw his arms around her without waiting for a reaction.

 “It’s me!” She squeaked out with joy as Sapphire and Josephine watched with looks of slight confusion.

 “Is this part of your quest?” Josephine whispered to Aegis.

 “Nope.” Aegis whispered back.

 “Then why are we here?” Sapphire grumbled in his ear.

 “You guys are the ones who told me to try and make her Elite before my last quest.” Aegis shrugged back at Sapphire.

 “This isn’t how you make NPCs Elite. You have to… you know,” Sapphire made an O shape with her left hand, and started putting her index finger of the opposing hand into the O suggestively. Josephine noticeably blushed and looked away when Sapphire started doing this.

 “I refuse to believe that’s the only way to do it, the game creators aren’t perverts.” Aegis whispered back.

 “Pfft, are you kidding me? They’re totally perverts. Want to see how many nipples a bunny demi-human has?” Sapphire mocked him as she began lifting up her armor, but Aegis quickly pushed her hand down to stop her. 

 “No, no. No. No thanks. Just, let me try it my way.” Aegis replied anxiously.

 “Fine, but if you’re taking detours like this, I want a detour.” Sapphire demanded in a whisper.

 “Quinn said you had to follow me, not the other way around...” Aegis mumbled back weakly.

 “Would you rather I take the detour by myself and leave you alone with the suspicious White Flame Cleric?” Sapphire snapped back.

 “Uhm…” Josephine tried to awkwardly interject, but they both ignored her. 

 “What is your detour?” Aegis asked.

 “I’m not telling you until we get there. It’s better than this detour though.” Sapphire complained, all the while they were whisper-arguing, Clara and Celestian were happily exchanging pleasantries. They only tuned back into what the two NPCs were doing when Celestian put his hands on Clara’s cheeks, looking as though he was going to lean in and kiss her.

 “I’ve missed you so, Clara.” 

 “I’ve missed you as well.” She replied, the two staring at each other dreamy eyed.

 “How long will you be in Arallia?” He asked as he pulled his hand away from her cheek gently.

 “I, well… I am here to escort this Priest of Eirene to the Monastery.” Clara motioned to Aegis and Celestian seemed to notice them for the first time.

 “Oh, apologies, how rude of me. My name is Celestian, a guard of Arallia.” He moved forward to shake their hands and they all obliged one by one. “It’s still a bit until my guard shift starts. Would you like me to accompany you to the Monastery?” Celestian asked, and everyone looked at Aegis.

 “Yes, of course.” Aegis smiled.

 “Great, I’ll finish putting on my armor, one moment.” He excitedly skipped back into his house while Clara blushed, following him with her eyes.

 “We’ll be taking a detour on the way first!” Sapphire called after him. “So, Josephine.” Sapphire turned to her expectantly as Josephine looked between Aegis and Sapphire. “You wouldn’t happen to know of a certain tailor here in Arallia, would you?” Sapphire asked her. Josephine rolled her eyes as though she immediately knew who Sapphire was asking about.

 “Yes, she has her shop near the central square, but, I should warn you, it’s always very crowded.” Josephine replied.

 “No problem, we’ve got time for detours, right Aegis?” Sapphire slapped him on the back as Celestian came back out, fully equipped in Arallian guard attire.

 “I’m ready.” He said as he moved to walk beside Clara.

 “Good, let’s go!” Sapphire started marching a few steps forward before stopping. “It’s this way, right?” She confirmed with Josephine.

 “Y-yeah.” Josephine replied hesitantly. Aegis gave a regretful shrug as they began following behind an eager Sapphire.

 “What tailor is she talking about?” Aegis asked Josephine curiously.

 “Oh, you’re unfamiliar?” Josephine made an obvious glance up at Aegis’ livestreaming numbers as she said this, causing Aegis to look as well and see it was sitting at 2500. “The 7th highest streamer in The Shattered World, Yumily, started her journey here with her friends.” Josephine explained.

“Yumily?” Aegis asked with interest.

“Yes, she is a bard player who composes beautiful music, they often play her songs on broadcasts. You’ve never heard of her?” Josephine asked curiously.

“I think I have… I don’t listen to music much though.” Aegis shrugged.

“Well… Yumily has her own Airship now and travels to different islands to play concerts, but one of her friends, one of the highest level and most renowned tailor class players in the game, remains here in Arallia. She designs and crafts all of Yumily’s outfits. So naturally, her shop is very popular for visitors and Arallian players alike. She gets orders from many different islands and is even able to weave Shadowsilk.” Josephine explained.

“Sounds expensive.” Aegis replied, not very interested in fashion.

“I’ve seen her stuff, worth every copper coin!” Sapphire called back to him excitedly. Aegis glanced behind him to see Clara and Celestian deep in conversation, giggling and smiling, and thought it best to let the conversation pan out for as long as possible in the hopes that it might do something to help her become Elite. "The answer is two, by the way! I was just messing with you." Sapphire called out to him, getting his attention once more.

"Huh?" He turned back to face her as they walked.

"Bunny demi-humans. You know. Just two." Sapphire winked awkwardly while patting the iron armor over her chest. "I know you were wondering."

"I wasn't. You're pretty weird, you know that?" Aegis rolled his eyes back at her.

"You weren't curious how many I had, and you're calling me weird? Pfft." Sapphire looked at him like he was crazy before biting her carrot again, whilst Josephine let out a light chuckle. They headed towards the busier and more populated center area of the city, filled with tightly packed markets and players haggling with each other. On a number of occasions Aegis felt other players bumping into him and knew why Quinn advised him to keep everything in his inventory.

When they arrived at the busiest section of the city square of Arallia, there was a long line formed out front of the shop in question with the name 'Yuki's Threads' printed on a decorative wooden sign above the door. Mannequins wearing magnificent dresses, shirts, and pants were on display in the windows. Sapphire took one look at the line and sighed in annoyance before settling for just oggling at the display windows.

“Okay, okay, I won’t make you sit through that line with me. But you better finish your quest quick so I have time to shop around here, got it?” Sapphire pulled out a new carrot and wagged it at Aegis in place of her finger before biting into it.

“It’s not like I’m going to try and go slow or something.” Aegis replied.

“Do you mind if I ask what quest you are doing? I’ve never heard of an Eirene quest that requires travel like this.” Josephine asked.

“It’s, uh…” Aegis hesitated.

“It’s a Kalmoore quest, he found an Eirene thingy in a dungeon, they asked him to bring it back here personally.” Sapphire jumped in.

“Oh, I see, that makes sense.” Josephine smiled. “Then shall we head to the monastery now?” She asked.

“Yup.” Sapphire nodded.

“Right this way.” Josephine motioned them out of the busy district, making sure both Celestian and Clara were still following them. They headed out of the crowds towards the less travelled side-streets until they arrived at a road leading out of the city on the north side and up a winding mountain path. The mountain terrain was darkened sandy yellow, with pockets of shrubs and trees here and there, nothing like the mountains of Kalmoore. As they followed the winding mountain road and climbed higher up, Aegis could see that the back of the Arallia Palace's towers were just as decorative as the front side.

Several portions of the mountain trail ran alongside the river where there was much more plant life, and he spotted a few players along the trail that were hunting, fishing in the river, or mining and stone cutting areas that looked to be rich with copper ore. Aegis even spotted a group of four players who seemed to be druids that were alternating between using their magic to grow trees rapidly, and then chopping them down. He couldn’t imagine how tedious it’d be to level woodcutting in this environment, but thought it was pretty creative how they were handling it.

Eventually the mountain trail arrived at the base of the giant waterfall that came from out of a mountain cavern, and the trail transitioned into a clearcut manmade ramp that went back and forth up the wall to the left of the waterfall. As they walked up the ramp, there was a light mist from the falling water that sprinkled droplets onto them, cooling them down from the hot desert sun. Aegis could see that many players were hanging out around the shores of the water near the base of the waterfall, enjoying the reprieve from the heat.

At the top of the waterfall Aegis saw quite a few sturdy looking waterwheels connecting to sawmills and other buildings. Even here it seemed that despite being outside the city walls, they were still considered to be in the capital, as numerous guards were patrolling about and keeping the peace as players and NPCs alike took advantage of the trade and crafting buildings lining the fast flowing water to process their materials. Aegis saw that the river and the cavern went deep into the mountain, but their road took them off the side of the cavern to continue upwards on the outside of the mountain, so he didn’t get a chance to see what was deeper within.

After that, the air began to thin out, as did the amount of nearby players. The wind picked up as they got higher and higher up, and slowly the city below went from grandiose to looking miniature, and Aegis could get a clear view of the desert kilometers around them in all directions. He couldn’t help but stop and stare when he spotted far off to the northern side of the mountain a singular Island Stone glistening in the sands quite a ways away. Unlike the ones in Kalmoore, this one wasn’t fortified with walls and soldiers, it looked lonely out in the desert by itself.

“C’mon, keep moving. The sand keeps getting in my ears and its really starting to piss me off.” Sapphire nudged him to keep moving when she noticed he’d stop to take in the scenery.

“We’re almost there.” Josephine pointed upwards, seeing the walls of the monastery coming into view not but a 100 meters away.

“Are you excited, Clara?” Celestian asked her.

“Y-yes, and nervous. I haven’t been here since we were little.” She replied.

“I’m sure it will be bigger than you remember.” He said as he helped her walk around a large stone that had made its way onto the trail. Aegis looked back to see that nothing had changed with her name above her head, and they’d run out of time. He’d all but given up hope of making her Elite before moving on to the next part of his quest.

When they reached the outer walls of the Monastery, Aegis took one last look at the landscape around them, feeling somewhat intimidated by how high up they were compared to the city far down below at the base of the mountain. He could barely make out the Skyship port in the distance, needing to squint just to see it. 

“Here we are. Welcome to the Monastery of the Stars.” Josephine smiled as she motioned them inside the walls, a beautifully crafted archway with a Star of Eirene engraved in the keystone stood before them, with a pair of large wooden doors held open to welcome them inside.

The interior was quite a drastic shift in environment. Similar to the Shrine of Eirene in Kordas, it was filled with lush green grass, neatly paved pathways fit between patches of bushes and flowers of a wide variety, and a wonderfully made fountain at the center trickling water down its multiple levels. There were people present in the garden, but not just couples on romantic dates, many Priests and Priestesses, both player and NPC alike, moving about and talking or tending to the wellbeing of the plants, and several children were running about playing tag with one another.

“Mom, you’re back!” A young NPC suddenly broke off from the other children, running towards Josephine and wrapping his arms around her legs. He had simple clothes on with no Eirene symbolism, light brown skin and short dirty blonde hair. [Elric(Elite) - Level 1].

“Hey there sweetie, how are you doing?” She kneeled down and ruffled his hair, lifting her helmet off her head and unequipping it into her inventory so she could kiss him on the forehead, revealing her bright blue eyes, pale skin and short blonde hair. As this happened, both Aegis and Sapphire turned to stare at each other with complete shock.

“You don’t suppose she made him elite by…” Sapphire began to whisper, but Aegis gave her a disgusted look and she stopped. 

“Told you, there’s other ways to do it.” Aegis whispered back, annoyed.

“Mommy has to help these people meet the Great Prophet. Do you know where he is?” Josephine asked Elric with a smile.

“The Old man? He’s in the prayer chamber.” Elric shrugged while motioning to the main building of the monastery, a tall flat sandstone structure that led into a giant tower that stood over them. Aegis tilted his head back to see the top of the tower, and as Clara had told him, it looked like it went up right into the clouds, but he couldn’t stare up for too long due to the bright sun. 

“What’d I tell you about calling him that?” Josephine sighed as she flicked Elric's ear.

“Ow, what? He’s an old man, isn’t he?” He grumbled back, to which Josephine threatened another flick and he winced. “Go on and play with the other kids, Mommy will be done in a bit.” She nudged him towards a group of two children who were staring and waiting for him a few meters away.

“Okay, bye mom!” He said before running off with them. Josephine stood back up straight and turned, seeing Aegis and Sapphire’s dumbfounded looks.

“Hm?” She asked curiously.

“How did you…” Aegis wasn’t sure how to phrase the question politely. 

“Why do you have an NPC son, and why is he elite?” Sapphire asked before taking a loud crunching bite of a carrot. Her phrasing was rude but Aegis was somewhat greatful she’d asked for him.

“Oh, right, I suppose that’s the typical reaction. We saved him, me and my husband Erikson, the leader of the White Flames.” Josephine smiled awkwardly. “A group of desert gnolls had raided a village and taken the youngest hostage. Most were made orphans. My husband and I adopted Elric. We have been having trouble conceiving in the real world.” She shrugged.

“Oh, sorry.” Sapphire apologized crudely. 

“It’s okay, a lot of people are curious about it.” She smiled politely. “We’re not the only ones. Once you show them enough love and care, I suppose they evolve to be more like us, and become Elite. We’re not sure what specifically caused him to become ‘Elite’, but we’re thankful for it.” She shrugged as she watched him running around with the other children, which Aegis now noticed were also tagged as Elite.

“There you go, Aegis. You just have to adopt Clara.” Sapphire nudged him on the shoulder, while Clara and Celestian stood a bit back, giving each other heartfelt farewells.

“It was a pleasure meeting you all. I must get to my duties though. I hope you have time to come see me again before you leave, Clara, so that we may spend more time together.” Celestian bowed to everyone.

“Later.” Sapphire waved.

“Nice meeting you.” Aegis said politely. 

“Goodbye, Celestian.” Clara smiled and bowed, watching as he turned and headed out of the Monastery, making his way back down the mountain. Clara watched as long as she could before Sapphire cleared her throat to get her attention. “Yes, I am ready. Shall we meet the Great Prophet? Right this way.” She motioned Aegis to follow as she walked past them and headed into the building. Aegis, Josephine and Sapphire followed her in, passing by a few other players and NPCs, Aegis noticed another player walking side by side with a Priest NPC marked as elite. He wasn’t sure if there were always this many and he just hadn’t noticed before, or if Arallia had a lot more Elite NPC's than Kalmoore did.

“Is there’s a lot of NPCs here that have become Elite?” Aegis asked Josephine.

“I suppose more than most cities and islands. Arallia is one of the original launch starting locations, but unlike the other islands that were available at the games launch, Kriene only has one major city and it's tough to travel out to the unexplored areas in the desert. Many players just stay within the city and enjoy life as an Arallian, getting to know and befriending the NPCs here.” She explained as they stepped through the doors of the inner sanctuary, entering the central hallway of the Monastery’s main building. Aegis had trouble listening to her as he took in the beauty that was before him. Polished sandstone tile floors with elegantly engraved pillars holding up the tall ceiling, large paintings depicting scenes of serenity or noble figures he didn’t recognize lining the walls. Many open windows allowed beams of the bright sunlight to reflect off of every surface of the interior as their footsteps echoed off the walls around them. Aegis caught Sapphire as she too looked around in awe.

“I suppose that is why there are more Elite NPCs here. We do have the occasional bandit guilds rising up, though, as you saw. Due to lack of easy access dungeons to grind nearby, players try turning to crime to gain experience. But we’ve been working with the King and the Princess to keep it under control.” Josephine continued to explain.

“I gotta hand it to you Eirene priests. What you guys lack in firepower you make up for in art. This is way cooler than the Aphrodite temples.” Sapphire said as they moved forward through the hall. 

“The prayer chamber is beyond these doors, where the Great Prophet awaits.” Priestess Clara stopped in front of a pair of large wooden double doors at the far end of the hall. As she did, Aegis got a quest completed message, and suddenly a burst of anxiety rose up inside of him. 

“That’s the quest completed. One part left.” Aegis said as he took a deep breath.

“Nervous, huh?” Sapphire looked at him and saw his anxious expression.

“Are you anticipating the conversation to be a difficult part of your quest? Don’t worry, the Great Prophet is kind. He is also an Elite NPC.” Josephine assured Aegis, but as she said this Sapphire stepped in for Aegis.

“Hm. For the quest, its probably better if Aegis talks to the Great Prophet alone.” Sapphire said to her.

“Oh, okay, sure.” Josephine nodded politely, following Sapphire as she motioned her away. 

“One thing, Aegis.” Sapphire turned as if she’d suddenly remembered something, and leaned in to his ear. “Don’t worry if you suck and die a few times. Intermediate class quests are hard.” She whispered with a wink before walking away with Josephine.

“Thanks for the pep talk, Sapphire.” Aegis sighed. Slowly, Aegis pushed open the doors to the Prayer Chamber while Clara stood outside the door, it was clear she didn’t plan on following him in as she moved to quickly shut the doors behind him.

The interior of the prayer chamber had no windows. It was circular, with a small ledge going around the outer wall of the room covered in candles of varying sizes, all glowing bright with white flames. The flickering candles illuminated a raised platform in the center of the room, a small staircase leading up to it, and in the center was a statue of Eirene. It was much better than the one Aegis had cut for his fountain back in Rene, extremely detailed with Eirene’s eyes shut, holding her hands out with her palms facing upwards, her head tilted slightly upwards as well. She wore the same wavy robes that Aegis had tried carving for her, but here they were represented much better. Its beauty and elegance was stunning, and he felt his Artistry skill helping him find a greater appreciation for it.

In addition, he noticed a twinkling light coming from above, and tilted his head upwards to see that the black ceiling of the room had small stars painted onto it, all glowing and reflecting the candlelight while the black paint around the stars seemed to absorb the light, making it appear as though he was looking up at the night sky despite being indoors. 

Kneeling at the foot of the statue, garbed in thick white robes adorned with the yellow star of Eirene, stood an old man with long white hair. [Great Prophet of Eirene, Abrigalas(Elite) - ??]. It was one of the longest names he'd seen above an NPC’s head. Just as Aegis opened his mouth to speak, he was interrupted.

“I’ve been expecting you, Aegis.” He said as he slowly got up to his feet, turning to give Aegis a warm and welcoming smile. “You have had quite a long journey, all the way from the distant lands of Kalmoore.”

“Y-yes.” Aegis replied, unsure of what to say.

“You must be wondering. Why me? Why these skills? In the state the world is in today, it probably does not make much sense, does it?” He asked.

“Well, yeah, actually.” Aegis nodded as he thought on it, remembering the skill requirement list - some of it did feel somewhat arbitrary. 

“Hm. Truthfully, I cannot answer that either. I only know that it is my duty, in the name of Eirene, to seek out ones such as yourself. For it is not I who requested you here, but Eirene herself.” He motioned to the statue. 

“I… don’t understand.” Aegis raised an eyebrow. 

“Yes, and I believe that is the problem she wishes to remedy. She wants you to understand why someone like you was chosen. Why is it that someone like you is the one she has been waiting for? Once you understand that, you will be ready to choose if you would like to walk this path in her light.” He said as he stepped aside and motioned to the spot on the floor where he had been kneeling.

“If and when you are ready, kneel before her here, in the place closest to the stars in this world, and pray to the Star of Eirene, so that she may help you understand.” He said calmly.




	
Quest[3/3]: Pray to the stars and walk the path of Eirene to understand her true purpose and goals within the Shattered World.
Objective: 0/1 Survive the Shattering
Quest Giver: Abrigalas, Great Prophet of Eirene, Arallia
Reward: Intermediate Class: (Unknown)
Difficulty: Extreme(II)
Restrictions: Limited to classes: Priest, If the Pacifism skill is lost during this quest, the quest will fail automatically. This quest must be completed alone.








“What?!” Aegis said with wide eyes in disbelief, reading the quest details. There were several things that immediately jumped out at him, but he didn’t have much time to take it in.

“Is there something wrong?” Abrigalas asked.

“N-no, nothing wrong.” Aegis said nervously as he took a deep breath, looking at the statue in front of him. Extreme(II)? Something like that had never been seen before to Aegis’ knowledge, he saw no mention in anything he’d read about the game that the Extreme difficulty had a scale - as far as he knew, Extreme was the highest. Surviving the Shattering was the quest objective? Just what exactly was he about to experience? Aegis had no idea. He saw his viewership spiking up back to 5000 as he knelt down and closed his eyes, clasping his hands together. He wasn’t sure exactly what he’d need to do to pray properly, but the answer was, not much. The moment he closed his eyes, he felt his body become weightless. 




	
Entering Unique Dungeon: Hrath’mir Fortress
Dungeon Option 1: Dying in this dungeon will reset the dungeon and return you to the entrance with no death penalty.

To exit the dungeon, abandon the quest. The quest cannot be re-accepted. Combat and weapon skill experience cannot be acquired while inside this dungeon.
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Everything looked and felt unfamiliar. The clothing of the people around Aegis, the stars in the night sky above, and the architecture of the buildings nearby,- but he felt like he had mere seconds to take it all in. At the very least, he was aware he was no longer in Arallia, but in a dungeon by the name of Hrath’mir Fortress, and his objective was to survive. That sounded favorable, given his Pacifism restriction - he didn’t need to defeat anything to beat the quest, just survive. 

 He watched as several fully armored priests that bore the symbol of Eirene on their chestplates ran towards, and past him, stopping at the edge of the ground they stood on to get a view of the large city below. He moved to stand alongside them to grasp the situation he was in, staring with his jaw agape at the scene before him.

 Aegis stood at what appeared to be the center of a large metropolis, on the third level of a multi-leveled city, staring over the edge of this third level to view the two levels below. There was a middle level, between where he stood and the ground level, then the lowest ground level itself, being the largest of the three. It was, as far as he could tell, roughly circular shaped, each level separated by a circle of tall walls, and from here he could see that the walls surrounding all three levels of the city were manned with thousands and thousands of soldiers. 

 Not all of the soldiers were dressed the same, but they were divided into sections and groups based on the colors and tabards they wore. From this distance Aegis couldn't make out much of the details on the symbols the soldiers were representing, though. Only that there were a large variety of factions being represented with these soldiers - it didn't appear to be a single unified army of one tribe but a collection of smaller armies working together. What drew his eyes in more were the large siege weapons situated on and behind the walls.

Apart from the walls, he saw the people of the city fleeing from the lowest level through the gates of the 2nd level, attempting to reach the gates of the 3rd level, but the upperlevels were smaller than the 1st and he could see from above that they were already too crowded to fit more. Everyone was fleeing from something, and the soldiers were preparing for a battle. But against what, Aegis couldn't tell.

 “This is terrible. Hrath’mir wasn’t designed to protect this many people.” One of the priests beside him commented as Aegis looked to see his terrified expression.

 “What do you expect? Their homes were destroyed. Hrath’mir is all that's left.” Another priest replied.

 “They’re coming.” A third one pointed out over the horizon across the fields that surrounded the outermost walls of the city, and towards a treeline of a great forest visible in the distance under the clear moonlit night sky. Aegis looked and saw that the trees were moving like a wave, a cloud of darkness pushing forward in the direction of the city several miles off.

 “Who is coming?” Aegis asked the priest.

 “The Avatars of Darkness… all of them.” He replied terrified, his eyes visibly wide under his iron helm.

 “Do not fear them!” A deep voice shouted from behind, causing them to turn around and look. Aegis saw now that he stood just outside a large chapel with the symbolism of Eirene constructed all around its entrance, two knight statues flanking the door. It was built at the very edge of this highest level of the city, and compared to the other magnificent and expensive looking structures nearby, it looked miniscule and insignificant. However, despite the elegance and royal appearance of the other buildings and streets of this third level of the city, he could see in the distance the soldiers ushering citizens from the lower levels to climb up and take refuge here. There just wasn’t enough space. 

The one who had spoken wore clothes similar to Abrigalas, but that is where their similarities ended, as this person was a Dark Elf, like Luryala. [Great Prophet of Eirene, Seldor(Elite) - ??]. He was stepping out of the Chapel with a staff in his hand, taking in the scene below.

 “Fear only makes them stronger.” He finished.

 “What should we do, Great Prophet?”

 “The Avatar of Eirene should arrive shortly. She will guide us from this impending darkness. It is our duty to not give up hope until that time.” He said in a commanding voice, but as he did, it waived as Aegis followed his eyes upwards. Aegis turned to see what he was looking at, a large winged beast was flying down from the night sky, shimmering with white feathers reflecting in the lantern light of the city. The soldiers nearby cleared out of the way as the creature got closer and eventually landed on the paved stone of the city in front of the chapel.

 Aegis knew what this creature was, he’d seen them and heard of them before, but never so lifelike. The front of the beast looked like a giant, large, majestic snowy white eagle, while the back half from the torso onward was a large muscular lion. Talons and a beak, wings and paws. This was undoubtedly a gryphon. The gryphon was armored and saddled, and riding on its back was another Priest of Eirene with dents in his armor, looking badly wounded as he stumbled off its back. 

 “Greater heal!” The Great Prophet shouted as he rushed over and caught the soldier before he hit the ground. 

 “Sir… the Avatar of Eirene… the caravan, they were overtaken at the western pass. The minions of fear... There were so many.” He struggled to get the words out, and as he did Aegis felt the wave of panic wash over every priest who heard it. The Great Prophet looked up at the stars while he helped the soldier back to his feet, his wounds now mended.

 “Aegis, Lindor… please…” The Great Prophet whispered in prayer, and as he did Aegis looked up at the night sky to see that where the star Aegis shone brightly above was a second star glowing bright beside it that hadn’t been there on the night he stargazed with Clara. “What should we do?” He asked, but there was no answer, instead all the Priests looked at him expectantly for a few moments. Aegis looked back towards the city's outerwalls and saw the wave of darkness had passed the treeline and was now making its way across the open fields towards the city. Catapults and ballista began firing at the wave, and their burning projectiles crashing into the fields around the city illuminated for Aegis just what was within that wave of darkness. It looked to be an army of humanoid soldiers covered in black skin and tendrils, beyond anything Aegis had seen thus far - but it was hard to make out any real details from this distance.

 “Survive…” Aegis mumbled to himself as he tried to grasp what the win condition was for this quest. 

 “The Silver Dragons, where are they going?” A priest suddenly drew Aegis’ attention to the skies far to the east of the city, where a flock of large winged creatures could be seen flying away, the moonlight reflecting off of their scales.

 “They’re abandoning this land.” Another priest replied. 

 “Do not lose hope, you fools. If the followers of Eirene lose hope, then all is truly lost. I will pray to the High Priests in the remaining citadels, asking them to aid us with their light. The rest of you, it is your duty to protect these people. Spread the light of Eirene, and fear no darkness. Do not let this city fall.” The Great Prophet commanded them before turning to go back into the chapel. Once he was gone, Aegis looked around only to see the priests looking afraid and taking no action.

 “We’re Priests of Eirene, our magic and healing can turn the tides of battle. We should assist the soldiers at the front lines.” Aegis suggested, pointing down to the main outer gate of the first level of the city that was soon to be under siege by the impending wave of darkness. “What's the fastest way to get down there?!” Aegis asked them.

 “T-this way. I will lead us.” One brave priest spoke up after a moment of silence, and ran ahead. Aegis and a few others followed him, but the rest remained still, petrified in fear. As fast as Aegis and the other Priests of Eirene ran, they weren’t quick enough and the city was massive. The crowds of citizens running against them to flee the darkness didn’t help matters either. They’d started on the third level of the three leveled city, and by the time they’d arrived at the walls of the second level, Aegis could see in the distance that the battle had reached the outer walls. The flashing of magic flew left and right, fire, ice, lighting, arcane, arrows, explosions - it all mixed in with the misty darkness that overtook the walls. The darkness itself writhed as if it was alive, eerily similar to the darkness of the abyss that Aegis had just flown over on the Airship.

 As Aegis stood along the wall with his fellow Eirene Priests, he looked around to see the soldiers manning this wall were all anxiously watching the battle in the distance, loading and firing their siege weaponry with arrows nocked. They were wearing the symbolism of the god Zeus, with lightning bolts engraved into their armor rather than stars like Aegis, and there were thousands of them by comparison to the handful of Eirene priests Aegis had seen.

 “We need to get down there and help them, to hold the outer walls!” Aegis shouted at one NPC he'd spotted leading them, [Zeus Commander - ??]. 

 “Are you mad? The outer gates won’t last, you’ll never make it in time.” He shouted back at Aegis as if he was insane. “This gate stays closed. If you want to be useful, help us hold this line.” He commanded Aegis, and Aegis took a deep breath. Looking at the length of the straight road leading from the outer gate, to the gate he stood at on the 2nd level of the city, he knew the Zeus commander was right, Aegis couldn’t get there fast enough. A few moments later, a large booming blast exploded at the outer gate, shaking the very ground they stood on as the outerwall and gate of the city exploded inward, sending chunks of rubble crashing down on the nearby buildings within the city's lowest level. Through the dust and debris of the explosion flooded in a wave of soldiers with thick black skin. Their bodies were uneven in muscularity, most having oversized arms or legs with armor infused into their skin. Glowing red eyes, sometimes one, sometimes three - whatever these creatures were, they were not uniform in appearance. 

 “Ready your arrows!” The Zeus commander shouted as a battalion of archers wielding longbows behind the walls all nocked arrows. Despite it being just a game, the realism was getting to him and he felt as though he truly was in the midst of a great battle. The sight of the hordes of enemies flooding down the main road towards them out of the darkness was absolutely terrifying. They let out horrendous screeches and roars, some of them breaking off of the main road to burst through the doors and windows of the shops and homes lining the street, and from within the buildings Aegis could hear the screams of terror coming from citizens who had been trying to hide within them.

 Pure primal fear began to creep up on Aegis as his hair stood on end from hearing the screams. It was just a game, he had to remind himself. He couldn’t see what was happening to the NPCs that were being engulfed by the wave of darkness as it crept over the city, but he imagined it involved their health bars hitting 0 very quickly. 

 “Steady!” The Zeus commander shouted as the wave of darkness closed in on the 2nd wall of Hrath’mir. The sounds of the roaring creatures got louder as they closed in, the stampeding of their feet shaking the walls that Aegis and the other priests stood on.

 “W-what should we do, sir?” One of the Eirene priests turned to Aegis expectantly. He turned to see that there were only four of them now, the rest could be seen running for their lives away from the wall, back to the upper third level of the city. Aegis took out his shield and fastened it to his left arm.

 “C’mon, think logically. This is a quest, the clear condition is to survival without losing pacifism.” Aegis whispered to himself anxiously. He could only reach one conclusion. “Heal the soldiers of Zeus, we can’t let them take the 2nd wall. Use everything you can to assist them.” Aegis ordered them and they all gave nods.

 “YOUR LIGHTNING GOD WILL NOT SAVE YOU! YOUR SUFFERING FEEDS ME!” A loud booming voice shouted out from the darkness up at the walls. 

 “WE DO NOT FEAR YOU, AVATAR OF SUFFERING! FIRE!” The Zeus commander roared back. A rain of lightning-enchanted arrows flew over top of Aegis head and soared down on the creatures below, many of them being pierced and collapsing to the ground. Following that, Aegis watched as several Wizards on the walls began waving their staves, calling forth lightning from their hands and sending blasts of electricity forward into the encroaching forces. 

 A ball of flames from a nearby trebuchet crashed down onto the enemies soldiers, exploding flames and engulfing them with burning oil, causing them to writhe in pain and fall. Aegis saw a shimmer of hope, the soldiers of Zeus were strong and doing massive damage, it looked, for just a moment, that they stood a chance. That was, until Aegis saw it.

 [Avatar of Suffering(Elite) - ??]. A tall black humanoid Knight adorned in pure black armor wielding a long sleek black wooden staff with a purple gem atop it. He stepped forward out of the dark mist alongside the hordes of dark soldiers swarming around him.

 “Suffer!” He screeched in a maniacal high pitched voice, and as he did, a volley of black bolts of energy fired from the top of his staff towards the soldiers and wizards on the wall. Aegis dashed forward and slid in front of one of the Wizards with his shield up, then snapped his finger to create a guard in front of another. He’d managed to block two of the bolts.
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 There wasn't a lot of damage, but the effect part confused Aegis. It wasn’t until he looked over at the Wizards and Soldiers that’d been hit that he understood. The ones that had been hit did not die from the damage, but instead started writhing in pain, dropping to their knees and clawing at the point of impact. The bolt of energy didn’t simply explode and disperse, it began growing out tendrils and wrapping darkness around the affected soldiers.

 “Finish them, before they become ghouls of suffering!” the Zeus commander ordered. Without any hesitation, the nearby soldiers on the walls drew their weapons and slashed at the writhing soldiers, killing them. Aegis wasn’t able to see the full effects of what the spell would’ve done, but he had an idea given the Zeus soldier’s reactions to it. 

 Looking closely now at the soldiers of darkness as they crashed into the walls and gates below, Aegis saw that the armor infused into their dark skin bore the symbols of Thor, Aphrodite, and other gods. These soldiers were not just mindless monsters - they were the defenders of the outer walls turned into abominations. As this thought settled in, Aegis saw the Avatar of Suffering preparing another spell, and he knew what he had to do. 

 “Soldiers of Eirene, it’s our duty to stop that Avatar!” Aegis shouted. "Commander, hold back the ghouls and focus your attacks on the Avatar, we’ll do our best to prevent him from spreading his suffering magic!” Aegis shouted. The Zeus Commander looked at Aegis as though he was crazy, but Aegis didn’t have time to hesitate and jumped off the wall into the approaching swarm of ghouls.

 “Healing Wind!” Aegis shouted as he flashed a bright white light within the darkness, drawing attention to himself from all that could see him, including the Avatar of Suffering. The Avatar fired another volley of bolts towards the walls, but this time Aegis was in range to cast a Guard right in front of the volley to block all 8 bolts.

 He took the full damage from all 8 attacks, but he was immune to its effects, and seeing Aegis do this seemed to inspire hope in both the Zeus Commander, and the Eirene priests with him. The four Eirene priests jumped off the wall after Aegis and began casting healing magic on him.

 “Assist the Eirene priests. Show them how the soldiers of Zeus light up the skies!” The Commander roared as blasts of lightning magic and arrows began to zoom past Aegis towards the Avatar.

 “Ah, a light bearer. Disgusting, how you think you are immune to the sufferings of this world. Let me show you just how wrong you are.” The Avatar screeched angrily as he stomped forward towards Aegis. 

 “Hold the gate, secure it and don’t let the Avatar of Sufferings attacks pass our shields.” Aegis shouted to the Eirene priests who stood bravely behind him. As the archers and wizards on the walls cleared the ghouls of suffering near the gates, Aegis got a clear view of their name plates for the first time. [Suffering Ghoul - Level 30], the one he spotted said, though their levels varied and most were lower than 30. Some were even as low as level 1 and Aegis watched them fall from just being near the impact point of a lightning spell that crashed down around him from the walls above.

 “Hrrraaah!” The Avatar stomped towards Aegis, waving his staff. A spear made of shadow formed in front of him and shot forward, but Aegis could easily brace it.




	You take 120 Shadow Damage.






 He continued to march forward, sending attacks at Aegis unrelenting as he began to cackle hysterically, despite the fact that arrows began to pierce his armor and black blood could be seen dripping down the dented black metal. 

 “Hahaha, HAHAHA!” He continued to laugh, as a bolt of lightning struck him, and a blast of flames erupted at his feet. It wasn’t that he wasn’t taking damage - he was taking a lot. The damage numbers far surpassed what Aegis had ever seen his party members deal back in the Caverns of Jia’nar. No, it was more as if the Avatar didn’t care, and was enjoying the damage. In fact, it looked as if he was getting stronger, and it was showing in his attacks as he sent another shadow spear at Aegis.
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 It was then that it clicked in Aegis’ head. Avatar of Suffering, is getting stronger from taking damage? It didn’t make sense. Aegis was stopping his advance by making his attacks focus on himself, but if Aegis’ theory was right, something like the Avatar of Suffering couldn’t be defeated by dealing damage to it. 

 “Pacifism…” Aegis thought out loud as an idea popped into his head. “Zeus Commander, stop your attacks on the Avatar of Suffering, you’re only making him stronger!” He shouted up at him.

 “We must stop his advance at all costs. If the North gate falls, we stand no chance!” The Commander argued back.

 “Please, just trust me! Focus your attacks elsewhere!” Aegis shouted at him as loud as he could. The Zeus Commander stared down at Aegis hesitantly for a moment before giving a hesitant nod.

 “Clear the battlefield of ghouls, leave the Avatar to the Eirene Priests!” The Zeus Commander shouted, and his soldiers listened immediately. The arrows and spells focused on the smaller ghouls surrounding them. Once they had some breathing room, Aegis turned his focus back to the approaching Avatar of Suffering as the black mist followed him closer to the inner walls of Hrath’mir.

 “Priests of Eirene, focus your healing light magic on the Avatar of Suffering. Make him at peace with this world!” Aegis shouted, and immediately after giving this order, the Avatar’s laughing stopped, as did his approach. He seemed to be getting serious, which told Aegis he had the right idea. The four Eirene Priests ran up to Aegis' side obediently and prepared to charge the Avatar.

 “Minor heal is a touch spell, we need to get close.” Aegis said to them and they all nodded, shields drawn as they broke into a charge towards the Avatar of Suffering, with glowing light on their fingertips. 

 “Keep your filth away from me!” The Avatar shouted in a rage as he stomped his feet down on the paved roads of Hrath’mir, littered with the bodies of fallen ghouls. As he stomped, black slimy tendrils shot out from the base of his staff and began to writhe across the ground, growing wildly in all directions and thickening the further they got from the Avatar. 

 The Eirene priests were nimble, dashing left and right to avoid the tendrils as they attempted to grab them. Any close calls they had in getting snatched, Aegis snapped his fingers and created a guard against the tendril, clearing a path for them right up to the Avatar of Suffering. One by one they reached out and healed him, but rather than filling him with warmth, he screamed in agony as the light infused itself into his black armor.

 It was working, the first set of heals served as a shock and he wasn’t able to run, writhing in pain from the light as they continued to heal him, Aegis making sure to use his guard skill to protect the priests from any incoming attacks. But Aegis had gotten ahead of himself. A sudden loud stomping began to ring out from within the black mist behind the Avatar, and the silhouet of something large could be seen approaching, ghouls swarming around its gigantic legs.

 [Corrupted Avatar of Zeus - ??]. It looked as though it was once a rhinoceros of sorts, but it had black bulges of pulsing skin all over its body. Its horn was shaped like a lightning bolt and gave off flickering yellow sparks, but nothing else about the creature resembled Zeus. It let out a horrific screeching roar before a blast of electrical energy shot out of its horn at the Avatar of Suffering.

 “Dodge it!” Aegis shouted at the four Eirene priests, and they dashed to the side to avoid the large beam of energy that flew through the Avatar and beyond Aegis, directly at the gate behind him, exploding it into a burst of shattered wood and stone. The strike on the Avatar of Suffering caused him to twitch and twinge as residual sparks remained on his armor, flowing over his body. He let out a relaxing sigh of relief after he’d been hit, as if it undid the damage that the Eirene priests had caused with their healing. 

 “You revolting fiend, what have you done to our Avatar!?” The Zeus commander shouted in horror once he’d spotted the corrupted beast.

 “I improved him. I have made him the embodiment of suffering.” The Avatar said as he took a few steps back to pet the snout of the rhino-like creature. “Don’t worry, he’s still awake in there. He sees and feels everything he is doing, he simply has no control over his body. He gets to enjoy watching his power be used to rip and tear to shreds the very things he sought to protect. IS THAT NOT THE MOST BEAUTIFUL FORM OF SUFFERING YOU COULD POSSIBLY IMAGINE?!” The Avatar screeched out with a cackle. 

 “Priest of Eirene, purge that insidious creature from this world with all the light you can muster!” The Zeus commander shouted in a rage. Aegis took a fighting stance and looked to do just that, the four Eirene priests quickly pushing their way back to his side as the ghouls rushed past the five of them towards the now destroyed gate.

 “YOUUU SOUND ANGRYYY!” A third, unidentified voice yelled out from behind Aegis. This voice sent chills down Aegis’ spine, it was like a deep roar, but at the same time, an echoing whisper. “YOUR ANGER, IT FEEDS ME!” A floating wraith-like creature was hovering over the top of the walls, leaving behind a trail of black smoky mist as it soared towards the Zeus Commander. As it passed by the Zeus soldiers on the walls it seemed to be growing in size, knocking them off and slashing gigantic boney claws out at them, dealing large damage numbers as it got closer and closer towards the Commander and the Gate. Aegis couldn’t make out any of its intricate details, only that it wore a black hooded cloak and looked skeletal in form underneath, and had [Avatar of Anger(Elite) - ??] above its head.

 “Sir, the Eastern Gate, it’s fallen! The armies of anger have breached the second level!” One of the Eirene priests shouted to Aegis anxiously.

 Aegis had to think fast as he watched the Avatar of Anger close in on the Zeus commander.

 “You have to stop being angry. You’re making it stronger!” Aegis shouted out, panic stricken, but as he said these words he knew it was impossible.

 “So much optimism! I want to taste your suffering! I BET IT IS DELICIOUS!” The Avatar of Suffering shouted gleefully as he suddenly charged at Aegis from behind, the corrupted Avatar of Zeus at his side. He couldn’t do anything to help the Zeus Commander. When Aegis turned to protect himself from Suffering’s attacks, he heard a scream of agony coming from atop the wall. He could only glance back and see the Avatar of Anger lift up the Commander by the neck using its bony claws and seemingly suck the life force out of him. 

 That was bad enough, but Aegis and the other Eirene priests were pushed back towards the destroyed gate and couldn’t see more of what was happening on the walls. They did their best to hold the line at the gate, blocking attacks and impeding the ghouls from passing as the dark mist closed in on them, the Avatar of Suffering smirking from beneath his black helmet with the stomping Rhino beside him as they too walked forwards towards the destroyed gate. 

 Once Aegis and the other priests were forced back through the gate and could see the tops of the wall again from the inside, Aegis watched the Avatar of Anger fling the lifeless body of the Zeus commander down at him and the Eirene priests with great force. They avoided his body, breaking up their formation of five as the ghouls began to swarm past them. The only reason they hadn’t fallen yet is that it seemed the ghouls were avoiding attacking them, as if afraid of them, and this allowed Aegis to see the Zeus commander’s skin suddenly turn a white-ish blue, as he twitched around on the ground and eventually stood back up, his name changing.

 [Anger Ghoul - Level 55] appeared above his head as he let out a terrifying screech and launched at one of the Eirene priests with bonelike claws that had replaced his fingers and broken through the tips of his gauntlets. Aegis was caught off guard by the entire scene unfolding before him, like that of a horror film, and couldn’t react quickly enough to block or heal as the Anger Ghoul took out one, then another Priest of Eirene. The remaining two saw Aegis’ look of shock and tried to flee amongst the other remaining Zeus soldiers that were now retreating back into the city towards the third level gates. 

 Aegis glanced to the east and saw indeed, the eastern gate had already fallen and the anger ghouls were swarming through the second level of the city, the black mist overtaking it. The screams of all the citizens that Aegis had seen crammed in the streets just moments ago from when he was on the third level could now be heard echoing all around him.

 “Do you hear that sound, Priest of Eirene? It’s like a symphony of suffering, made just for me.” The Avatar of Suffering said mockingly as he moved to stand a few meters away. “Allow me to play you the chorus!” He screeched as he thrust his staff at Aegis, but at this point Aegis didn’t know what to do - he was completely overwhelmed by the difficulty of the scenario, how utterly hopeless it seemed, and as his mind was distracted, the spell that Suffering had cast on him had hit him without his shield to block it.

 Aegis underestimated the consequences of being hit by one of his spells directly. Blind, searing white hot pain and agony surged through him, he felt as if his insides were melting and being ripped apart at the same time, all the while he had only taken a miniscule amount of damage.
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 Every second that passed he took a bit more damage, it happened at short enough intervals that at no point did he ever get to stop feeling pain. It wouldn’t stop, unending agony at 100% pain threshold, and he couldn’t move, he’d been afflicted by paralysis and forced to suffer slowly through it until his health hit 0. He lost control of his senses, barely aware of the Avatar of Suffering cackling maniacally while standing over him, watching him writhe in pain as he held the tip of his staff pressed against Aegis’ chest.
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 Aegis didn’t have time to read the warning message, or press any button, as after a few moments more of taking damage a second message appeared.
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Mental stress levels have gone beyond the safe limit. You are being forcibly removed from the simulation. Emergency services will be called within 60 seconds unless otherwise instructed. 








 Eli’s vision went black for a second before he saw the Simbox opening up in front of him. He was covered in cold sweat as he stood up, breathing heavily and panting. He had to grab the side of his Simbox and lean against it, his legs wobbling still from the experience as he fumbled to press a button on the Simbox screen to cancel the emergency services call. Once he had, he stumbled over to the couch to recompose himself. 

 It took him a solid 10 minutes before he mustered up the nerve to stand back up. No longer sweating or breathing heavily, he walked back to his Simbox, double checking to see Jillian lying peacefully in hers. He was about to climb back in, but it was as if his body was resisting it. It took him a moment to come to terms with the reason - he was afraid of this quest. Once he’d realized it, he slapped himself hard on the face.

 “Come on Eli, it’s just a game. You knew this quest was going to be hard. Get your shit together. It’s a test, you just need to figure out the solution.” He said to himself to psych himself up. “Round two, let's go.” He finally mustered up the courage and climbed back into the Simbox. 
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Entering Unique Dungeon: Hrath’mir Fortress
Dungeon Option 1: Dying in this dungeon will reset the dungeon and return you to the entrance with no death penalty.

To exit the dungeon, abandon the quest. The quest cannot be re-accepted. Combat and weapon skill experience cannot be acquired while inside this dungeon.








“This is terrible. Hrath’mir wasn’t designed to protect this many people.” 

“What do you expect? Their homes were destroyed. Hrath’mir is all that's left.” 

 “They’re coming.” 

“Do not fear them! Fear only makes them stronger.” 

 “What should we do, Great Prophet?”

 “The Avatar should arrive shortly. She will guide us from this impending darkness. It is our duty to not give up hope until that time.” 

 The conversation played out exactly the same way it had the first time Aegis entered the dungeon. Looking around over the ledge of the third level down at the in-tact city, he knew now what to expect. He saw out of the corner of his eye the arrival of gryphon soaring through the night sky towards them, the bearer of bad news, but Aegis paid it no mind as he started to look at the city in more detail, from a tactical perspective.

 From this vantage point he could see the North, West, and east gates of both the 1st 2nd, and 3rd levels of the city. Walking around the edge of the walls and behind the Chapel Aegis saw the south gate as well. All of them were covered in soldiers of varying gods, guilds and factions. Not just humans, but orcs, elves, lizardfolk, gnomes, satyr’s, and other races he couldn’t recognize.

 It felt like a desperate last stand when he looked at it with hindsight, and he knew they were going to fail their last stand unless he did something drastic to turn the tides. By the time Aegis made it back to where the other Priests of Eirene were standing, the Great Prophet had already gone back inside the chapel to pray.

 “Who are the Avatars of Darkness?” Aegis asked the priests of Eirene standing around, getting the attention of a few of them.

 “There are four that have united against the light. Suffering, Fear, Death and Anger.” He answered.

 “Okay.” Aegis nodded as he thought about this. “If I don’t handle each of them properly, there’s no chance.” Aegis confirmed out loud. 

 “You know of a way for us to win this battle?” One of the priests asked him hopeful. 

 “Not yet, but I think it’s possible. You four!” Aegis pointed at the four priests that were brave enough to follow him to the end in his last playthrough. “The Avatar of Suffering will approach from the north gate. The commander of Zeus’ forces will try to strike him down, but that will only make him stronger. You must subdue him with the light. He relishes in pain, so use healing magic and it will weaken him and take away his power. Understood? You must not let the Avatar of Suffering take the North gate.” Aegis commanded them and they all gave him nods of respect. “Anyone who is proficient in healing magic, go with them and use your magic against the Avatar of Suffering and his ghouls.” Aegis added, looking to the other priests. To Aegis’ surprise, this time, due to Aegis’ confidence, quite a few were eager to go, and he watched as a group of 10 Eirene Priests made for the north gate.

 “And what will you do?” The injured soldier from the gryphon asked, as Aegis saw the remaining Priests looking at him expectantly. 

 “I don’t know who will approach from the west and south, but the Avatar of Anger will come from the east. If we don’t do something to weaken it, it will be the first gate to fall.” Aegis said as he looked at the eastern gate, unable to make out the symbols on the armor of the soldiers manning it. “Guess I’m going to have to figure it out the hard way.” Aegis said to himself, and he felt his legs shaking at the thought. He knew what was coming, that he’d have to put himself back into the thick of battle, so he tried his best to shake his nerves out with a few hops in place before he began his trek down to the eastern gate, this time alone. 

 Just as before, by the time he’d arrived at the walls of the 2nd level, he could see in the distance that the outerwalls of the city were under siege, even on the eastern side, and knew they’d fall in a matter of minutes. Taking stock of the soldiers along the eastern wall, he spotted the yin yang symbols engraved on their iron breastplates and embroidered into their tabards and cloaks. He recognized the symbol, but wasn’t sure what it represented until he spotted the commander’s name, [Changxi Commander - ??]. 

 “Commander, the Avatar of Anger is coming this way with his army of ghouls.” Aegis said to her.

 “Tell me something I don’t know.” She replied as she paced along the walls nervously, looking towards the outer east gate.

 “I mean, the Avatar of Anger, it gets stronger and makes people into ghouls through anger.” Aegis explained.

 “How does that information help me, Priest of Eirene? Shouldn’t you be up in your church, praying for the light to protect us?” She snapped back at him condescendingly. He was beginning to get the impression that other divine worshippers didn’t hold Eirene in high regard, but he didn’t have time to delve into that as a large echoing explosion could be heard and seen at the outer east gate. It had been breached. Looking north, Aegis saw that almost at the exact same time, the north gate was breached as well. Just like before, the black mist began flooding into the city alongside the forces of darkness that hid within it.

 It was just as ominous the second time as it was the first, watching the black mist swallow up the lower levels of the city one building at a time as the screams of the citizens that had stayed back began to reach them up on the walls.

 “You have to fight them back, but you have to do it without anger.” Aegis instructed her, and as she looked at him he saw nothing but fear in her eyes, and could only be thankful that it wasn’t the Avatar of Fear attacking this gate. She didn’t reply, and her bravado from a moment ago was all but gone in the face of the mass of darkness flowing towards them.

 “You mustn't hold anger in your hearts. Take deep breaths, fight, but with peace of mind. You are standing in the name of the Light of Changxi.” Aegis shouted to all of the soldiers on the wall. There was little to no reaction, and he quickly grasped why this wall was the first to fall. “You have to prepare for them, they’re coming!” Aegis nudged the Changxi Commander but she just stared blankly back at him, pale with sweat running down her face under her iron helm. 

 “What is the point, how can we possibly win against that? We’re the reserve soldiers," she whimpered back. "They wiped out our main forces at the battle of Truam Keep. We’re…” she lost the strength to speak. Her silence was taken over by the sounds of screaming as the darkness flooded down the main eastern road towards them, but rather than swarms of ghouls charging at them, Aegis saw the large wraith like Avatar hovering above the mist. Like the Banshee he’d fought during his Shield Mastery quest, this creature had no legs and its lower half instead trailed a cloud of mist, as if it was riding on the wave darkness that flooded into the city.

 “Your Avatar’s are merely my decorations now.” He screeched out in a low growl that followed with an echoing whisper - his voice was extremely unnerving to listen to. As he hovered upwards he spread out his arms, and under his cloak, his oversized arm span extended out in front of them to reveal thick bony skeletal arms with ropes dangling from them. Hanging from the ropes were bodies of Changxi priests, among them looked to be an important figure that drew gasps from the soldiers on the walls when they saw him.

 “The Avatar of Changxi!” The Commander placed her hands to her mouth as she saw it.

 “Is this all you have to challenge me? So weak! So dangly!” He mocked in his echoing voice as he dangled the bodies by waving his arms, as if they were playthings. Aegis didn’t need to be an Avatar of Anger to feel the aura of rage that immediately began to emanate from the soldiers on the wall as they bore witness to this mockery of their Avatar. 

 “Yes… YES! Glorious. Fill me with your anger!” He called out joyously as he began to grow in size, closing in on the gate. Then, on the ground beneath him, two more figures stepped out of the mist walking towards the east gate casually. A tall knight with a great black sword and a nearly nude female with horns and whip-like tail, light pink skin. As they closed in, Aegis saw their names.

 “Come, my children, feed on their failures.” The Avatar of Anger spoke down to them as Aegis spotted their names. [Avatar of Hatred - ??], [Avatar of Jealousy - ??]. 

 “You have to do something!” Aegis shouted at the Changxi Commander, but she gave no orders, and Aegis watched as angry soldiers began to fire at the three Avatars freely. “Do something!” Aegis shouted angrily at her, and he felt a pulsing cold sensation surge towards him from behind as he said this.

 “You are filled with quite a bit of anger, Priest of Eirene.” A voice whispered from behind him. Aegis turned to see the Avatar of Anger had swooped right up to him, despite him being up on the 10ft high wall. With a quick wooshing swipe of one of his claws, Aegis was gone.
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“Ok.” Aegis said to himself as he settled into being back atop the city with the Eirene priests at the start of the battle. “East gate is going to be a problem.” He cracked his neck as he prepared for the long trial and error that was ahead of him. 
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 With each attempt at defending the east gate, Aegis tried different methods to weaken the power of the Avatar of Anger. He was happy at least that based on how much damage he took from the Avatar at the end, he could tell how empowered or weakened the Avatar was based on the method he’d tried. He was also slowly becoming more accustomed to being on a battlefield, and more accepting of the fact that everything around him was just a game and not real, allowing him to think more logically and with less fear. Consistently though, with each attempt, the damning event was the appearance of the Avatar of Changxi’s body being mocked, and Aegis couldn’t prevent it from happening. He tried rushing at the darkness to intercept and interrupt the Avatar of Anger, but that simply led to the Avatar of Hatred and Jealousy taking him out.

 On the 11th attempt, Aegis’ own anger and frustration was starting to add to the problem, and he started to get desperate. The moment he arrived on the walls, he broke out into song.

 “Peace, peace and love. Peace and love for everyone. Let’s hug, and all hold hands, no one’s angry -” Aegis sang horribly offkey.

 “What are you doing? You’re making a fool of yourself!” The Changxi Commander shouted at him.

 “Yeah, but who cares, we’re all going to die anyway. Let’s do it with love in our hearts, ooh love is so great. The lovely light of Eirene, it washes away all the hate! Peace, peace and love, and happiness!”

 “Commander can you get that Eirene priest out of here?” One of the soldiers shouted angrily at her.

 “I don’t know if you think this is some sort of joke, or if you’ve lost your mind, but-” Aegis just continued to sing over her with no sense of rhythm or melody, but confident nonetheless. He’d taken to ignoring the fact that he now had a viewership of 10 000 and instead thought of it as though he was only singing to a bunch of NPCs that were all about to die, so it didn't matter how bad he sounded.

 “Your Avatar’s are merely my decorations now.” The Avatar of Anger screeched as he approached.

 “FIVE GOLD COINS SAYS HE’S GONNA DO SOMETHING LAME, LIKE DANGLE BODIES ON HIS ARMS!” Aegis shouted mockingly, as the Avatar of Anger did exactly that, spreading out his bony arms. “HAH Totally called that. Real original, Avatar of Boring is more like it," Aegis shouted at him across the battlefield for all to hear. "PEACE! PEACE AND LOVE!” Aegis continued his song as loud as he could.

 “DO YOU MOCK ME, PRIEST OF EIRENE?!” The Avatar of Anger shouted angrily.

 “Uh oh, what happens when the Avatar of Anger gets Angry? Does he just self-destruct? Hey Avatar, look what I can do!” Aegis shouted as he gave a little hop. “I can jump. Get it? Because you don’t have legs. So you can’t jump. Anyway, as I was saying. Peace. Peace and Love.” He broke back into song. 

 “Come forth my children! DEVOUR THIS IMPUDENT PRIEST!” The Avatar of Anger shouted in a rage as the Avatar of Hatred and Jealousy began to step forth out of the darkness.

 “Ooh, Jealousy and Hatred. The only one jealous here is you. Of our legs. Look, guys, show him your legs, he hates that.” Aegis shouted to the Changxi soldiers while Aegis wiggled one of his legs out over the wall, and a few of the soldiers joined in. "Hey since you're all misty below the waist, how do you go to the bathroom?" Aegis asked curiously and a few of the soldiers chuckled. Aegis then turned to the Changxi commander.

 “Are you really going to let this legless loser and his edgelord offspring take this gate?” Aegis spoke to the Changxi Commander, his tone shifting dramatically to be as serious as possible. She wasn’t afraid this time, she grinned back at Aegis.

 “NOCK ARROWS!” She shouted, and Aegis heard the beautiful sound of drawstrings being pulled back by the Changxi rangers on the wall. As she did, Aegis felt the familiar cold rushing air, and turned to see the Avatar of Anger had flown up to him as he always did, pulling his arm back to swipe at him. Aegis put up his shield and braced the attack.
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 “Hah, wimp.” Aegis smirked back after seeing the numbers, and a second later, hundreds of arrows and spells pierced through the wraith, pushing him back away from the wall and forcing him to retreat back towards the dark mist.

 “Destroy them!” The Avatar of Anger shouted, and a flood of blueish-white skinned ghouls charged out of the darkness around the Avatars of Hatred and Jealousy.

 “Do not let anger take you, and he has no power here!” Aegis shouted. “Peace, Peace and Love, Joy, and happiness. Let it fill your hearts! You are the proud and brave soldiers of Changxi, you fear no darkness, and especially not darkness that can’t even wear shoes!” Aegis shouted out to them. The ghouls were being wiped out by volley upon volley of arrows and spells fired from the brave and empowered Changxi soldiers. Wizards, Archers, Druids and even Warlocks from other guilds and factions not bearing the symbols of Changxi were joining in and exchanging blows. The Avatars of Hatred and Jealousy couldn’t even get close to the gates.

 “I can’t believe that worked.” Aegis whispered under his breath, as for the first time, the east gate was holding steady. As Aegis continued to sing nonsensical music to keep their spirits up, he looked to the north and saw that the North gate was still holding, he saw flashes of holy white light from the Eirene priests he’d sent there as they held back the Avatar of Suffering. He couldn’t see the west gate from this side of the city, due to the third level of the city standing above him to the west and blocking his view, but the south had no explosions signaling the destruction of the gate.

 Aegis thought this a good thing at first, as he turned his attention from the battle in front of him to try and see how the south was doing, but he noticed that not only was there no explosion at the gate, there was no flashing of spells, clashing of steel, firing of ballista - nothing. The south gate was completely silent, and when he looked more closely he saw the dark black mist flooding over the walls and into the 2nd level of the city.

 “Hold steady here, I’m going to assist the south.” Aegis shouted and the Changxi Commander nodded before giving more orders to her soldiers. Aegis ran along the top of the 2nd level’s wall southward. There was a tower that separated the east section and the south, with doors leading through it to access both sections. Aegis threw the door open from the eastern side of the tower and left on the south side, only to see the dark mist flowing over the wall slowly like a river. There was no army of ghouls pouring over it though, it was dead silent. Aegis looked inward into the 2nd level of the city and it was the same, the entire south section of the city was just quiet. Not even the sound of footsteps, or crickets. He could still hear the sounds of battle coming from the eastern gate, but that was it.

 When Aegis continued a bit further into the dark mist, he could barely see more than a meter in front of himself and eventually stumbled over the bodies of the soldiers that had been defending the wall. They were lying lifelessly on the ground with 0 hit points, but no signs of durability loss to their armor.

 He was too late, he knew that would likely be the case, but he needed to know what he was dealing with before the next reset. He climbed off the wall onto the ground floor of the 2nd section of the city and maneuvered through the streets in the direction of where the mist was flowing. He could only assume that leading the mist into the city would be the Avatar of Death or Fear, but by the time he’d caught up to the front of the mist, it had already reached the gates to the 3rd level of the city, and Aegis watched as suddenly guards began to fall off the walls in front of him, lifelessly, as their health bars all hit 0 from nothing. No spell was hitting them, they were just dropping dead, and within seconds, the defenders of the third wall on the south side had fallen - the cities last line of defense didn’t stand a chance.

 Aegis rushed through the mist, he could see over it but not through it, and he found himself struggling to navigate the streets as it was covered in the bodies of the fallen citizens. It was a horrific scene, women, children, men, all unarmed and unarmored of a variety of races. They’d all just dropped dead. When Aegis finally got close enough to the third gate to see what was ahead of the mist, he watched as a black cloaked figure stood in front of the large thick wooden doors and reached out to touch them with his bare hands. As he did, the wood began to rot away and age rapidly, until it turned to dust in a small area around where it had been touched, allowing the figure to simply walk through.

 From behind, Aegis could see its name. [Avatar of Death(Elite) - ??]. He could make out long white hair hanging down the back of its black robes with a large scythe in his left hand. When the opening in the gate formed, he slowly walked through it without any fear for what might be waiting behind the gate for him, and as he did, he went through unopposed and the black mist followed him.

 “Avatar of Death!” Aegis shouted to get his attention, and tried to stop his advance. It worked, he turned around slowly to reveal his form. Unlike the creepy appearances of Anger and Suffering, this Avatar looked like a simple old man with wrinkly skin and a long white beard and mustache, so bushy that his mouth wasn’t visible. “That’s far enough.” Aegis tried to sound brave as he prepared his shield on his left arm. He took a few more steps forward, but suddenly out of nowhere and without any action taken by the Avatar, Aegis felt a rush of cold energy.
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 Aegis stood back at the start of the dungeon, dumbfounded. What had killed him? Was it a radius? That amount of damage, and it wasn’t anything like a projectile he could dodge or block. Was it eye contact? No, they were looking at each other beforehand. Rather than organizing a defense to the east gate, Aegis needed more information on the south first. Without waiting for the gryphon to land, he rushed down the walls towards the south gate as fast as he could, but by the time he’d reached the south gate of the 2nd level of the city, the outer south gate had already fallen, and the dark mist was flowing over the 1st level of the city. Unlike when the north and east outer gates fell, there were no screams, just silence. Something about that made it even more terrifying than the other two. Aegis saw a collection of paladins, clerics and other soldiers lined up prepared to defend the gate. He didn’t recognize most of the symbols, but the most predominant one was that of a trident, and Aegis was able to locate the commander still alive, standing on the wall above the south gate itself. [Shiva Commander - ??]. 

 “The Avatar of Death is approaching, do you know how to stop him?” Aegis asked the commander, but once he heard Aegis speak, a look of terror flooded over him and his skin went pale. 

 “There is no stopping death.” He mumbled weakly.

 “There must be something, right?” Aegis asked.

 “No, the-” The Shiva commander started to speak, but Aegis watched as red damage numbers appeared above his head. 999,999,999. He fell over instantly, and all around Aegis, other soldiers did the same. Aegis turned to see that the Avatar of Death was already approaching, looking at them from roughly 200 meters away as he walked down the road leading to the 2nd level's southern gate, the mist trailing behind him. 200 meters apparently was close enough, thought Aegis, as the damage numbers hit him as well.
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“I don’t get it.” Aegis said to himself confused as he stood back among the other Eirene priests. “I mean, I get why he’s doing so much damage… suffering is empowered by pain, anger is empowered by anger, so death is doing more damage because of all of the death around the battlefield. How can we stop him from being empowered?” Aegis said to himself as another Eirene priest beside him had been listening in.

“You cannot. That is why all of the avatars of the gods of light fell at the battle of Truam Keep.” The priest replied, after which the standard starting dialogue played out. Aegis drifted off in thought. The difficulty of the quest was Extreme(II), so he knew it’d be hard, but it couldn’t be impossible. There had to be a way to survive, he just needed to think. There had to be a way to avoid the damage and protect others from it.

 Aegis tried rushing the first gate. He tried flanking the Avatar of Death. He tried convincing the Shiva soldiers to retreat to lessen the amount of people dying, none of it worked. The moment the Avatar of Death became aware of him, he took the damage and died with no opportunity to block anything with his shield. After several more attempts, Aegis was beginning to lose his patience and was getting desperate. This time, he held back and waited for the starting dialogue to finish, and decided to follow the Great Prophet inside the chapel.

 The interrior was small with a simple yellow carpet going straight down the center flanked by rows of pews and a small stage at the back with a podium. The Great Prophet walked past this and through a door at the back, where Aegis followed him into a round prayer room eerily similar to the same one he had prayed at to enter this dungeon when he was still in the Monastery of the Stars, complete with candles, a starry night roof, and a statue of Eirene in the center.

 “Great Prophet, how can I stop the Avatar of Death?” Aegis asked him just before the Prophet dropped to his knees to begin his prayers.

 “Stop him? It is too late for that.” He replied apologetically. “If they had listened to us from the start, this could have been avoided. When the followers of the Dark Gods challenged the people of Hrath’mir, they responded with pride, and a show of force to crush their foes into the ground. But that was exactly what the Dark Gods wanted…” He continued as he knelt down facing the statue of Eirene. 

 “Fighting, no matter who wins, always breeds Fear, Suffering, Anger, and eventually Death.” he continued. "As long as there is conflict, those Avatars of Darkness will thrive."

 “The only way they could’ve stopped them from getting stronger is peacefully, through pacifism…” The realization hit Aegis like a bag of bricks. 

 “Precisely. But they mocked Eirene and our teachings for being weak, and look where that has gotten them. I’m afraid that the forces of darkness have grown too powerful, and without the strength of any of our divine avatars, we can do nothing but await our fates. Allow me to pray and alert our brethren, they must know that Hrath’mir has fallen and to prepare for the worst outcome.” The Great Prophet said as he tried to dismiss Aegis out of the room, but this only gave Aegis rise to more questions.

 “Brethren? There are still more soldiers, and Eirene priests? This isn’t all that's left?” Aegis asked hopefully.

 “My young priest, your optimism is admirable, but you should know. All of the nations united their armies under the Hrath’mir banner to fight this threat. The other nations may still stand, but they are defenseless. Once the darkness has swept through here, it is only a matter of time before it spreads to the other kingdoms. I can only pray for them and warn them of their impending fates.” The Great Prophet finished.

 “Which Kingdoms? Kalmoore?” Aegis asked, confused. He could tell the Prophet was getting annoyed by his ignorance, but he didn’t care much. 

 “Yes, Kalmoore, Savringard, Lanusk, Arallia, Vorel… several others…” He went on, but as he did, a realization dawned on Aegis.

 “There’s no island named Hrath’mir.” Aegis said out loud as it came to him, but the Great Prophet didn’t understand what he meant and motioned Aegis to leave him in the prayer chamber. Aegis did exactly that, slowly walking through the chapel and back outside to look over the walls and watch the east gate fall.

 “I’ve been missing something important.” Aegis opened up his quest interface to reread it. “Survive the Shattering. What I don’t understand is, if the forces of darkness are winning this battle and taking over this world, why would they shatter it?” Aegis said out loud as he watched the darkness flood through the city from the east and south, and saw an explosion of lightning destroying the north gate.

 He paced along the edge of the wall thinking, as screaming approached from the north and east, and silence approached from the south. He watched as the ghouls reached the north and east gates of the third level, and the Avatar of death simply walked through the south gate. The people of the third level of the city, the last layer of living souls in all of Hrath’mir, fled in terror, some rushing towards the chapel of Eirene to hide within it as Aegis just watched the Avatar of Death walk through the streets, all living creatures near him perishing immediately. 

 “Wait…” Aegis just noticed something that he hadn’t been paying attention to. He angled himself to look around the buildings of the 3rd level, over the carnage and death as the darkness flooded over the last bastions of safety within the city. He spotted it as clear as day - the west gate had not fallen. The Avatar of Fear did not breach the city gates, there was no army or dark mist flooding in from the west at all. Aegis turned from the Avatar of Death and ran into the Chapel of Eirene just as the Avatar turned to start walking in his direction. 

 Once inside the Chapel, Aegis saw that countless citizens were kneeling in prayer, begging for forgiveness and protection from the light, and in one of the corners Aegis spotted the gryphon rider who’d arrived at the start of the dungeon cowering in a corner.

 “There’s a reason the dungeon keeps resetting to that point.” Aegis said to himself as he stomped through the chapel to the soldier. “You, hey, you, you said something about the western pass, right?” Aegis asked him urgently.

 “Huh? Y-yeah. Yes, the western pass, the Avatar of Eirene was on her way, but we were overtaken by the Avatar of Fear and his army. I was the only one who escaped.” He replied as he kept looking between Aegis and the chapel's front doors.

 “Did you actually see the Avatar of Eirene die? Or did you just flee in fear?” Aegis asked.

 “Huh? I don’t know…” he mumbled back anxiously.

 “DID YOU SEE HER DIE?!” Aegis shouted in frustration as he felt the cold chill of death behind him, and heard the whimpering and prayers of the other people in the church falling silent. He knew if he turned around now he would see the Avatar of Death in the doorway, and due to that, he couldn’t get his answer.
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Aegis waited patiently at the start of the dungeon, tapping his feet as he watched the gryphon rider soar down from the night sky and land with his injuries.

“Sir… the Avatar of Eirene… the caravan, they were overtaken at the western pass. The soldiers of Fear, there were so many.” The injured soldier moaned as the Great Prophet ran to him and healed him with his magic.

Aegis looked to the west - nothing like a western pass was visible from this distance, meaning it was far away. To get there in time, there was only one possibility.

“Riding skill level 30 required.” Aegis whispered to himself as he stepped towards the riderless gryphon. Without explaining himself, Aegis let the skill do its work and attempted to mount the beast. It was well trained and didn’t fuss when he climbed on top, but much larger than a horse or a lagnok, and Aegis felt the might of the creature's muscles as it stood upright.

“Wait, where are you going? That’s my gryphon!” The soldier looked at him confused.

“Are you planning on abandoning the people of Hrath'mir?” The Great Prophet asked him with condescension.

“No, I’m not abandoning anyone. I’m going to save the Avatar of Eirene.” Aegis said as he pulled the reins of the gryphon's bridle, and it let out a screech before leaping into the air, flapping its wings furiously into the night sky. 

            

    
        Chapter 84: The Shattering Pt. 3

    
    
    
    
                Chapter 84: The Shattering Pt. 3


Aegis pulled the reins to steer the wings of the gryphon westward. The strength of the wide heavy wings flapping reverberated back across the body of the gryphon, causing a strange forward jerking motions that Aegis wasn’t ready for. Moreso, he was not properly holding onto the gryphon as he pulled the reins back and accidentally told the Gryphon to fly upwards.

 The gryphon listened to Aegis' unintended instruction and flew straight up with a few violent flaps of its wings, causing Aegis to lose his seat and slide backwards down off of the rear of the gryphon in a free fall. Panicked, Aegis desperately grabbed out to stop himself from falling out of the sky, managing to find the gryphon's tail and wrap his hands around it tightly. The gryphon did not take kindly to this and curved its beak around with an angry squawk, snapping at Aegis hand with a piercing bite of its beak, forcing Aegis to let go of the tail. The weightless fall through the night sky was awakening fears in Aegis he didn’t know he had as he felt the wind rushing against his back, watching the ground of Hrath’mir get closer and closer.
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 Aegis sighed in frustration as the dungeon reset and watched the opening dialogue play out again.

 “Ok, it’s a bit harder than I thought.” Aegis grumbled as he waited for the gryphon to land again. Once it had, he approached the take off with much more caution. Aegis had a sense for how to ride a gryphon thanks to his riding skill, but no practical idea on how to control it. A horse was simply direction and speed, but the gryphon had an upward and downward component to it, and on his second attempt, Aegis accidentally told the gryphon to do a maneuver where he plummeted out of the sky into a nosedive and was propelled forward off the front of the beast into the top of a Hrath’mir tower, dying painfully.

 Whenever he thought he was getting the hang of it, he’d accidentally do a movement that triggered a maneuver in the gryphon he wasn’t expecting.




	Level Up!: Riding has reached level 31!






 An accidental barrel roll sent Aegis flying off the side of the gryphon. A cartwheel maneuver sent him plummeting of its back out of the sky. A sudden midair break with the wingspan spread wide caused Aegis to fly forward over the head of the gryphon.




	Level Up!: Riding has reached level 34!






He knew deep down he was on the right track, but the way his riding experience was going up felt different. When he’d learned beginner skills, each level seemed to enhance his knowledge thanks to the games assistance, but now, as he gained these intermediate levels, it felt like every time he personally figured out something about controlling the gryphon, he gained a chunk of experience. Instead of the skill level showing him what he could do, it was beginning to feel like what he could do was being shown by the skill level. That being said, it was a longer journey to learn how to ride a gryphon than Aegis was anticipating. He couldn’t have thought of a better circumstance to train it though, with the ability to recover from dying instantly. Despite the dungeon not granting him combat experience, he was able to take advantage of the dungeon option to teach himself how to fly a gryphon.




	Level Up!: Riding has reached level 41!






 After nearly a day of Aegis repeatedly failing maneuvers, asking the Eirene soldier for tips, and practicing flying it, Aegis was able to stay on the back of the gryphon regardless of its maneuver, and slowly got the hang of what was triggering it to do certain movements.




	Level Up!: Riding has reached level 45!






 Aegis made one last flight to confirm he was ready to continue with his attempts at completing the quest. He hopped on the back of the gryphon at the start of the dungeon and flew it down into the 2nd level of Hrath’mir, carefully navigating the gryphon to weave around the towers and other buildings, then cautiously landed on the north wall beside the Zeus Commander for practice, before soaring back up into the sky and jumping off of the gyphon to intentionally fall to his death for a reset. He’d grown accustomed to it now, and though he wasn’t completely free from a fear of fights, his brain had come to terms with the fact that he was in a game world and despite its realism, the consequences were minor, particularly in this dungeon’s environment.

 When the next reset began, Aegis waited for the gryphon to land and the soldier to tumble off, then, with confidence, he mounted the gryphon and flew it westward.

 He soared over the soldiers manning the outer walls western gate as they looked on over the fields, expecting an army to approach, but there was none. Aegis continued to fly a great distance, to see the city of Hrath’mir disappear from his view in the distance as the terrain shifted to a forest, and a mountainous region. 

 Despite it being dark, the moonlight and clear skies allowed Aegis to see that a road ran through the forest westward and he steered the gryphon to stay above it. Eventually, he’d spotted what he knew he needed to look for. A bright glowing dome of light could be seen underneath the trees, just barely, as something like black crows were swarming around the dome of light, obscuring Aegis’ view of it.

 As Aegis attempted to fly the gryphon closer, Aegis felt it hesitating for the first time, and not so willing to follow his commands.




	You are immune to the effects of [Aura of Fear]






 The message popped up in front of Aegis’ face as he got in range of the black winged creatures swarming the skies around the dome of light. Within the dome, Aegis could see figures wearing armor and wielding weapons, with the silhouette of a woman at the center of it kneeling in prayer, but more details than that were impossible to ascertaine. [Reaper of Fear - 30] was floating above the black winged beasts swarming about. They varied in size, some the size of large bats, others nearly matching the size of the gryphon. They resembled bats with their wings, but they had no eyes and wide jaws covered in teeth that sat on the outside of their mouths, visible even while their jaws were closed. The teeth were white, making it the only detail easy to spot under the glow of the moonlight and the light of the magic dome below them. They were otherwise just dark leathery winged beasts. They let out horrific screeches and they circled the dome rapidly, like a tornado of darkness. 

 Aegis could see from above that from the west, that same wave of dark mist had flooded over the landscape and engulfed the forest, but it was being held up just outside this dome of light. He knew that the Avatar of Eirene was likely at the center of the dome, and the Avatar of Fear must’ve been nearby, but he couldn’t make out much in detail from being so high up.

 He tried ordering the gryphon to fly downward to see more, but the gryphon was refusing to fly any closer. He had a hunch it had something to do with the Aura of Fear effect that he was immune to, thus opted to instead land the griffin on the forest road a bit ways east of the swarm of Reapers, running to the dome of light on foot along the road.

 When he got close enough to the dome of light, the swarms of Reapers became aware of his presence and they began swooping down at Aegis to attack him. First a few, which he could block easily, but this only seemed to provoke them, and before he could get within 20 meters of the dome, they bombarded him with hundreds of attacks, depleting his mana and health quickly.

 “Shit.” Aegis shouted in frustration once he’d returned to the start of the dungeon. It’s always something else. He paced angrily, tapping his foot as he waited for the gryphon rider to reappear. He couldn’t just run through the reapers, and the gryphon was too afraid to fly any closer. He started doubting if he was even on the right track anymore, and was surprised to see that his viewership had now dropped low to 1000, but Aegis decided he didn’t care much about that right now. 

 As he paced patiently and saw the gryphon landing, he thought back on everything that he’d seen and heard so far, and recalled the requirements for this class. The Great Prophet in Arallia said that this quest would help him understand why he needed these skills to walk her path, so it would likely mean he would have to use a good deal of them.

 He thought about this as he stroked the feathers on the gryphon's neck, and in that instant he came to the realization that riding wasn’t the only thing he needed to raise. Taming, to help the gryphon fight through its fear. He needed to train the gryphon to overcome the fear of the reapers if he wanted to stand a chance at rescuing the Avatar of Eirene. With this in mind, he hopped back on its back and soared westward. 

 He started slow, this time trying to encourage the gryphon to trust him and approach the swarm of reapers from the land, slowly on foot he tugged the gryphon closer. Once a reaper spotted them from the swarm it broke off and attempted to swoop down on both Aegis and the gryphon. Aegis blocked one strike from it, and a second after that the gryphon lunged forward and dug its talons into the reaper, ripping it to shreds with its beak in a matter of 6 quick and consecutive attacks.

 “You’re not afraid of the reapers. It’s the Avatar of Fear.” Aegis realized as he gently stroked the gryphon’s neck again. “You don’t need to be afraid, little guy, I’ve got a shield. I can protect us.” He said as it looked as though the beast was listening to him, looking him in the eyes. “But if I don’t get to that dome of light, we’re never going to survive this night. And I can’t do it without your help.” Aegis said as he continued to stroke the beast and calm it down.

 He watched as the gryphon turned from him and looked straight ahead. As if the beast had understood his words, it knelt down to be mounted and lightly pawed the ground in anticipation.
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 The message appeared in front of Aegis’ face as he climbed back onto the back of the gryphon, and it broke into a running sprint before launching itself forward into the air. The gryphon flew incredibly fast towards the swarm of reapers, swooping in and gathering their attention with several loud squawks before pulling off and away. A large portion of the reapers broke off from the spiraling swarm and flew after the gryphon, and thanks to that, Aegis could see the dome of light more clearly. He’d also garnered the attention of those within the dome of light and saw them looking up at him, but with this many reapers following him and his gryphon, he had no way to approach.

 The gryphon and he made another pass near the swarm and got even more on his tail. It was clear the majestic beast he was riding outclassed these reapers in both strength and speed, but their numbers were insurmountable.

 “Fly me down low, so I can jump down to the dome, then lure these things away and escape safely, okay?” Aegis patted the neck of the gryphon and it let out an acknowledging squawk. He wasn’t sure if they could understand his language, but it seemed at least this gryphon knew what he wanted and swooped around in a wide arc, diving towards the dome of light through the swarm of remaining reapers, with a countless number of them chasing behind. As they got low to the dome of light, Aegis jumped off the side of the gryphon into a forward roll and tumble, while the gryphon just clipped the canopy of the treeline with his talons before swooping back upwards, the reapers hot in its tail. Several of them broke away from the gryphon to pursue Aegis in his tumble, but as Aegis passed through the dome of light, the reapers crashed into it and burned up from coming in contact with it, taking massive holy damage as they cried out in pain and hit 0 health.
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 It hurt a lot, the impact of the fall at that speed caused his bones to feel like jelly for a moment, but he recovered quickly and stood up to look around him. The Avatar of Eirene was focused on her prayer and hadn’t reacted, but the Eirene Soldiers surrounding her in a circle all looked. They wore full suits of iron with iron shields containing the crest of Eirene engraved on their fronts. 

 Aegis looked and saw that the Avatar of Eirene was incredibly beautiful with long wavy blonde hair that seemed to shimmer with white light. She wore simple white vestments with the yellow star embroided all over them. Her eyes were closed but a light glowing white light piercing through her shut eyelids. In front of her, what she appeared to be focused on, was a small black blob of jelly that was pulsating and vibrating strangely.

 [Avatar of Fear(Elite) - ??] was above the blobs name, and the Avatar of Eirene had her hands overtop of it, glowing with light, as if she was torturing it.

 “What’s going on?” Aegis asked the soldiers as they held their ground at the edges of the dome.

 “The Avatar of Eirene used her bravery and the light of the stars to contain the Avatar of Fear here, where no one is afraid of him. He is weak and powerless. We only hope that by stopping him here, the forces of Hrath’mir stand a chance against the remaining three.” One of the soldiers explained. Aegis understood, they’d done well, but he knew the outcome.

 “It won’t work. Hrath’mir will fall regardless. The other Avatars have gotten too strong.” Aegis explained, which caused it the Avatar of Eirene to open her eyes.

 “You are spreading fear, be careful with your words.” She said coldly to Aegis as he watched the bloblike Avatar suddenly pulsate and grow in size. 

 “Avatar of Eirene, if we can get you back to Hrath’mir, can you do this to the other Avatars of Darkness?” Aegis asked as he looked at the blob with disgust. 

 “It’s taking all of my strength to contain him and his forces of darkness. Perhaps I could help, but that would mean releasing him.” She motioned to the blob, and Aegis could see the great amount of strain she was under on her face. 

 “So this isn’t it…?” Aegis said to himself curiously as he watched the reapers soar away, chasing after his gryphon over the forest through the transparent white dome. He was still missing something, but he felt like he had all of the puzzle pieces, he just hadn’t placed them together properly. It was then, as he looked up at the swarming reapers, that he once again saw the two stars shining above. Aegis, and Lindor.

 “Eirene stood against the darkness, but not by fighting. She’s the reason the islands stay in the light…” Aegis mumbled as he paced, repeating the basic description of the game world that he’d read in the game’s manual, and thanks to that, he realized the answer. “Eirene did it. Eirene is the reason this world is Shattered.” Aegis said out loud. “Avatar of Eirene, there is no way for us to win this battle. Hrath’mir falls, that’s why there isn’t an island called Hrath’mir. But protecting the rest of the world from these avatars, and the abyss, is something you can still do. That’s how we survive.”

 “What are you saying?” One of the soldiers said worriedly as the Avatar of Fear pulsed violently, making odd bubbling sounds as it grew ever so larger. 

 “I’m saying that the Avatar of Eirene has to shatter this world. Surround the remaining kingdoms with the light, raise them up out of the darkness, so that it can’t reach them.” Aegis explained to her, and though the other soldiers were afraid, she seemed to agree with Aegis and looked at him with a light nod. “Can you do something like that?” He asked her.

 “It may be possible to call down the light of the stars, but I would need the aid of prayer, from many voices, all at once.” The Avatar responded as her focus on the Avatar of Fear wavered and the light dome around them started to flicker and weaken. 

 “So you need to get back to Hrath’mir, where the Great Prophet is? He said he was able to pray to the other priests across the land.” Aegis replied.

 “Yes, perhaps all of us together would be able to pull down the light of the stars onto this world and protect it from the darkness, but, doing something like that cause leave permanent and irreversible damage to both this world, and Eirene.” The Avatar replied anxiously. 

 “It’s either that, or lose everything.” Aegis shrugged to her.

 “Will we make it back in time?” One soldier asked.

 “It’s impossible, there’s too many reapers.” Another said as he motioned to the swarm still circling outside the dome of light.

 “The moment the Avatar ends her spell, the Avatar of Fear will be unleashed once more.” A third one commented.

 “You’re right.” Aegis said as he put his hand to his chin. "The city falls so fast, and we’re so far from Hrath’mir, the only way to get the Avatar back in time is if we had an army of gryphon riders…” Aegis said, and as he did, he remembered one final detail from the start of the dungeon. “Or, an army of something else with wings,” he said as he placed the final piece of the puzzle down in his mind. “I know how to clear this quest.” A big grin came over his face, and he held his arms out wide while stepping out of the dome of light, allowing the reapers to violently tear him to shreds in a matter of seconds. 
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Entering Unique Dungeon: Hrath’mir Fortress
Dungeon Option 1: Dying in this dungeon will reset the dungeon and return you to the entrance with no death penalty.

To exit the dungeon, abandon the quest. The quest cannot be re-accepted. Combat and weapon skill experience cannot be acquired while inside this dungeon.








Aegis climbed onto the back of the gryphon and soared up into the night sky, but this time not to the west - he flew eastward, high up towards the clouds as he caught sight of what he was looking for. A group of 8 silver-scaled dragons flying majestically above the land in a circular formation, the largest of the dragons leading the front. As Aegis approached, one of the smaller dragons flew to intercept him. At this point Aegis saw that each and every one of the dragons had a unique name and were marked as elite,

[Kelik’radanir, The Silver Dragon(Elite) - ??] roared ferociously as it flew with his yellow eyes in line with Aegis’ gryphon. The dragons were massive and made Aegis and gryphon look like nothing by comparison, its eye the size of Aegis’ head, but as it opened its large snout to reveal its razor sharp teeth, it didn’t appear aggressive. Aegis also noticed that, despite being cautious around the reapers, his gryphon didn’t act apprehensive around the dragons, as if it was accustomed to flying near them. 

“We are going into hiding, human. And we do not wish our locations known. Turn away from us and let us leave in peace.” Kelik’radanir spoke, his large tongue moving inside his snout drew Aegis’ gaze. He was surprised to hear it speaking so clearly despite being a dragon.

“I need your help.” Aegis said.

“Have we not already given enough to your people? We have failed. You and your kind have already been proven incapable of stopping this darkness. Your champions, and ours, have fallen. You must know when to accept defeat.” The dragon roared back. Aegis got the sense that he was lacking a lot of Shattered World lore information, and felt himself missing Rakkan greatly in that moment. 

“There is still a chance.” Aegis insisted. “The light of Eirene can still save everyone.”

“The light of Eirene is weak!” He snapped back aggressively as they flew alongside each other, Hrath’mir fading further and further away.

“It’s the only light left!” Aegis shouted back, pointing up at the two stars in the night sky. “You can fly away and run now, but if you do, it’ll be only a matter of time before those Avatars of Darkness find you and turn you into their ghouls. You’re only delaying the inevitable.”

“Then what would you have us do? Fly down and die alongside the humans, like my father did at Truam Keep?!” Kelik’radanir shouted back. Aegis’ first thought was only that he was glad he didn’t have to do a quest at the battle of Truam Keep, from what he’d been hearing about it. 

“No, not die. Fight for a chance to survive. The Avatar of Eirene is still alive, and she can still stop this and save the world. Hrath’mir won’t survive, but you can, and the other kingdoms can. But only if you help me bring her back to Hrath’mir before it's too late.” Aegis shouted at him over the loud soaring wind whipping past them. The dragon glared at Aegis for a moment as it pondered his words.

“I don’t know who your father was, but he trusted humans enough to fight alongside them until the end. We owe it to all the people who died at Truam keep to not give up.” Aegis tried saying. 

“Fleeing with our tails between our legs is unbecoming.” A female dragon voice spoke, as Aegis watched her soar over top of him and flank him on his right so that Aegis had two dragons flying on either side of him. [Ysil’mareina, The Silver Dragon(Elite) - ??] was her name, and as she flew in this formation, Aegis watched the other 6 maneuver to fly in a formation behind him, as if he was leading the pack. The idea that a group of 8 dragons were now following his commands suddenly sent chills of excitement down his spine.
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“The Silver Dragons do not fear the darkness.” Ysil’mareina said confidently. “Take us to your Avatar, priest of Eirene. If you say there is a chance to win, then we will fight until the end.” She finished, and the other dragons roared in approval.

“Right this way.” Aegis grabbed the reins of his gryphon tight, steering downward from the skies and westward. It was obvious that even though the gryphon was flying as fast as it could, flapping its wings furiously, the 8 dragons were having to hold back in order to allow him to stay in the lead. That all stopped when the dome of light came into view, surrounded by a flock of reapers. 

“The Avatar of Eirene is in the middle of that swarm of reapers.” Aegis pointed ahead.

“They are weak. Your Avatar has done well to drain the fear from her heart. Without fear, they are nothing.” Ysil’mareina spoke confidently.

“Burn them to ashes.” Kelik’radanir roared. The 8 dragons flew forth and released torrents of white flames from their mouths, raining it down upon the swarms of reapers. There was something extremely therapeutic about watching the reapers get wiped out so easily. Within seconds, there was a clear path to the dome of light for Aegis and his gryphon and he soared down to land inside of it.

“Avatar of Eirene. We've gotta get you back to Hrath’mir, so you can call down the light of the stars, and shatter this world. Hrath'mir's done for, but the rest of the world isn’t.” As Aegis spoke to her, her eyes were already open and she was listening attentively despite focusing on holding down the Avatar of Fear.

“When I release this spell, the Avatar of Fear will be free once more. Are you sure this is the right path?” She asked Aegis worriedly as she eyed the star of Eirene on his shield.

“I’m certain.” Aegis nodded, reaching out his hand to her so that she’d climb on the back of the gryphon with him. Hesitation was visible in her eyes, but she watched as two of the smaller dragons crashed down on the forest around them, knocking trees down with their large talons.

“Get on. The city does not have long.” [Burel’mintrax, The Silver Dragon(Elite) - ??] spoke as he kneeled low for the other Eirene soldiers to climb on his back. 

“I will drown this Avatar of Fear in flames, that will hold him here for sometime.” Another other dragon spoke.

“Let’s go.” A soldier urged the Avatar of Eirene, and finally she relented. She released the spell, ending the dome of light around them and within seconds the Avatar of Fear’s slimy form began to bubble and grow outward. The soldiers rushed to climb on the back of Burel’mintrax, while the Avatar of Eirene took Aegis’ hand and climbed onto the back of the gryphon. They jumped off of the ground and took flight, returning to formation with one dragon staying behind. The moment they got some distance, they saw a burst of white flames bombarding the Avatar of Fear.

Aegis was anxious, even with the dragons, they’d taken a lot of time to get this far. He could only hope that the gates of the 2nd level would still be holding by the time they arrived back at Hrath’mir, and to his luck, that was the case. As the city of Hrath’mir came into view, he saw that the darkness was just now flooding through the lower section of the city on the east, north, and south.

When the Gryphon finally landed outside the chapel, he saw eyes of excited hope staring up at him from the Eirene Priests that’d remained behind.

“The Avatar of Eirene, you’re alive!” One priest shouted joyously. 

“The Silver Dragons have come!” Another cheered.

“How much time do you need?” Aegis turned to the Avatar of Eirene.

“As much as you can give me.” She said as she rushed inside the chapel and the dragons began circling above.

“Okay listen up," Aegis rallied the Eirene priests outside the chapel. "if we want to save this world, we’re going to need to hold these outer gates long enough for the Avatar of Eirene to finish her prayer. The Avatar of Suffering is approaching from the north. Burel’mintrax, take these priests down-” Aegis pointed out the same priests he’d always entrusted the north gate to. “And focus on holding him back using healing magic. Remember, he is empowered by suffering, so only use healing magic to hurt him. Burel’mintrax, he’ll have with him the corrupted Avatar of Zeus, it’s up to you to take him out.” Aegis ordered them. Burel’mintrax nodded as he landed outside the chapel, lowering his wing so that the priests could get on board alongside the other Eirene soldiers already on his back.

“Come, I will take you down to the 2nd gate.” Burel’mintrax roared at them. They quickly obliged, climbing on his back and Aegis watched them take off. From then, Aegis looked to the east and south gates.

“I think I know how to stop the Avatar of Anger at the east gate, but only if I’m there personally. I don’t know what to do to hold back the Avatar of Death.” Aegis said as he looked around at the dragons circling above.

“I will handle death.” Ysil’mareina landed next to Aegis’ gryphon, while simultaneously her body slowly shrank down and warped. Aegis looked on in awe as he saw that she, in a matter of seconds, had transformed into a beautiful, completely nude tall humanoid with a light silverscaled tail and two small silver horns. Parts of her body still had scales on them, but nothing was covered - instead his profanity filter did work to block out distinct features around her private areas. 

Aegis wasn’t the only one staring in shock, as all the Priests and Priestesses present watched her in awe as she stepped towards the pair of statues flanking the Chapel’s entrance, reaching out and touching both of them with her hands glowing silver.

A few seconds later, the statues began to shake and vibrate, slowly warping and coming to life as their stone bodies moved on their own.

“Golems? How is that going to stop him?” Aegis asked curiously.

“Death is not very effective against things with no life.” Ysil’mareina smirked, and as she said it, Aegis had to stop himself from slapping his forehead, ashamed he hadn’t thought of it himself. “These are measures to delay only. Once your Avatar finishes her magic, we are leaving regardless of the outcome.” She finished, and Aegis gave a nod.

“Just survive.” Aegis said as he watched Ysil’mareina direct her golems south, shifting back into her dragon form as she did. He spotted her flying above the 3rd level of the city and landing a few hundred meters away near another large statue, repeating the process to grow her army of golems. 

“Time to embarrass myself.” Aegis sighed as he pulled the reins of the gryphon and took off towards the east gate. As he landed, he saw the Avatar of Anger floating along the wave of darkness towards the gate, preparing to stretch out his arms.

“Peace. PEACE AND LOVE!” Aegis began to chant as the gryphon soared over the Avatar of Anger, causing him to halt his advance, while simultaneously he felt the eyes of all the Changxi soldiers on the eastern wall staring up at him.

“Hey guys, do you know why they call him the Avatar of Anger?” Aegis yelled as he maneuvered the gryphon towards the east gate, landing next to the Changxi Commander. “Because Avatar of ‘Oh no, where’d I put my legs?’ was too long to say.” Aegis shouted, and the Avatar of Anger let out a furious, echoing growl.

“By the way, he’s totally about to dangle some bodies from his arms to taunt you guys. But what he’s really doing is trying to draw attention away from the fact that he has no balls. That's what the big arms are compensating for.” Aegis shouted just as the Avatar of Anger was about to reveal the corpse of the Changxi Avatar. Just like last time, when he did it, the impact was somewhat lost due to Aegis’ mocking comments.

“Totally called that. He’s so predictable. The only thing that makes you Angry about him is when you think about how much he can eat without gaining weight. Cause the food just passes through him, I bet.” Aegis shouted to the soldiers on the wall while motioning to the Avatar’s spectral wraith form.

“DO YOU MOCK ME, PRIEST OF EIRENE?!” The Avatar of Anger shouted as from out of the mist stepped the Avatars of Hatred and Jealousy.

“Yeah, it’s pretty obvious isn’t it? I mean did you really need that clarified? Not that smart, huh.” Aegis shrugged. “Are you really going to let an idiot like this take down the east gate?” Aegis turned to the Changxi Commander, and she smiled back.

“NOCK ARROWS!” She shouted at her soldiers, and like before, the battle began by the Avatar of Anger swooping up behind Aegis and preparing to strike at him, only this time, the Avatar was stopped from attacking by a blast of white flames as Kelik’radanir soared overhead with his large majestic silver wings buffeting the dark mist away. 

“DESTROY THEM!” The Avatar of Anger shouted angrily as the Ghouls of Anger began charging out of the darkness. Aegis could step back with his gryphon from the edge of the wall and watch as the forces of the east gate, with the help of the silver dragons, held back the forces of darkness.

The north gate held similarly, Aegis saw Burel’mintrax and the Priests of Eirene healing back the forces of suffering. And to the south, Aegis heard and saw the stomping of an army of giant walking statues intercepting the Avatar of Death. He didn’t dare go near to see how it was going, but the simple fact that the darkness had not spread overtop of the walls to the south this time told him that the golems were doing their job.

For a brief moment, Aegis felt as though not only could he survive, but that it was possible for Hrath’mir to not fall. By all accounts, the battle looked completely winnable, they just needed to not give up and fight using each Avatar’s weakness against them. That was, until he saw it. Up until now, the other Avatars were leading the dark wave of mist forward across the land and into Hrath’mir, but as the battle went heavily in their favor, Aegis saw for the first time the actual source of the dark mist.

[?(Elite) - ??]. A large black formless mass began to rise out of the mist from behind the Avatar of Anger, causing him to cackle hysterically.

“Master, these creatures look to stand against us. They believe they still have a chance!” The Avatar of Anger turned to the rising mist as two large red eyes appeared from within it.

“Priest of Eirene, your time is up. You must finish your ritual now!” Kelik’radanir shouted to Aegis as he turned and began flying upwards away from the mass of darkness, but not quick enough. Like shots from a gun, strings of dark mist shot up at Kelik’radanir from the mass, wrapping themselves around his arms and necks, and in seconds, yanking him down out of the sky into the darkness as he let out a horrifying roar of pain. He disappeared in the mist, and as he did Aegis looked to see that the other 6 dragons had heard this cry around the city. All of them began to soar upwards towards the third level of the city, fleeing in fear.

“What the fuck is that.” Aegis said as his jaw watched in disbelief.

“Darkness.” The Changxi Commander struggled to get the words out, as the dark mass began to swirl violently. Seconds later, from the mass, stepped Kelik’radanir’s body, but his name had changed [? - ??]. It pulled back its now darkened silver scaled neck and bellowed out a breath of black mist over the eastern wall, the Avatar of Anger laughing all the while the soldiers hit by the breath were decimated.

“Pull back to the third gate, we have to hold. Just a bit longer!” Aegis shouted anxiously as he yanked the reins on the gryphon and took off into the sky towards the third level. He could do nothing but flee from whatever this thing was, but he watched the red eyes within the black mass following him as he reached the chapel and landed outside, spotting the 7 remaining silver dragons now flying high above the city but still nearby. 

Aegis hopped off the gryphon and ran through the chapel to find it empty in the main room, but when he reached the prayer room in the back, he saw a circle of priests holding hands around the Avatar of Eirene, including the Great Prophet.

When Aegis entered the room, the Avatar of Eirene opened her eyes from her prayer and looked at Aegis nervously.

“I… I am scared. I understand what I must do, but it terrifies me.” She said worriedly to him. “What will happen to the world in the future, if we go through with this? Will it really be better?” She asked him, and the Great Prophet and other priests turned to Aegis too.

Aegis looked at them, but ended his eyes on the Statue of Eirene in the center of the prayer room. It was then, in that moment, that Aegis finally understood what it meant to walk in the light of Eirene. Why his intermediate class existed, and what purpose it was supposed to have. 

 “It’ll be better, because Eirene will always be there, to make sure something like this doesn’t happen again.” Aegis replied. “She’ll be there to protect this Shattered World from the darkness, in all its forms. From Suffering, Fear, Anger, and death.” Aegis gave them a nod. The Avatar of Eirene still had hesitation, but she eventually gave Aegis a nod back, closing her eyes and entering her prayer once more.

A few seconds later, the entire chapel began to shake violently and the Avatar of Eirene gave off a powerful white glowing light.

“Lindra, we call upon your light, shine down on this darkened world, separate those who still stand in the light, and protect them from the darkness.” The Avatar of Eirene chanted under her breath, and after she did, a violent quake overtook them, knocking out the light of the candles as a blast of light shot upwards through the roof of the chapel, destroying the ceiling of the prayer room as it continued upwards into the night sky towards the star beside Aegis, Lindra.

A few moments of this light beam later, Aegis and the others looked up and watched as a gigantic rippling shockwave exploded over the night sky from the Star Lindra, several rings of light diminishing as they spread outwards, and from the center exploded several dozen fragments of light.

Aegis understood it now, how the islands came to be, and how the world was shattered - and most importantly just where exactly the island stones had come from. He watched as the fragments of Lindra shot through the night sky like falling stars, breaking off into groups of 5 as they fell over the lands far in the distance. All of the fragments faded from few over the next few moments, and none of them had come towards Hrath’mir.

“It is done.” The Avatar of Eirene said as they all looked up and watched the last fragment fall, the night sky now missing one of its stars. The sounds of screaming and terror could be heard still from the city around them.

“What about us?” One of the priests asked.

“We will not survive this darkness, but thanks to our actions, the world will live on.” The Great Prophet said as he gently put his hand on the shoulder of the priest. Aegis knew he was right - they’d shattered the world, but something still felt missing. His quest objective was to survive. Before he could think more on it or act, a sudden crashing sound erupted all around them as the remains of the chapel roof were torn off by a giant silver claw.

“You will not sink with this ship. The world will be doomed to repeat its mistakes if the priests of Eirene are not present to light the way to a better future. Much must be rebuilt, and you will be the ones to rebuild it.” Ysil’mareina shouted into the church as she lowered one of her wings down into the prayer room to act as a ladder for Aegis and the others to climb out.

“Get on. They are coming, and they are in quite a foul mood. For you have just Shattered their World of Darkness.” Ysil’mareina spoke with a draconic smirk. Aegis motioned them to quickly climb onto her back, the Avatar of Eirene and the Great Prophet being the last to get on. The moment they had all secured themselves by grasping the scales on her back, she lept off from the rubble of the chapel, and Aegis saw his gryphon standing idly at the entrance of the chapel waiting for him, the Avatar’s of Darkness breaching the third gate alongside the corrupted silver dragon nearby.

As loud as he could, Aegis let out a whistle to get the gryphons attention, and it looked up to see him and jumped up off the quaking ground, soaring up into the skies after them. As they rose higher and higher, the other 6 Silver dragons joined them, where Aegis saw on their backs they too were carrying as many people as they could. Once in a pack of 7 dragons and a gryphon, they began soaring away from the fallen fortress of Hrath’mir.

Even so high up, Aegis could hear the screams of terror - they had survived, and the world would be saved from the Avatars thanks to the fallen star and the shattering, but only a few people were on the backs of the Silver dragons. Hundreds of thousands of people were left behind to die as the darkness swallowed up the city of Hrath’mir. The Changxi Commander, the Zeus Commander, and all of the other god’s avatars that fell, all left behind in what Aegis now knew was to become the Abyss.

Across the landscape below Aegis saw nothing but dark mist engulfing everything from the forests, villages, and hills. It was slowly creeping up and swallowing everything in its path, but off in the distance on the horizon, as the sun slowly peaked up and the dawn began, Aegis could see a large chunk of land rising up, separating itself from the darkness. The islands were being formed, saved by the light of Eirene.

Suddenly, Aegis’ vision went bright and he felt himself weightless. The Silver dragon he was riding on disappeared, as did those around him, until he was floating in the sky aimlessly and the ground disappeared. The only thing that remained was the morning sky and the clouds drifting through it.

“Do you understand our Purpose? Why the world needs our light?” A voice spoke to him of which Aegis wasn’t familiar, but he saw its source, a glowing orb of light that appeared a few meters in front of him and was hovering in the sky with him. Above it, he saw [Eirene, Light of the Stars(Elite) - ??]. Aegis felt a sudden jolt of excitement and nervousness as he saw the name.

“I understand why I was chosen, why these skills are required. It’s to fight back the Avatars and their gods, and prevent the islands from succumbing to the same fate as Hrath’mir.” Aegis replied, as in-character as he possibly could.

“I am happy.” She said, and her joy could be heard in her melodic voice. “I will grant you the power of my light, I hope that you will continue to make the world a better place and hold back the darkness.” She said, and a moment later, Aegis’ vision faded out and back in, and he felt weight return to his body. He was kneeling in the Prayer room, back in Arallia, alone surrounded by the ring of candles. He looked up to see his viewership holding steady at only 1000. 

He was surprised it had dropped and was sitting so low, given what he just witnessed. As far as he could tell, that was the first time anyone had encountered the god of Eirene directly, but more than that, he was surprised by his quest notification. 




	
Quest[3/3]: Pray to the stars and walk the path of Eirene to understand her true purpose and goals within the Shattered World.
Objective: 1/1 Survive the Shattering
Quest Giver: (none)
Reward: Intermediate Class: (Unknown)
Difficulty: Extreme(II)
Restrictions: Limited to classes: Priest, If the Pacifism skill is lost during this quest, the quest will fail automatically. This quest must be completed alone.
*QUEST IS INACTIVE*: This quest may only be completed while a Great Prophet of Eirene exists.








“Huh?” Aegis said, audibly confused. He was sure that the quest giver was the Great Prophet, but now it was listed as none. Aegis opened the prayer room door and immediately his ears were flooded by the loud ringing of a bell coming from the Monastery of the Star’s bell tower above him. He’d just realized that the prayer room was completely soundproofed from the outside, which made sense, but what didn’t make sense is that there were no other NPCs or players around him anywhere in sight.

“Hello? Priestess Clara? Sapphire?” Aegis shouted as he walked around, but he got no response - he could barely hear his own voice over the sound of the bell. He made his way out into the garden where he saw it was now night time in the Island of Kriene. Suddenly a big red number blocked his view in his interface. His livestream viewership had jumped from 1000 to 100,000. Then in a few more seconds he watched it climb up to 200,000.

“Sapphire? Clara? Great Prophet?!” Aegis shouted as loud as he could, but the garden outside was completely empty as well, but he still could barely hear his own voice over the sound of the ringing bell. It wasn’t just the bell from the monastery either, in the distance he could hear bells ringing from down the mountain. He walked through the garden out of the monastery to stand out on the path at the peak of the mountain, looking down around the land below. 

300 000 viewers were watching him now. They didn’t want to see him do the quest in Hrath’mir, nor watch him talk to the Goddess Eirene, but now that he was alone here, they did? It didn’t make sense, but something was giving Aegis a very bad feeling. He looked down at the city of Arallia and saw people running around, moving about quickly through the streets, but something about it looked horrifyingly familiar. Aegis saw that the sandstone walls of the city were all manned by hundreds of Arallian soldiers preparing for a battle. Off in the distance he could see the Skyport, and when he squinted he saw that the Sky Darling was still docked there, so he quickly opened up his friends list and saw a few messages waiting for him.



“Aegis, time to go. Go go go!” - Sapphire

“Hurry your ass up with that quest, this island is going down!” - Quinn

“GET YOUR ASS BACK TO THE AIRSHIP NOW!” - Quinn

“COME ON IDIOT! CHECK YOUR MESSAGES!” - Sapphire




Aegis turned around to look across the desert in the direction that he’d seen the shimmering white Island Stone a few days earlier. It was shattered into hundreds of pieces spread across the desert, and around it was a flooding wave of darkness making its way towards the mountain from the opposite side that Arallia was built on. His viewership numbers climbed up to 400 000.
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                Chapter 86: The White Flames


A few hours earlier...

 Sapphire sat on a bench in the garden of the Monastery of the Stars. In one hand she held a book she was reading about the Goddess Eirene, and in the other a half eaten carrot. When she reached the last pages of the book, she leaned back and snapped it shut, staring up at the blazing hot evening sun still glaring down on her from above. She stood up and walked over to the fountain to splash some water over her face and ears and looked around to see a few of the children playing hide and seek in the garden, and spotted one hiding behind a bush who gave her a shushing gesture. Sapphire gave an approving nod and wink and walked away, pretending like she saw nothing as the other kids looked for the hiding boy.

 With a yawn and a stretch she made her way into the monastery building through the hall where she saw Josephine having a serious conversation with the Great Prophet, and a large group of Eirene Priests, all fully equipped in Iron Armor.

 “What’s happening?” Sapphire asked curiously as Josephine, the Great Prophet, and the priests all stopped their conversation to turn and look at her with expressions of worry and panic.

 “Nothing the White Flames of Arallia can’t handle. We’ll be leaving the Monastery for a bit, but it’s safe up here, don’t worry. None of the bandit guilds mess with the priests or the monastery.” Josephine said to Sapphire before she marched out of the building with all of them. Sapphire watched them leave curiously before turning back to the doors of the prayer room. Standing out front of it waiting patiently was Priestess Clara, though she was beginning to nod off.

 “Mind if I check on Aegis?” Sapphire asked Clara.

 “Oh, nope, go right ahead.” She smiled with a nod, stepping aside from the door. Sapphire squeaked the wooden prayer room doors open to see Aegis still kneeling in front of the statue of Eirene, completely still and unaware of his surroundings. Sapphire walked up to Aegis and gave him a poke, and he had no reaction. 

 “Hm. Friends list still says he’s not even on the island of Arallia, says he’s in some place called Hrath’mir. Weird quest.” Sapphire shrugged as she saw in her interface she had a few messages from Quinn.

 


 “Is everything okay up at the Monastery?” Quinn messaged her.

 “Yup.” Sapphire replied.

 “Ok good. I just saw an army of guilds and soldiers leaving the city, lead by the White Flames. Looks like something is happening.” Quin said.

 “Oh, yup, the Great Prophet and a bunch of priests just left as well.” Sapphire added.

 “Be ready to leave quickly, just incase. It looks like Aegis might be finished his quest soon, based on his livestream.” Quinn replied.

 “Wait, that means I won’t have time to buy some clothes from Yuki?” Sapphire pouted.

 “Probably not.”

 “What if I go right now, really fast?” Sapphire asked hopeful.

 “Uh…” Quinn took a bit to respond. “Ok make it quick, you’ve still got a bit before Aegis figures it out. That quest he is doing is insane, did you watch his stream?”

 “Yup, glad mine wasn’t that hard.” Sapphire replied. “I’m running as fast as I can!” She ended the conversation as she closed out of her interface and left the prayer room. 



“I’m heading down the city really quick, you’ve got stuff handled here?” Sapphire looked to Clara and she gave a reassuring nod. “Super!” She gave a thumbs up before rushing out of the monastery. With great speed Sapphire was able to hop her way down the mountain and was back in the city of Arallia by nightfall. She noticed a lack of high level players present, and the number of guards around was a lot less as well, but headed to the townsquare and found the line outside of the tailoring shop of the famous tailor, Yuki’s Threads. The line was a lot shorter than it had been before, so Sapphire got excited and got in line. However, when she was 5th in line to enter the shop she watched as Yuki shut the doors and locked them.

 “I’m sorry, but I have to close my shop.” Yuki called from behind a glass window in the doors. There were audible groans of disappointment from most of the players, but some near the front started yelling angrily.

 “Screw that Yuki, this is going to be our last chance to get one of your clothing pieces!” A player called out to her angrily.

 “Don’t say that, you don’t know what will happen.” Yuki replied worriedly.

 “Oh c’mon, you really think the White Flames are going to save us?” Another player joined in.

 “I think so.” Yuki smiled back nervously through the glass.

 “Yeah right, that’s why you’re closing your shop and packing up all your items, right?” A player replied dismissively as the line dispersed. Sapphire watched the entire scene unfold curiously, until all the players were gone. While in the window taking the clothing equipment off one of her mannequins, Yuki locked eyes with Sapphire.

 “You’re a high level player, are you not going to help them fight?” Yuki asked Sapphire curiously.

 “Hm. I don’t really know what’s going on, but I’m from Kalmoore.” Sapphire shrugged.

 “Oh, you must be the ones who arrived on the Airship.” Yuki smiled back at her.

 “Yup.” Sapphire nodded.

 “You might want to consider cutting your business here short and leaving, Arallia is being invaded by the Abyss.” Yuki said casually as Sapphire’s eyes went wide.

 “Huh? Really?” Sapphire replied.

 “Yes… the dark mist overtook the ledges of the island an hour ago and abyss monsters started swarming on, and just a few minutes ago 5 bosses appeared climbing up onto the island. I don’t know the details, but the White Flames and the guards are warning everyone to pack up their items and prepare for the invasion.” Yuki said as she motioned to Josephine walking through the streets with her army of Eirene Soldiers, and several guards. Sapphire had apparently gotten back to the city much faster than them by hopping down the mountain so quickly.

 “Okay, thanks.” Sapphire said to Yuki as she turned to follow Josephine and her small army while opening up her interface to message Quinn.



 “It’s the abyss, it’s invading Arallia. That’s what everyone is mobilizing for.” Sapphire messaged Quinn.

“Shit. Okay. Aegis isn’t done with his quest but everyone else is done with their business. I’ll get the rest of them back to the Airship.” Quinn replied.

“What should I do?” Sapphire asked.

“Try to find out as much as you can about what's going on, and help them out a bit if you can. We need to buy a bit more time for Aegis.” Quinn replied.

“You really think I’m going to be able to do anything?” Sapphire asked.

“Of course.”

“If we die here there’s a good chance we lose a lot of our powerful gear.” Sapphire complained. “Shouldn’t we just leave?”

“Aegis’ quest is pretty serious, I don’t know if he’ll get another shot at it once he leaves that dungeon. Just do what you can, if it gets too bad, come back to the Airship, okay?” Quinn replied.

“Okay boss.” Sapphire replied as she closed out the menu and continued to pursue Josephine up to the Arallian Palace gates. 



The soldiers at the gates opened it for Josephine and her group to pass, but as Sapphire tried to follow in behind them, they obstructed her.

 “Halt. You are not permitted to enter the Palace.” A guard spoke, his loud voice drawing the attention of Josephine to turn and see her.

 “My guild leader wants me to see if I can help out.” Sapphire shrugged at Josephine awkwardly, and Josephine gave a nod. 

 “She is with me, let her through.” Josephine ordered the guard. He gave a nod and stepped aside, allowing Sapphire to join Josephine’s group as they headed into the Palace. They passed through a beautiful and colorful garden filled with statues, fountains and wild plants, then through a large archway and into a wide hall until ending up in a magnificent throne room with several high level NPCs and guards. At the far back of the room was a set of three large sandstone thrones. On the largest throne sat a tall middle-aged human NPC with tan skin and short black hair wearing majestic red and white threads and a golden crown, [King Yusaf(Elite) - 100], and beside him on one of the thrones sat a young girl, no older than 8, with long black hair and tan skin and a simple white and red dress on, [Princess Savika(Elite) - 5]. The third throne remained empty.

 “How bad is it?” The King stood up from his throne and walked forward with urgency towards Josephine.

 “We are not sure, we only have one precedent of such an event happening, and it went poorly. We have to prepare for the worst and take all measures possible to protect the Island Stones.” Josephine replied to him.

 “I Agree with Josephine. Every able bodied soldier should be mobilized. If we lose the Island Stones, there is no hope for us, my king.” The Great Prophet said.

 “Very well. Royal Guards, you will accompany me to the battlefield. Where is General Galrius?” The King asked Josephine.

 “He’s with the leader of the White Flames, they’re preparing defenses around the Island Stone on the north side of the mountain. We’ve been made aware that only one Island Stone needs to survive this attack to keep Arallia safe, so we are focusing our defenses in one area.” Josephine explained.

 “That is the wisest course of action. Then, let us join them at once.” The King nodded as he began marching out of the hall, all of the high level royal guards moving to follow him.

 “Wait, papa, why are you going?” Princess Savika called out to the thing as she stood up from her throne worriedly.

 “It is my duty as the King of Arallia to protect these lands. Stay in the Palace, you will be safe here.” He said to her commandingly. Sapphire watched her worried expression worsen as the King turned and marched out of the throne room, high level royal guards and Josephine’s group following behind him.

 Sapphire joined in and tailed the back. They made a few more stops, and by the time they’d left the city they had an army of soldiers with them, leaving very few behind in Arallia to defend it, and were marching around the mountain towards the northern Island stone. As they did, the island shook and quaked several times. There were no murmurs or whispers between the soldiers, or players that had joined this army. Sapphire felt a heavy aura of tension as the Island Stone came into view. As it did, there was a violent quake that caused the entire army to lose its footing for a moment.

 Sapphire rushed ahead to Josephine who was walking alongside the King of Arallia and The Great Prophet of Eirene, and other notable figures from the city such as other high priests.

 “Our scouts report that the western Island Stone just got destroyed.” Josephine said, and as she said this, another voice chimed in from behind Sapphire, causing her to turn and look.

 “We’ve just heard it from the second in command herself, Josephine of the White Flames. One of the five Island Stones of Arallia have been wiped out.” [Jasper - 10] A player spoke as he talked towards his audience. He had a livestream viewership of 1.3 million, the number startled Sapphire when she saw it.

 “Josephine, do you think you’d have time to answer a few questions? I’m a reporter with the Virtual Gaming Network.” Jasper asked urgently as he pushed his way to the front of the marching soldiers.

 “S-sorry, not right now, we’re busy trying to organize our defenses.” Josephine brushed him off.

 “Understandable. As you can see around us,” Jasper panned himself around and motioned at the marching army of soldiers and priests. “The White Flames of Arallia have a good reputation with the NPCs of the land, despite the famously numerous bandit guilds that’ve been plaguing this island as of late. It’s thanks to that good reputation that even the King himself, and the Great Prophets and High Priests have all joined them to defend the Island Stones.” He went on talking, and Sapphire couldn’t help but get annoyed at his narration, speaking as if everyone around him was an actor in his show.

 “This is a significantly stronger force than what we saw defending the Island Stones in the last invasion. Not a lot of information was gathered last time, as no one knew what to expect - but luckily this time much more preparation and care is being put into the defense. We can only hope that the efforts of the White Flames will be enough. And I’ll be here on the ground until the very end to make sure the world gets to see every last bit of action. So if The White Flames do fail, we’ll at least be able to learn from their mistakes.” Jasper continued.

 “Thanks for the vote of confidence, ass.” Josephine grumbled under her breath as the marching continued. The Island stone was visible from quite a ways away as they approached under the starry night sky, but when they got closer it was clear that a huge army of guilds was already waiting around the stone, including the bandit guild that had attacked the Sky Darling. Sapphire was surprised to see them all organizing in specific formations and watched as Erikson, the leader of the White Flames, was barking orders that everyone seemed to be following.

 “Okay, we have a very specific strategy formed for this battle. I would like to ask that anyone who is not a part of the strategy or not aware of it please leave our ranks now. If you’d like to help or… record a livestream, please stay out of our way.” Josephine shouted to the group. Sapphire saw Josephine lock eyes with her as she said this, and took the hint. She held back with a few other players including Jasper as Josephine marched forward with her troops and joined the others around the base of the Island Stone.

 “It’s interesting that you are not included in their tactics, considering your level. Is there a reason for that?” Jasper said as he suddenly turned attention onto Sapphire. Sapphire looked at him awkwardly with raised eyebrows.

 “Uhm, I’m not from this island.” Sapphire shrugged.

 “I see, I did recall an Airship being at the Skyport. I imagine you guys are planning on leaving as soon as things take a turn for the worst?” Jasper asked her.

 “If, you mean if, right? There’s a good chance they will defend the stone.” Sapphire motioned to the army in front of them a few hundred meters away now. 

 “Yes, yes, of course there’s a chance. We really don’t know what they’ll be up against though, do we? Do you have any theories?” Jasper asked.

 “Abyss monsters?” Sapphire shrugged.

 “What island do you hail from, by the way young miss?”

 “Kalmoore.” Sapphire sighed in annoyance, she’d realized now she was just being used to fill air time and started backing away. 

 “Oh, interesting, Kalmoore. There’s been a lot of buzz recently with that island, after having an unpopular start. Not a lot of players went there before Winter. And then that Aegis player with the world notification, quite interesting. Have you happened to meet either of those players?” He asked her with hopeful eyes. Sapphire just rolled her eyes at him and turned to walk away, looking around the desert for a better vantage point. Jasper continued to talk by answering his own questions and his voice faded from Sapphire’s hearing as she hopped further away, spotting a tall rocky outcropping not far from the base of the mountain Arallia was built on, though they were now on the north side of the mountain and Arallia was barely visible. 

 Once Sapphire had hopped up onto the tallest of the stones, she could get a much clearer view of the army to the north of her around the Island Stone, and the city of Arallia to the south, even able to see over the walls. The guards that remained in the city had mobilized and were manning the walls, but the city itself was looking hectic - players and NPCs were running around in a panic.



 “How’s it going? We’re all on the ship now ready to leave.” Quinn said.

“They got the king and all the big NPCs to join them, they’re focusing defenses around one Island stone and abandoning the other four.” Sapphire replied.

“Not a bad strategy, you think it’ll work?” Quinn asked

“I dunno. No one else seems to think it will. How’s Aegis doing on his quest?” Sapphire asked.

“Uhm, according to his livestream, he’s getting close I think, he just said he knows how to solve it.” Quinn replied.

“Okay. Good, cause, I’m thinking we’re gonna need to high tail it outta here soon.” Sapphire said. As she did, the ground shook violently from a 10 second long earthquake that caused a few buildings within Arallia to collapse.

“What was that?” Quinn asked.

“I think that’s bye bye to another Island Stone.” Sapphire replied.

“We can use the quakes as indicators, so you don’t need to stand near the battle to see the outcome. Just get your ass back to the Airship so we’re ready to leave when we need to.” Quinn said.

“Yes, boss.” Sapphire answered.



She took one last long look at the army of players and NPCs around the Island Stone to the north. As she did though, she noticed far off on the horizon, over several sand dunes away, she saw a wave of black mist flowing over the land towards the Island Stone. The sight of it sent shivers down her spine and made the hairs on her bunny ears stand up - she’d watched the beginning parts of Aegis’ quest livestream and already had a good idea of what was in that dark wave of mist. She closed out her messaging interface and took a deep breath.

 “Here they come.” She whispered to herself before turning around and hopping back towards Arallia. 
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Sapphire made her way through the city streets of Arallia to see the looting had already started. Low level bandit players were taking advantage of the lack of guards and breaking into shops and houses of NPCs, ignoring their pleas to stop and simply stealing things from right in front of the NPCs, shoving everything they could in their inventory. Sapphire had half a mind to stop them, but there were just too many of them and she hadn’t any time. 

 Her path back to the Skyport led her through the city square where most of the chaos and looting was taking place, and it was there that Sapphire spotted Yuki defending her shop from a group of 5 level 30 players.

 “Come on, you can’t carry all that stuff with you, give it to us!” A player shouted at Yuki through her glass doors as Sapphire watched.

 “I don’t need to carry it in my inventory. The White Flames will win the battle, the island will be safe, and you’ll all be thrown in jail for months for what you are doing.” Yuki shouted back at them angrily.

 “Get a grip Yuki, you really think the White Flames and a bunch of bandit guilds are going to stop an abyssal invasion?” One player shouted.

 “Forget this, just take her stuff. She’s a tailor class player, she can’t stop us anyway.” One said, and they all chanted in agreement. One player pulled out a maul and smashed through her windows as the others started rushing in, grabbing all the materials and armor that was still on display in the shop that Yuki hadn’t put in her inventory.

 “Stop it!” She shouted at them as she pulled a giant iron needle from her inventory, the size of a sword.

 “Haha, what are you going to do, sew us to death?” A player mocked her. Sapphire had seen enough and snapped her fingers, whipping a ball of holy flame at one of the players.

 “Cowards.” She growled as they all turned to face her. 

 “We’re cowards? Shit, what's a high level doing here?” The one she'd hit replied.

 “Yeah, you should be defending the island with the other high levels. Who are you calling cowards?” Another shouted at Sapphire. 

 “I’m not from around here.” She replied angrily as she started throwing more holy fire at them. She was dealing a lot of damage, but because the skill wasn’t very high, it wasn’t enough to kill them.

 “Psh, shit, heal me up, she’s a weak ass cleric. C’mon!” The players shouted as they began using healing spells on each other. They grabbed a few more items before running off while Sapphire continued to pelt them with flames until they’d run down the street and out of sight.

 “Sorry, I’m healing focused. If Herilon was here he would have took ‘em all out.” Sapphire apologized to Yuki as she looked around at the damage done to her shop.

 “It’s ok, thanks for helping me.” She smiled at Sapphire. They went awkwardly quiet for a few moments, until the sound of a door being broken down across the town square drew their attention, and they watched as another shop was looted. Sapphire saw Yuki look around her shop dejectectly, quite a few items still on her shelves.

 “So your inventory is full?” Sapphire asked.

 “Yup.” She shrugged nervously. “This is all I have worked for and built up. Yumily depends on me, so I cannot give up on it so easily.” She sighed.

 “Hmm.” Sapphire stepped forward and looked around the shop. “I actually wanted to buy some of your clothing, I love the style. Maybe you could sell some of this stuff to me?” Sapphire asked and Yuki’s face suddenly lit up with joy.

 “It’s on sale for anyone who saves my shop!” Yuki cheered excitedly, causing Sapphire to rub her hands together with anticipation. She quickly scoured through the clothes that remained on the shelves and mannequins and went overboard on picking out things she liked. Repeatedly checking her inventory to calculate how much gold she had left to spend. It wasn’t until she got an angry message from Quinn that she snapped out of her shopping frenzy.


 “Sapphire, where the hell are you?” Quinn asked.

“I’m coming, I’m coming! There’s no quake yet, right?” Sapphire replied.

“The battle started, I’m watching the livestream on VGN. It’s going badly. I don't think Arallia's going to be here much longer.” Quinn answered. 



Sapphire sighed as she read this, closing out her interface to see Yuki as she started sweeping up the broken glass in her shop.

 “I’ll take all of this.” Sapphire smiled as she plopped down a tall pile of folded clothes on the counter of the shop, then rummaged through her inventory to pull out all of her gold and handed it to Yuki.

 “Thank you very much, I’m sure it will look beautiful on you.” She smiled. Sapphire began piling the clothing into her inventory, but as she did, there was a violent earthquake that shook the land around them for several seconds. It was the fourth quake since the invasion began, meaning only one Island Stone remained. After the quaking stopped, several loud bells began to ring throughout the city of Arallia. Yuki and Sapphire both looked outside and watched as NPCs began to flood out of their homes, screaming in panic as they ran down the streets.

 “What’s that mean?” Sapphire turned to see Yuki’s face, tears welling up in her eyes.

 “That’s the warning bell that attackers are coming to the city. All the Arallians are supposed to take refuge within the palace.” Yuki said as the first tear rolled down her cheek. She walked out of her shop onto the street to watch the NPCs fleeing - women and children mainly, being guided along by the Arallian guards that had stayed behind to protect the city.

 “It doesn’t mean it’s over yet, it just means the abysslings from the other stones are coming. As long as one stone still stands, Arallia should be okay.” Sapphire tried to reassure her, but it didn’t help and Yuki let out a soft whimper. “If you want, you can take your things aboard our Airship, so you don’t lose your stuff.” Sapphire tried to cheer her up.

 “It's not the items I'm worried about losing.” Yuki waved at the clothing still remaining in her shop behind her. “We grew up here. Me, Yumily, and all the others, a year ago it was so different, we were all level one. We have so many memories here. I spent so much time with these NPCs…” Yuki watched as a few more ran through the townsquare in the direction of the palace. “If the Island falls, they’re all going to be gone.” She cried as Sapphire tried to comfort her by patting her on the shoulder, though it was obvious Sapphire was uncomfortable with the situation.

 “These guys just think of gold, and quests, they don’t care.” She motioned to a group of bandit players looting a shop across the square, ignoring the fleeing NPCs and guards. “But to a lot of us, these are our friends. Yumily’s going to be so sad.” Yuki managed to get out as she wiped her own tears away. “You should go, to your Airship. I’m going to go spend time with my friends.” Yuki said as she pushed Sapphire’s hand away and began walking along in the same direction the NPCs were fleeing, towards the Palace. Sapphire watched as she disappeared into the crowds of NPCs as the only player among them.


 “C’mon Sapphire, hustle. In the true spirit of Arallia, the bandit guilds turned on the White Flames and are just trying to steal items from them before the island falls. It’s over.” Quinn messaged Sapphire,



The message popped up in her peripheral vision as she caught the last glimpses of Yuki among the NPCs. Sapphire let out a disappointed huff before taking off towards the Skyport. The guards refused to open the south gate for her, forcing her to hop over the wall with ease and making the final trek to the Skyport outside the city.

 “There ye’ are, we were worried we’d have te’ leave yeh.” Tullan joked from the front of the ship as he called down to Sapphire. Sapphire hopped up on board to see Herilon, Ren, Quinn, Leonard, Gregory, and Trexon standing around behind Tullan.

 “We’re just missing the young boy now, right?” Gregory asked as he stood by the step ladder, ready to pull it up at a moment's notice while Leonard stood at the helm, they were all looking into the dark desert to the south of the Skyport, an ominous wave of darkness visibly approaching in the distance.

 “Yes, I have some of our members watching his stream to keep us updated, they say he’s finishing the quest now.” Quinn replied. 

 “He’s gonna be confused as all hell, you oughta send him messages to let him know he’s gotta get his ass down here quick.” Herilon said.

 “The White Flame’s are still fighting, even though the other guilds are betraying them. They might still have a chance.” Trexon replied as his eyes were glazed over, indicating he was watching a livestream of the battle through his livestream viewer as he spoke. 

 “Prepare for the worst. Sapphire, buff us up. Everyone, get your good gear on.” Quinn ordered them as she sent a raid party invite to everyone onboard. “We’ll stay as long as we can, but we’re not risking the Sky Darling or our gear just to wait on the kid.” Quinn finished and they all accepted her invite with nods of acknowledgement. After that, it went eerily silent. A light wind whistled through the sails on the Airship and the loud ringing of the bells of Arallia could be heard in the distance, but it was otherwise a dark silent night in the desert. Sapphire looked around to observe the scene until she’d spotted Trexon’s glazed over eyes, and opted to open up her live stream viewer to see what was happening just like he had. 



 “This is absolutely tragic!” Jasper shouted as he stood a great distance from the battlefield. In front of his broadcast stood two casters inside the Virtual Gaming Network’s studio, a viewership number of now 4million watching him. “As you can see, the priests and soldiers of Arallia have sided with the White Flames. Their main tank and guild leader, Erikson, is heading off what can only be described as an Abyssal Juggernaut leading the charge against the Island Stone.” Jasper shouted as he motioned to a large black skinned creature. It was humanoid in form, but it's left hand was a large black blade and he was the size of a large building. It was the only creature visibly standing above the dark mist, but swarms of reapers could be seen above swooping around in the skies, attacking both NPC and player alike at every opportunity.

 Arrows and magic of a great variety flew up at the reapers to stop them from reaching the back lines while Erikson and Josephine stood at the front, Erikson had a shield out and was desperately blocking the attacks of the Abyssal Juggernaut, while the King and Great Prophet of Eirene stood back and aided him with magic and helped defend his flanks from swarms of Ferrawolves and other small abyssal creatures that were scurrying across the desert sands around the Island Stone. 

 “Only the Juggernaut is powerful enough to destroy the Island Stone. Focus your attacks on him!” Erikson shouted desperately. He was ignoring the fact that half of the players he’d called to help him were instead trying to attack his guild mates and the NPCs assisting them.

 “Get off it, you idiot.” A high level bandit player shouted at him.

 “Dibs on Erikson’s shield!” Another cheered as they rushed at them, going after any items that were dropped by both fallen White Flames members, and their own fallen bandit guildmates. 

 “Why are you guys doing this?!” Josephine screamed at them angrily.

 “Do you really have to ask? It’s free loot! Look how much gold the king’s crown is probably worth!” One of them pointed out, and as he did, several high level players smirked and rushed at the king. Thiefs, wizards and rangers turned their attacks to the king, ignoring the abyssal creatures swarming around them. 

 “We’re watching the chaos unfold before our very eyes. The treachery of the bandit guilds is being shown to the world now, I only worry for whichever island these bandit players relocate to once this battle is over.” Jasper commented as he continued to angle himself for the optimal viewership experience. 

 The Great Prophet and the Eirene priests desperately attempted to position themselves to protect the king, as did the Royal soldiers, but as they focused on this, the reapers who had aggrod onto the healers took this chance to swoop down and strike at them.

 “Stop this, it's insane! Are you guys really this evil?” Josephine shouted in disbelief as she jumped forward in front of the King of Arallia with her shield out.

 “Relax, it’s just a game.” Another player mocked her as they didn't hold back blasting her with magic. After a few consecutive strikes, she lost too much health to keep blocking attacks for the king, and was taken out of the game.

 “JOSEPHINE!” Erikson shouted in anger when he saw her force logged out. “You greedy bastards! UNLIKE YOU, SOME PEOPLE ACTUALLY CARE ABOUT THIS WORLD!” He shouted in a rage. “ABANDON ATTACKS ON THE ABYSSLINGS, FOCUS ON THE BANDITS!” Erikson gave the order to the remaining NPCs and White Flames members. They were angry enough that they followed his orders. The battle to protect Arallia quickly turned into a free for all PvP brawl, of which the abysslings swarmed around them and picked them off.

 “Unbelievable, they’re ignoring the elite Juggernaut, and he’s gladly taking advantage of the situation to go after the Island Stone. They’re too busy fighting each other to even stop him!” Jasper pointed excitedly at the Island Stone as the large Abyssal Juggernaut stomped through the allied forces towards the last remaining Island Stone of Arallia. It was clear Erikson didn’t care anymore, he stopped trying to get the bosses attention and instead was prioritizing attacking the players that had struck down Josephine one at a time. 

 “No! The King! The King of Arallia has fallen!” Jasper shouted anxiously as he watched a high level battlemaster player finish the king and quickly start rummaging around through his things, taking his crown.

 “I got it, holy shit it's worth 10 million gold!” The battlemaster player shouted excitedly.

 “Quick, log out so you don’t drop it!” One of his guildmates encouraged him.

 “Y-yeah, cover me so I can log out!” He said to his guild as they formed a line around him. The Royal guards went into a rage to try and break their defensive lines, but it seemed hopeless, until Erikson and two White Flame Battlemasters joined in and broke through, striking out at the Battlemaster bandit who had stolen the crown. Before they could finish him off though, there was a large ground-shattering earthquake, and all eyes turned to the 5th and final Island Stone as it was smashed into hundreds of pieces by the Abyssal Juggernaut, fragments scattering across the desert around them. 

 The quake this time was much longer than the others, and with it, there was a shift in gravity around the entire island. The dark mist grew upwards and spread around the battlefield very quickly as the abysslings and reapers swarming around enjoyed the chaos.

 “Anger, Fear, Suffering, and…” The Great Prophet of Eirene spoke as he watched the last of the Eirene priests, Royal guards, bandits, and White Flames members get killed by the swarming creatures of the abyss. He hadn't the time to say the last word, as a high level Battlemaster wearing the tabard of the black lion guild jumped towards him and struck him down, killing him instantly. Jasper caught it on his livestream as the player rummaged through the Great Prophet's items and added some to his inventory, but didn't comment on it.

 “That is it, the darkness is spreading. Despite the best efforts of the White Flames, they couldn’t overcome the true nature of the bandit guilds of Arallia." Jasper announced as he watched the battlemaster player get swarmed by reapers while he was still looting the Great Prophet. "I think I’m done for, and so is this island. There’s no other players left, so, back to you guys at the desk. Ah shit!” Jasper shouted anxiously as a reaper had spotted him from a distance and began soaring in his direction. “Oho, oh boy, shit shit shit!” Jasper yelled excitedly as the camera focused in on the reaper swooping down on him, catching his last moments before the reaper attacked and killed him. 

 “Well, there you have it folks.” The camera swapped over to the Virtual Gaming Network studio where two casters, a male and female, were sitting behind a desk. “That was our exclusive live stream coverage of the Defense of Arallia. I hope a lot of lessons can be learned from what went wrong there. As you all know, one of Virtual Gaming Network's very own members, Yumily the Bard, famously had her start in Arallia back in the launch of the game. Yumily -” The caster said as he turned around and a screen behind their desk appeared, displaying Yumily’s livestream behind them as she accepted the interview. The Viewership was now sitting at 11 million for the VGN broadcast as Sapphire watched it.

 “What do you have to say to the people of Arallia during this difficult time?” A caster asked her.

 “I am disappointed.” She replied with tears in her eyes. Yumily was sitting in a small room by herself wearing a simple white shirt and pants, surrounded by various instruments. She was an elf with long straight black hair and a slender build, but she didnt want to look up towards where her Livestream Camera was. It became awfully apparent that her livestream editor kept manipulating her camera to try and record her crying, while Yumily did her best to avoid being seen by it and kept turning away from wherever the camera was moved.

 “And I’m sad I am so far away. I let everyone down, I am sorry to Yuki, and Savika, and everyone in Arallia.” She said. “I don’t want to talk right now, if you could please leave me alone.” She waved the cameras off.

 “Yes of course, obviously quite an upsetting event.” One of the casters said as they turned off Yumily’s broadcast. “As the creators of The Shattered World Online have said, they believe that in order for their fantasy world to be truly immersive, the dangers in the world must be real. According to them, the world wouldn’t feel threatening if there were no real threats and urgency. They refuse to go back on their design choices for the abyssal threat despite complaints after the first island falling.”

 “Yes, that’s right.” The other caster chimed in. “And now that the second island has fallen, it’s got to have people worried. Just what exactly caused the invasion in Arallia? How safe is Savringard? How safe is Lanusk?” The caster posed the question.

 “We have Makaroth standing by to answer exactly that.” He said as a second broadcast appeared behind the casters, and standing there was the high level Makaroth with short black hair, a large muscular build with broad shoulders, and two greatswords crossed on his back. He was sitting in a tavern surrounding by other high level players wearing tabards that matched his own.

 “Do you think the people of Savringard should be worried about an abyssal invasion?” The caster asked him.

 “No. The Islands of Savringard and Vorel are under my protection, so there’s nothing to worry about. When the Abyssal Invasin comes, me and the Sages of Destiny guild will be ready for them.” Makaroth replied with a proud smile.

 “You’re confident you can overcome the Abyssal Juggernauts, even after what we just witnessed?” A caster asked him.

 “Of course. Me and my guildmembers are already studying the footage in detail and watching the enemies attack patterns. If those things try to invade my isalnds, we’ll make them look like nothing but another trash mob.” Makaroth said while crossing his arms confidently.

 “That’s reassuring. I’m sure anyone who is about to lose their homes in Arallia will be happy to know that they can relocate to Savringard or Vorel and not need to worry about such a tragedy befalling them again.” He spoke as he suddenly had a light blink on his ear and tapped it. “Hold on, we’re just receiving word now, apparently there is one more player streaming within the Island of Arallia. It’s not a member of the VGN so we don’t have rebroadcasting rights, but we’ll be redirecting viewers towards the player for those of you interested in watching the last moments of the island. Apparently, it’s the same player who recently unlocked intermediate in every crafting class.”

 “Wasn’t he from Kalmoore?” The other caster asked.

 “Yes, curious what a Kalmoore player was doing in Arallia.” The other caster responded.

 “If you guys’ll excuse me, I would like to watch as well, to get as much information on these invasions as possible.” Makaroth said as he closed out his broadcast from the casters desk.

 “Let’s do the same, let’s turn it over to the livestream of the player Aegis, and his broadcaster Hae-won over at the Fanta-see Network.” The caster said, and a moment later the screen went black, before switching to Aegis as he stood in the Monastery of the Stars main hall, looking around confused and calling out for Clara and Sapphire.



 “That idiot.” Sapphire groaned as she closed out her broadcast and sent Aegis an angry message.


“COME ON IDIOT! CHECK YOUR MESSAGES!” - Sapphire
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Aegis pulled a direwolf steak out of his inventory to replenish his stamina as he ran full speed down the side of the mountain towards the city of Arallia. After seeing the messages from the Night Hunters and seeing the destroyed Island Stone, he’d been able to piece together why his viewership numbers had suddenly shot up. He made incredible time, passing by the trade buildings on the river near at the top of the waterfall only to see that they were completely empty, not a guard in sight. The only sound coming from them was that of the running water and the creaking water wheels along the river. He continued down the ramp past the mist of the waterfall, but where there were many players hanging around at the base of the waterfall previously, he saw none at all now. No one was gathering copper, chopping trees, or hunting, it was barren and empty all the way down the mountain. When he reached the city gates, they were closed and several guards were watching him approach.

 “Get inside, quickly!” One of the guards shouted down to him from the wall as they opened the door just slightly so that Aegis could squeeze in. Once inside Arallia he saw a battalion of Arallian guards all fully armed on the other side of the gate, they were in the process of setting up siege weaponry, but Aegis knew that wouldn’t be enough. If this island was really falling back down into the abyss, then these people stood no chance. If Silver dragons couldn’t stop them, what chance did some level 30 guards have? Aegis thought as he continued past them.

 Aegis couldn’t find any players, there were none left anywhere, until he reached the city square of Arallia. The long line that had once formed in front of the famous tailor’s shop was gone, and the windows of the shop were broken into. The mannequins had no clothing on display anymore and the shop was for the most part empty. As he looked, he heard a loud crashing sound behind him and turned to see a group of three level 30 players running into a blacksmith's shop after having broken the door.

 “C’mon, grab all the ore you can!” One shouted excitedly.

 “Check this out, Iron tools!” Another said.

 “Yo there’s Iron weapons over here!” they continued to shout as Aegis approached. As he got closer, he recognized the symbol on their tabards - the black lion head. It was members of the same guild that had tried to attack the Sky Darling when it had landed in Arallia. The names above their heads though, he didn't recognize - [Slogger - 30], [Redrust - ??], and [Daggerking - ??]. They were all wearing pretty basic looking leather sets of armor with simple copper weapons sheathed on their belts.

 “What are you guys doing?” Aegis asked, confused. "You're not defending the island?"

 “Hah, F- that, those things are way too strong.” Slogger replied as Aegis stood in the doorway and watched them loot the blacksmiths shop.

 “You should grab everything you can. When that other island went down, everything that got left behind was gone for good. But stuff in your inventory you’ll get to keep.” Redrust suggested to Aegis.

 “Yeah bro, just fill your pockets and log out, we’ll get a free ride to a new island,” Daggerking added.

 “What about the NPCs?” Aegis asked them as he saw a few guards running through the streets behind him, heading in the direction of the Palace.

 “They’re finished. They'll all be dead when the island goes down.” Daggerking laughed and the others joined in.

"I heard Garrik got the King's crown though, said it's worth millions." Redrust said.

"Lucky bastards, wish we coulda snagged some drops. Joltblade supposedly got a bunch of jewelry from the Great Prophet of Eirene too." Slogger said as they continued rummaging through crates in the shop.

"Wait, what do you guys mean?" Aegis replied aggressively now. "Your guildmates, Garrik and Jollyblade, they killed the King and the Great Prophet of Eirene?" Aegis asked.

"Hell yeah, bunch of chumps. The White Flames actually thought we'd team up with them, and brought all those rich fancy NPCs right out into the open." Slogger laughed back at Aegis, then saw his Eirene symbol on his shield. "I mean, no hard feelings right?" He continued laughing and the others joined in.

"Are you fucking kidding me?" Aegis shouted at them angrily, causing them to stop and look at him in surprise.

"Sheesh, relax dude. It's just a game, don't take it so seriously." One of them replied.

"Do you know how hard that qu..." Aegis stopped himself and tried to hold back his frustration, and they went on looting and ignoring him. "You assholes are the reason I can't complete it." He said to himself under his breath. "You're going to get put in jail though, right? Or some bounties on your head. You guys are just killing NPCs and stealing stuff." Aegis said to them threateningly.

"Hah, nope." Redrust smirked.

"Who's gonna be around to put bounties on us? All the Arallians are about to die." Slogger said.

"Yeah, so, lighten up bro. Take some stuff, its free. Can't get in trouble if there's no-" Daggerking was interrupted by a loud rumbling. "Oh shit, looks like they're here."

"Log out, quick, or we might drop our items." Slogger said hastily, and Aegis watched as a few seconds later, all three players disappeared from the gameworld. Aegis stepped back out into the street and saw that the black mist had reached the western walls of the city off in the distance, but was too pissed off to care. When he looked up and down the streets he saw that it wasn’t just this shop and those three players, there were a lot of low level players breaking into the Arallian shops and houses and filling their inventories with stuff. Just as he was staring, he got a party invite from Quinn and accepted it.


 “Aegis, we see you on the stream. Stop standing around and get your ass back to the ship so we can leave.” Quinn said through the party interface. Aegis looked and saw he was in a raiding party. Included in the group was Quinn, Leonard, Herilon, Sapphire, Ren, Tullan, Gregory, and Trexon. 



“I couldn’t complete my quest, those idiots killed the Great Prophet of Eirene.” Aegis said frustratedly through the raid party interface.


“Yeah, sorry. We saw it happeon on a livestream, the bandit guilds turned on the White Flames and killed the NPCs for loot.” Quinn answered him apologetically.



"And they're just going to get away with doing it?" Aegis asked.


"All of the Arallian Royalty and guards are about to die, so, yeah, no one will be left to put bounties on them." Quinn replied

"They're taking advantage of Arallia's downfall in the worst possible way." Trexon said.



"So if we save the Arallian NPCs, those idiots would get bounties on their heads, even if they're on new islands?" Aegis asked as an idea popped into his head.


"Well, yeah, Arallia is an allied kingdom so... Yep. Every island except Puagas would want to hunt them down. Killing a King and a High Priest are big no-nos." Quinn replied matter-of-factly, she seemed to understand where Aegis' mind was going.



"So let's save them." Aegis said with aggressive determination in his voice.


"Hold on," Trexon interjected. "The Sky Darling can hold 100, maybe 150 people maximum. You'd need to save more than that, AND a member of Royalty for Arallia to still even be considered existing by the game." Trexon explained.



"The portal circle onboard, Quinn said you enchanted it on the Airship to link back to Kalmoore in case of emergencies. How long can you keep it open for?”" Aegis asked.


"Well..." Trexon hesitated. "I suppose, I can hold it open for about 5 minutes with my mana pool, but it's Leonard's portal. He paid for the materials to enchant it. It's a one time thing, and it wasn't cheap." Trexon replied.



"Leonard?" Aegis asked in a pleading voice. It went silent for a moment as Aegis stood watching the last of the looters around him running through the barren streets of Arallia. He got the sense that everyone on the Airship was staring at Leonard while he was making his decision, though Aegis couldn't see it. During that moment of silence, his mind began to race over the last few weeks. He thought back on how anxious he was about discovering this class, how hard it was to level up all of his skills, and how much he had to do to get to Arallia. And on top of that, the Extreme(II) quest that he'd managed to complete - all of his efforts brought to screeching halt by a couple of idiot bandit players. They were going to go on to new islands with their stolen goods and suffer no consequences for their actions, while Aegis would have to continue to struggle and find a way to complete the quest, if it was even still possible. On top of that, all of the promises he made to Eirene and the memories of how he'd fought to survive against the Avatars of Darkness - it felt immersive and real to struggle alongside the NPCs in Hrath'mir, and these guys were making a joke of it by killing them for loot. The more he thought about it, the angrier he got. 'Relax dude. It's just a game, don't take it so seriously.' , he recalled one of them saying. He hated people who hurt others without any thought, and he hated people who only thought of themselves, and not the damage left behind in their wake due to their selfish actions. His heart filled up with nothing but pure spite. 


“Ah pish posh, you all really think I’d choose NOT to be a hero?" Leonard reluctantly sighed. “ I absolutely adore the Arallians. Of course we'll save them, how else will I keep getting my Arallian wine?” Leonard smirked at Quinn.

"You weren't kiddin' when ye' said this lad would be makin' things interestin'." Tullan chuckled.

 “Are we really doing this?” Ren asked excitedly while hopping around.

 “Heh, and here I was thinking this trip was going to be boring.” Herilon pulled out his greatsword.

 “Okay, okay, everyone calm down.” Quinn shouted at the group. “The abysslings are swallowing up this island, Aegis. I’m not going to stay longer than we can. You’ve got about 15 minutes, tops. We’ll secure the Skyport and hold out as long as possible, but if we get over-run we’re taking off. You hear me? You’ve got 15 minutes to get as many NPCs to the Skyport as possible.”

 “They’re all in the Palace!” Sapphire said quickly. “The Arallians, I mean.” She added. “The guards are taking them all to the Palace. You have to go there and tell them to evacuate to the Skyport.” Sapphire said enthusiastically.



 “Got it, thanks.” Aegis said as he took a deep breath and sprinted in the direction of the Arallian Palace as fast as his legs could carry him. His livestream viewership ticked up to 1 million, but in the mood he was in it only served to annoyed him, so he went into his interface to hide the number again. By the time he reached the Palace gates, the sounds of battle could be heard echoing throughout the city. Aegis looked northward and eastward and saw that the dark mist was now at the outerwalls in those directions.

 “Get in, everyone in, we need to shut the Palace gates!” A guard shouted, and Aegis looked up at him.

 “No, you can’t shut the gates, you’ve gotta leave!” Aegis shouted up at the guard.

 “Are you mad? And go where?!” The guard replied from atop the Palace walls, pointing frantically at the eastern gate where reapers were swooping over the cities' lantern lights and grabbing at guards. Aegis and the guard both watched in the distance as one reaper picked up a guard off of the eastern wall and flew him up into the air several hundred meters before dropping him to his death.

 “If you stay here, you’ll all die!” Aegis shouted angrily.

 “No, if we go out there, we’ll all die.” He shouted back. “We’re shutting the Palace gates, either get in or get lost!” He said and Aegis reluctantly ran inside before the gates were shut. He watched the last of the citizens ushered into the Palace through the gardens by a line of guards, one of which he’d recognized to his relief.

 “Celestian!” Aegis called to him as he was helping an elderly NPC into the Palace.

 “Aegis, thank goodness you are alright.” Celestian said as he spotted Aegis.

 “Celestian who is in charge here? Who can give orders that these people will listen to?” Aegis asked as the sounds of screaming and battle were getting closer.

 “I, uh, I don’t know. The only one left is the Princess.” Celestian replied nervously as he looked around, not spotting any guard captains among the Arallian guards remaining.

 “Can you take me to her?” Aegis asked.

 “Yes, yes…” Celestian replied as he continued to help the elderly NPC, but a sudden loud explosion from the western gate shook the ground and caused them to stumble.

 “Now, Celestian, right now!” Aegis shouted urgently.

 “Yes, yes, of course.” Celestian hastily leaned the elderly lady towards another Arallian soldier who took over, then began pushing through the rushing crowd of civilians into the main hall of the Palace. It was packed full with people and they were all rushing to move further inside the majestic building, but Celestian lead Aegis towards the throne room straight ahead. It took a great deal of effort to force themselves through the dense crowd but eventually they made it into the throne room. In it, Aegis saw the three thrones at the back with a young girl sitting on one leftmost and smallest throne, being comforted by the only other player Aegis could see in the Palace, a high level [Yuki - ??] who was well dressed with beautiful long black hair tied back into a ponytail.

 “That is the princess, she is in charge.” Celestian pointed out [Princess Savika(Elite) - Level 5] on the throne.

 “Okay, thanks.” Aegis nodded as he pushed through the crowds in this room. “Princess Savika!” Aegis shouted, but he couldn’t be heard over the loud chatter and screams of panic. “PRINCESS SAVIKA!” Aegis shouted again, still no response. Suddenly, a second loud booming explosion shook the entire room violently, echoing through the hall from the city outside. And in the wake of that explosion was silence. Aegis followed it up as the only voice in the room.

 “PRINCESS SAVIKA!” Aegis shouted angrily, and all eyes turned to him. “The Island of Kriene is plummeting into the Abyss. There is an Airship at the Skyport with a portal to Kalmoore, it’s your only chance to survive.” Aegis shouted out clearly, and he was sure that everyone inside the throne room had heard him, including Yuki and Celestian.

 “My father said he would come back. We are supposed to take shelter in the Palace during an invasion.” Savika responded anxiously.

 “If you stay here, you will all die.” Aegis replied coldly.

 “N-no, we’ll be safe. Father will return after they’ve-”

 “The King is dead. The Great Prophet is dead, and everyone who was defending the Island Stone is dead. The only one left is you.” Aegis shouted, and this was followed by complete silence. “She’s just a…” Aegis said as he caught a glare from Yuki. “You’re just a kid, I know that.” He softened his voice.

 “Milady, they’ve breached the north, west and east gates. If we go out there now, we’ll be lambs to the slaughter.” A guard from near the entrance of the room shouted.

 “If you go out there now, you might not make it to the Skyport, that’s true. But if you stay here, I can guarantee you will not survive. Instead of waiting for your father to come back, instead, think about what he would do in this situation.” Aegis shouted at Savika urgently.

 “You promise that the portal on your Airship will be open?” Yuki asked on behalf of Savika as Savika looked at her with hopeful eyes.

 “I promise.” Aegis gave Yuki a nod. Yuki turned to Savika and gave her a nod, and Savika took a deep breath, while a message popped up for Aegis that he quickly waved away.





	Level Up!: Leadership has reached level 32!






 “Ev…” She cleared her throat to strengthen her voice. “Evacuate the Palace, make for the Skyport. Secure the roads as best you can, leave no one behind.” Savika shouted, and it was met by momentary silence.

 “Go, NOW! OPEN THE GATES AND GO!” Savika screamed, and she finally got a reaction. The citizens of Arallia and the remaining guards began rushing out of the Palace to the outside gardens.

 “Stay with the Princess, guard her at all costs, make sure she gets to the Skyport.” Aegis said to Celestian and he gave a nod. Aegis made his way out of the Palace back into the garden to see the darkness already flooding deep into the city, nearing the Palace walls. He looked on worriedly for a moment as he watched the guards open the Palace gates and two abysslings ran through it from the streets. The guards drew out spears and bows and fired upon them, managing to kill the abysslings before they’d hurt anyone, but it caused the citizens to be apprehensive about stepping out of the Palace gates.

 “The longer you wait, the worse it will get!” Aegis shouted at them as Yuki came to his side. Aegis spotted the odd giant Iron needle strapped to her back, a weapon he’d never seen before, but didn’t have time to ponder it.

 “You really think they are going to make it through that?” Yuki asked him as she motioned to the black mist overtaking the city, suddenly spotting a loud screeching reaper swooping down towards them. Aegis couldn’t help but agree, it looked hopeless, the distance between the Palace and the south gate, and then to the Skyport was nearly a kilometer. Aegis looked around and saw many young children and elderly among the NPCs, and hardly any guards were remaining to protect them.

 “Can you kill that reaper for me?” Aegis pointed at the reaper swooping closer and closer to them, its underside illuminated by the light of the city street lanterns.

 “I’m a tailoring class player…” Yuki replied anxiously, but Aegis just continued to stare, waiting for a clear answer. “O-okay. Let me try some of my skills.” She stepped forward and pulled out her large needle, aiming it up at the reaper. “MAN HARI!” She shouted in Japanese, and suddenly a ridiculous amount of tiny sewing needles appeared in front of Yuki and shot forth at the reaper, turning it into a porcupine and dealing exactly 10 thousand damage. Aegis looked at her in surprise, and she returned the same expression. “I never used that skill like that.” She replied nervously as the Reaper crashed down into some nearby bushes in the Palace garden.

 “Perfect.” Aegis charged forward towards the reaper and used his creature harvesting on it to gather parts of it. Once he’d finished, he ran over to the bodies of the abysslings that the guards had killed and did the same thing while Yuki watched him, all the while several guards had stepped out of the Palace gates and began securing the road just outside of it.

 Once Aegis finished what he had been doing, he started going into his inventory, but as he did, he caught himself looking at his livestream icon again, knowing he had just seen nearly a million people watching him right now. 

 “Players of Arallia, it was fun being the bad guys, wasn’t it?” Aegis said angrily as he fiddled around in his inventory and pulled out several of his incomplete lures. “You probably thought, who cares if we kill a bunch of innocent people and rob them, and destroy an entire kingdom. It’s just a game, right?” Aegis said as he began mixing in the parts of the reaper and the abyssling into his lure bottles, and Yuki quickly realized what it was that Aegis was planning to do.  Once he'd finished the mixture, Aegis lifted several completed lure bottles above his head and prepared to pour them on himself, Yuki’s eyes going wide in disbelief. "Well, unfortunately for you guys, I just happened to be here in Arallia when you committed these crimes. And I don't like people who kill innocent NPCs." Aegis said as he doused himself in reaper and abyssling lures, and as he did, the sound of thousands and thousands of creatures screeching in his direction echoed throughout the city. "But relax. Sure, you might all get huge bounties put on your heads and become wanted criminals on every Island in the Shattered World, but, it's just a game, right?" Aegis grinned devilishly towards his livestreaming camera.

 Quinn and the other Night Hunters saw the lure buffs appear over Aegis in the interface and Sapphire couldn’t help but laugh as they stood aboard the Airship, preparing for the wave of darkness to reach the city on the south side.

 “This kid is fucking crazy.” Herilon grinned excitedly.
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"Relax guys, there's no way some idiot level 30 is going to get those NPCs through the city." The guild leader of the Blacklion Bandits had sent this message to all of his hundred's of guildmates as they watched Aegis' broadcast. He was outside of his Simbox sitting in his living room on the couch watching the stream on his television while using his ear implant to talk with them in a linked call, of which he could see the names of hundred's of participants in his peripheral vision thanks to his eye implant.

"Yeah, chill out. Did you see how many abysslings there were? That guy's just talking out of his ass." One of his guildmates replied into the linked call.

"They're just a bunch of weak-ass Kalmoorians." Another said.

"I don't know, that guy seemed pretty pissed when he heard about the Prophet being dead. He's the same guy that got the world notification for reaching intermediate in every crafting class." An apprehensive guild member said to everyone.

"So? What's he going to do, craft the abyss to death?" The guild leader replied, and a few of them laughed into the call.

"No, man. I mean, my point is, a guy like that aint normal. Look, he just doused himself with lures." The apprehensive guild member warned as the Guild leader watched Aegis taunting them on his livestream.

"Don't worry, if he somehow manages to get close to saving them, all we have to do is log back in and kill the Princess. Bam, problem solved."

"You're gonna log back in to kill an 8 year old girl?" A second member sounded apprehensive now.

"Hah, chill, it's just a game." The guild leader waved it off. 



“I’m leaving the rest to you.” Aegis said to Yuki with one final nod before he dashed out of the Palace gates and into the streets of Arallia. He looked east and saw them coming. He looked west and saw them coming. To the north, they were coming. The south gate hadn’t been breached yet, but that was the direction of the Skyport. He needed to stay close enough for the lure to work, but far enough that the citizens could escape. He fastened his shield on his left arm, cracked his neck, and pulled out a few direwolf steaks in his right hand.

 “How are you going to handle all of those monsters?” Yuki asked as she watched Aegis wielding shield and steak with a confused expression.

 “Hehe,” laughing uncomfortably as he winked at her, “No idea.” He said before preemptively biting into a steak to get his stamina regeneration buffs going. He couldn’t idle around any longer, a group of 15 reapers were swooping towards him eagerly from the east, so he ran west towards the city square. At full speed he was able to stay ahead of them, but in reality all he was doing was running towards different enemies, as the western side of the city was being swallowed by the dark mist. 

 “Healing wind!” He preemptively casted on himself as he arrived at the townsquare where the largest, main roads of Arallia all intersected around a fountain. Down the western and northern roads Aegis saw hoards of abysslings barreling towards him, and behind him from the east came the swarm of Reapers from above. He was far enough west away from the roads that the citizens would be taking to go south, so he took advantage of the south roads being clear and ran in that direction. After making it a few meters down the south road he glanced back to see the townsquare that he’d just been standing at swarming with abysslings. He felt it, the fear creeping up on him - the same fear he’d felt the first time he saw the darkness overtake Hrath’mir, but he was used to it now. He was able to shake it off and ignore it, and keep running forward. The very ground he stepped on began to tremble from the stampede of abysslings torrenting towards him, ramming into each other and grinding their skin against the buildings that lined the streets.

 The screeching cries of the reapers were the bigger problem though, they were ignoring the layout of the city and simply flying over the abysslings to close in on him quickly, and there were just too many to try and block their attacks. The numbers of 15 from the east had merged with the reapers from the north and west, and some had swerved around ahead of him to cut him off. He’d seen this before, they were forming a death spiral around him just as they had done to the Avatar of Eirene’s light dome. He knew he absolutely could not let the reapers surround him, but he was losing control of the situation as ahead of him at an intersection he saw several had dove down to block his path.

 The roads overrun in front of him, and behind him, buildings to his left and right, Aegis took a chance when he spotted an Arallian home with its door left open on his right. His feet skidded against the sand covered paved streets as he forced his sprint to a halt to switch directions, dashing into the building to avoid his head on collision with the swarm of reapers.

 He couldn’t rely on hiding, the lure prevented that, he had to keep running. He desperately scanned the interior of the house and spotted no back door, but a back window large enough to jump through. He pushed the curtains aside and leapt out into a back alley and saw a backdoor of another house, closed, across from him. He elbow checked the door with all his might to break through the wood, then navigated to the front door of the small two room house quickly and swung it open, finding himself out onto the neighbouring street. He’d avoided the intersection but the reapers were readjusting their swarm towards where he’d moved, and Aegis could hear the abysslings barreling through the structures behind him. 

 Can’t stop, Aegis thought as he bit into another Direwolf steak to keep his stamina as close to maximum as possible. Despite the simple minds of the beast, the reapers were correctly blocking the south before he’d even attempted to keep running in that direction, as if some sort of hivemind was in control of their movements. He was now standing on a road that went north to south, but the north was being overrun by abysslings that’d followed him using the alleyways, and the south had dozens of angry screeching reapers swooping down and perching, preparing to attack him.He thought about the buildings on the west side of the road, but the risk of getting a dead end was too high. 

 “Fuck it.” Aegis said as he dashed at a cart sitting beside one of the houses, using it as footing to launch himself up onto an overhang on the building, then jumping off of that to get on the roof. From the rooftop he was more vulnerable to the reapers, but their swarming tactics seemed manageable as long as he didn’t let them encircle him completely. He was more worried at the abysslings that, from atop the building, he could see completely covered the streets of Arallia all around him. It looked horrifying, as if the roads of the city had come to life and were all wriggling towards him from how packed tight they were of screeching abysslings, resembling tiny hairless Ferrawolves. 

 To the south, over the southern wall, Aegis could see the Skyport now that he was up on the buildings, and magic spells were flashing from its defenders. The dark mist had reached the southern side of the Skyport, but the citizens hadn’t reached the Skyport yet. Aegis knew that if he kept running southward, even though safer, he wouldn’t buy them much time. As soon as he died, everything chasing him would go after the others - ideally he needed to get as far from them as possible before that happened. Looking northward Aegis saw that while the base of the mountain was covered in the black mist, the waterfall and upper levels of the mountain including the Monastery of the Stars were still above the mist.

 He had only a few seconds to gather this information and make his decision, and he made it. He dashed northward towards the oncoming swarm of abysslings and reapers, and into the black mist. The buildings of Arallia were built close together, some conjoined, and Aegis was easily able to jump between the gaps when needed thanks to his agility and strength stats. 

 The reapers that had predominantly been focused on swerving to cut off his southern path went into disarray the moment he began running north, as if this was unpredicted behaviour, and their swirling swarm broke up and fanned out in all directions, blacking out the stars from the sky above him. The screeching and stampeding sounds were so loud he couldn’t hear his own feet hitting the rooftops of the buildings he jumped on, but he saw their disarray and knew he had to take advantage.

 Whatever hive mind mentality was controlling the reapers, it was trying to outsmart him by predicting where he’d go and cut him off, so he just had to keep being unpredictable, he thought. He reached the end of this row of houses as he thought this. A large gap from the street below stood between him and more houses to the north. He had arrived at an intersection where roads from all directions met, and he had no easy way to keep moving anywhere but west or back south from where he’d come, and it was apparent the reapers were aware of this.

 They began swarming circular patterns to his south and west to block any possible path he might have across those buildings. Aegis looked down and saw the flood of moving abysslings below him, screeching up at the side of the building as they stood on their hindlegs against the walls and bore their fangs up at him, snapping wildly as saliva flung from their jaws, climbing on top of each other and slowly reaching higher and higher up the buildings.

 “Guard.” Aegis said as he created a projection of his shield in front of himself for 2 seconds, and when he did, he tried something he’d been curious about since he got the skill. He tried touching the front of the shield gently with his hands, to see if it would pass through it. It didn’t - the shield blocked his hand as if it was a solid object for the two seconds it was hovering there. Aegis took a deep breath as he bent his knees nervously. Even he thought that what he was about to try and do was a bit too much. He gave one last reluctant glance to the south, and to the west, and confirmed that he’d die immediately to reapers if he tried running across those rooftops, then leapt forward off the building with all his might towards the north.

 At first, it seemed as though Aegis was jumping to his death into the swarm of the abysslings on the street below.

 “GUARD!” Aegis shouted, creating a projection of the shield below his feet in the middle of the air, causing him to land on it and hover above the swarms of abysslings. The moment he did it, the reapers realized what he was doing and they broke up their western and southern formations. “One. Two.” Aegis counted the timer, then jumped again with all his might upwards and forwards, now standing above thousands of swarming abysslings roaring up at him. 

 “GUARD!” He shouted again, catching himself from falling down using the shield projection. “ONE. TWO.” His voice was shaking as he timed it, and jumped again forward, now halfway over the street and nearing the buildings on the northern side. “GUARD!” He casted it a third time. “ONE. “ He bit his Direwolf steak to refill his stamina. “TWO.” muffled by his chewing, he jumped with all his might again. “GUARD!” he casted it a fourth time. He was now close enough to jump the rest of the way to the buildings on the north side of the street and did exactly that, and used the momentum from the jump to keep running forward, now on the northern rooftops



 “ARE YOU FUCKING SEEING THIS SHIT?! WHO THE FUCK IS THIS KID?!” Tommy shouted excitedly into his call with Shinji, while Shinji frantically angled the camera of Aegis’ livestream to keep not only his main player Aegis in focus, but he’d maneuvered one of the cameras towards the south to get a long-range angle on the Skyport and keep track of how close the citizens and Yuki were to reaching the Airship. Shinji’s fingers were moving a mile a minute, each finger performing an individual editing task, as if he was a musician plucking invisible strings in the air. 

 “Unbelievable use of the Shield Mastery Intermediate guard skill. Aegis manages to cross the open chasm of enemies and reach the buildings on the north side of the street!” Hae-won shouted into her broadcast as she was visibly tense watching the scene unfold. She’d overcome the anxiety of broadcasting to a viewership of now 1.4 million viewers, and replaced it with her anxiety of watching to see if Aegis would succeed. 



 Aegis was within the black mist now, making it much harder to see, but thanks to him being on top of the buildings it wasn’t quite as thick yet as it would’ve been if he were on the ground level. As he ran along the rooftops northward, he could no longer see the swarming abysslings down below him on the street, but he could certainly hear them. He hoped he could narrow his focus to just the reapers so long as he stayed on the rooftops, and he saw a tall five story building up ahead a few buildings away that he could use to protect himself from them and buy time. But just as he was about to reach it he heard a loud deafening roar coming from the west. 

An [Abyssal Juggernaut(Elite) - ??] was towering above the western walls of the city, visible as it stood several meters higher than the top of the wave of black mist. It stomped towards him and Aegis watched it step on and crush the outer walls of Arallia like they were made of putty, open its large tendril-covered mouth and let out a second, threatening roar of anger in his direction, its red eyes locking onto him. Its entire left hand was a giant black blade, its right hand a huge set of claws, its legs like large bull hind legs with hooves, and the top and sides of its head looking like a giant octopus had died on top of it. 

 “Oh, come on.” Aegis whimpered as he saw it, but as he did, the Juggernaut turned southward. Its attention was drawn by the flashing of magic from the Night Hunters defending the Airship. “It’s elite, it’s going to ignore me.” Aegis said out loud as he realized it. “Guys, there’s a Juggernaut elite coming towards you!” Aegis shouted into his party interface.



 “A juggernaut? That’s the thing that destroyed the Island Stone.” Sapphire replied as she threw some healing magic to Herilon from behind him. Herilon was on the ground of the Skyport on the south side swinging his greatsword wildly at endless waves of abysslings, Tullan beside him, while Ren had transformed into a giant bear and was fending them off from the port side of the ship. Leonard was standing nervously at the stern, one hand on the helm as he looked around in all directions at the encroaching darkness. Quinn was firing endless streams of arrows that were dancing around the skies above them, killing any and all reapers that flew anywhere near the Airship. 

 “Aegis if that thing gets to us, I doubt we’ll be able to fight it off.” Quinn warned him. “We should think about taking off.” She turned to Leonard.

 “Hang on, they’re almost here!” Leonard shouted as he pointed towards the southern gates, seeing that the gates were being opened and the people of Aralia were flooding out of the city towards them.

 “Holy shit, yeh actually did it. They’re almost here.” Tullan shouted in disbelief as he saw it

 “That won’t mean anything if that Juggernaut comes and smashes the ship like it did to the Island Stone.” Sapphire warned them.


 “I’ll do something about it.” Aegis shouted back to them through the party interface.



 Quinn gave a nervous look at Leonard, only to see him smile and nod back at her.

 “Trexon!” Quinn shouted to him as he stood on the front of the ship, shooting magic out at abysslings that were making it around the others. “Stop spending your mana, get potions ready. The moment they get on the ship, open the portal.” Quinn ordered him before turning to Gregory who was watching everything unfold behind her.

 “Gregory, lower the step ladder and add as much wood as you can from below deck to widen it and reinforce it, so they can get aboard and go through the portal faster.” Quinn ordered him. Gregory looked to Leonard for confirmation, and he gave a nod, so Gregory did as he was told. 

 “Aegis, the Arallian’s are going to be here in about 30 seconds. After that, it’s five minutes of portal and we’re out of here. Can you hold off for 5 more minutes?” Quinn asked him.


 “I’ll try my best.” Aegis replied to them through the interface. "Wait. Knowing those bandit players, they're probably going to make a play for the Princess." Aegis added.



"I'm on it." Herilon grinned as he turned away from the Airship and started dashing towards the southern gates where the NPCs were.

"Seriously? Don't just leave me here." Sapphire groaned in frustration as she watched Herilon leave, and was forced to start fighting off abysslings with her holy flames.

 “Alright. Tullan, alert everyone who's still in the guildhall back in Kalmoore. Tell them to prepare the Kordas guards. Have them clear the streets in front of the guild hall so they can funnel the refugees out of the portal room and the building, we can’t have any congestion, we gotta send em through fast.” Quinn ordered him and Tullan gave a nod. He took a step back from the battle behind Sapphire and started pressing buttons in his interface to communicate with the rest of the Night Hunter’s guild members. 

"Really?!" Sapphire yelled annoyed at Tullan, now that she was the only one killing abysslings on the south side.

Herilon arrived at the southern gates of Arallia to see the NPCs flooding out of it and around him towards the Skyport. He did his best to not impede them as he carefully looked over the crowds. He saw no one injured, only afraid - the reapers and abysslings were completely ignoring them thanks to Aegis, and due to that, it looked like hundreds, possibly thousands of NPCs were flooding out towards him down the road. Eventually he'd spotted a group of five players wearing the familiar Blacklion tabard, they were prowling through the crowds of fleeing NPCs towards something.

Herilon followed their eyes to see what they were walking towards, and that's when he'd spotted Princess Savika in the crowd being escorted by Yuki and Celestian. As he saw her, the five Blacklion players all drew out their weapons, all of them playing the intermediate battlemaster class with two weapons in hand, 5 floating above them, They hadn't noticed Herilon yet, they were focused on Savika and pushing through the other unsuspecting NPCs to get to her. They were too close, and it was difficult for Herilon to use any wide range attacks without risking hitting the other NPCs.

"YUKI! HEADS UP!" Herilon shouted to her to get her attention, but the Blacklion players heard this as well and glanced between Herilon and Savika, giving him looks of recognition as they remembered who he was from the day the Airship landed in Arallia.

"It's that berserker!" The Blacklion guildleader shouted. "Quick, take her out!" He ordered, and they rushed at Savika. Yuki saw it in the last moment and positioned herself infront of Savika to absorb a few crossbow bolts aimed at her, taking the damage instead while Herilon leaped with great height into the air and crashed his feet down onto the shoulders of one of the battlemasters, plunging his greatsword down into him while releasing the same blue wave strike downward, killing him in one hit.

"Stealing Airships, ok. Robbing kings, I can understand. Assassinating little girls? That's a bit too much, don't you think?" Herilon shouted at them, causing all four to turn on him.

"He's just a stupid Kalmoorian berserker. Kill his ass!" The guildleader shouted as NPCs cleared out around them, running wide to avoid getting in the way of the fight.

"Go, get her to the Airship, I'll handle these guys." Herilon ordered Yuki and Celestian, and they both nodded and continued southward with the rest of the NPCs while protecting Princess Savika.

"Handle us my ass. What the fuck do you Kalmoorians think you're doing here anyway? This is Arallian business, so keep your noses out of it." The guild leader charged at Herlion, his battlemaster guildmembers joining in, forcing Herilon to strike out at and parry all four of their 7 weapons at once. He did so by making a large blue glowing light surround his greatsword and bent his knees for a moment, before swinging his blade wildly in a circle around him.

"Whirlwind." Herilon shouted as he cast the skill and spun around several times rapidly, spinning his Greatsword out at all of them at once. "Raging slash." He said as he finished the whirlwind, causing the spiral to release a blue slashing wave outward at the last second, in the direction of two of the battlemasters. The slash passed through their weapons and their armor, killing them both instantly. Herilon then turned and charged at the Guildleader and his last member, making unrelenting wide heavy swings at both of them as they struggled to block his attacks, and after a few, they were taken out. "Tch. Meta-chasing battlemasters, so weak." Herilon sighed with disappointment as he turned to walk alongside the rest of the fleeing NPCs towards the Airship.



 Aegis had already given up running north towards the large 5 story building, instead heading westward to cut off the Juggernaut who was stomping through the city as if it were made of sand, buildings crushing underneath his feet. The reapers had already begun swarming and overtaking the northern building, so going west once again worked in his favor as being unpredictable, but Aegis wasn’t sure if that was a good thing yet.

 Due to the Juggernaut moving through the city south eastward at an angle, Aegis knew he’d get to it in time to intercept it without needing to cross any large building gaps, but as he got closer he became more concerned about how to get its attention. He saw the Juggernaut look down at him briefly with a glance as he closed in.

 “Healing Wind! Bless!” Aegis shouted, casting his brightest holy spells to cause them to shine through the darkness. The Juggernaut saw him cast these as well, but only glanced - it didn’t care enough to stop and turn to attack him. The Elite mob was not going to stop and focus on him, it was tunneling its focus on the Airship.

 “How can I…” Aegis thought out loud as he was running out of time, the Juggernaut would soon stomp past him and the row of buildings he stood on, making it impossible for Aegis to pursue it. He watched as the giant hooves of the Juggernaut crashed down on a building right in front of him, and as it did, a desperate idea popped into Aegis’ head. As the Juggernaut lifted its back leg and prepared to swing it forward to stomp on more buildings-

 “Guard!” Aegis shouted, forming his shield in front of the Juggernauts moving back leg. The back leg kicked into the shield and shattered it, but it impeded the legs movement enough that it caused the Juggernaut to lose its balance, forcing it to stumble forward and crash downward onto the streets of Arallia as it landed on one knee and caught itself with its claw hand. It crushed countless abysslings in this process, killing them.




	You take 3303 Bludgeoning damage.






 “Seriously? Just from it walking into my guard?” Aegis shouted angrily as he quickly started to heal himself. As he got two heals off, the reapers had backed away as if they were afraid of flying too close to the Juggernaut, and the Juggernaut stood back up and turned to glare at Aegis.

 “Still ignoring me?” Aegis asked nervously as he looked back up into its red eyes for an ominous moment of silence. The Juggernaut then pulled its bladed arm back and prepared to swing it down on him. “That’s a nope.” Aegis nodded as he turned and started sprinting for his life. The blade was so large that the simple motion of pulling it back before a strike caused the wind to shift with its momentum, pulling the mist up with it, and as it swung downward towards Aegis the mist around him was pushed away from the force. Unable to outrun it in a straight line due to its length, Aegis was forced to jump over a wide gap between buildings to move to the next row over just milliseconds before the blade crashed down onto the ground, sending up large chunks of debris, dust, and billowing out a shockwave of black mist from the impact point. The rooftops of the building Aegis landed on shook violently as he landed and struggled to keep his footing. 

 Seeing it had missed, the Juggernaut let out a ferocious roar of anger at Aegis as it pulled its arm back and stomped forward, preparing to lunge towards him and strike again. Aegis wasn’t about to wait around for him to do this, and darted over the rooftops northward, going back on his track to heading for the 5-story building. Luckily, walking through the buildings of Arallia slowed the Juggernaut down and prevented it from sprinting after Aegis, but its long gigantic legs allowed for it to take big steps over the buildings as it pursued.

 The good thing about being chased by the Juggernaut is that his footsteps were clearing away the abysslings on the ground wherever it stomped, and its tall form was causing the reapers to stay far off, but their dome-shaped spiral of death had already finished forming in a wide area around Aegis that included him and the Juggernaut. Aegis could no longer look up and see the stars despite there being no clouds, and he could barely catch glimpses of the mountain to the north through the flurry of leathery reaper wings swooping around him repeatedly. 

 After a few more building hops though, his luck ran out. The Reapers had finally mustered enough courage to start their assault, but only one or two at a time as he jumped over a few more buildings. They swooped down at him and he focused on avoiding their attacks, timing his jumps between the buildings while making sure to not slow down too much lest the Juggernaut catch up. 

 “Healing Wind!” Aegis casted on himself to help speed up his recovery from the bludgeoning damage. Another building more and he would reach the 5-story structure. He wasn’t sure what its purpose was, it looked almost like a Craftsman guild hall as he glimpsed into the windows, but he couldn’t idle and think about it for too long. 

 The roof was too high up for him to jump to, he had to jump instead through one of the open, glassless second story windows covered in curtains. He bent his knees as he jumped to fit through the open window and landed inside on the ceramic tiled floor of the building, and as he did he heard the doors down one floor burst open, and the scurrying of Abysslings making their way inside. 

 The ever present stomping of the Juggernaut continued to get closer as Aegis dashed across the building to a window on the opposite side, but as he got to it he saw that this window opened to a wide street below, there were no more buildings to jump to. Planning on using his same tactic as before with Guard to cross the street, he quickly perched himself up on the windowsill and prepared to jump out, but just as he did a group of roughly 10 reapers swooped down from the sky in front of him towards the window, angrily screeching, forcing Aegis back off the windowsill. He turned across the wide open structure to see the staircase leading from the first to the second floor covered in black abysslings as they stampeded up it onto his floor. Across the way, just beyond them, he saw the stairs leading to the third floor. 

 Aegis sprinted as fast as he could to reach the bottom of the stairs to the third floor just in time as the abysslings swarmed at him from behind. He was forced to, for the first time, use his actual shield and block two lunging bite attacks from the frontmost abysslings in the swarm as they nipped at his feet, but he was luckily able to brace them.




	You take 163 Piercing damage.
You take 181 Piercing damage.






 They were only level 20 abysslings, the real threat was their numbers, but that worked to Aegis’ advantage as he rushed up the stairs to the third floor and the abyssling swarm fought each other for space on the staircase behind him to give chase, slowing them down. As soon as Aegis reached the third floor he looked around to try and find the stairs up to the fourth floor. He found himself looking down random stretches of hallways, with no clear idea of which way to go. He had to guess, there wern’t even any windows. He ran down the hall and started swinging doors open, only to find windowless rooms stocked with crates and barrels. He was in some sort of storehouse, and this floor had no windows on it in order to keep the resources secure. The more doors he opened and saw no way out, the more he panicked as he heard the swarming abysslings claws' tapping on the tiles of the third floor behind him.

He’d made nearly a full loop around the third floor before he finally spotted at the end of a hallway the staircase leading up to the fourth floor. He sprinted straight towards the staircase, but as he did, he felt a familiar shifting in gravity, and all of his instincts told him to stop. He listened, skidding another meter across the tile floor as he tried to stop his sprint and back up, and as he did, the large black blade of the Juggernaut came crashing down from the roof above, slicing clean through the building from the fifth floor above him all the way down to the first floor, leaving a giant gaping cut through the center of the structure. 

The majority of the roof had been destroyed from the attack and the structural integrity of the building had seriously been compromised, the floor beneath Aegis’ feet began crumbling apart. He quickly recomposed his balance and made a wide leap over the cut in the building as soon as the Juggernaut had pulled his blade arm back.

“Guard!” Aegis shouted, using it as a stepping stone to clear the gap in the floor and reach the other side where the staircase to the fourth floor was. He made it across and rushed up the stairs just as three reapers swooped into the ruined building and tried to bite at him mid jump, barely missing. The Juggernaut followed Aegis running through the structure with his big red eyes and stuck its blade arm into the ground for balance before taking a wide clean swipe at the top half of the structure with its claw. 

Its arm was huge, and thanks to that, gravity made its movements slower, giving Aegis time to see it coming. Aegis quickly slid back down the stairs from the fourth floor back to the third floor just in time as the claw crashed through the building and completely removed the fifth and fourth floors, sending them flying down off into the street to the north. Seeing that it’d missed, the Juggernaut let out a horrifying roar of anger at Aegis as he scrambled to get back to the fourth floor, which now had no walls or ceiling. 

He’d lost any protection he had from the reapers now, they were swarming down at him from all directions, but looking northward he saw that the ruined top half of the structure provided Aegis with a bridge across the open street. It wouldn’t last long, the abysslings were already swarming up the rubble, he had to act fast.

Aegis jumped from the third floor down onto the rubble of the top half of the building, landing on it into a roll as from all directions abysslings began to swarm up the broken building parts from all sides. He ran as fast as he could northward to get back onto the rooftops, but the rubble had provided not only Aegis a way up to the buildings on the north side, but the abysslings as well, and as he got up and started jumping from building to building northward, the abysslings followed behind him. 

The reapers swarmed down in front of him, now being more aggressive in predicting his path and trying to catch him mid air every time he jumped. Luckily this part of the city was dense with residential homes and he had plenty of rooftops to jump between, not going just north but straying left and right to avoid their attacks. The dark mist was thicker and higher up now and it was getting increasingly difficult to see anything below his waist the further north he ran, giving him a hard time in catching a proper footing as he jumped over the alleyways.

The only hope he had to hang onto is that he was in the home stretch, he could see that there were no more roads between him and the northern walls of Arallia, and he saw that the mountain and waterfall were still above the mist without any abysslings swarming on it yet. But he could sense it- just by looking at the position of the Monastery at the top of the mountain relative to the night sky, even though he only glanced for a second, it was obvious. Kriene was sinking into the abyss.

The Juggernaut continued stomping behind him but Aegis did his best to stay in the thick of the buildings, so that it’d have the most difficulty keeping up with him, but there was still one major obstacle between Aegis and the north walls of the city - the death spiral of reapers that was now thickly formed around him in the shape of a dome. There was only one way Aegis could think of that would allow him to get through that swarm, and he took a chance on it. He let the Juggernaut catch up to him just as he neared the walls of the reaper death spiral, and waited for the Juggernaut to take his wide swing.

The Juggernaut, once close enough, did exactly that. He lifted his blade arm up into the sky and struck it downward towards Aegis, and as he did, the reapers in front of the blade swarmed outward to avoid it, creating a small opening in their death spiral and momentarily causing disarray. Aegis took advantage of it and this time ran straight north underneath the downward striking blade, sprinting and dashing with every ounce of stamina he had to outrun the tip of it and jump over the last rooftops before the northern wall. 

As the blade crashed down behind him, Aegis felt a violent force of wind blow at his back from the impact, he could’ve sworn it was so close to hitting him that it’d cut into the back of his leather armor, but he wasn’t about to check. He’d made it out of the reaper spiral and made one last big leap to land on the inside staircase of the Northern walls of Arallia, just to the left of the north gate. As he did, Abysslings swarmed up the stairs, but Aegis ran up ahead of them to get on top of the northern walls. 

There were swarms of Abysslings on the outside of the wall too, and it was covered in black mist, but the walls themselves were above the mist. There was no way he was going to get over that swarm to reach the part of the mountain still above the mist - he knew that even if he used his Guard strategy to stay above the swarm, it’d be too slow and either the reapers or the juggernaut would pick him off.

His only chance was the river. He saw it as he looked to the east where the river from the waterfall flowed into the city through the canals and a hole in the northern walls of Arallia. But he was out of breath, and his stamina was getting low. He tried to recollect himself and eat a few Direwolf steaks in the time it took the abysslings to push their way up the narrow staircase onto the wall, and in that time the reapers had begun to reform their death spiral, creating a new dome of black wings around his new position. The juggernaut stomping behind him meant he had a very limited amount of time to get to the river.

“I really hope these things can’t swim.” Aegis said to himself as he began his sprint across the northern walls of Arallia. It was a lot easier to run at full speed along the wall, there were no obstacles on it, no jumping required, and no mist to obscure his vision. Aegis put his shield into his inventory to lessen his weight and sprinted with everything he had, trying his best to not let the reapers re-organize and cut him off. All his time that he’d spent exercising in the real world, running on a treadmill and lifting weights, he brought in every bit of knowledge he had to run as fast as he could, squeezing out every ounce of productivity from his strength, constitution, and agility stats.




	Attribute Up!: You've gained +1 Agility






As if the game was mocking him, Aegis waved the notification away, and within a few more seconds he’d arrived at the section of the wall overlooking the canals. The water was flowing into the city through grates at the base of the wall, southward into the city. Aegis was happy to see that the abysslings were swarming around the edge of the river, but none of them were swimming in it. He didn’t have much time to think on his next course of actions though, as a few reapers swooping down at him made the decision for him. Aegis jumped forward off of the wall into the river, now out of the city on the northside.

As he jumped, the reapers swooping at him pulled up, none brave enough to dive into the water after him, and he desperately swam against the current. As he did, he poked his head over the surface of the water and watched the abysslings screeching at him from the shores, unwilling to dive in after him, while the Reapers swarmed overhead. They continued this for a bit, Aegis spotting the Juggernaut still closing in on him. Aegis was hardly making any headway in the river as he was swimming against the current. He’d barely gotten a few meters away from the wall since he’d jumped in the water when he saw the Juggernaut closing in, and he knew he was out of tricks.

“Guys, I don’t think I can hold them much longer.” Aegis said into the party interface.


“We got ‘em, Aegis.” Tullan said encouragingly.

“The last of the Arallian survivors are through the portal, Aegis.” Quinn added, as Aegis looked and saw another member had joined their party, Yuki.

“The Princess is safe, thank you!” Yuki cheered at him.



“Ah, phew.” Aegis let out a huge sigh of relief. He stopped struggling against the current. He didn’t need to do anything else anymore, he thought.


“It’s just you and Priestess Clara left.” Leonard said.



A jolt of anxiety shot through Aegis.

“W-wait, what? Where’s Priestess Clara? Sapphire?!” Aegis asked them worriedly through the interface.


“I dunno, the last time I saw her she was staying back at the Monastery with you.” Sapphire replied nervously.



Aegis looked up towards the Monastery of the Stars at the top of the mountain, lanterns lighting the walls to make it visible through the swarms of reapers around him.

“Fuck.” Aegis shouted in frustration.
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“I’m getting us in the Air, everyone onboard!” Aegis heard Leonard ordering them through the party interface.

 “Copy that!” Ren cheered excitedly.



“Can you meet me at the Monastery?” Aegis asked through the interface as he began swimming against the current once more, fighting his way up the river despite the abysslings screeching at him from both the east and west shores, the reapers swooping dangerously low to threaten biting him or picking him up in their talons. 


 “There’s a thin line between being heroic and being suicidal, and you’re flirting with it.” Quinn replied.



 “It’s not just Priestess Clara up there, is it?” Aegis said and got no immediate response. “Or did you see them evacuate the kids down the mountain?” Aegis asked Sapphire.


 “No, I didn’t, they wouldn’t have had time.” Sapphire replied hesitantly.

 “What kids? What’s he talking about?” Herilon asked.

 “The guild leader of the White Flames and his wife, they adopted an NPC kid, he’s still up at the Monastery with some other orphans.” Sapphire explained as they all went quiet for a moment.

 “Well darlings,” Leonard took a deep breath as he broke the silence. “I guess we’re flying to the monastery for a pickup.” Leonard said excitedly.

 “Don’t worry, this trip is sure to be interesting.” Gregory spoke in a mocking tone, imitating Captain Leonards voice.

 “Oh pish posh Gregory, I saw you smiling when those Arallians thanked you for saving them.” Leonard replied to his mockery. 

 “I did nothing of the sort, sir.” Gregory replied.

 “I’ll help protect the ship, though I’m not that strong.” Yuki said encouragingly. 

 “Okay, make for the monastery, but we’re not landing. It’s on you to get there and get the priestess and the kids to the top of the tower.” Quinn reluctantly said back through the interface.



 “Yeah, sure, no problem.” Aegis said sarcastically, his voice strained as he struggled to keep swimming up river, the sound of the Juggernaut stomping behind him getting closer. “Eeeeasy peasy.” He groaned as he felt the shift in wind pressure that came before every strike the Juggernaut made. Aegis quickly re-equipped his shield from his inventory.

 “GUARD!” Aegis created the shield at his feet and used it to propel himself forward through the river for a burst of speed at the last second before the Juggernaut’s blade crashed down on him, the impact broke up the flow of the river and sent waves outward towards the shores, further propelling Aegis northward away from the impact point a good distance before the waves were forced back due to the flow. 

 It was enough, though. Aegis had been propelled far enough up the river to be near the edge of the mist, and the abysslings on the west shore were disoriented momentarily from the splashing waves, as if they’d never experienced touching water before. Aegis took advantage of this to climb onto the west shore and take off sprinting along the edge of the river.

 The reapers, however, had seen him and kept track of all of his movement, immediately moving to swoop down on him with loud screeches. Aegis glanced back to see the Juggernaut recomposing himself, and far in the distance to the south he caught a glimpse of the Sky Darling lifting off into the night sky, while simultaneously to the far east he’d spotted a second Juggernaut arriving at Arallia. Aegis unequipped his shield again and instead started dual wielding direwolf steaks, getting low on his supply from Rene, and bit into both of them as he prepared to sprint up the mountain path. He noticed as he did, not many of the reapers were swarming to chase him, instead turning their attention towards the Airship. It was only then that he noticed that the water had washed off and removed the effects of his lures.

 “Guys, my lure's gone, heads up. The reapers are coming for you!” Aegis shouted into the interface. Aegis was able to stay far ahead of the abysslings, but as he got further up the mountain he could visibly see just how far down the island of Kriene had already sunk into the abyss. Outside of the tallest buildings of Arallia and the mountain he was on, it looked no different than when Aegis was flying over the abyss on the Airship - nothing but black mist in every direction. 

 When Aegis arrived at the ramps leading up the wall left of the waterfall he was forced to take his shield back out and deal with the few reapers that were still swarming after him, but the vast majority had turned their attention to the Sky Darling, and Aegis could barely see it sailing through the skies as a large round sphere of reapers formed around it. Thousands of them were flying rapidly in circles to form the death spiral for the Airship, but they were having trouble closing in due to the flashes of magic being cast by the Night Hunter members on board. Aegis got a glimpse of a flying blue sword slash cutting outward from the ship that he’d seen Herilon use a few days earlier.

 He hadn’t the time to gawk though, and continued focusing on his journey up the mountain. Everytime Aegis looked back down behind him he’d seen that he was getting further from the Juggernaut and the abysslings, but the mist was rising up the mountain as well. As he got higher, the air got thinner and started draining more of his stamina, but he’d managed to reach the monastery before hitting zero thanks to wolfing down direwolf steaks repeatedly. 

 When he got through the gate the loud bell was still ringing throughout the monastery. He ran through the garden and entered the main building, making sure to seal the door behind him as best he could.

 “PRIESTESS CLARA!” Aegis shouted as loud as he could, but like before, he could barely hear himself over the sound of the bell. He resorted to manually checking the rooms, swinging open side door after side door, making his way to the back hallways as he felt the stomping of a Juggernaut closing in on the monastery. 

 It was the second to last room that Aegis checked that he finally found them in. Priestess Clara was standing in front of a group of 7 children, her arms spread out wide as if to protect them from harm as Aegis burst through the door, but the moment she saw him, she let out a sigh of relief.

 “Aegis, what is happening?” Priestess Clara asked him worriedly.

 “Kriene is sinking into the Abyss. No time to explain, we need to get to the top of the tower. Do you know how to get there?” Aegis asked her.

 “N-no, I’m unfamiliar.” Clara replied nervously. 

 “I know the way, I know it!” Elric shouted excitedly, but a second after he did there was a loud booming roar from outside and the sound of crashing destruction. The ground shook violently - Aegis knew it was from a Juggernaut but luckily he hadn’t hit the room they were in.

 “Show us the way, now, NOW!” Aegis shouted anxiously. Elric nodded and stood up, running out of the room. “Go, go, all of you!” Aegis ushered them out after him, Priestess Clara going in the front with Aegis in the rear. As they ran Aegis saw that it wasn’t just Elric, every one of these kids were elite, and they all looked absolutely terrified. Once they’d left the room and ran down a corridor, Aegis saw signs of the destruction from the strike the Juggernaut had made on the building, and he heard the familiar screeching of swarms of abysslings approaching.

 They went through a small doorway on the northern side of the building which opened into a spiraling staircase upwards several stories, all of them running as quickly as they could. The slowest child in the back, Aegis grabbed and picked up in his arms to help her run as she looked to be no older than five years old, and he could feel her shaking in his arms as he did, but they eventually arrived at a landing at the base of the tower that had no walls around it. 

 The staircase leading up the tower wound around the outside of it like a spiral - they’d have no protection all the way up, and to make matters worse, Elric, Clara and the other kids were all frozen in fear as they now saw the red eyes of the Juggernaut standing in the garden.

 “Get up now, Clara! Take the kids up! Fast!” Aegis rushed them with urgency. Clara was able to snap the kids out of their trance and usher most of them up, ultimately being forced to carry one of the younger boys as well. Aegis saw that the Juggernaut had clearly seen them and was pulling back his sword arm to swing up at the tower, but Aegis couldn’t do anything else but run. 

 Luckily, just before the pulled back blade was thrusted forward, a gigantic white arrow flew at the back of the Juggernaut creating an explosion of holy light. Aegis looked and saw Quinn standing at the front of the Airship aiming down at the Juggernaut, with Sapphire enchanting her bow from behind her. They were being swarmed by reapers, but Ren, Herilon, Tullan, Trexon and Yuki were fighting them off and Quinn was now launching a barrage of arrows at the Juggernaut to get its attention off of Aegis.

 “GO GO GO!” Quinn shouted down at them anxiously.


 “I can’t lower the Airship anymore if I want to be able to fly away. Once the hull touches the mist, it sinks.” Leonard said through the interface.



 “Come on, come on, get as high as you guys can!” Aegis ushered the kids up. Aegis and Clara did their best to rush to the top of the tower, but the island was plummeting extremely fast now, it felt as though they were barely outpacing the rising mist as they looked down and saw the black mist encroaching on the walls of the monastery. The Monastery of the Stars was now the only portion of the island of Kriene not consumed by the darkness. Aegis had bigger problems though, as several reapers broke off from attacking the Airship and began circling the tower, eying the children. 

 “FUCK OFF, PICK ON SOMEONE YOUR OWN SIZE!” Aegis shouted at then angrily, but they of course ignored this. Aegis saw one swooping down at Elric in the front of the pack and had to hastily re-equip his shield. “GUARD!” Aegis shouted at the last second, creating a projection just in time to prevent the reaper from biting into the kid, whilst Elric stumbled in pure fear.

 “Come on, come on! Get them up!” Aegis shouted and Clara whimpered in fear as her legs too were visibly shaking, she struggled to get Elric back to his feet as Elric's friends that he’d been playing with helped out as well, and they continued up the staircase.

 “BEHIND!” Quinn shouted, causing Aegis to turn at the last second and see a Reaper swooping at him from the back - it wasn’t aiming for him but rather trying to grab the little girl he was carrying. He threw up his shield and braced the attack and the reaper retreated away. But more and more were being emboldened, and Aegis’ watched his stamina begin to dip again. He knew he couldn’t block these attacks forever. His adrenaline was pumping through his veins violently as he ran infront of another of the young boys and knelt down. 

 “Get on my back, climb on. Put your arms around my neck!” Aegis shouted and the boy hastily did as he was told, afterwhich Aegis quickly grappled a third young kid under his shield arm. They weren't light, but his game character's strength was unnaturally higher than his real world strength, and he was able to maintain his balance and momentum despite carrying three of them. Clara had a fourth, and Erlic and his two friends in the front made up the rest.

 With only three real targets to protect, Aegis had an easier time keeping an eye on any bold reapers that tried to swoop down at them, whilst the Juggernaut angrily swatted its blade out at nothing in the direction of the Airship as it began to hover high above the top of the tower. 

 “Get lower! Lower the ship so we can pick them up!” Quinn shouted at Leonard.

 “I’m telling you, I can’t! This is as low as I can get! Any lower and the Airship is gone!” Leonard shouted back as Aegis, Clara and the other children crested the top of the tower, a flat round landing with a small statue of Eirene in the middle.

 Aegis tilted his head up to look at the Airship, having heard their shouts over the swarming reapers now forming a deathball around both the Airship and the top of the tower. There was easily a 35 meter gap between them.

 “Aegis, we…” Quinn looked down at him, and he saw it in her face. She didn’t know what to do. The children all looked up at the Airship and the realization sank into them as well. “I can only grappleshot 15 meters.” Quinn said hysterically, he could see that the looks of despair on the childrens faces as they stared up at her was getting to her, even though they were only NPCs in a game.

 “I can grapple shot too, with my threads!” Yuki said anxiously as she and all of the Night Hunters moved to the side of the Airship, staring down at Aegis and the children as they slowly sank into the abyss.

 “There’s gotta be something we can do, boss.” Herilon said as he looked at Quinn’s expression. Quinn looked at Herilon, then the others, ending on Ren, and she took a deep breath and a smile slowly grew on her face. “Hey Herilon. Ren. Let’s jump.” She smirked. Ren turned to his big sister and Herilon grinned mischievously. 

 “What are ye’... are ye bloody mad?!” Tullan shouted in disbelief.

 “Yuki, world famous tailor, number one weaver and stitcher, right?” Quinn turned to Yuki and Yuki nodded nervously. “You better not miss. Weave my grapple to yours.” 

 “Huh? What?” Yuki replied confused for a moment.

 “I’m coming too.” Sapphire said excitedly.

 “Bunch of crazy…” Trexon’s voice trailed off. “Once everyone's within 15 meters of the ship, I can shell us. Hurry up!” Trexon shouted as Sapphire, Ren, Quinn and Herilon stood at the edge of the airship, and all in unison the four of them jumped off down towards the tower 35 meters below. As they landed, reapers and abysslings swarmed the tower from all sides.

 Herilon opened with a wide cleaving swing to wipe out several approaching reapers. Quinn released a multishot of several dozen arrows well beyond anything Aegis had ever seen Darkshot do, and she directed them around with the fingers on her right hand - she was casting redirect with simple wiggles of her fingers and causing each arrow she'd fired to turn into a piercing shot and hit multiple reapers. Sapphire released a shockwave of holy energy which caused Aegis’ stamina to rapidly regenerate, and he saw the same aura was affecting everyone else. He quickly saw the buff on his bar [Aura of Beauty] that was causing it. Not one to do nothing, Aegis joined in by using his guard to block incoming reapers while positioning himself at the top of the stairs to act as a wall and stop any more abysslings from getting up.

 “Ren, Kalmoore special! Give us a good jump!” Quinn shouted and Ren nodded. 

 “Beastshift, form, Kalmoorian Ape!” Ren shouted excitedly. Aegis watched in disbelief as Ren released a ball of green smoke around himself, and his body began to morph into a dark brown hairy gorilla with small horns going down its spine. By the time he’d finished transforming he took up nearly all the space on the top of the tower and broke the statue of Eirene that was standing there.

 “Everyone get on the damn Monkey!” Quinn shouted. 

 “Whoohoo!” Sapphire cheered excitedly as she bunny hopped onto Ren’s head, Herilon and Quin jumped on his back and grabbed his fur, whilst Ren scooped up Clara and the children in his big gorilla arms. As he did, Aegis Herilon and Quinn all got a clear view of the red eyes of the Juggernaut glaring up at them from the abyss now swallowing the base of the tower. Aegis wasn't sure what the plan was, but he didn't want to be left behind and quickly grabbed onto the hair on Ren's back as well.

 “Now, monkey, Jump now!” Herilon shouted excitedly. Ren bent his knees, and with all his might he jumped off the top of the tower with full force. 

 “VINEROPE SHOT!” Quinn shouted, and Aegis looked to see Quinn now standing upright on the back of Ren, pointing her bow down at Ren’s back.

 “Cancel Shift!” Ren shouted, and simultaneously as Quin’s arrow hit Ren he transformed back into a little boy, causing everyone to begin a freefall into the Abyss, if not for Quinn’s Vinerope shot hitting ren and shooting out rope vines in all directions, wrapping themselves around every single person within 5 meters of the impact point and binding them to the arrow for 10 seconds, as Aegis saw the debuff appear on his interface. 

 It felt like time slowed down. Now all bound, Quinn lifted her bow upwards and shot an arrow in the direction of the Airship. 

 “GRAPPLESHOT!” She shouted, as a rope magically formed at the back of the arrow and magically grew outward as it flew up to the sky.

 “GRAPPLESHOT!” Yuki shouted as she threw her giant iron needle down towards the arrow. Yuki’s grapple shot and Quinn’s grapple shot barreled towards each other, and just barely had enough range that they passed by one another. “ITO NO MAI!” Yuki screamed anxiously as her hands began to glow blue and Aegis watched her wave them around. As she did, her giant iron needle and the rope attached to it weaved itself around Quinn’s grappling arrow. 

 Quinn wrapped her end of the grappleshot around her arm quickly in the second that it was still lax, while Yuki grabbed her end with her hands, but the moment the weight of everyone connected to the Vinerope shot reached Yuki, it jerked her forward nearly pulling her off the side of the Airship, if not for Tullan grabbing the back of her belt.

 “HEART OF ARMOR!” Tullan shouted, and suddenly his entire body began to grow plates of iron, starting with his feet which he dug into the wooden planks on the deck of the Airship to stop him and Yuki from being yanked off the side by the weight of the others.

 “6 SECONDS LEFT, PULL US UP PULL US UP!” Quinn shouted as she looked at the timer of the Vinerope shot ticking down. Trexon and Gregory both rushed over to help pull the rope, while Yuki and Tullan tried to back up using his iron body.

 “BEASTSHIFT, FORM, FERRET!” Ren shouted, shifting out of the Vineropes so that they dangled aimlessly between Herilon, Clara, Sapphire, Quinn, and the 7 children, barely holding them all in the air as they swung above the abyss. Ren scurried up the 30 meter rope as fast as he could to reach the Airship. With just 2 seconds left, he got aboard. “BEASTSHIFT, FORM, KALMOORIAN APE!” He shouted as he turned back into the giant gorilla at the very last second of the Vinerope debuff. He grabbed Yuki’s rope with his giant ape arm and yanked it as hard as he could, giving everyone a sudden jerking upward motion. As they flew upward from the momentum, the Vinerope debuff disappeared and they all lost their connection with Quinn and her grappleshot.

 “THAT’S HIGH ENOUGH! GRAND SHELL!” Trexon shouted, and a gigantic transparent dome wrapped around the Airship, and all of the people in free fall. As they fell back down, they landed on the dome and all slid to the bottom of it. Aegis and the others could look down and see through the transparent shell they were standing on, watching as reapers began crashing into it from all sides. “That’s a lot of attacks, my mana wont hold forever. Get your asses up, NOW!” Trexon shouted as Quinn ushered everyone over to her rope.

 “I got the youngins.” Herilon said as he picked up four of the kids with ease, setting them on his shoulders and back and making sure they were holding on tight. 

 “Everyone just grab the rope and I’ll yank you all up!” Ren shouted down and they all nodded. Aegis and Sapphire grabbed on while grabbing the last of the kids, Clara grabbing on as well after making sure everyone was secure. Once they were, Ren quickly began reeling them up while Yuki, Tullan and Gregory remained acting as an anchor for the rope. It took a few more seconds, but eventually they got everyone aboard the ship. Once all on board, they all collapsed and started breathing heavily.

 “That’s it, we’re done here. Get us back to Kalmoore!” Quinn shouted to Leonard at the helm.

 “Yes ma’m!” Leonard replied as he spun the wheel and the Airship began to turn southwards.

 “The reapers are not going to let up, we’ll have to fight them off a bit longer.” Quinn said to the others as everyone recomposed themselves, staring at the black bat-like beasts as they continued to crash into the dome that Trexon had created. Aegis watched his mana dip back down low quickly, despite Trexon pulling a big blue mana potion out of his inventory and drinking it.

 “Get the kids and the priestess below deck. Once they’re safe, lower the shell.” Quinn ordered, and Gregory and Herilon both nodded, leading them down the stairs under the helm as Aegis watched Leonard casting his Airship pilot skills to steer the ship around anxiously. Clara looked at Aegis worriedly, but he motioned her to follow Herilon and she did, ushering the kids along with her.

 Ren shifted back into his elf form and started hopping around excitedly in anticipation, while Sapphire walked around and topped everyone’s health off and Quinn nocked an arrow, taking aim at the nearest reapers banging against the dome.

 “Wait, what is that?” Yuki said as she pointed down towards where the tower was, now completely submerged in the abyss. There was a red name floating in the darkness that none of them recognized. “That is not the Juggernaut, is it?” She said, and as she pointed it out Aegis saw it. [?(Elite) - ??]. 

 Giant glowing red eyes formed inside a large bulge of rising dark mist. It looked directly at Aegis, as if it recognized him, and Aegis certainly recognized it.

 “Th-that’s not a Juggernaut! That’s the thing that one shot an elite silver dragon! We gotta run! GO NOW!” Aegis shouted in panic towards Leonard.

 “My Airburst is still on cooldown for another minute!” Leonard shouted to Quinn. Quinn glanced between everyone on board anxiously and saw the dread in Aegis’ eyes. She turned back to face the red eyes and saw that a giant black spear of mist began to form in front of it, aimed directly at the Airship.

 “What the hell is that thing?” Ren’s jaw dropped.

 “It’s lookin’ to attack us Quinn!” Tullan shouted anxiously

“Protect the Captain.” She nudged Aegis towards the helm. “EVERYONE ELSE, DEFENSES UP!” Quinn shouted. “Keep the Grand Shell up as long as you can!” She ordered Trexon as he nodded, they watched as a large black spear of mist began to solidify into what looked like black steel in front of the red eyes.

“Wall of the Armorsmith!” Tullan shouted as he cast a spell with silver fingertips. Aegis watched as Iron plates formed out of his hands, outwards in the shape of a wide wall on the side of the ship facing the spear.

“Aphrodite’s Guard!” Sapphire shouted as a giant heart shaped shield grew outward from her own shield and she held it beside Tullan’s wall. 

“Beastshift, form, Mirror Turtle!” Ren yelled as he transformed into a strange looking turtle with reflective plates on its shell.

“Weaver’s Will!” Yuki called out as she created a web of silk that wrapped around everyone gently, enhancing their defense.

Aegis ran up to the helm and held his shield out in front of Leonard just as Herilon and Gregory came back above deck to see what was going on.

“Here it comes.” Quinn said as the spear finished forming, and in an instant it shot forth towards their defenses.

First, it broke through Trexon’s Grand Shell, then, through the Aphrodite shield. After, it shattered Tullan’s iron wall, and lastly, it broke through Ren’s turtle shell, and shot clean through the airship and out the otherside, leaving a giant hole in it, and killing every single player that hit it.

Aegis looked at his party interface and saw that the only people still alive were him, Leonard, and Herilon with an undying will buff ticking down from one minute. He and Leonard had avoided the damage due to being up on the stern, but the damage radius of the spear was large enough that it had hit everyone else on the lower deck.The sound of thousands of reapers swarming in around them filled Aegis’ ears, and there was no Grand Shell left to hold them back.
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“Leonard, Get. Us. OUT OF HERE!” Herilon shouted as he held his greatsword out in front, preparing for the incoming swarms of reapers as they closed in on the Airship from all directions. Aegis turned to see Leonard behind him frantically waving his fingers around while holding the helm, but the Airship wasn’t moving.

 “I can’t, somethings wrong with the flight mechanisms. I mean, it’s pretty obvious what's wrong, there’s a GIANT HOLE IN MY AIRSHIP!” Leonard shouted as he looked around at the reapers in panic. 

 “Alright, alright. Aegis, you’re a crafter, aren’t you? You got that world notification?” Herilon looked to Aegis.

 “Y-yeah.” Aegis nodded.

 “You’ve got one minute to fix this ship before I’m dead and you guys get eaten alive.” Herilon said bluntly. Aegis didn’t even waste breath replying, he jumped down from the upper levels of the stern and once on the lower deck he could see through the giant hole in the side of the Airship. Stepping to the very edge of the hole, he spotted a place he could jump to, and did exactly that, landing on the lowest floor of the Airship. “Get below deck with the kids until we’re clear, I’m no protector.” Herilon ordered Leonard and he nodded, rushing down the stairs to leave Herilon alone on the deck of the Airship.

 Aegis carefully analyzed the hole in the ship around him once he’d gotten his bearings on the lowest level. There was a clear crack in the stone that the hull was made out of but it was still intact. The port side of the ship had been hit from the lower angle, and the spear shot upward and pierced the upperdeck on the starboard side, which meant the lower level on the starboard side was still intact. Aegis frantically ran to the starboard side of the ship and looked at how it was constructed. His crafting skills did a lot of the heavy lifting, and he was able to see what the Airship was supposed to look like, then moved back to the port side and saw what parts were missing and needed to be repaired. A mechanism connecting the light energy from the Island Stone Hull to the wing sails were completely gone, but he saw what shape it needed to be rebuilt.

"Whirlwind!" Herilon shouted as he figured it out. He looked up and saw Herilon had 35 seconds left and was swinging his sword wildly, cutting down 10’s of reapers at a time as they began smashing into the ship. Luckily Herilon’s flashiness was drawing all of the reapers towards himself, but time was running out.

 “Where does Tullan keep all the supplies?!” Aegis shouted.

 “How the hell should I know?” Herilon shouted back at him down through the hole in the deck. Aegis jerked his head in all directions, seeing crates and barrels scattered about the belly of the ship, some of them broken to pieces from the attack. He started ripping them open frantically, finding useless materials for what he needed, mainly wine bottles, until finally he found a crate of rare Arallian planks, and started pulling it out alongside his woodcutting tools. 

 21 seconds left, Aegis slashed at the wood as quickly as possible to crudely fit its shape to match the mechanism on the starboard side, and ran to set it in on the port side. 10 seconds left, he settled it in and it made a clicking sound, shifting the wing sails outwards as they reconnected with the modified island stone hull of the Airship.

 “It’s connected, the ship should be working again!” Aegis shouted up only to see Herilon barely holding off the reapers. Aegis saw a few of them digging their claws in around the hole in the ship, looking to start climbing in on the lower levels. He turned and ran up the stairs to the mid level of the Airship to see Clara poking her head out of a door with the children behind her.

 “Keep the door shut, stay away from the windows!” Aegis said as he slammed the door on her. “Let's go!” Aegis shouted as he spotted Leonard ducking in the doorway that led back out on deck. Aegis put his shield up and rushed out in front of Leonard.

 “Good luck, kid.” Herilon said with one final spinning strike, clearing out all of the reapers on the deck before he was forced to log out, his undying will expired and he was dead. Aegis took a deep breath, and tuned into his surroundings with everything he had. 

 “GET TO THE HELM!” Aegis shouted and Leonard nodded, running up the stairs to their left to get to the upper levels of the stern as the Reapers closed in around them from all sides. “Guard!” Aegis shouted, covering Leonard’s flank, then spinning and rotating around him, blocking attacks from reapers that came at them from all directions. 

 He’d missed a few, but Leonard had enough health that he could take a few hits from the reapers just as Aegis could. 

 “Healing wind, healing wind!” Aegis casted it on himself and Leonard.

 “I got it, the ships working, one second! ONE SECOND!” Leonard panicked frantically as he swatted a reaper away as it bit into his shoulder, dealing 400 piercing damage. 

 “GUARD! GUARD! GUARD!” Aegis shouted, using it off cooldown as often as he could.
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 The numbers kept flowing over him, but he hadn’t any time to stop and land a proper heal. He had to rely on healing wind and the enchantments on his armor to keep him alive as long as possible.

 “AIRBURST!” Leonard shouted, and just like that, a sudden thrusting force of wind shot into the sails of the Airship, launching it forward several hundred meters and speeding it out of the swarm of reapers, leaving them in the dust. The Airship quickly slowed back down to a normal speed, but its normal speed kept it steadily ahead of the reaper swarm. Aegis looked around, breathing heavily as the sound of the screeching faded behind them. Both Aegis and Leonard looked backwards to see them in the distance, with no sign of the red eyed black mist creature anywhere to be seen.

 As the Airship continued to sail further and further away, the sun slowly began to creep up over the horizon. Soon, the only sound they could hear was the sound of Aegis and Leonard’s heavy breathing.

 “Did we do it?” Leonard asked. “D-” 

 “KREEEEE!” A loud screech echoed out as a level 25 reaper clawed its way up from the back of the ship, it had its claws dug into the wood and had managed to hang on during the Airburst. Leonard stumbled backwards away from it as Aegis moved forward to block it’s lunging bite attack, but as he did, a second loud screech echoed out and Aegis turned to see another one clawing up on the right side of the ship, going after Leonard.

 “GUARD!” Aegis shouted, making a shield to block it from hitting him as he braced the attack from the one in front.




	You take 211 Piercing damage.
You take 173 Piercing damage.






 “Can you kill these things?” Aegis shouted as he backed up, both he and Leonard jumped down from the upper level of the stern and onto the lower deck, standing on the stone circle whose magic runes had now been depleted.

 “Y-yeah, maybe?” Leonard took a rapier out of his inventory and held it out in front of himself awkwardly as one of the two Reapers hopped down from the upper levels to land in front of Aegis, taking a swipe out at him. 




	You take 153 Piercing damage.






 “Take this you disgusting fiend!” Leonard lunged forward with the rapier, poking into the reaper, dealing 16 damage, and in the process the Reaper clawed at the weapon and knocked it out of Leonard’s hand, sending it flying off the side of the Airship.

 “Seriously?” Aegis watched it happen as the second reaper hopped down beside the first.

 “What? I’m a lover not a fighter!” Leonard shouted at Aegis angrily. Aegis quickly fumbled into his inventory as he blocked two more attacks, the two of them slowly backing up towards the front of the ship. When Aegis equipped his sword, it appeared in a sheath buckled to his leather belt.

 “Take my sword!” Aegis commanded Leonard.

 “I don’t know how to use a short sword!” Leonard shouted back at him.

 “Just take it, and don’t drop it off the side of the ship!” Aegis shouted.

 “Why don’t you use it!?” Leonard shouted at him.

 “You know why!” Aegis replied.

 “Isn’t it a bit late to be worried about stuff like that? I’m about to lose my Airship!” Leonard said as two more strikes came in.




	You take 161 Piercing damage.
You take 200 Piercing damage.






 “Healing Wind!” Aegis casted it on himself, though his health was starting to get dangerously low. “Take it and just stab them with the pointy end!” Aegis yelled and Leonard groaned compliantly as he awkwardly yanked the sword out of Aegis’ sheath and held it as far from his body as he could. He took a broad swing at the nearest Reaper from above and the reaper simply smacked the sword away, knocking it behind itself back towards the entrance to the lower deck.

 “Are you kidding me?” Aegis yelled in disbelief.

 “It’s okay, I think I got it now, just give me another one.” Leonard motioned at Aegis expectantly.

 “I don’t have another one.” Aegis shouted back as both of them looked between the legs of the reapers closing in on them, bearing their fangs and screeching. They were running out of room to back up.




	You take 149 Piercing damage.
You take 153 Piercing damage.






 Aegis looked over the heads of the reapers and saw a young boy now standing in the doorway, reaching down and lifting up Aegis’ sword. It was Elric, son of Erikson and Josephine.

 “No, stop, Elric, stay below deck where it's safe!” Aegis shouted, but he saw it in Elric’s eyes that he wasn’t going to listen. Elric began walking bravely forward, holding Aegis’ sword awkwardly as he prepared to strike at the creatures back. Aegis was preparing himself to use guard to protect the boy if needed, but at that moment he realized that his stamina had gotten too low from protecting Leonard - if he used guard anymore he would drop dead.

 “Little boy, stay back!” Leonard shouted at him worried, but Elric now had a look of determination. He swung the sword down at the tail of one of the reapers, dealing 68 damage. It shouldn’t have been enough to take aggro from Aegis, but the flash of the holy enchant exploded on the impact dealing additional damage, and aggravated the Reaper into turning around and screeching at Elric.

 Elric stumbled backwards in fear after seeing the beast turn to face him, the weight of the sword being too much for him caused him to drop it and lose his footing.

 “Damnit, focus on me you stupid bats!” Aegis shouted as he lunged forward, but before he could get to the reaper facing Elric, the second one took a wide swing out at Aegis and forced him to stand in place. It was only a second delay, but that was enough time for the reaper to pull it’s neck back and prepare to lunge down at Elric with its large fangs. Aegis felt as if he was watching it happen in slow motion - all his efforts to get to this point, to save them all, just to fall apart at the last second-

 “SMITE!” Clara shouted from the doorway of the lower deck. “SMITE, SMITE, SMITE!” She alternated casting it, left hand, right hand, left hand, right hand, blasting holy energy out of the palm of her hands at the reapers. Her first blast of holy energy interrupted the lunging strike on Elric, the rest took the attention off of Aegis and Elric completely and had both reapers focused on her, but with each blast, they flinched from the holy damage, and by the time Clara had finished her repeated spell casts, both of the reapers were dead.

 Aegis looked to see that now, standing above her head, stood [Priestess Clara(Elite) - 42]. Leonard and Aegis both looked at her in disbelief for a moment, breathing heavily due to his dangerously low stamina.

 “Oh hey, she’s elite. Did you two, you know-” Leonard started to ask while forming an O shape with his left hand.

 “No.” Aegis shut the question down quickly. 

 “Are there more?” Priestess Clara asked as she looked around the deck of the ship worriedly.

 “I don’t think so. Let’s keep it that way.” Aegis motioned Leonard to return to the helm.

 “Right, I'll Airburst again once it is off cooldown just to be extra safe.” Leonard nodded as he rushed to the helm of the ship to take over the controls. Clara went to check on Elric while Aegis did a sweep around the sides of the ship to make sure there weren’t any more reapers clinging to the sides. Once that was clear, he went below deck to double check there weren't any in any of the rooms before returning to the deck of the ship. 

 At the stern, he could still see the swarm of Reapers that were flying over what was once the island of Kriene far off in the distance, but it didn’t look like they were making any real effort to pursue them.

 “I think we’re safe.” Aegis said to Leonard, followed by a moment of silence between the two.

 “WOOHOO!” Leonard screamed with excitement. “That was absolutely delightful, by far the greatest adventure I’ve had yet. Lovely, darling. Be sure to invite me to the next ones.” Leonard shouted with joy as he suddenly pulled a bottle of champagne out of his inventory.

 “Y-you’re not, you know, mad about the ship?” 

 “Oh, of course not darling.” Leonard waved him off. “Quinn already told me that you’d promise to pay for any repairs if they were needed. Right?” He smiled.

 “Uh, uh huh. Quinn said that?” Aegis replied nervously as he looked back down at the gaping hole in the deck.

 “Let’s not worry about that stuff yet!” Leonard said as he popped the cork on the champagne and started spraying it everywhere. “First we need to toast! Then, we need t-shirts that say,'"I survived Kriene’s downfall, and all I got was a lousy hole in my Airship.'" Leonard said, followed by a hard guffaw at his own joke. He promptly pulled two champagne glasses out of his inventory.

 “You just have all that stuff in your inventory, at all times?” Aegis asked as he watched it materialize in his hands.

 “Of course, you’ve got to always be ready to celebrate a victory. You don’t?” Leonard said with raised brows. “Here, this one’s for you.” He handed a glass to Aegis.

 “Oh, I don’t drink.” Aegis tried to refuse.

 “Oh nonsense, you’re going to tell me you don’t need a drink after all of that?” Leonard ignored his refusal and forced the glass into Aegis’ hand. Aegis didn’t have the willpower to refuse and just took it, watching as Leonard filled his own glass, and then Aegis’

 “Cheers, to us. The Saviors of Arallia.” Leonard smiled, and Aegis awkwardly shrugged back.

 “Cheers.” They clinked their glasses together before Leonard threw all of it into the back of his throat with a single gulp. It was only then that Aegis noticed, Leonard’s hands were trembling. And as he did, Aegis saw that his hands were trembling too. The adrenaline was leaving his real body, and in turn it was leaving his body in the simulation, and its after effects were extreme exhaustion. 

 As Aegis realized it, the symptoms worsened, and he wobbled over to the staircase leading to the lower portion of the deck and sat down without drinking anything, and saw Priestess Clara now looking out on the deck.

 “The children are all tired, so I tucked them into the beds on the lower deck. I hope Leonard doesn’t mind.” Priestess Clara smiled at Aegis.

 “Nah, it’s fine.” Aegis said as Priestess Clara moved to sit beside him.

 “I… I’m afraid to ask, but.. Celestian-”

 “He’s okay, he got out through the portal. He’s waiting for us back in Kalmoore.” Aegis replied and Priestess Clara let out a huge sigh of relief.

 “Th-thank you. Thank you for coming back for us.” She said with a smile, and they went quiet for a bit, listening to the sound of the wind blowing into the sails, and the creaking of the broken wood. They watched the sun rise over the horizon in the distance as light slowly crept up over the vast ocean of black mist below them. 

 “The Great Prophet didn’t make it. That means I wasn’t able to tell him that I’d completed his task.” Aegis said to her and she looked down at her feet. “Do you know how the Great Prophets of Eirene are chosen?” He asked.

 “They are chosen by Eirene herself. Those pure of heart and true in their belief of her may pray for her light to guide them. If their feelings reach her, she will choose them to become her Prophet, and carry her words to the priests and priestesses of the land, and guide them in her footsteps.” Priestess Clara explained. “I imagine it will be hard to reach her now, however. The Monastery of the Stars is gone, and with it the place of prayer closest to the stars in the entire world.” Priestess Clara said mournfully, as he could hear the sorrow building up in her voice. But Aegis took these words differently - he listened to every word Priestess Clara had said, and he knew exactly what he had to do to finally finish his intermediate class quest. 

 Aegis did his best to remain alert on the ship, patrolling around the edges to make sure nothing was approaching from any direction, but it was smooth sailing and uneventful. Priestess Clara handled the care of the children over the following day and evening, preparing food for Leonard and Aegis as they remained quiet for the most part, barely speaking to each other while deep in thought. Aegis kept playing out events from the past day in his head, occasionally getting random bursts of adrenaline for no reason, just from thinking about something he did, or almost did. 

 He recalled the blade of the juggernaut at his back, the reapers swooping down at him, the abysslings swarming around him, but most of all the black spear that shot through the ship, and the piercing red eyes that glared at him from the darkness. Anytime he’d thought about it, he felt himself looking down at the black mist below the ship, worriedly expecting it to pop up. Part of him thought there was a good chance it was still following them, whatever it was.

 When the evening settled in, all Aegis wanted to do was get back on land, and he’d wondered if he’d ever leave an island in this game again. The more time he spent above the black mist, the more terrified and ominous it felt as he thought about what was living below it - the Avatars of Darkness and their minions. Truthfully though, Aegis was dead tired and exhausted, and desperately needed to sleep both in the game and in the real world.He’d half a mind to check his viewership numbers, but decided ultimately that he didn’t want to know.

 When 24 hours had passed since the spear had hit the ship, in an instant and all at once, Quinn, Gregory, Tullan, Sapphire, Yuki, Trexon and Ren all logged back into the game world. And the moment that Aegis saw them, a wave of relief washed over him and Leonard that was so powerful, their Simbox’s sent them warnings.

 “It’s ok, we’ll take it from here.” Quinn smiled at him and Leonard.

 “Ok… great.” Aegis smiled as he wobbled a few steps towards the lower deck, nearly collapsing to the ground as the exhaustion hit him like a bag of bricks, but Sapphire caught him last second.

 “Easy there, lil’ guy.” She helped him stumble over to one of the beds in a small room below deck where Aegis immediately fell asleep. 
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 Aegis woke to the sound of loud snoring and distant hammering. The sun was shining in from the single window in his tiny bedroom as he rubbed his eyes to look and see the clouds drifting by, giving him a sense for how fast the Airship was moving. He turned to the bed beside him, knowing that the sounds of snoring couldn’t possibly be Clara’s based on its tone, and saw four of the seven children he’d saved all laying around the bed in odd positions, legs on top of each other’s faces. As Aegis slowly sat up, he saw Clara appear in the doorway.

 “There weren't enough beds?” Aegis whispered to her, confused at the scene.

 “Oh no, there were enough, but they all wanted to sleep close to you to feel safer.” Priestess Clara replied with a friendly smile.

 “Did you sleep yet?” Aegis asked as he saw her darkened eyes.

 “N-no, not since Arallia.” She replied.

 “C’mon then, your turn.” Aegis stood up and motioned her into the bed he’d been sleeping in.

 “I’m alright.” She politely refused.

 “No you’re not, you look like a zombie.” Aegis insisted as he gave her a little nudge to the bed.

 “O-okay.” She hesitantly agreed and sat down, slowly getting comfortable. 

 “Should be safe with the Night Hunters around, so don’t worry.” He reassured her as he left the room and headed on the deck of the ship. When he got there he saw Tullan, Ren, and Yuki working on repairing the Airship. They’d already made a lot of progress, making use of the high quality wood from Arallia.

 “Do you guys need a hand?” Aegis asked them. 

 “Aye, sure. Good mornin’ sleepin’ beauty.” Tullan said as he glanced up, and a moment later Aegis was invited to a work project.





	Construction Project Invitation



	
The Lead Craftsman of The Night Hunters, Tullan, has invited you to work on the following Construction Project: [Sky Darling]

Duration of Project: 3 Days

Compensation: 0,00,00 gold

Relevant Skills of Project Lead(Tullan): [Click to View]

Hired Workers [4/10]:

[Yuki - Level 105], [Trexon - Level 128] [Ren - Level 60] [Gregory - Level 30]









Aegis accepted the invite and joined in, following Tullan’s instructions. He saw that Tullan had already improved the quick repairs that he’d done to get the Airship in motion again, making the mechanism properly and higher quality. Thanks to Tullan being the project leader, he had incredible increases to his knowledge on how to repair the Airship filling his mind as he worked on it.

 “Here, let me help with that.” Aegis said as he saw Yuki carrying planks up the stairs from the lower deck. 

 “It’s okay.” She smiled shyly, but Aegis insisted and took them anyway.

 “Your skills are probably a lot higher than mine, so It’s better if I do the menial tasks.” Aegis said as he carried them to where the work was being done.

 “Mm. okay.” She nodded as she followed behind him, but while he was turned away she took the time to quickly adjust her armor and fix her hair to look prettier. Aegis didn’t see her do it, but Shinji’s livestream controls did. “Everyone here said that it was your idea to save all the people of Arallia. Even though most of the players of Arallia had already given up. What made you decide to try?” She asked him while he set the planks down and the two began working on setting them in together.

 “I could lie and say I did it because it was heroic, or the right thing to do.” Aegis said as he looked at her and smirked. “But I was just pissed off that the bandits killed my quest NPC. So, with the Princess and her people still alive…” Aegis explained and Yuki realized what he meant before he finished his sentence, giving him a nod.

 “You saved the Kingdom of Arallia out of spite?” She asked with a raised eyebrow.

 “Pretty much.” Aegis shrugged, and this caused Yuki, as well as Tullan and Ren who were listening from below the hole in the deck they were working on, to laugh. 

 “Remind me never teh get on yer’ bad side.” Tullan said. 

 “So where will you go now?” Aegis asked her. “Since, you know, Kriene’s gone.”

 “Hm… well…” Yuki pondered it for a bit. “There’s a lot of business in Savringard, and it’s pretty central. Lots of Arallian players are going there because they say it's safer.”

 “Because of Makaroth, right?” Ren said excitedly through the hole in the deck, and Yuki nodded down at him. 

 “But… well…” Her face began to blush bright red as she avoided eye contact with Aegis. “I thought maybe it would be nice to stay with you guys, in Kalmoore. I think it would be safe there as well, and all of my NPC friends will be there.” She replied. Tullan, who was working below deck beside Ren, looked up and saw her blushing and looking out of the corner of her eyes at Aegis shyly while he was focused on setting a plank in, not noticing what she was doing. She was trying to see how Aegis would react to her idea, but he had no reaction, so Tullan decided to join in.

 “Well we’ve got plenty of room for a crafter such as yerself in Kordas. Or, I think Aegis’ got some land with lots o’ empty space. Maybe he could set somethin’ up for yeh.” Tullan grinned. Yuki looked as though she was about to say something to this suggestion as her eyes lit up, but she was interrupted.

 “Speaking of that.” Quinn said loudly as she stepped out on the deck with a bottle of wine in her hand, drinking straight from it without a glass. “Kordas is in chaos thanks to all those refugees you saved.” She pointed accusingly at Aegis. “Everywhere’s full and we’ve set up some temporary camps outside the walls. Lots of players are helping out and donating, but that’s temporary. We’re gonna need a permanent solution.” Quinn said.

 “Oh.. yeah, right.” Aegis replied as though he hadn’t thought about this yet. “But, I mean, my land is in the middle of nowhere, and I don’t know much about Arallians.” Aegis replied hesitantly. An image flashed in mind of himself spending the rest of his summer holidays rebuilding Arallia, and it wasn’t all that appealing to him. 

 “I can help!” Yuki replied, overly excited, but quickly tried to tone it back down. “I mean, if you would like, I can help you with your land.” Yuki said.

 “Are you sure? Sapphire told me you are the best tailor in the game. You probably make a lot of gold selling your crafts, but coming to Rene would be pretty far out of the way and bad for your business.” Aegis replied.

 “Yep, that guy doesn’t even know what Shadowsilk is.” Quinn joined in. “If you’re coming to Kalmoore, you’d be better off in Kordas. Night Hunters can supply you with all the Shadowsilk and other materials you need, with just a 5% tax.” She continued. Tullan was torn between siding with Quinn for the benefits of having a tailor like Yuki in their capital, and helping Yuki out as he was sure she just wanted to go to Rene. He opted to back out of the conversation entirely and kept his mouth shut.

 “I don’t really mind about the gold, I just like making clothing for Yumily… I would rather be close to the Princess.” Yuki smiled enthusiastically.

 “The Princess? She should probably stay in Kordas too, right?” Aegis looked at Quinn who glared back at him.

 “You kidding me? We’ve already got Royalty in Kordas. And I don’t want the headache of having to protect her from Arallian assassins who want their bounties removed. Nope. You saved her, she’s your problem.” Quinn said with authority.

 “Man.” Aegis sighed. “Saving people is such a pain in the ass.” He mumbled under his breath. “Okay, but that means I’ll be using my iron farm for a while to build up some stuff.” Aegis replied back threateningly, expecting some pushback, but Quinn seemed happier he was accepting the Princess.

 “Fine with me.” She smiled.

 “Ah, seriously? Not even barterin’?” Tullan groaned disappointedly at Quinn, but this made Aegis smirk at him and feel better about the situation, eventually turning back to Yuki.

 “If you are going to help out then I’d want to at least return the favor a bit though… What is Shadowsilk?” Aegis asked her.

 “Oh, it’s the next material above cotton and wool.” Yuki replied.

 “It’s kinda like iron and birch, but for weaving and sewing.” Tullan explained and Aegis nodded.

 “There was a high level tamer in Arallia who was raising Shadow Spiders for me. The White Flames captured some during a trip into Arallia’s underrealm.” Yuki continued explaining.

 “Do you guys have some of those already?” Aegis turned to Tullan and Quinn.

 “Well, no, we don’t have any Shadow Spiders as pets…” Quinn replied while looking at Ren and taking a swig of her bottle.

 “I didn’t even know you could tame those things.” Ren said excitedly. "If you tamed them, you could stop asking me to beast shift into them and make silk.” He nudged Tullan.

 “They make you make silk?” Aegis asked Ren curiously.

 “Yeah, it's really weird. Want to see me do it?” Ren said enthusiastically.

 “N-no, no I’m good.” Aegis forced an awkward smile back while Yuki giggled at him. “I’ll try to find them, I’ve got a quest to go to the Underrealm. It’ll be one of the next things I do, once I finish this quest.” Aegis said to Yuki reassuringly.

 “Okay.” She smiled.

 “How’re you going to finish that quest?” Quinn asked curiously.

 “Eh… I’ll figure it out.” Aegis replied hesitantly while eyeing his live streaming Icon. Quinn saw him do this and picked up on him not wanting to reveal his plans to his audience, so gave him an understanding nod. 

 “Speaking of…” Quinn motioned to the icon. “You knew what that big black creature was that oneshot us all, right?”

 “Not really, I saw it during the quest, but that’s it. Like I said, it popped up and killed a Silver Dragon, then poofed.” Aegis replied.

 “Well.” She crossed her arms and looked out over the side of the ship at the abyss below. “Herilon’s not logging back in for a while. The maximum lock out time from Undying Will is two days, and he got the maximum for taking that hit. He said the damage he took in that single attack was in the hundreds of millions.” Quinn said.

 “The Avatar of Death in my quest was hitting me for 999 999 999.” Aegis added.

 “Yep. I know. So does everyone else.” Quinn said as she took another swig. “After you went to sleep, all the major networks combed through your footage, and all the top players were analyzing it all. Trexon included. Everyone’s worried about those Avatars and the Abyss coming for their island next.” Quinn said. “The game is changing, it looks like people are taking the threat of the Abyss more seriously now. Things are going to get hectic from here on in.” As she finished speaking, everyone went quietly in thought.

 “Oh, uhm…” Yuki interrupted the silence. “My friend Yumily said that she would like to do a concert in Kordas, to thank you guys for saving the people of Arallia. Will that be okay?”

 “What?! Yumily’s coming to Kalmoore?!” Ren cheered excitedly, making Yuki smile.

 “That’ll be okay, we can set up something for that, right?” Quinn replied with dollar signs in her eyes, practically drooling.

 “Y-yep, we can get a nice ol’ place for her to perform.” Tullan added with enthusiasm. 

 “Yumily’s coming to Kordas?” Sapphire poked her ears out from below deck. 

 “Yes.” Yuki smiled.

 “Hell yeah!” Sapphire cheered excitedly.

 “Then we’ll have two streamers in the top 50 on our island at once! Kalmoore’s becoming a big deal!” Ren added to Sapphire’s excitement.

 “Who is the other one?” Aegis asked, causing Quinn and Sapphire to give him a deadpan stare. Curiosity got the best of him, he knew that a lot of people had watched to see the fall of Kriene, but he’d expected the number would’ve dropped back down like it did when he got the world notification. He quickly shuffled through his interface to see his viewership holding steady at 30 000 viewers, as everyone else looked as well.

 “Still a long way to go though.” Sapphire smiled at him knowingly. 



 “Keep the advertisements off the main stream for now.” Shinji said as he continued watching over Aegis’ stream. Hae-won was not present, taking a rest from casting the high action of the previous day.

 “Yeah, got it. I’m putting them in the gaps you set up during the quest and the Arallian escape.” Tommy replied, the two were both working in their Simulation offices, within the Fanta-See Network Studio’s Simboxes, and talking through a voice call. “The views on each section are skyrocketing, they’re being replayed on all the networks.”

 “Good, don’t copyright it, let them give us free advertising, it’s the best way to grow.” Shinji replied.

 “I’m the one who taught you that, moron.” Tommy grumbled back. “If his videos keep getting viewership numbers like this we might not need to put advertisements on the stream at all. People would kill to get an interview with him right now.” Tommy hinted at Shinji.

 “Nah, that’s not part of the arrangement.” Shinji waved off the suggestion.

 “There’s already reporters from 5 networks waiting in Kordas for him to land. If they interview our streamer before we do, I'm gonna be pissed.” Tommy growled back.

 “If he wants to do an interview, he can, it’s up to him, but we’re not going to force him. Here at Fanta-see Network, we respect our streamers and their wishes.” Shinji replied in monotone while focusing on editing.

 “Yeah, but we also respect money.” Tommy sighed. 



 The last few days on the Airship back to Kalmoore were uneventful. Tullan’s project to repair the Airship had been completed and he even made some improvements to the quality in the process. Quinn agreed to cover the cost of the repairs, despite the materials being used being quite expensive, after Aegis pointed out that if it wasn’t for him, Yumily wouldn’t be coming to perform in Kordas which would undoubtedly help the kingdom, and in turn the Night Hunters, make their money back.

 Aegis spent a lot of the journey talking with Yuki in detail about what sort of buildings and customs that the Arallian NPCs would expect, but aside from some unique cuisine, it wasn’t all that different from what he’d seen in Kalmoore already. She’d also agreed to help him learn to use Shadowsilk should he ever find some, and he got a bit more information on how to find, capture, and tame spiders that could weave it. 

 

 “LAND HO!” Leonard shouted, and it was a welcome sound to hear on that 7th afternoon of flying over the Abyss. Everyone came to the deck of the ship, including Clara and the children, to see the green hills of Kalmoore popping up on the horizon. Wind blowing through their hair and cloaks, they all stood silently with smiles on their faces as they approached, ascending upward above the island and leaving the black sea of mist behind them. As they flew over the mountains and forests, Aegis saw the fortified Island stone once more, this time looking at it much differently, with a greater sense of its importance. Glancing to his sides, he saw it wasn’t just him, everyone was staring silently at the Island Stone, including Herilon who’d been finally allowed back into the gameworld.

 “There it is.” Leonard pointed forward at the city of Kordas ahead of them. It looked almost the same as how they’d left it, with one major change. Around the outskirts of the city, outside of the walls, was a large sea of tents built up, many people traveling around between them with campfires and wagons spread about. Aegis could see quite a few players standing amongst the tents, but mainly it was Arallian NPCs.

 “They’ve been giving out a lot of quests for hunting and supplies, it’s been making our crafters and low level players happy. But they can’t stay like that forever, or it's bound to get out of hand.” Quinn commented as she saw everyone eying the camps. 

 “Who’s been managing them?” Sapphire asked curiously.

 “Travis.” Quinn replied.

 “Uh oh, Aegis, you better adopt them quick, or Travis’ll start making the NPCs do weird stuff.” Sapphire warned him.

 “Who’s Travis?” Aegis asked them.

 “Another member of the Night Hunters. He’s a weirdo.” Sapphire smirked.

 “If you’re calling someone weird, then that’s gotta be on a whole other level.” Aegis teased her. The Airship slowly pulled into the Skyport tower as it arrived in the center of the city, and at the top of the tower Aegis could already make out a large number of people. It was mainly players, but at the very front of all of them on the pier was Leonard’s two wives and husband. It was noisy, and the Kordas guards present were visibly annoyed with the crowd.

 Once the ship had pulled in, Gregory had ropes thrown to him by the Orc and he secured the ship before lowering the step ladder, and the three NPCs ran up.

 “Oh Leonard, we missed you so!”

 “Don’t ever leave us again!” The two female NPCs called out as they ran to him and threw their arms around him.

 “My Darlings, oh, am I happy to see you, you’ll never believe the adventure we went on. Come, let me tell you all about it.” Leonard said as he headed below deck with them. Aegis moved to the side of the ship and looked over the crowds alongside the others, all apprehensive about stepping off of the Airship. He spotted interviewers waiting for him with live streaming icons above their heads, two of whom he recognized from his first days in the game world, though he doubted they’d recognize him.

 “Elric!” Erikson shouted as he stepped forward from the crowd, Josephine and a few other players with ?? levels walking behind him.

 “Dad! Mom!” Elric shouted out excitedly. He bolted down the stepladder to the pier and ran to them as they grabbed him up in their arms and swung him around.

 “Mommy!”

 “Papa!” The children all started shouting excitedly, spotting their Arallian parents, all players, waiting for them on the landing. The Night Hunters, Aegis, Gregory, Yuki, and Clara all stood and watched with big dumb smiles on their faces as the children were all reunited with their families.

 “Aw, it just warms yer heart right up, don’ it?” Tullan said with big rosy cheeks.

 “Yes.” Gregory nodded, causing everyone to look at him in surprise. “Ahem, I mean, if you wouldn’t mind, I have a lot of cleaning to do.” He hurriedly motioned them off his ship while correcting his expression back to blank. Not wanting to call out Gregory for showing emotion, everyone headed off the ship in single file without argument and the crowd backed away from them while several voices called out towards Aegis.

 “Aegis, If you have a moment, would you mind answering a few questions?”

 “Could you tell us about that quest you did back in Arallia?”

 “Where did you get the quest?”

 “What was the reward? Would you be willing to change your stream settings to let your viewers see your interface?”

 “Many people are curious about your stats, skills, and quest log. Is there a reason you are keeping it hidden?” The questions fired off at him in quick succession leaving him unable to keep track of who was asking them.

 “Guys, calm down, we just got back.” Quinn stepped in front of Aegis to ward them off. “He’s not interested in doing interviews, right?” Quinn turned to him to confirm and Aegis gave an uncomfortable nod.

 “In that case,” The interviewers all turned to Yuki and started swarming her, asking her questions about her future while pushing the Night Hunters and Aegis off to the side. Aegis felt bad for a moment, but watched as Yuki handled herself with grace and dealt with their questions politely, with a smile. He’d imagined she was used to things like this, if her best friend was a top 10 streamer, but it still looked uncomfortable.

 “Hey, if you guys can let us rest a bit, I’ll do an interview, or whatever.” Aegis finally jumped in after hearing a few too many intrusive questions being asked to Yuki, who clearly couldn’t answer most of what they were asking. 

 “Really?!” The interviewers turned back to him excitedly.

 “Well…” He hesitated as he saw their eager expressions, but as he did he spotted embroidered logos from various streaming networks on their tabards and clothes, none of which were from his Network. “With my own caster, of course. If Hae-won wants to do it.” Aegis said while looking up at his livestreaming icon, but this caused them to let out disappointed sighs.

 “Can you give us a bit of a preview interview then? C’mon.”

 “Just one question, let us ask one.” They insisted. Aegis double checked Yuki’s expression and saw her look of relief that the attention was off her, and he wanted to keep it that way, so he relented with a nod.

 “Alright, one question, then you leave us alone.” Aegis shrugged as he looked to the five of them. They all stopped talking, as did the crowds around them on the platform, and looked on in silent anticipation while the interviewers suddenly froze. They began glancing between one another while deciding what they should ask.

 “Let’s ask about the quest…”

 “No, ask about Arallia…”

 “What about his world notification? How’d he get that while starting so late?”

 “Where are his first few levels? There’s no record of him before level 13…” They got louder and more aggressive with one another as they couldn’t contain their bickering.

 “Buncha morons.” Tullan chuckled as he lost interest and started heading down the tower. 

 “I need some PvP.” Herilon yawned as he followed Tullan.

 “I’m running out of carrots.” Sapphire, Ren, and Trexon all followed.

 “You okay here?” Quinn asked Aegis as he, Yuki and Clara stood watching the 5 interviewers argue.

 “Y-yeah, I think so.” Aegis shrugged. 

 “Good, the Princess’ll be in her command tent on the western outskirts. Take her with you when you head back to Rene.” Quinn said with a wave as she headed after her guildmates, but stopped. “Oh, and Aegis…” She turned to face him. “Hurry up and get some levels. We’ll need you to do more than kite abysslings if they ever come to Kalmoore.” She smiled, and Aegis gave her a nod. 

 “We’ve got it.” An interviewer stepped forward excitedly. “We know what question we want to ask.” He said with confidence as silence fell over them again. Quinn stopped at the top of the Skyport tower’s staircase to turn and listen, while the other members had already begun their descent. “Since scouring your early recordings, players have noticed a lot of similarities between you and the player Winter, Makaroth’s son. Given his disappearance, many people theorize that you are actually, in fact, Winter, the son of Makaroth. Is this true?” The interviewer asked, and Aegis suddenly froze in fear, while Quinn looked anxiously at the scene, and Yuki looked at Aegis curiously.

 He kept his expression as blank as possible as he felt anger trickling up inside of him. He’d have to lie, he didn’t want to be associated with him in any way. He wanted to get to the top all by himself, on his own merits. But Aegis was horrible at lying, it felt like it was pulling at his very nature. But if he’d go too long without answering, they’d know something was up. All eyes were on him - he had 30 000 viewers, and the interviewers each had similar or higher viewer numbers.

 A second went by, and Aegis knew he had to open his mouth and answer - and just as he did, there was a blast of shadowy black mist that exploded in a cloud on the Skyport tower. A few players screamed in panic, while the Kordas guards drew out their weapons anxiously.

 “Watch out!” Quinn shouted nervously as Aegis could hear her drawing her bowstring back, but he couldn’t see more than a few centimeters in front of him.

 “OI!” Herilon shouted as he rushed back up to the top of the tower. By the time he got back to the top, the black cloud of smoke was settling. “Don’t tell me you started PvPing without me.” Herilon complained with his greatsword drawn, glancing around. 

 The first thing Aegis did was look to see Clara and Yuki were both okay, exactly where they’d been standing, unharmed. Next, Aegis looked and saw that the Arallian players and all the children were fine. Lastly, Aegis looked at Quinn and Herilon, and around at the platform.

 “What was that?” Aegis asked Quinn, confused.

 “A Shadow Dancer skill, smoke cloud.” Quinn replied, her eyes scanning the area trying to find the player that’d done it. But the moment Aegis heard this, he looked and saw all 5 of the interviewers had been killed, and were being forced to log out. When Aegis looked at them, Quinn and Herilon saw it as well.

 “Hah, someone took out the network guys.” Herilon pointed and chuckled. Hearing this, Quinn eyed Aegis up and down very carefully to gauge his reaction.

 “Killing players in the middle of Kordas is a serious crime. The player responsible will be caught and jailed.” Quinn said to Aegis with an angry glare. “Go find them, they can't be far.” Quinn ordered Herilon.

 “What? A Shadow Dancer? Are you kidding me? They could be out of the city by now, they got that Shadowstep skill.” Herilon complained back. 

 “Just find them you lazy berserker.” Quinn sighed as she nudged Herilon forward down the stairs. Once they’d left, it quieted down again on the Skyport platform.

 “What a weird question to ask.” Yuki shook her head in disbelief. “You are nothing like that Makaroth streamer. He is too showy.” She finished.

 “Showy?” Aegis asked her, not sure what she meant.

 “You know, like he’s trying to put on a performance all the time.” Yuki shrugged, but as she said this, she seemed to suddenly remember Aegis was streaming to 30 000 viewers. “I mean, that’s a good thing, I think, sort of.” She tried to correct herself, causing Aegis to smirk as he opened up his friends list interface. In the list he could see the location, level, and class of all of his friends.




	
[Pyri - Level 30]
 Class: Wizard
 Location: Kordas, Kalmoore





	
[Darkshot - Level 30]
 Class: Archer
 Location: Balvin’s Rock, Kalmoore





	
[Rakkan - Level 30]
 Class: Fighter
 Location: Ruins of Sigmak’lor, Kalmoore





	
[Lina - Level 35]
 Class: Shadow Dancer
 Location: Kordas, Kalmoore








 He was lucky, Lina had saved him again. In addition to that, part of him was surprised to see that none of the others had gotten their intermediate classes yet and another part of him happy to learn that he still had time, he hadn’t fallen behind yet.

 “Aegis, we can’t thank you enough for saving Elric.” Erikson said to him from behind, making Aegis quickly wave away his interface to see them more clearly. He turned to see Erikson, Elric and Josephine approaching with Josephine carrying Elric.

 “No problem. You guys would’ve done the same… What happened to your tabard?” He noticed them not wearing any colors or emblems anymore.

 “We’ve decided to give up on guild leadership. Obviously not very good at it, as apparent by our destroyed island.” Josephine answered.

 “We’re going to just take it easy and have fun playing out here, on Kalmoore where it’s peaceful.” Erikson said. “But if there’s anything you ever need, don’t hesitate to ask us. We owe you for saving Elric.” He added.

 “Actually, there’s something you could help with, Josephine.” Aegis said as an idea popped into his head. “You spent a lot of time in the Monastery of the Stars, right? You know how it was built and what rooms it needs?” Aegis asked her.

 “Y-yes, why?” She asked curiously.

 “Because I’m going to rebuild it.” Aegis replied. 

            

    
        Chapter 93: Princess of Nothing

    
    
    
    
                Chapter 93: Princess of Nothing


 “Sorry I’m not much of a tour guide, I don’t really know this city much better than you guys.” Aegis explained as he walked through the streets of Kordas with his small entourage. Following behind him was Priestess Clara, Yuki, Josephine, Erikson and Elric, and Aegis was spending the entire time keeping an eye out for Lina.

 “It’s okay, the buildings look different than Arallia but the signs out front are mostly the same.” Erikson replied.

 “It also seems really friendly and peaceful here. None of the players have tried stealing from any of the refugees yet.” Josephine replied. “It’s refreshing to play somewhere without a bunch of big ego players.”

 “Heh, that’s what Quinn said about Arallia, filled with big ego players.” Aegis replied.

 “Why did you decide to play here? From the stuff you pulled, I figured you would fit in better in the more popular islands such as Lanusk or Savringard.” Erikson asked.

 “Oh…” Aegis tried to recall why he picked Kalmoore. “A friend from school said to play here, it’s where most people in my school are playing, so…” Aegis shrugged.

 “You are in school?” Yuki asked with concern in her voice suddenly. “How old are you?” She asked quickly, but realized after she’d asked how abrupt it was. “I mean, sorry, just curious.” She added.

 “No problem, I actually finished school as of about a week ago. Going to university in the fall. I’m turning 19 in a month.” Aegis replied.

 “Oh, okay.” Yuki let out a sigh of relief. “I-I’m 22.” She added.

 “You guys are making me feel old.” Erikson sighed. 

 “You are old.” Josephine teased him. 

 “Yyou even have some gray hairs already.” Elric said as he pointed at Erikson's head.

 “Hey I don’t wanna hear that from you.” Erikson ruffled Elric’s hair. The group of them made it outside of the Kordas city gates on the west end to see the sea of tents that’d been erected around the main roads and farmlands outside the walls. Aegis could see quite a few low level players talking to the Arallian NPCs and then gathering in groups on the road. 

“The Arallians are giving a lot of quests for wolf leather, do you guys know where to get a bunch?”

 “Yeah there’s a den in the northern forest, you guys want to group up and gather some together?”

 “Yeah I’ll come, I can use my creature harvesting for everyone, it’s pretty high level.”

 “Okay sweet lets go!” The players concluded their conversation as Aegis and the others watched them head off as a group of 5.

 “Wow, you’d never see something like that happen in Arallia.” Josephine commented with her eyes wide.

 “It really is friendly here.” Yuki smiled. 

 “That’s probably the command tent.” Aegis pointed out the largest tent in the area, nearly twice the size as the others, and headed towards it. It wasn’t just players helping the Arallian refugees, but Kordas guards and NPCs were patrolling around and helping out as well. When Aegis arrived at the large tent, he saw a familiar NPC standing guard out front, [Celestian - Level 30].

 The moment that Priestess Clara saw him, she ran towards him and he her, and they threw their arms around each other.

 “Oh Celestian, I was so worried. I’m so happy you are okay.” 

 “I was worried to death, I didn’t see you on the Airship!” Celestian replied as the players watched the two NPCs hold each other tight for a few moments.

 “Ahem.” Aegis cleared his throat after he’d felt it had gone on long enough. “We’re here to speak with Princess Savika. Is she in this tent?” Aegis asked, and Celestian and Clara released each other.

 “Yes, she’s inside, she’s been hoping to speak with both of you.” Celestian motioned to Aegis and Yuki before pulling the tent flap open so that they could enter. Aegis gave a respectful nod before walking in, the others following behind him. 

The inside of the tent was open and spacious. Despite its size it was relatively empty, save for a bed and a single shelf with folded clothing on it, and a small table with a plate of food that was being cleaned up by an Arallian servant NPC. Laying on the bed, above the covers with her face buried in the pillow was Princess Savika.

“Savika?” Yuki called out, causing her to look up and lock eyes with Yuki. The moment she did, her eyes filled with tears and Yuki’s heart broke, she ran forward to hold Savika as she started wailing into her shoulder. Aegis couldn’t really comprehend that this was an AI NPC, she was conveying such powerful emotions, just as a human would if they’d lost as much as Savika had. He was feeling himself getting emotional too, and when he looked over at Erikson and Josephine and Elric, he could see they were tearing up as well.

“It’s okay, you’re safe now.” Yuki said.

“I miss my papa, I miss everyone. It’s all gone, it’s not fair.” Savika cried out into Yuki’s shoulder.

“I know, I know, but it’s okay now.” Yuki gently stroked her hair to try and comfort her. “A lot of people are safe now, because you were so brave. And Yumily and the others are all on their way to come visit us, okay?” Yuki tried to cheer her up.

“O-okay…” she tried to calm herself down. “B-but what should I do now? What am I supposed to do? I don’t know what I’m doing. I don’t know this place. I don’t know anything.” She began to panic, crying between her words. 

“Don’t worry about that right now.” Yuki replied. Aegis stayed quiet and waited for her to cry out her tears for a few minutes until she quieted down thanks to Yuki gently holding her and rocking her in her arms as they sat together on the bed, and in this time Celestian and Clara had stepped inside the tent behind him.

“How much do you know about ruling?” Aegis asked, causing Savika to look up at him.

“It’s you, you are the one who saved everyone.” Savika said with watery eyes. 

“Did you learn much from being the daughter of the King?” Aegis rephrased his question as politely as he could.

“Uhm. Y-yes, father taught me many things, he always said I would rule the people of Arallia some day.” She nodded back at Aegis, trying to act tough.

“Good. It was really brave of you to make that decision back in Arallia, if you hadn’t, no one would’ve survived.” Aegis said and she smiled weakly. “I own land here, in Kalmoore. It’s not much, it's basically a big empty field with a few buildings and a handful of residents. I’m not much of a ruler, I have my own goals in this world and plan on being out adventuring, often. I could use some people to look after my land while I’m gone. A Princess,” Aegis pointed at Savika, “Her Royal Guard Captain,” Aegis pointed at Celestian, “A Great Prophet of Eirene,” Aegis pointed at Priestess Clara, “A Famous Craftswoman,” Aegis pointed at Yuki, "and some reliable players hanging around to keep things safe. Whatever you guys want to do, I dunno.” Aegis motioned to Elric, Josephine and Erikson. It went quiet for a moment, Aegis could see all the players and NPCs anxiously looking around at each other, surprised by Aegis’ suggestions.

“I, me? The new Great Prophet? Surely someone else is more suitable, perhaps the high priest of Kordas?” Clara replied anxiously. 

“We’ll find out, won’t we? I’m going to rebuild the Monastery of the Stars. I’d like you to pray to Eirene once it’s done, and let Eirene decide.” Aegis said confidently while crossing his arms looking at her.

“W-what about my duties, in Orm?” Clara replied.

“Eh, what about ‘em? I thought you’d be excited, you know. If you’re a Priestess in Rene, and Celestian is the Royal Guard Captain for the Princess, that’d mean you guys could live together.” Aegis suggested. “But hey, it’s up to you, if you really want to stay in Orm...” He shrugged noncommittally.

“I’ll come! I will pray to Eirene!” Clara replied with determination.

“I’m not sure I am strong enough to be a Royal Guard, or if the Princess trusts me with that duty.” Celestian added nervously, looking to Savika.

“I trust you… you protected me to the very end. I trust you the most out of any guard. I would be really happy if you would be my Royal Guard Captain.” The Princess insisted.

“Don’t worry, we’ll train you up so you’re nice and tough.” Aegis patted him on the shoulder. “Any problems with you guys?” Aegis looked at the players in the tent.

“Nope.” Yuki smiled. While Erikson and Josephine looked to each other as if having a silent conversation, before turning to him.

“Well, we were thinking…” Josephine started.

“We talked about what he’d do after the White Flames, and we both agreed that it’d be fun to run a tavern.” Erikson said.

“Good, perfect. Tavernkeepers, I’ll need those. I think. I honestly don’t know what I’m doing, so you guys are now all members of the Council of Rene.” Aegis clapped his hands together, letting out a sigh of relief. “I’ll make it official later, there's a few more council members back in Rene you’ll need to meet. They don’t know they’re council members yet though…” Aegis trailed off in thought. “Eh, it’ll be fine.” He waved it off. There was an aura of excitement in the tent as they all started exchanging looks with one another, Elric included.

“Like I said, the land is basically a big field of grass, so it’s going to be a lot of work building it up. I don’t want any lazy slackers, I’ll need you all focused.” Aegis said as softly as he could, focusing his gaze on Savika.

“Of course, I am a hard worker.” Savika replied with adorable determination. 

“Great, then I have your first task, for all of you. I want to get back to Rene and build the Monastery for Clara quickly, so tell your people that anyone that wants to come is welcome. I’ll give them each a plot of land based on their family size, it’ll be tax free but in return they’ll have to work for free with me on construction projects. Or something like that, I don’t know, we’ll sort out the minor details with my Merchant Lead.” Aegis said to the group.

“Really?” Savika asked with wide eyes of excitement.

“Yeah, sure, why not? Is that weird?”

“How many people are allowed to come?” Savika asked enthusiastically.

“I dunno, as many as you can gather? I can’t imagine a lot of people will like the idea of working for free…” Aegis thought out loud.

“I think you’re underestimating the value NPCs put on free housing.” Erikson whispered to him worriedly.

“Eh, it’ll be fine. The more free workers, the better. I got plenty of farmable land, you council guys will figure it out.” Aegis brushed it off. “Celestian, specifically look out for Arallian guards you trust, we’ll need more protectors if the population goes up too high. I’m not looking to spend all my playtime in this game resolving squabbles.” Aegis ordered him and Celestian gave a salute.

“Yes, my lord.” 

“Nope, nope. We’re not doing that ‘my lord’ stuff.” Aegis wagged his finger at him.

“Oh, sorry sir.” Celestian replied embarrassed.

“Just, Aegis.” Aegis sighed.

 “Okay, Aegis.” Celestian bowed, gave a quick smile to Clara, then headed out of the tent. Once he was gone, everyone stared around at Aegis with excited expressions for a moment before he clapped his hands loudly.

 “C’mon, chop chop, hustle, I want to be back in Rene as soon as possible. Yuki, Erikson, stay with the Princess just to be safe.” He rushed them and they all jumped into action, herded out of the tent by his waving arms. Once they’d left and spread out around the tents, Aegis stepped out of the tent himself and opened his friends interface, giving Amlie, Ruffily and Chax a heads up, but Ruffily woofed back and let him know she was watching his stream and they already knew what to expect. As he heard the voices of his new council members calling out and organizing the refugees, he made his way to the main western road leading towards Orm, and stretched his arms out to the sun.

 Without having much to do, he felt himself just looking around at the tents nearby patiently until he spotted a familiar face approaching from the campsite.

 “Hi.” Lina waved nervously as she approached without looking Aegis in the eyes.

 “Hey.” Aegis replied, suddenly remembering their kiss from the last time they'd seen each other. “So, did you uh, how was your quest, was it okay?” Aegis asked awkwardly.

 “Yup. I finished it quickly.” Lina replied.

 “Thanks, for what you did. That was you, right?” Aegis said, not wanting to be specific just in case.

 “Mhm.” Lina nodded again. 

 “I still didn’t finish my quest.” Aegis sighed. “But I guess the others haven’t either.

 “Nope… Intermediates are hard though, and take a while.” Lina shrugged. “I checked in on them… I think everyone is also second guessing what class they want.”

 “Really? Why?” Aegis asked her.

 “You.” She smiled. “We all saw the notification. Then I think they saw the quest you were doing and figured out what you were up to.” She added.

 “Do they know you checked in on them?” Aegis raised an eyebrow, he couldn’t imagine Pyri would've invited something like that.

 “N-not really.” Lina awkwardly kicked a rock on the road. “I had some extra time waiting for you to come back, s-so.” She replied. Suddenly she jerked her head upwards in panic, then knelt down into a ball and flung her cloak upwards to cast a large shadow around herself. “Shadowstep.” She whispered, disappearing from Aegis as he heard a loud stomp behind him. Aegis turned to see that Herilon had jumped from atop the walls of Kordas and landed there, smirking with his arms crossed.

 “The easiest way to find a Shadow Dancer is to figure out where they’re going.” He said as he stuck one of his fingers in his ears to clean it out, staring at Aegis expectantly. “We can’t go showing favoritism when it comes to keeping the peace, y’know.” He returned to crossing his arms. Aegis knew there was no point lying, Herilon wasn’t an idiot. The two spent a few seconds glaring at each other on the road outside of Kordas, Aegis tense. He could sense that Lina was watching nearby, but they both knew that Herilon would wipe the floor with them even if they tried their darndest to fight him.

 “Eh, whatever, I’m too tired, and Shadow Dancers are a pain in the ass to catch without light magic.” Herilon suddenly went lax, uncrossing his arms. “Let your friend know that the Kordas guards will arrest her if she comes back here though, unless she pays the fine. Punishment for killing players isn’t nearly as bad as NPCs, but we gotta uphold justice.” He turned and started walking back into the city. Once he was gone, Aegis let out a sigh of relief, but looking around him he couldn’t see Lina anymore. He’d imagined she’d stay hidden for the next little while thanks to that exchange. 

 The commotion in the tents picked up a great deal over the next hour, and it wasn’t long after that before Aegis saw a large group of NPCs being led by Celestian, Yuki, and Princess Savika as they made their way to the road where Aegis was standing. Behind them he could see wagons being pulled by horses and other familiar beasts loaded with goods. Many of the tents had been packed up and loaded onto these wagons, and the NPCs were all carrying large bags and backpacks.

 “So, how many do you think we got?” Aegis asked curiously as he looked at them all, seeing a crowd much larger than he’d been expecting.

 “Well, out of the 2000 Arallians that made it through the portal, about 1000 are in these camps out here.” Yuki explained. 

 “And out of those 1000, around 800 of them would like to stay with the me and leave the city. The rest are afraid of what living away from a Capital city would be like, given that they lived in Arallia their whole lives.” Princess Savika explained. 

 “800?” Aegis asked in disbelief. He imagined Quinn smirking at him evilly in the clouds above. “And they’re all ready to work?” Aegis confirmed apprehensively.

 “Yup.” Savika smiled.

 “I’ve found a suitable number of guards, in total nearly 50, that would like to continue to protect the people of Arallia. They are included in that number.” Celestian said proudly.

 “Right, right.” Aegis looked over the crowd once more, this time much more worriedly. “Alright, sure. Come on, let’s go.” He motioned them forward as he started off down the road west, making his journey back towards Orm. The Princess and her people began to follow him while Yuki ran up to walk beside him.

 “Is it too much?” She asked worriedly.

 “Pfft. I don’t know.” Aegis shrugged. “I’m dumping all the work onto you council folks.” He added with an awkward smirk, causing Yuki to laugh.

 “Me and the Princess will handle it.” Yuki gave a reassuring smile. Once they walked a bit further away from the city and beyond the farm fields that surrounded it, Aegis spotted Lina near a tree lining the road, and when she locked eyes with Aegis and spotted Yuki, she quickly hopped out to walk beside them.

 “Oh, hello?” Yuki asked, confused as she saw her approaching and looking at them.

 “This is Lina, she’s my party member, and in-game wife.” Aegis introduced her with a wave of his hand.

 “Hi.” She smiled and waved at Yuki.

 “Hello, nice to meet you. I’m Yuki! I’m a tailor from Arallia.” Yuki bowed politely as they shook hands.

 “I know, I have been watching. Nice to meet you.” Lina smiled with a light bow back, after which moving to walk on the other side of Aegis. They then both went completely silent and Aegis couldn’t help but feel tense. He wasn’t sure why, but the silence of the two of them on either side of him began to feel really awkward, really quickly. It made the long walk back to Rene feel even longer.
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                Chapter 94: Hae-won's Gift


“Welcome to the land of Rene.” Aegis said from atop the ledge overlooking the grassy fields. Standing on the bridge of Rene looking up at them, waiting for them to return, was Ruffily, Amlie, Farlion, Chax, Tinsel and Luca. Savika, Priestess Clara, Celestian, Yuki, Erikson, Elric, Lina, and Josephine all looked down over the ledge alongside many other NPCs in wonder, taking in the beautiful scene before them.

 Aegis could see that two new buildings had been constructed since he’d left. Another house and a large Trading Hall, which Aegis could only assume were both built for Chax.

 “Wow, it’s beautiful!” Savika said excitedly.

 “I love it!” Yuki cheered.

 “Awesome.” Erikson grinned ear to ear. 

 “That mountain is very tall. It reaches high up to the stars.” Priestess Clara said hopeful. 

 “It is good to be back.” Lina smiled, and Aegis looked at her and gave a nod of agreement.

 “Come, I’ll introduce you to the other council members, who don’t know they are council members yet.” Aegis motioned to the bridge and led the group down the ramp towards it. Once they’d crossed it and exchanged greetings, Aegis shuffled them off to the side of the bridge to make room for all of the Arallian’s to cross it.

 “Celestian, we’re going to be building houses over there, if you could lead everyone to start setting up tents and stuff.” Aegis ordered him as he pointed to the eastern fields where the other houses were already built, and Celestian gave a nod. Aegis then rounded up all of his council members to the west of the road, just over the bridge and across from the lagnok pasture, and formed a circle with them.

 “So.” Aegis turned to Chax, Ruffily, and Amlie. “I don’t know what I’m doing, I just wanted some land to level up my crafting skills. But I accidentally saved a Kingdom, and now I’ve got 800 survivors and a Princess who need a home.” Aegis explained the situation as everyone stared at him, getting a few chuckles. 

 “Once we get everything settled, my Land Rank should go up and I can assign you guys appropriate roles and ownerships, but for now, just know, I’m broke and have no gold to pay any of you.” Aegis said, sounding unashamed. 

 “That’s not exactly true,” Chax interrupted. “I’ve managed to sell the excess leather and wooden crafts you left behind, and given the quality of the crafting stations you built, I’d say Rene will have very profitable exports to Kordas and Orm, and not just to players but NPCs as well. A readily available source of direwolf leather to the west, good farmland next to a river, and plenty of Birch trees nearby.”

 “For now we’ll be gathering that stuff and crafting things for ourselves. So, are you guys ready to work?” Aegis asked them and they all nodded excitedly. “Perfect.” He took a deep breath and looked at the group. He’d had a lot of time to plan this out in his head on the walk back to Rene and knew exactly what he needed everyone to do.

 “Farlion, round up the Arallian guards that Celestian found, bring them to the training grounds and start training them up. You’ll be acting as Guard Captain for now and you’ll need to make sure they know the laws of Kordas.” Aegis said, and Farlion nodded.

 “Princess Savika, Yuki, Erikson. I need a census done on the survivors. I want to know exactly who we have with us, family sizes, what skills they are good at, ect. Once we have that we can start assigning jobs and land. Keep a particular eye out for anyone with high architecture skills and send them to me and Ruffily right away.” Aegis said and the three of them nodded.

 “In the meantime, Ruffily, before we know what housing situation we’ve got, I need you to help Amlie with expanding her farm fields, and work on a tavern and public dining hall for everyone. Make a work project and use any of the architect NPCs that Savika sends to you to get things done faster.” Aegis said, and Amlie and Ruffily nodded. 

“Chax, I doubt we’re going to grow enough food for all these people anytime soon, so, I need you to give me a rough idea on what sort of trading income we’ll need to buy supplies from Orm and Kordas, so we can get some work orders going on that. Once the Princess, Yuki, and Erikson have found us enough high skill crafters, instruct them on what they need to gather and make, using the crafting stations.” Aegis said and Chax gave him a nod.

“Tinsel and Luca, please help the Arallians settle in. They come from a land of desert and sand so a lot of things here will be unfamiliar to them.” Aegis smiled and Tinsel and Luca both nodded.

“You two,” Aegis motioned to Josephine and Priestess Clara. “We’re going to do the most important part.” Aegis pointed to the top of the mountain. “We’ve got to find the perfect spot and start building the new Monastery of the Stars. Strictly speaking, the mountain isn’t a part of my land yet, but I hope I can fix that once the land ranks up. But either way, it’s more important that it gets built then that it gets registered to my land.” Aegis said.

“And, lastly.” Aegis turned to Lina, but he pulled her off to the side away from the group as the others pretended to be uninterested in what they were saying, Aegis leaning into her ear. “I know it’s a bit weird with all these new people, but I was hoping I could count on you for something…” Aegis whispered to Lina and she gave a nodding smile.

“You can.” She replied confidently. 

“There’s a pretty good chance that some Arallian bandit players are going to try and take out the Princess, to remove Arallia from the game world and get rid of their bounties. I wouldn’t be surprised if there’s some hiding among the NPCs. Could you keep an eye on Savika and Yuki to make sure nothing happens?” Aegis asked her, and Lina gave a reassuring nod.

“I’ll protect them.” Lina said. 

“Okay, good. That’s all the tasks for now. I’m counting on you guys.” Aegis said and they all gave him reassuring words before spreading out around Rene, save for Priestess Clara and Josephine who followed Aegis as he headed northward away from the encampment and towards the mountain of Jia’nir. Once they’d gotten far enough away, it became quiet and serene, with nothing but the sound of their footsteps and the wind blowing through the trees that dotted the rocky mountainside. Aegis caught Josephine and Clara both looking back down the mountain repeatedly to enjoy the view.

“It really feels a bit like Arallia, to be able to look down the mountain at the city below. But I like the greenery much more.” Josephine smiled. “Are there any enemies we should be worried about?” She asked while scanning over the landscape.

“Direwolves to the west,” Aegis pointed at the western tree line. “Oh, there’s a raid boss under the mountain but he’s not bugging anyone. We’ll sort that out though, I hope.” Aegis said as he’d just realized he'd forgotten to mention that detail to literally everyone. Josephine’s eyes suddenly went wide with worry. “Probably shouldn’t tell anyone else about that for now.” Aegis said after seeing her reaction.

“R-right.” She nodded back uncomfortably. They wandered around the mountain, surveying it for decent locations to build a monastery. Aegis was sure that the ideal spot would be as close to the peak as possible, but the mountain was much more rocky and jagged than Arallia’s mountain, with many cliff faces and ledges, making it difficult to reach the peak. They’d gotten nearly to the top when Priestess Clara stopped abruptly and closed her eyes.

“Everything okay?” Aegis turned to ask her once he’d noticed. She didn’t respond right away, instead clasping her hands together and taking in a deep breath of fresh air.

“Yes. It’s here.” She said after she’d opened her eyes again and looked upwards towards the sunny afternoon sky. “This is the perfect spot.” She spoke with confidence.

“Really? Are you sure?” Aegis asked as he did a double take to see they’d still had a bit ways to go to get to the top of the mountain.

“Yes, this spot basks in the light of the star Aegis. I can feel it. If you build it here, it will receive much of Eirene’s light.” She said as she motioned up to the sky. Aegis and Josephine both looked up with her, but couldn’t see what she meant. They looked to each other and Josephine gave him a shrug.

“Okay, I’ll trust you on this.” Aegis said as he looked around at the land around them. “If it’s going to be the monastery, then Priests will need to be able to train here like they did in Arallia. Let’s mark out the different rooms and get a general layout.” He instructed Josephine and she nodded. The three of them spent the better half of the afternoon moving about the land. It wasn’t flat, meaning Aegis would have a lot of work to do to build the rooms required, but his Architecture skill was now intermediate and it was up for the task.

They used loose stones to start marking where walls would be, making sure to create enough space for a large garden as both the monastery in Arallia, and the shrine in Kordas had. It wasn’t until the sun began to set that they were interrupted by an Arallian guard approaching from Rene, looking at Aegis expectantly.

“Excuse me, Lord Aegis.” The guard said to get his attention.

“Just Aegis.” Aegis corrected him.

“Sorry, Aegis. A woman by the name of Hae-won is requesting your presence at the townsquare, she said you were expecting her.” The guard said politely.

“Oh, right.” Aegis remembered what he’d said back in Kordas to the interviewers. “I suppose we can head back, hopefully there are workers ready to start the construction waiting for us.” Aegis said, and Clara and Josephine followed him along back down the mountain. All the way down, Aegis took his time marking off where the road would be built between the Monastery and Rene, and as he did he realized just how much work it’d be. By the time he’d finally got back to Rene, the sun had set, and he could already see Ruffily had started work on building a Tavern just off the side of the town square with quite a few Arallian NPCs listening to her orders as she woofed at them. 

“Aegis! Finally! I’ve been waiting for hours.” Hae-won complained as she called out to him, getting his attention. He turned to look over at the Scribe’s Hall to see her standing in the door way. “I’m set up here, ready for you whenever, so come on.” She said urgently.

“Okay.” Aegis gave her a nod. He was surprised to see she looked exactly as she did in her broadcast, including wearing a red V-neck dress which looked a bit out of place in the fantasy setting. On top of that, she was level 15. “I shouldn’t be long, talk with Ruffily and Savika and round up anyone with decent architecture skill that isn’t already working.” Aegis said to Josephine and Clara before reluctantly heading towards the Scribe’s hall.

When he peered inside he saw that the desks had been set up neatly with chairs behind them for an interview, but sitting behind the desks already waiting was Yuki. Yuki looked at Aegis, just as nervous as he was, before moving to sit beside her, while Hae-won made some last minute adjustments to her hair. He could see now that Hae-won was live streaming, and both of their numbers began to suddenly climb, so that they were collectively sitting close to 150 000 viewers.

“Before we start, Shinji would just like me to confirm with you that you are comfortable with answering any of my questions.” Hae-won said to Aegis, and Aegis gave an uncomfortable nod.

“As long as they aren’t weird…” Aegis replied as he adjusted his seat. “She made you come too?” Aegis whispered to Yuki.

“She said you wanted me to come…” Yuki replied, confused for a second, which caused Aegis to roll his eyes. 

“Well, everyone.” Hae-won cleared her throat. “I’m joined here in Rene, on the Island of Kalmoore, with the famous Tailor Yuki, and Aegis, the Intermediate Crafter. And of course, my name is Hae-won with the Fanta-See Network.” She said calmly. “I’ve been broadcasting for you over the recent weeks and seen a great number of questions that everyone is eager to have answered, and I’ve collected the most popular ones here," she motioned to her interface in front of her eyes, "if you wouldn’t mind me asking some of them. And if you don’t feel comfortable answering, feel free to skip them.” Hae-won smiled and Aegis and Yuki both smiled back.

“So Aegis, how do you feel, knowing that Yumily is coming to perform here on Kalmoore?” Hae-won asked. Aegis was preparing his mind for all sorts of difficult questions, but was completely caught off guard by this simple, weird one.

“Uh, huh? I’m…” Aegis looked at Yuki confused, who just smiled awkwardly back at him. “I guess I’m glad?” Aegis shrugged.

“Have you heard her new single, Setting Sun? Written in Memory of Arallia?” Hae-won asked excitedly. 

“I, uh… I haven’t…” Aegis replied.

“Have you heard it yet, Yuki? I mean, of course you probably have.” Hae-won asked Yuki excitedly.

“I- yes, I listened to it, I think it is beautiful and really captures the heart of Arallia. I can hear her feelings in the lyrics and the violin.” Yuki replied.

“Do you know if she plans to perform it during her upcoming concert in Kalmoore?” Hae-won asked her.

“Uhm. I think so.” Yuki smiled back.

“I imagine you have some beautiful outfits designed for her already, right?” Hae-won continued.

“I, well, not yet. She is bringing with her a lot of crafting materials from her trip in Lanusk to help me re-open my shop.” Yuki replied.

“I see, I see. That’s so nice of her! Are you worried about business now that you’ve come so far out on the island of Kalmoore? Many of your loyal customers and players who love your designs are curious when and where they can get clothing made by you again.” Hae-won asked, at this point Aegis leaned back and looked at the two of them, confused.

“Well, they don’t need to worry. I have spoken with Yumily, and she will take some of my designs with her whenever she comes to Kalmoore, and sell them at her concerts on the various islands. And anyone else is free to visit me in Kalmoore and I will do my best to make sure everyone can wear my best crafted cloth outfits and armor.” Yuki replied confidently. 

“So you’re officially staying in Kalmoore?” Hae-won confirmed.

“Yes… I will be staying with Aegis on his land, with the other survivors of Arallia, since they are all friends of mine.” Yuki said, while motioning to Aegis. “You probably want to ask him some questions, too, right?” She said awkwardly.

“Huh? Him? Oh, yeah, sure.” Hae-won looked over at Aegis with an annoyed expression. “Aegis. Are you planning to use your connections in Kalmoore to get me into Yumily’s concert?” Hae-won asked with a deadpan serious expression.

“That’s the question?” Aegis asked her with a raised eyebrow.

“Yes. It’s the question.” Hae-won replied straight faced.

“You said you’ve collected questions from viewers to ask me. That’s a question that the viewers have been asking?” Aegis confirmed, still looking at Hae-won suspiciously.

“It is.” She replied without hesitation. Aegis glanced to Yuki to see that Yuki was having trouble not laughing.

“Right. I wasn’t planning to do that, actually.” Aegis replied annoyed.

“Okay, next question. Don’t you think it’s a bit rude to not invite your caster to a concert, when she clearly likes the singer more than you do, but for some reason you get to go and she doesn’t?” Hae-won asked.

“That’s another one? A question that a viewer asked?” Aegis replied.

“Yup.” Hae-won nodded while crossing her arms. For some reason, the viewership on their streams were going up.

“I’d like to see where you saw that message, in the chat.” Aegis crossed his arms back, looking at her skeptically.

“Okay, fine.” Hae-won replied with defiance, pressing around some buttons in her interface, the she sent Aegis a message through the friends list with a screen capture. Aegis opened it and looked at it quickly.

“That’s- it says Hae-won. You said it, you just asked it in my chat right now.” Aegis pointed out.

“I’m a viewer, so it still counts.” Hae-won retorted. “I must say, you are not being a very cooperative interviewee, Yuki has much better manners.” Hae-won huffed. 

“Seriously?” Aegis glared at her.

“Answer the damn question!” Hae-won replied, annoyed.

“What, what was the question again? Do I think it’s rude to not invite you?” Aegis confirmed.

“Yup.” Hae-won nodded.

“No, I don’t think it’s rude.” Aegis huffed back at her, at this point Yuki was looking away and covering her mouth to hide the fact that she was laughing. 

“Fine, then ask me.” Hae-won replied.

“Ask you what?” Aegis looked at her confused.

“Ask me if I think it's rude. Answer: Yes, it's totally rude and you should totally invite me.” Hae-won replied grumpily.

“You are supposed to be the one asking me questions, aren’t you?” Aegis replied.

“Hah? Why would I ask you anything, I know the answers better than you do.” Hae-won waved him off aggressively. “Now, Yuki on the other hand.” Hae-won turned back to Yuki, causing her to look up at Hae-won again, straightening her face as best she could.

“No, no, leave Yuki alone. You made me come all the way down here when I was in the middle of building a monastery.”

“Yeah, but that was just so I could get Yuki to do an interview.” Hae-won dismissed him quickly.

“So I can leave?” Aegis asked. “Yuki, you don’t have to stay, by the way. Hae-won tricked you.” Aegis said and Yuki nodded politely.

“It’s okay, I’m used to interviews, so I don’t mind…” Yuki smiled politely. 

“See? Manners.” Hae-won motioned to Yuki with an impressed nod.

“Okay, then, I’m going.” Aegis shrugged as he stood up, but Yuki stood up worriedly as well when he did.

“Wait, I really don’t want to intrude on Aegis’ interview.” Yuki said with a concerned look.

“Pf, it’s fine, don’t worry about him. He can’t even answer half the questions his viewers ask.” Hae-won waved it off, as if she was challenging Aegis.

“You haven’t even asked me one.” Aegis replied.

“Alright, fine. You want a real one?” Hae-won said. “Sit.” She motioned him down back into his chair. Aegis hesitated before slowly sitting down, Yuki copying him. “How many direwolf steaks did you need to eat to keep your stamina up when you were escaping Arallia?” Hae-won asked. Aegis suddenly had to think, he hadn’t been keeping track of the number himself, but he had a rough idea.

“I think it was about 27?” Aegis replied.

“Wrong, it was 35.” Hae-won shook her head with disappointment.

“What? How do you know?” Aegis asked her.

“Because I’m your caster, I know more about you than you do.” Hae-won replied.

“O-okay, give me another one.” Aegis said.

“What is your strength stat currently, at this exact moment.” Hae-won asked. As she did, Aegis started opening up his interface, “Ah, tut tut tut, no peeking.” She stopped him.

“It’s uh…” Aegis thought really hard, resisting the urge to just check. 

“This is a toughie, since you hide your UI from your viewers. It gets asked a lot.” Hae-won smirked.

“It’s 50. I think.”

“51. Check it.” Hae-won crossed her arms again. Aegis quickly fiddled with his interface and opened it, confirming that Hae-won was right. 

“How did you…?” Aegis looked at her in disbelief. 

“I told you, I know more about you than you do.” Hae-won smiled mischievously. 

“Okay, okay.” Aegis cracked his neck, getting competitive now. “Give me one more.” Aegis replied confidently.

“All of your skills are intermediate now. How many of them are above level 30 though?” Hae-won asked confidently.

“Shit, okay. Well, let’s see.” Aegis started looking at his fingers and counting. “Riding, Leadership, Shield Mastery… then refining went up when I was helping Tullan… Four, it’s four.” Aegis said confidently.

“You forgot taming.” Hae-won sighed.

“Aw c’mon, you’re just asking questions you already know the answers to. Let me ask you one.” Aegis frustratedly went into his interface and started looking around in his stats. “What level is my Riding skill?”

“45.” Hae-won faked a yawn.

“What’s my spirit?”

“114.” 

“Oh yeah? What’s my damage reduction currently?

“Thirty two point something, I’m not a robot so don’t try to get me on the decimals.” Hae-won grumbled back.

“Ok, ok.” Aegis closed his interface out. “You’ve got the numbers memorized, so what? I can memorize numbers for a test too.” Aegis said as he started pondering harder questions. “What’s the first skill I got intermediate?”

“Easy, Enchanting.” 

“How about this? What is the last skill that I obtained out of all my skills that are now intermediate.” Aegis crossed his arms, confident she wouldn’t know this. 

“Seriously? That’s what you’re trying to stump me with? Taming.” Hae-won rolled her eyes. “Like I said, I know more about you than you do. Anything that any of the viewers want to ask you, they can just ask me instead.” Hae-won smiled, and it was at that exact moment Aegis finally realized what Hae-won was doing for him. She had an odd approach, but she was acting like this for his benefit. 

“Well, surely, you can’t answer questions regarding how Aegis feels about things, right?” Yuki joined in, trying to side with Aegis as she hadn’t realized what Hae-won was trying to do.

“Pff, are you kidding? He’s easier to read than a children's book. Try it, ask a question and we’ll see who can answer it faster.” Hae-won turned to Yuki, looking competitive. 

“Uh, hum.” Yuki looked nervously between Aegis and Hae-won. “Oh, I know. What is Aegis’ favorite food?” She said excitedly.

“Mac ‘n cheese.” Hae-won and Aegis both said in unison, surprising Yuki, and she was suddenly feeling competitive as well.

“Okay. What’s his favorite color?!” Yuki asked, hoping to stump Hae-won.

“Purple.” They both said in unison.

“Wait how the hell’d you know that?” Aegis asked her, confused.

“When you were voting on colors in Rene, you kept voting for purple even though everyone else wanted blue.” Hae-won shrugged.

“You were watching that? I only had three viewers then.”

“Exactly.” Hae-won grinned. 

“Try something harder.” Aegis insisted to Yuki, and Yuki nodded.

“Do you have a girl that you like?!” Yuki blurted out, but as she did her face suddenly went bright red, embarrassed by her own question she threw her hands over her mouth. Instead of trying to answer, Aegis turned to Hae-won, worried that she would answer for him.

“Yep, but he’s an idiot who doesn’t know anything about women. He only notices girls are interested in him when multiple people tell him about it. And even then, he still doesn’t really get it.” Hae-won replied.

“T-that’s not true.” Aegis protested, looking embarrassed now himself. 

“Which part?” Hae-won raised an eyebrow at him while Yuki listened intently.

“Well…” Aegis hesitated for a second. “Ah screw it, this interview is stupid.” Aegis stood up and started heading out. “And you, you know way too much about me, it’s weird.” Aegis grumbled.

“It’s my job. So, as I was saying lovely viewers, from now on you can direct your Aegis questions to me, and let that poor shy little boy focus on his crafting and adventures.” Hae-won smiled at her audience. “Now, Yuki, what are the chances you think that Yumily would want to do an interview with me?” Hae-won asked hopefully.

“Uh…” Yuki watched Aegis leave with a worried expression before turning back to Hae-won. “I’m not sure she’s allowed to give interviews with other networks because of her VGN contract. Sorry, I should go, I think I embarrassed Aegis. Thank you for your time.” Yuki stood up and bowed politely to Hae-won before rushing out after Aegis. Hae-won just leaned back with a long sigh.

“See? Told you, idiot who doesn’t know women.” Hae-won smirked. “That’s been it for our exclusive interview here with Yuki and Aegis on the Fanta-see Network, I’ll be hopping back onto the caster desk in a moment so you can have your questions answered by me on Aegis’ stream, in real time. I’ll see you all there.” Hae-won smiled as she logged out of the Shattered World simulation, stepping out of her Simbox.

“Damn I’m good.” She pumped her fist for herself. 
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	[Rene] has improved to Rank 3.






 Aegis got this message as he’d taken a break from working on the Monastery of the Stars up on the mountain overlooking Rene. Working around him were 10 Arallian architects, as well as Priestess Clara and Josephine, all in a work project Aegis had assigned. Over the last day he’d discovered that his Leadership at intermediate allowed him to open 10 work projects now, and hire 50 workers per task, so he’d done exactly that and everyone was using his skills to construct the buildings in Rene down below.

 Looking down the mountain he could see the many houses and other structures being erected in the distance. All of the Arallians were extremely grateful to have a place to stay and were working without rest, and all of the players were getting loads of experience from participating. Included in the helping players were now several of the old White Flames members, other Arallian Refugees, and quite a few volunteer Kalmoore players who’d been getting quests from the NPCs to help out.

 Word has also gotten around to many of the Orm and Kordas crafting players about what Aegis was doing, and they were gladly jumping into the work projects to get free experience in various crafting skills without having to worry about getting the materials themselves. All in all, everyone was benefiting from it in their own way and it kept Aegis from having to worry about paying people, whilst making Rene’s construction go rather quickly.

 The Tavern had been the first building to be finished, after which Ruffily began focusing on building a town hall with a council meeting room, to make Princess Savika and the others jobs easier in managing and keeping track of everyone within the city. The only real concern Aegis currently had was whether or not Clara was really going to be able to become the next Prophet of Eirene.




	Level Up!: Architecture has reached Level 41!
 Level Up!: Stone Cutting has reached Level 43!
 Level Up!: Woodworking has reached Level 40!






Aegis almost felt like he was cheating, his experience in the majority of his crafting skills had been skyrocketing. Despite the greater experience requirements, due to all of the people working in his projects, his leadership skill had reached 45 and he was now getting close to 20% of the experience that anyone working on his projects gained, and in turn they were utilizing close to 40% of his skills bonuses. That, coupled with his Pacifism bonus and being partied with Lina again, meant that the levels just kept rolling in. He didn’t want to slack off though, he wanted to lead by example. And most importantly, he wanted to make sure the monastery turned out as high quality as it could, so he was hands-on from sun up until sun down to get it completed.

 With a team of separate workers using carts and lagnoks to mark, flatten, and clear a road up the mountain to the Monastery, it got easier and easier to transport stones from the ruined keep to the monastery. Unfortunately, though, the Keep’s stone’s were getting used up rather quickly and Aegis had to warn everyone not to start going too deep into the keep’s basement lest they unblock a tunnel leading down below. Aegis still had to worry about the raid boss underneath his land and didn’t want to accidentally piss it off before they were ready.

 Two days after construction had begun, Farlion informed him that he’d made a force of 50 strong guards and had sorted out patrol schedules and tasks for them, but Aegis instead decided to order Josephine to escort them to the Caverns of Jia’nar, once the base of the Monastery had been built. Without revealing the location or purpose of the cavern on his livestream, Josephine was able to train the guards by killing golems with them, making sure she was there to heal them and protect them so that there weren’t any casualties.

 The result was that the guards, Farlion included, began gaining experience, and Josephine was collecting the golem torsos and delivering them down back to Rene every hour to be stored for Aegis to mine and refine and add to his inventory once a day. He was excited at the idea of crafting new weapons and armors using what he’d learned for his intermediate quest, once he’d finished up with the monastery. 

 With a Rank 3 land, it meant he had met the requirements of 25 structures, 100 population, and 250 000 rank points, and it’d enabled him to see the requirements to upgrade his land to Rank 4, a town. He’d need 100 structures, a population of 1000, and 1 000 000 rank points. None of those requirements were things he’d meet for now, but thanks to being Rank 3 he was able to select an area to expand his land to. Through the interface he carefully plotted an extension of his land up a narrow path towards the monastery, and then claimed the land around the monastery itself. It made for an odd shape of claimed land, but he’d hoped to fill out the space in between a bit more once the land went up in ranks. For now he had plenty of space to accommodate everyone and wasn’t too concerned about it.

 He’d also been able to assign roles to the various members, including setting Farlion and Celestian as Guard Captains (No royal guard options yet), Savika as Mayor (No royalty options yet), Yuki as leader of the Tailoring Hall and owner of her own shop near the town square that Ruffily had help her build, Erikson, Elric and Josephine owners of the tavern near the town square, Amlie as lead Farmer, and of course Chax and Ruffily already had their leadership roles. All in all, Aegis was pretty proud of himself on how organized everything had turned out. 

 It was a week of work later that the Monastery of the Stars began to near its completion. It was the only structure left at this point permitted to use stone from the keep ruins, and it was using a lot. Aegis worked with Amlie to perfect the garden out front of the monastery, taking extra care to craft a beautiful and elegant fountain with a paved path through the garden around it, leading up to the front entrance of the building. He did his best to imitate the style of the garden in Arallia and the Shrine in Kordas, but added his own flair to it and made it larger, because he could. 

 Amlie got creative with the flowers she’d planted in the garden, making use of all the beautiful and odd plants that she and Aegis had gathered from the Wildwood tree, all of which Amlie was now fond of and good at planting and raising. The end result was a beautifully serene guarden, the walls around it blocking the plants from the winds to allow them to grow in peace. It made the garden a very peaceful place to work, if not for the loud hammering sounds of the construction going on in the rest of the monastery.

 Next, Aegis focused on the entry hall, and the interior. He followed Josephine and Clara’s instructions to make sure all the necessary rooms were built, and once the basics were done, he got to work on the prayer room. He knew this was the most important room, but luckily he’d seen two of them already - one in Hrath’mir, and one in Arallia. Both had looked similar, so he already had a clear blueprint of what they were meant to look like. The black ceiling and the stars were easy to accomplish thanks to Amlie’s plants and Aegis’ alchemy for dyes, but the statue in the middle was what gave Aegis anxiety.

 He brought up stones large enough that would be suitable to carve into the statue, but he had three false starts where he’d scrapped them due to being unhappy with how they were turning out, until on the fourth try, he got into a stride. It took him an entire day of just working on the statue, but the end result was worth it. The Statue of Eirene in the prayer room looked incredibly beautiful and lifelike, impressing both Josephine and Clara in how closely it resembled the statue in Arallia, and Aegis was relieved to get their approval.

 Then it was time for the tower. The first major change in construction he made was here - he built the stairs inside the tower rather than outside, with memories still fresh in his mind of the stressful climb he’d had to make back in Arallia with the reapers swooping down on him. Sure, the stairs being outside was interesting, but Aegis was more interested in practicality. In total, it took 9 days of work since Aegis had returned to Rene before he could step back from the Monastery and look at it in all its glory.

 He invited everyone from the council up to look at it with him that afternoon as he excitedly prepared to check it in his management interface, nervous to see what stats the structure might have.

 “It’s beautiful.” Princess Savika smiled upon it. “It makes me feel like a part of our home has come with us.” She added.

 “Yes, I agree.” Celestian nodded.

 “Me too.” Yuki smiled. As they marveled at the structure, Aegis took the time to pull Lina aside again.

 “Anything?”

 “Nope. Some suspicious players were walking around and scoping the place out, but they didn’t do anything. Could’ve been scouts though.” Lina replied, and Aegis gave her a nod. 

 “What about Rakkan, Pyri, and Darkshot? Still not back?” Aegis asked curiously.

 “Nope.” Lina shrugged.

 “Isn’t that a bit weird? They started before us.” Aegis asked her curiously. “My mom is usually really good at games.” Aegis mumbled.

 “If they really had changes of heart in their classes, they might have needed to level up new skills to level 30.” Lina shrugged.

 “Hm. Okay.” Aegis nodded. “I just hope this Prophet plan works, or I’ll be stuck at level 30 forever just like those Airship Pilots.” Aegis said as he stepped forward to the others. “Okay, the moment of truth. It’s time to rename this building and add it to Rene.” Aegis announced as he took a deep breath and opened up his inventory, slowly making his way to his land management menu to see the structure in the now very long list.




	
Monastery of the Stars [Rename] [Register] [Abandon]

Quality: 71%
Durability: 25000/25000
Option 1: Increases Eirene's favor of the land owner of any land this structure is registered to by 25 000.
Details: A Monastery built in the name of the Goddess Eirene as a place for her disciples to learn to follow in her footsteps, and spread her light across the land. Constructed by Aegis.









“Damn, 25 000 favor with Eirene. That’s a lot more than I was expecting. 71% Quality.” Aegis said to everyone.

“Whew.” Erikson said with an impressed look.

“It turned out really well, didn’t it?” Josephine smiled.

“I don’t have to live here though, right?” Elric replied apprehensively.

“No, no, we have our own home now.” Josephine ruffled his hair. 

“Okay, good.” Elric sighed with relief as Aegis continued to rummage through his interface.

“And look, what I can do.” Aegis smiled as he pressed a button, and suddenly the name above Priestess Clara changed to [High Priestess Clara(Elite) - 43]. 

“R-really? Are you sure I am qualified?” Clara asked anxiously as all eyes turned to her.

“I’m sure. It has to be you, Clara. And there’s only one thing left for you to do.” Aegis said as he looked at her with a serious stare, and she looked back at him worriedly.

“But, what if the Goddess decides I am not the one for the task?” Clara asked Aegis.

“Then that is Eirene’s will, and I’ll be happy to still have you as the High Priestess.” Aegis reassured her as he put his hand on her shoulder. “Reach out to her from the depths of your heart, and let her decide.” Aegis said as best he could.

“Okay.” Clara gave a nod, Aegis’ words instilling a bit of confidence in her.

“You’ll do great, Clara.” Celestian smiled at her.

“Good luck!” Yuki and Savika cheered as Clara made her way inside the Monastery. The building was empty of workers and other people, meaning Clara would be able to enter the prayer chamber and pray in peace undisturbed. As she disappeared inside the building, Aegis felt his anxiety building up once more, and his anger towards the Arallian bandits bubbled up as he recalled why he had to do all these extra steps for his quest in the first place.

Everyone moved into the garden and sat around on the benches inside, all waiting nervously as well and staying quiet, including Chax, Amlie and Ruffily. Ruffily and Chax wandered about quietly complimenting Amlie’s work on the garden to kill time while Aegis was pacing back and forth with Lina watching him, feeding off of his nervous energy and fidgeting with her daggers. 

“Hey, I don’t think we properly met, but I saw you keeping an eye on us. I’m Erikson, tavernkeeper.” Erikson said as he approached Lina and shook her hand.

“I’m Lina.” She smiled back.

“I was just curious, I saw you and Aegis have matching rings, are you two married?” Erikson asked her, and Yuki was suddenly very interested in their conversation. Lina blushed and nervously looked towards Aegis, who wasn’t listening at this time.

“Y-yes.” She smiled and nodded.

“Ah, so you must be one of his party members he spoke of. Is it just for experience, or is it more than that?” Erikson asked, and saw Lina’s face go cherry red. “Oh, sorry, I suppose that’s none of my business.” Erikson apologized. “The real question I wanted to ask is… you’re a Shadow Dancer, right?” Erikson grinned at her as Josephine and Yuki listened.

“Y-yeah.” She replied shyly. 

“Ah.” Erikson smiled, giving a knowing nod towards Josephine.

“Aegis is lucky to have someone like you by his side.” Josephine commented.

“Thanks.” Lina smiled awkwardly at them. Yuki, on the other hand, let out a long sigh of disappointment.

“What’s wrong?” Savika asked her as she kicked her legs back and forth, sitting on the bench beside her.

“Nothing.” Yuki pouted. 

“Do you like Aegis as well?” Savika asked in a whisper.

“Wha? Why would you ask that?” Yuki whispered anxiously to Savika, while making sure that no one was listening to them.

“Because you are always watching him.” Savika shrugged innocently. Yuki looked to Savika, then over to Aegis as he paced nervously on the far end of the garden.

“He is really nice, and selfless, in a strange way. He cares more about people than things, which is rare in this… world.” Yuki had to stop herself from saying ‘game’ to Savika.

“Well, Eirene believes in polygamy, you should ask if he’ll marry you too.” Savika whispered back shamelessly. 

“Huh? I’m not going to do something like that.” Yuki’s face went red. 

“Why not? He is a priest of Eirene, it’s their duty to spread love.” Savika shrugged. “It’d probably make him happy, since you are so kind and beautiful yourself.” She smiled at Yuki. Yuki just let out a long nervous sigh.

“I’m not taking relationship advice from an 8 year old.” Yuki grumbled back.

“Hey, I’m mature for my age.” Princess Savika protested. 

“Mhm.” Yuki rolled her eyes at Savika. They went quiet for a few more moments until Yuki had time to think about what Savika said.

“Hae-won said he’s an idiot with that stuff though. So he probably doesn’t even think of me like that.” Yuki whispered quietly to Savika.

“Well, why don’t you try making him something? You are a really good tailor. Like a present, maybe?” Savika suggested.

“You think so?” Yuki asked her, hopeful.

“It can’t hurt to try, right?” Savika shrugged, and Yuki went quiet in thought again as she began to daydream what sort of clothing she could make for Aegis so that he’d notice her. Unbeknownst to Yuki and Savika, however, Shinji had angled one of the point of view cameras of Aegis’ live stream towards Yuki and Savika, so that all of the 30 000 viewers could hear their conversation.



“What’d I tell you guys?” Hae-won said proudly as she stood casting in front of Aegis’ broadcast. “He doesn’t understand women at all. The worst part is, he’ll never watch his own stream, so I’m willing to bet he’ll never realize how Yuki feels. In fact -” Hae-won pressed some buttons on her broadcasting interface. “Let’s have a vote in the chat right now. Yes, you think Aegis will figure out that Yuki cares about him, or No, Aegis won’t notice a damn thing.” Hae-won excitedly entered the poll into the chat and the numbers flew up and down for a bit, until it skewed heavily in one direction.

“89% of you agree that Aegis won’t notice a damn thing. You are some smart viewers, that’s for sure. But now I just feel bad for Yuki. Let’s hope that those 11% of you who said yes are right, for her sake!” Hae-won cheered excitedly.

“She has more fun casting this romance stuff than she does the action stuff, doesn’t she?” Shinji said to Tommy through a voice call as he was busy editing the footage in real time. 

“Can’t complain, our female viewership is way above average.” Tommy shrugged back. “Whoa, what’s that!?” Tommy shouted as he saw on Aegis’ broadcast a sudden explosion of light.



Everyone in the garden got up and turned towards the Monastery tower as a large beam of light shot upwards from the building into the sky, clearing out the clouds drifting above. Even though it was broad daylight, the beam of light still drew attention from everyone in Rene down below, and Aegis felt a jolt of excitement as he saw it. A few moments later, the light faded and it went quiet.

“Was that…?” Erikson asked, looking to Aegis for answers.

“I don’t know.” Aegis shrugged. He quickly opened his interface and scrambled to his quest log to check, and there, he saw it, and a big giant dumb grin grew across his face. 




	
Quest[3/3]: Pray to the stars and walk the path of Eirene to understand her true purpose and goals within the Shattered World.
Objective: 1/1 Survive the Shattering
Quest Giver: Great Prophet of Eirene, Clara
Reward: Intermediate Class: (Unknown)
Difficulty: Extreme(II)
Restrictions: Limited to classes: Priest, If the Pacifism skill is lost during this quest, the quest will fail automatically. This quest must be completed alone.








It worked, and excitement flooded into Aegis. The quest was now complete, and as this thought filled his mind, they all saw the front doors of the monastery open and out stepped Clara, with a new name above her head. [Great Prophet of Eirene, Clara(Elite) - 45]. Josephine clasped her hands to her mouth and let out a squeak of joy.

 “Hell yeah!” Chax pumped his fist into the air.

 “You did it! Woof!” Ruffily cheered excitedly.

 “Congratulations!” Amlie smiled at her.

 “Incredible.” Savika cheered at Clara, while both Yuki and Lina looked to Aegis to watch his overjoyed expression. 

 “SUCK ON THAT, BANDITS!” Aegis shouted aggressively, causing everyone to look over at him in surprise. “I mean, congratulations, Clara, I knew you had it in you.” He corrected himself, clearing his throat. Clara smiled at him as she stepped forward towards him.

 “Eirene spoke to me about what I must do for this world, and most importantly, gave me a message for you.” Clara said as she stepped forward towards Aegis and held her hands out for him, as she had done many weeks ago. Aegis gently placed his hands in hers and she looked Aegis in the eyes. “You have learned the fundamentals of what it means to truly walk the path of Eirene, and guide this world to a better future. You are ready for the next step in your journey, and begin the healing of this world. That is why you must become the Shattered Healer.” 




	
Quest Complete!

Would you like to become the intermediate class: Shattered Healer? Once you become this intermediate class, this decision cannot be undone.
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 Aegis took a deep breath and hit the accept button. A boat load of notifications popped up in front of him, and not just him, but every player within the Shattered World Online’s game world.




	[WORLD NOTIFICATION]
The player [Aegis - Level 30] has become the first player in the world to unlock the Intermediate Class [Shattered Healer]









	[WORLD NOTIFICATION]
The player [Aegis - Level 30] has revealed the long standing bond between the people of the Shattered World and the Silver Dragons. The [Silverscale]’s have now become a playable race for all players through the Character Creation and Character Re-customization menus. 









	Congratulations! You have advanced from [Priest] to [Shattered Healer]. You may now level up to a maximum of 150. The following skills have changed:

[Minor Heal(Beginner)] -> [Heal(Intermediate)]
[Smite(Beginner)] -> [Smite(Intermediate)]
[Cleanse(Beginner)] -> [Cleanse(Intermediate)]
[Bless(Beginner)] -> [Bless(Intermediate)]
[Healing Wind(Beginner)] -> [Healing Wind(Intermediate)]
[Pacifism] -> [Light of Eirene]











	Congratulations! You have obtained the following new skills with your class [Shattered Healer]: [Aura of Light], [Path of the Stars], [Avatar of Eirene].









	
Aura of Light - Level 1 (Intermediate)

Required Deity: Eirene
An aura emanating out of the Shattered Healer, inspiring courage in those around them, and protecting them from darkness. Radius, effectiveness and mana cost increases with level.
Effect: Attempts to removes darkness, fear, suffering, and anger in a radius around the caster.
Cast Time: Instant
Cost: 1 mana/3s (+0.2mp per level)
 Range: 1m (+0.1m per level)











	
Path of the Stars - Passive

Required Deity: Eirene
You may learn one deity specific class skill from another Deity of Light whose favor is greater than 2500, up to a maximum of three skills. The skills must be from one of the following classes: Paladin, Cleric, Crusader. Speak with a High Priest of the deity you wish to learn the skill from once you’ve obtained the required favor to receive further instructions. Losing favor with this deity will cause skills learned in this way to be unusable until the favor requirement is met once more.
Skills Learned: 0/3











	
Avatar of Eirene - Level 1 (Intermediate)

Required Deity: Eirene
Take on the form of the Avatar of Eirene, greatly bolstering armor and skill effectiveness for a short duration, while giving off a bright glowing light around yourself. The duration increases with level. The bolstering effect increases based on your Favor with Eirene. This skill gains experience through the use of Eirene-specific class skills in addition to its own usage.
Current Favor with Eirene: 29 270

Duration: 2.5m (+5s per level)
 Armor Increase: 29.2%
Healing Effectiveness Increase: 29.2%
 Aura of Light Radius Increase: 14.6%
 Cooldown: 24 hours.








 Aegis took the time to read over his skills, ignoring the excited chatter and cheers of everyone around him as he got all of the notifications. There was one notification in particular that didn’t pop up in his face and he had to manually check it himself - the new version of Pacifism.




	
Light of Eirene - Passive

Required Deity: Eirene
A blessing granted to one who understands the darkness that is brought forth by those who use violence needlessly.
Effect: Increases Experience Gained by 150% for all non-offensive skills. 
Restriction: Using unnecessary violence against living creatures will cause you to lose favor with Eirene dramatically, based on the severity of the violence and circumstances. It is possible to regain lost favor through penance, should a High Priest or Prophet of Eirene forgive your actions.








Aegis' eyes went wide, tears swelling up inside of them as he looked at everyone around him with joy.

“I can…” Aegis mumbled with disbelief as Lina looked at his teary eyes worriedly.

“What’s wrong?” Lina asked.

“You okay?” Chax asked him. Lina quickly wiggled up through her interface to use their marriage to look through Aegis’ skills, and as she did, Aegis lifted his hand up with an open palm looking around at everyone.

“I can slap people now.” Aegis said with joy.

“That’s a really weird thing to be happy about.” Amlie looked at him with a raised eyebrow.

“Couldn’t you do that before? Woof!” Ruffily asked him, confused.

 “You guys, you wouldn’t understand.” Aegis shook his head at them, wiping the tears away. 

 “Of all those notifications, you’re excited about something weird.” Yuki giggled. 

 “Can I?!” Josephine shouted to Erikson suddenly, with a pleading look. 

 “It’s so expensive though…” Erikson complained.

 “Who cares, I’m doing it!” She shouted as she suddenly logged out from the gameworld.

 “What’s she doing?” Elric asked Erikson, confused.

 “Your mom wants to be a dragon, so she's spending all our money on a character re-customization.” Erikson sighed.

 “Oh, cool! Mom’s gonna have scales!” Elric cheered excitedly. As they said this, an image flashed in Aegis’ mind of the female dragon’s humanoid form that he’d seen during his Hrath’mir quest. 

 “So that answers the question on what that quest was, huh?” Erikson turned to Aegis. “Cat’s out of the bag now.”

 “What do you mean?” Aegis asked.

 “Once a new class is discovered, the requirements for the class get added to the games database automatically. So everyone will be able to look up how to become a Shattered Healer.” Lina answered him. “They’ll see the required skills, but they won’t know how to get them.” She continued, as he watched Chax and Ruffily fidgeting in their interface for a moment, eventually turning back to Aegis with looks of surprise.

 “What the hell is Pacifism? Where’d you get that?” Chax asked.

 “Wow! Woof! No wonder you leveled everything so fast! That’s so cool, woof!” Ruffily said excitedly.

 “Is that what you meant about slapping? You mean all this time, the reason you weren’t attacking anything, is because of this skill?” Amlie asked, impressed. “And I thought you were just a wimp.” She added with a shrug.

 “Heh, you must have a lot of pent up energy. Do you still have the skill?” Erikson asked him as he too was looking through his interface, reading the information on Shattered Healer that’d been added to the database.

 “Nope, I’m free. I can hit things. Finally!” Aegis said as he wiped away another tear.

 “Allow me to do the honors.” Erikson said as he stepped forward in front of Aegis. “Let it all out. I can take it.” Erikson said with a grin.

 “Really? Can I?” Aegis asked, excitedly.

 “Give it your best shot.” Erikson nodded, Everyone stood and watched as Aegis pulled his arm back, and whipped it forward at Erikson's face as hard as he could. Erikson didn’t even budge from the impact, and Aegis dealt a total of 15 damage only.




	You lose 100 favor with Eirene






 “Clara, please forgive me, for I have sinned.” Aegis looked at Clara who just shook her head in disbelief at him.

“No.” Clara replied.

“Still worth it. Thank you.” Aegis said with tears of joy while everyone laughed at him. He noticed now that his viewership had shot up dramatically again, sitting at 250 000. 

 “This is pretty game changing stuff here.” Chax said as he continued to look at his interface. “It’s the first deity specific divine class we’ve seen, and you have an Avatar skill.” Chax commented as he looked to the others, Lina was also looking through her interface now. 

 “That must mean there are deity specific classes for all of the gods, each with its own Avatar skill.” Lina said.

 “I imagine many of the top guilds will now be racing to discover how to unlock more deity specific divine classes, but by the looks of it, the requirements are steep. How’d you find out about yours?” Erikson asked Aegis.

 “Eh, I kinda just took a chance on it. Used common sense, read the lore and got lucky.” Aegis shrugged. 

 “Are you going to share with everyone how you obtained the Pacifism skill?” Erikson asked curiously.

 “Nah.” Aegis grinned. “If someone is a true follower of Eirene, they’ll figure it out themselves.” He said towards his audience, and it sounded almost as if he was challenging them.

 “I’m very happy to be the one to gift you with this light,” Clara said as she stepped forward once more. “But there is one more task I was to set upon you, by Eirene herself.” She added, and this caused everyone to go quiet with excitement, all eyes on Clara. “The Darkness of this world has not gone away, we have simply avoided it for the time being. If the world is to ever truly be saved, it must be defeated. And to do that, we will need to gather allies, and strengthen the light. This is the task beset upon you as a Shattered Healer.” Clara smiled, and as she did, a quest appeared in front of Aegis.




	
Quest[1/14]: Gain experience as a Shattered Healer, and locate the hidden allies of Eirene spread across the Shattered World.
Objective: Shattered Healer Level 30/150
0/1 Silver Dragons Located
Quest Giver: Great Prophet of Eirene, Clara
Reward: Advanced Class: (Unknown)
Difficulty: Extreme(IV)
Restrictions: Limited to classes: Shattered Healer, 








 “Whoa.” Aegis said as he double checked the objectives. “That’s gonna be going into the long-term goals pile.” Aegis said as everyone looked at him curiously. 

 “What’s it asking?” Chax asked excitedly.

 “It’s…” Aegis paused, then smiled mischievously. “A secret.” He shrugged.

 “Awww.” Chax, Amlie and Ruffily all sighed while Erikson, Yuki and Lina all chuckled. 

 “I did it.” Clara whispered excitedly to Celestian as the two went off to the side. 

 “I’m so proud of you, I knew you could.” Celestian hugged her tight.

 “You’ll still be a member of the council of Rene, but I imagine Eirene gave you duties to train future Eirene priests, right?” Aegis asked her.

 “Yes, all Priests and Priestesses from across the lands will be sent here for training from now on.” She smiled.

 “Alright, we’ll make sure to welcome them all.” Aegis looked around at the others.

 “You could make lots of Eirene themed clothing for them.” Savika suggested to Yuki.

 “That’s a good idea.” Yuki nodded. “But, I’m sorry, I hope it’s okay, I will need to leave Rene for now.” Yuki spoke up to the group. “Yumily’s Airship has arrived in Kordas and she would like me to help her prepare for her concert.” Yuki said urgently.

 “Oh, right, of course. Don’t worry about it, we’ll handle things here.” Aegis said, whilst everyone looked at Aegis disappointedly.

 “You mean, we’re not going to go too?” Amlie asked him, and Aegis glanced around and got a sense that Amlie was speaking for the group.

 “There’s still a lot of…” Aegis started saying, but he could feel the glares of Savika and Amlie burning through his armor. “Of course, you’re right, we should all take a break and go to Yumily’s concert.” Aegis relented.

 “Oh really? That’s great! She will be really happy to meet you all.” Yuki said excitedly.

 “I guess so.” Aegis shrugged. “Let’s pack up our things and get ready to go. Hopefully Farlion will be able to handle things while we’re gone.” Aegis said.

 “Eh, I’ll stay behind as well, Not much of a music guy.” Erikson shrugged.

 “That’d be good, much safer with you around.” Aegis nodded. The group gathered up and made their way down the mountain road back towards Rene, with Aegis and Lina walking in the back.

 “Hehe, look.” Lina said suddenly as she started pointing around at where she’d imagined Aegis’ party interface would be in his peripheral vision, though she couldn’t see it. He looked and saw that he and Lina were in a party together, but wasn’t sure what Lina wanted him to look at.

 “What's there?” Aegis asked curiously.

 “Look at our class names.” Lina smiled. Aegis checked again - underneath Lina’s name in the interface it displayed her class as S. Dancer, and under Aegis’ name it said S. Healer. “They both have an S!” She cheered excitedly. 

 “Oh yeah, they kind of match.” Aegis smiled. As they reached the town square in Rene, Aegis’ viewership was holding steady around 225 000, and he imagined Hae-won would be busy managing all of the viewers, so he was surprised when he saw her waiting for them beside the fountain.

 “Hey there, Aegis!” She smiled. “Since it’s a concert, I thought it would be better to do some live broadcasting. You know, in person, on the ground, first person coverage.” Hae-won said confidently.

 “You just want to go to the concert, don’t you?” Aegis replied. She simply glared back at him demandingly. “Okay, okay, jeez. You can come.” Aegis pulled back from her.

 “Do you hear that everyone? Live coverage, woo!” Hae-won said in a friendly and excited tone as she cheered towards Aegis’ camera icon. 

 “I get the feeling I’m going to regret that.” Aegis sighed. Princess Savika and Yuki took the time to invite anyone who’d want to go to Yumily’s concert, and a great number of Arallian NPCs joined them on their journey back to Kordas. Included in the group were Amlie, Ruffily, Chax, Lina, Aegis, Savika, Hae-won, and Yuki.

 When they’d arrived back at Kordas after the day's long journey, they found that the city was packed full of visitors. The first thing Aegis noticed was that there were three Airships docked at the Skyport. One was the Sky Darling, and the other two were twice the Sky Darling’s size - one looking luxurious with banners hanging off of it displaying Yumily, the other looked to be used for public transport from one of the other islands. 

 Once they had walked through the gates, the players and NPCs who’d traveled with them from Rene began to spread out into the city and Yuki began fidgeting with her interface, pulling the others off to the side. And at that time, as they moved off to the side of the main road, they were intercepted by Sapphire, walking towards them with determination.

 “SUNLIGHT!” Sapphire shouted suddenly, with an aggressive look towards Lina. A blast of bright golden light shot forth from Sapphire’s scepter as she held it out in front of herself. “Don’t try to run, I’m faster than you, little gerbil.” Sapphire said to Lina.

 “Whoa whoa, what’s happening?” Chax asked, confused as he shielded his eyes from the bright light, Amlie, Ruffily and Savika doing the same.

 “Sapphire, c’mon, seriously?” Aegis said annoyed as he moved to stand in front of Lina.

 “A crime is a crime! Even if they deserved it.” Sapphire insisted while Lina stood staring back at her, not looking afraid but rather defeated. 

 “She is right, I don’t want to ruin everyone’s concert.” Lina relented to Aegis, moving to stand in front of him. “It wouldn’t be fair to expect everyone to punish the bandits, when they don’t punish me.” She shrugged.

 “Oh, this is about the Network interviewers on the tower?” Yuki stepped in. “That was my fault too, wasn’t it? Aegis tried to help me with them, and you wanted to help Aegis…” Yuki commented as she thought about it.

 “Doesn’t matter what happened, gotta do my job. Sorry.” Sapphire said apologetically as she pulled a pair of manacles out of her inventory and stepped to Lina, causing a scene now as several players around them were staring at the bright golden light blasting out of Sapphire’s scepter. 

 “She can pay a fine, too, right? How much is it?” Yuki asked.

 “10 000 gold per person, since it’s only her first major crime. That we’ve caught her doing.” Sapphire said, squinting at Lina as she said the last words.

 “It’s okay if I pay the fine?” Yuki smiled as she rummaged through her inventory, and within a few seconds, pulled out 50 000 gold. Aegis could see Chax’s eyes glistening, and it wasn’t from the Sunlight spell. Sapphire looked at it, then at Yuki, and snapped her finger to cancel the spell.

 “You really want to pay that much of a fine for her?” Sapphire confirmed, looking between the two girls. Lina looked at Yuki, and she back at her, and Yuki smiled.

 “Yup.” Yuki pushed the bag of coins into Sapphire’s hand and Sapphire took it. A second later Sapphire added the bag and manacles back into her inventory.

 “Okay.” Sapphire shrugged, taking a carrot out of her inventory instead and munching it.

 “Thank you very much.” Lina smiled with a bow to Yuki.

 “No problem, you’re Aegis’ wife and he saved all my friends, it’s the least I could do.” Yuki smiled back.

 “So.” Sapphire clapped her hands together. “The Night Hunters set up a very large arena for Yumily. It’s over that way.” Sapphire pointed deeper into the city.

“She says it is the best one she has seen.” Yuki smiled at the group. “The concert will be tonight at sunset, but I need to go help her get ready. You will all be welcome inside for free, so I hope to see you all there.” Yuki assured them with nods.

 “Okay, great. Thanks Yuki.” Aegis said on behalf of the giddy expressions he’d seen on Amlie, Ruffily, Chax, Hae-won, and even Lina’s face. “Good luck.” Aegis said as Yuki turned to walk from the group.

 “We should go quickly and make sure we get good seats!” Hae-won squealed with excitement.

 “Yes, it’s already filling up, let’s go!” Sapphire motioned them forward.

 “What, you’re coming too?” Aegis looked at her, annoyed.

 “Yeah. What kind of attitude is that? I’m on Princess Bodyguard duty. Unless you think you can handle it by yourself?” Sapphire motioned to Savika. “Mr. tough guy thinks he’s all that now that he has his intermediate class.” She said in a teasing voice. 

 “Have there been any Arallian bandit players here?” Aegis asked her as they started walking through the busy, noisy streets of Kordas.

 “Nope, most of them went to Savringard thinking it’d be safe there. Makaroth made a big ol’ show about arresting and punishing all of them, thanks to the Arallian bounties you kept active by saving everyone. It was pretty fun to watch, and got a lot of views.” Sapphire replied. 

 “Yeah, of course he did something like that.” Aegis grumbled. 

“I heard from a friend that the Vindicators did the same thing in Lanusk, so basically the bandits are all having a pretty bad time no matter where they went. It’s justice. Woof!” Ruffily said proudly.

“Vindicators?” Aegis asked curiously.

“You know, Feng’s guild.” Sapphire said, as if this was someone that Aegis should know, but Hae-won was painfully aware that Aegis had no clue what they were talking about.

“Feng is the 2nd most popular streamer in the world, often switching places with Makaroth depending on what they are doing. Vindicators is an all Chinese guild that Feng is the leader of, they rule over the island of Lanusk. It’s the second most popular island after Savringard.” Hae-won replied in a reporter-like fashion. 

“Pretty much all the top guilds were inspired by your stream and blacklisted all the members of the bandit guilds, so any of them that didn’t start over in Puagas had a bad time.” Sapphire added.

“Good.” Aegis replied.

“I am happy to hear that the traitors are getting what they deserve.” Princess Savika nodded. 

“So have you met Yumily yet?” Hae-won asked Sapphire excitedly.

“Hm, nope, I saw her but that’s it. She’s so pretty though.” Sapphire said with a dreamy look in her eyes.

“I know, right?” Hae-won joined in.

“I think so too.” Savika nodded excitedly. 

“I wish I had made my character look like hers.” Amlie said dreamily.

“Me too.” Lina joined in. Aegis looked at them apprehensively to see their starry-eyed faces while Chax gave him an awkward nod.

“Here we are.” Sapphire stopped in front of the entrance of a large stadium with several doors leading inside. It was a building that Aegis had seen a few times during his previous visits to Kordas, but it had clearly been touched up and improved recently to accommodate the large crowd. There were already hundreds of players moving into the building, several ticket booths with NPCs selling tickets, and many Kordas guards around keeping the peace. 

“C’mon, let’s go while there’s still spots in the front row!” Sapphire motioned them forward, and everyone followed her inside. 
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“Whoa…” Amlie’s eyes went wide in amazement as they stepped into the stadium. It was gigantic. Aegis could tell from a quick glance that the stadium was designed similar to the arenas that he did his Shield Mastery and Leadership intermediate quests in. It was circular in shape, the pillars had been removed, it was much larger, and a stage had been set up down at the bottom in the back where the door to monsters had been. The arena had round rings of benches going up several stories in all directions around the stage, and there were plenty of players already filling up the seats near the bottom as the sun began to settle in for the evening show.

 “How much time do we have until the show starts?” Aegis asked Sapphire.

 “I think like, two hours.” Sapphire shrugged.

 “Really? And people are already sitting down?” Aegis asked apprehensively.

 “Of course! Have you never seen Yumily’s concerts? The best seats always get taken fast. Come on!” Hae-won nudged him forward into the arena, pushing her way past the crowds of players around them. The others held Hae-won’s enthusiasm and excitedly followed after her, while Aegis and Chax hung back.

 “Do you know anything about Yumily?” Aegis asked Chax.

 “Huh? Of course, her music is great. I mean, I’m not as big of a fan as them, but, why? You don’t?” Chax confirmed.

 “Nope.” Aegis shrugged uncomfortably.

 “Oh, you’re in for a treat then. Not only is her music beautiful, you’ll get to see first hand just how powerful a skilled bard player can be.” Chax patted him on the back. “Come on, let’s get seats.” Chax cheered. Aegis looked up to see his viewership was now sitting at 300 000 before he moved with Chax to join the girls as they sat three rows from the lowest row, getting a clear view of the stage in front of them. Aegis could make out several contraptions and trap doors built into the stage, with a scene of the city of Arallia painted on the backdrop of the stage and enchanted lanterns built into it to give life to it. Looking around he could see that the audience was filled up with players and Arallian NPCs, and not just the ones that’d come with them from Rene, but also the ones that had stayed back in Kordas.

Hae-won was right to get seats early though, within 30 minutes of them having sat down, the stadium was full and filled with loud chatter. Aegis saw the girls discussing in depth which of Yumily’s songs were the best, and singing lyrics of them together. Lina was joining in with them, which surprised Aegis - he’d never really seen her acting girlishly with other girls before but she was fitting right in with them without any trouble, and instead Aegis was feeling like the odd one out for not knowing anything about Yumily. 

 When the sun had finished setting and darkness overtook the stadium, Quinn stepped out onto the stage with Trexon walking behind her. 

 “Did you amplify my voice? Oh.” Quinn asked Trexon behind her, but she’d answered her own question as it echoed loudly throughout the entire stadium. “People of Kalmoore, welcome to our first official concert in Kordas. Due to the recent tragic events that befell the Island of Kriene and the good people of Arallia, Yumily the Bard and her companions have been kind enough to visit us all the way out on the edges of the known Shattered World.” Quin said, as the crowds in the stadium went still and silent and listened to her speak. Trexon had used a Lumina spell to make it so that Quinn was lit up, the only source of strong light in the stadium.

 “Before Yumily begins, I would like to ask that we all have a moment of silence to remember the friends, families, and loved ones that were lost during this tragedy.” Quinn said, then put her head down and went silent. Aegis looked around and saw that all of the Arallian NPCs didn’t hesitate to do the same, including Princess Savika and most of the players, so not wanting to be rude, he put his head down as well, and the silence carried for quite some time.

 “Thank you. Now, without further delay, allow me to present to you the wonderful music of Yumily, the bard.” Quinn bowed politely before walking off the stage. Once she had gone, a moment later, from the back, a beautiful woman stepped out onto the stage. Aegis could tell right away that the clothing she wore was of incredible craftsmanship and beauty, undoubtedly made by Yuki. She had on her a sleeveless, v-neck dress with sandy colored waves rippling down to the bottom that ended above her knees. Without saying any words, she took out from her inventory several instruments and placed them on the stage around her, while a large muscular orc stagehand could be barely seen wearing all black, moving out a piano from the back onto the stage.

 She took a position in the middle of the stage, then her hands began to glow light pink as she began casting spells with light finger movements. The result was that notes on the piano began to play without her touching it, a gentle slow tune that echoed around the entire stadium. Moments later, a violin, clarinet, and flute that she had set down on the stage around her began to float upwards, glowing pink and playing notes in beautiful harmony with the piano keys being pressed.

 Aegis was amazed to see a single player manipulating 4 instruments at once, he could see that though the melody was slow and calming, Yumily’s fingers were moving a mile a minute, each finger bending and extending out rapidly as she used the motions to control her bard magic and play the song. And as he watched he found himself staring up at her face. She had long black flowing wavy hair that went down her lower back just above her waist with wide dark eyes, beautiful earrings reflecting the pink light that began to glow softly all around her, so that she alone was the focus of everyone in the stadium. When she opened her mouth to sing, her voice carried through the arena.


{Author note: writing this song has had me stuck for awhile, I will skip it and write the lyrics later}


 Silence fell over the stadium as the final notes of the song played, and tears rolled down Yumily’s cheeks. 

 “I am sorry everyone, I wish I could have been there to help all of my friends.” She said with a sniffle as she wiped her tears away. Aegis turned to his sides and saw that not just Princess Savika, but Sapphire, Lina, Amlie, Ruffily and Hae-won were all crying along with her. He then double checked and saw Chax was tearing up as well.

 “But I am eternally grateful for the people of Kalmoore who stepped in and put everything at risk to save so many. And I am so happy to see that so many familiar faces are still with us. So let’s turn this into a celebration of life, and new friendships!” She shouted in a much more, obviously forced, joyful voice, but as she did, she whipped her hands out with a pink glow and began playing another song, this one much faster and upbeat. As she did, behind her a lumina spell began to glow on a set of drums, and a 2nd player was now on the stage playing them with drumsticks - a male elf with short black hair wearing fantastical sandy-toned clothes to match the sand on the backdrop behind him.

 Moments after he began playing, Yumily began singing, and a third player wielding a staff came out onto the stage, waving his hands around and creating flashy lights and mist all around the stage using magic. Aegis wasn’t expecting it, the creative use of wizard spells to put on a lightshow was captivating and made the performance that much more exciting. At the same time, Aegis saw a buff appear on himself in the interface. [Song of Vigor], it was increasing Aegis’ maximum stamina and stamina regeneration rate by a significant amount, no doubt the effect of hearing Yumily’s music, but as he looked around, everyone in the stadium was getting the buff. 

 From that point, song after song was played by Yumily with little to no breaks in between. There were fast paced songs, slow songs, romantic songs and aggressive songs, and Aegis felt himself getting caught up in the aura of the stadium as everyone jumped along, or sang along with the songs as they were played. He could see Hae-won and the others having the time of their lives. 




“Found it.” [Quiver - 105] said excitedly as he rummaged through the corpses of Arallians. He'd been wandering the streets of the ruined city as it was completely submerged in the abyss, drowned in black mist. He was standing near the southern gate of the city, kicking around bodies of NPCs until he’d found a shiny golden crown and lifted it up, showing it to his party members who were searching the streets nearby.

 “Good. That tribute will do nicely. The rest of the spoils are yours.” [Avatar of Greed(Elite) - ??] spoke to him as he glided towards Quiver. He wore black robes that covered his entire body, adorned in golden belts with various trinkets hanging off of them. He moved as though he wasn’t walking, but like the wraith of Anger and the Banshee had. His only visible feature, his head, was made up of various crowns and tiaras piled upon each other, a pair of two red eyes barely visible beneath all of them.

 “We really gotta give this up to the Avatar?” Another player, [Joltblade - 112], said with disappointment as he saw Quiver preparing to place the King of Arallia’s crown on the Avatar of Greed’s head.

 “That’s the deal with Avatar of Greed. He gets the crown, we get the rest.” [Cheryl - 109] replied as she held Joltblade back. 

 “Yeah, but we did all the work to make everyone so greedy. I’ve even still got this stupid tabard on.” Joltblade complained as he motioned down to his Blacklion tabard. “I can take it off now, right?” He asked.

 “No.” An authoritative voice spoke as it's owner joined the others on the Arallian street. [Vogash - 150]. “Stay in their guild a bit longer. No one will get suspicious if a member of the Blacklion’s guild is selling Arallian treasure on the Savringard and Lanusk markets. In particular, those Great Prophet of Eirene jewelry pieces.” Vogash instructed him, to which Joltblade let out an annoyed sigh.

"I ain't selling these, they're souvenirs." Joltblade jingled a necklace he was wearing with a star pendant of Eirene hanging on the end of it.

 “I can’t believe you convinced the guild leader to log back in to try and kill the princess. If you hadn’t, he would’ve gotten away with the crown.” Cheryl looked at Joltblade impressed.

 “Eh, he was an idiot. This island was easier than the last one.” Joltblade smiled with pride. “Did you at least get the quest completed?” He asked Vogash.

 “Yes. It’s done. Where’s your master?” Vogash turned to the Avatar of Greed and watched as he shivered with joy as Quiver placed the crown on his head. 

 “He is here. He is always here.” The Avatar of Greed motioned behind Vogash, where a formless silhouette of thickened black mist began to form around a pair of red eyes. [?(Elite) - ??].

 “That thing gives me the heebie-jeebies.” Cheryl whispered as she moved to stand behind Quiver. 

 “The Kingdom of Arallia lives on.” A deep, echoing voice came from the dark silhouette. 

 “The quest was to destroy Kriene, not the Kingdom of Arallia.” Vogash replied.

 “You have failed.” The dark voice replied angrily. “Arallia survives on the island of Kalmoore.”

 “We didn’t fail, we did what you asked, Next time be more specific.” Vogash replied back with equal aggression.

 “The incompetence of other-worlders knows no bounds.” The Avatar of Greed cackled behind them. “You only live because we will it. Would you prefer I break our contract and take all of the spoils for myself?” The Avatar of Greed spoke angrily towards them. 

 “Good luck convincing other players to sink the islands for you.” Vogash sneered back at him.

 “Silence.” The dark voice shouted at them, and they all listened obediently. 

 “You will have your reward if you accept my next task.” [?(Elite) - ??] spoke to Vogash.




	
Quest: Destroy the Island of Kalmoore, and with it, the kingdoms of Arallia and Kordas.
Objective: 0/1 Kordas destroyed
0/1 Arallia destroyed
Reward: ??
 Difficulty: Extreme(II)
Restriction: Must have favor with one or more of the Avatars of Darkness.








 Vogash looked at the quest and hit accept, turning to the others.

 “Island of Kalmoore is next.” Vogash said.

 “Figures.” Quiver shrugged.

 “That island’s gonna be a bit tough, won’t it? It’s filled with all those friendly players and guilds.” Cheryl commented. “Which Avatar are we going to use this time? Greed again?” She looked at him.

 “No, we shouldn’t use the same Avatar more than once, or people are going to start figuring out what we’re doing. Especially since that Aegis player did the Hrath’mir quest.” Vogash replied as he thought about it for a moment, turning to the dark silhouette. “I know the perfect Avatar to use.” He smirked. “But first, let me get this quest reward for destroying Kriene, and my new advanced class.” 




The concert was winding down and the last song had ended. Yumily thanked everyone for coming and was joined on stage with all of her musicians and party members, including Yuki, and gave a bow to the people of Kalmoore and Arallia.

 “That was amazing, wasn’t it?” Hae-won cheered.

 “Best day ever!” Amlie squealed with joy.

 “She’s even better in person, woof!” Ruffily barked excitedly. 

 “What’d you think?” Chax turned to Aegis and asked.

 “It’s incredible how they used all those skills. Even the wizards.” Aegis nodded. They were getting ready to head out of the stadium alongside the crowds of other people when the notification popped up in all of their faces.




	[WORLD NOTIFICATION]
The player [Vogash - Level 150] has become the first player in the world to unlock the Advanced Class [Harbinger of Darkness]






The NPCs in the stadium continued to funnel out as if nothing had happened, but all of the players stopped moving when they saw the message. Aegis turned to look at Lina and Hae-won as if they’d have answers, but they both looked back at him equally shocked.

“Who just got that class?” Aegis asked Hae-won.

“I’m not sure. It wasn’t Seraxus.” Hae-won answered as she started waving her hands around at her interface frantically. “It doesn’t look like it’s a streamer at all, whoever Vogash is, they’re playing privately.” 

“Aegis…” Lina started speaking as she too had fiddled with her interface, looking up the new database entry on the class. “The requirements to get that class… It’s to destroy an island, and have favor with the avatars of darkness.” Lina said as her eyes went wide, Aegis staring at her. He looked at Savika, then to Chax, Sapphire, Ruffily and Amlie who all looked back at him expectantly.

“We at least know his name. Doubtful he’s working alone though. I gotta go, Quinn’s calling a meeting. Good luck.” Sapphire waved as she started hopping away. 

“What should we do? Should we worry?” Chax asked Aegis.

“We should prepare for the worst, if we don’t want Kalmoore to sink. There’s a lot of questions that need to be answered, such as how a player was responsible for the invasion, but for now, focus on securing Rene. Building a wall around it wouldn’t be a bad idea.” Aegis said to Ruffily and she nodded.

“And what about you, what are you going to do?” Amlie asked Aegis.

“Me?” Aegis said as he looked down at his hands. “I think it’s about time I learn how to deal damage.” He answered.



END OF PART 1
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                Chapter 98: Bow, Staff, Blade


Two In-game Months Earlier...



 “You promise to take good care of her?” Pyri said as she gently stroked Melon’s snout. Pyri, the black mare Melon, Darkshot and Rakkan all stood out front of the Kordas stables as she handed off the reins of her horse to a stablehand.

 “Don’t worry, I promise she’ll be in good hands. Do you know how long you’ll be in the city?” The stablehand NPC asked Pyri.

 “Shouldn’t be too long, right boys?” Pyri smiled at the other two.

 “Heh, yeah.” Darkshot shrugged nervously, Rakkan gave a nod.

 “Very well.” The stablehand said as he led Melon into the stables while Pyri turned to the others.

 “What’s with you two? You’ve been down ever since we left Rene. Do you miss Aegis that much?” Pyri raised an eyebrow at them.

 “No, it’s not that.” Darkshot chuckled. “It’s just what Lina said. About using our skills to fight - I don’t know anything about using a bow outside of the game.” Darkshot said as he pulled out his longbow and looked at it as if it was some strange foreign object. 

 “Oh c’mon, you guys will be okay. It might take a few tries but you’re both smart enough to figure it out, right?” Pyri looked at them encouragingly and they gave weak smiles back at her. “Let’s do our weapon masteries first. That’s what everyone recommends, right?” Pyri turned to Rakkan for confirmation.

 “Yeah, that’s the smartest way to do it.” He shrugged. 

 “Onward!” She pointed into the city and began marching jovially. Rakkan and Darkshot followed behind her, but their moods hadn’t improved much despite Pyri’s encouragement. 

 They arrived at the Kordas Training Grounds shortly after and quickly traversed across the grounds past all of the training dummies and archery targets, spotting several players spread about and practicing their weapon skills. On the far end of the grounds sat the large marble staircase leading into the Training Hall building. The three of them ascended the stairs and entered the building, finding themselves walking along through the long entry hall that was lined with statues of great warriors, and the doors leading to the various weapon training arenas for each weapon type. They could see the lines of other players standing out front of each of the doors, waiting their turn to take a shot at completing their intermediate weapon mastery quests.

 “Look, the symbols above the door tell you which door is for which weapon.” Pyri pointed out the shapes of weapons engraved into the keystones of each door's archway. 

 “Now I just have to decide which one to try first.” Rakkan said reluctantly as he spotted several of the weapon symbols he’d need. Closest to them were the Crossbow and Spear intermediate weapon mastery quest NPCs, both of which were standing idly with their arms crossed in front of their respective doors, long lines of players waiting for their turn in front of them.

 “You can do that one. Barely anyone in line for that!” Pyri pointed down the hall at the door with the bladed fist symbol above it.

 “Y-yeah, sure. Thanks.” Rakkan smiled as he headed towards the line.

 “Good luck!” Pyri cheered as he walked off and waved.

 “Good luck.” Darkshot said weakly. He’d spotted the line for the Longbow intermediate quest as he was watching Rakkan walk away. It was a line of only 5 people. “I guess I should go there.” Darkshot motioned to it, and Pyri smiled at him.

"Don’t worry. I'm sure you'll figure it out, right? Aegis is always saying how good you are at playing games.” Pyri tried to encourage him along.

 “Yeah, right.” Darkshot gave an unenthusiastic nod before he headed for the line. Once Pyri was standing alone in the middle of the hall she gave two quick glances to see Darkshot and Rakkan in their respective lines, both looking down at their feet deep in thought.

 “Sheesh those boys need some self-esteem.” Pyri shook her head to herself as she spotted the line for the Staff Mastery intermediate quest, having the longest line of all. “Ooh boy, hope I can get it on the first try.” She mumbled as she went to join the line.

 Darkshot found himself getting more and more nervous the closer to the front of the line that he’d gotten, until finally it was his turn to talk to the Quest NPC next. He watched as all the players in front of him went into the arena, then either completed the quest and left, or went to the back of the line behind him, until finally it was his turn.

 “Welcome.” The Intermediate Longbow NPC spoke, [Esmerille - ??]. “You’ve no doubt come to learn how to further improve your skills with a Longbow?” She asked him.

 “Y-yep, that’s what I’m here for.” Darkshot smiled weakly back at her. “Wonderful. I can see you have spent a lot of time firing a Longbow already, but there is more to mastering this weapon than simply loosing arrows at your foes. If you would like me to teach you further, first I’d like for you to prove to me that you truly understand what it means to wield a Longbow.” Esmerille smiled at him as he was hit with a quest prompt in front of his peripheral vision. Darkshot quickly hit accept and the doors behind Esmerille opened. He stepped through the doorway into the room to see the large round arena with 8 pillars spread through it, a light coat of sand blanketing the tiled floor as it sat 2 meters down below the upper ledge that he currently stood on, looking at the arena from above. He saw the door on the far side of the arena with a portcullis rising up, and he moved to stand on the ledge.

 Darkshot had seen plenty of streamers do weapon intermediate mastery quests in the earliest days of The Shattered World Online’s launch. With no access to his own Simbox to play, he was forced to watch the game through various streamers, including Makaroth. The result was that, for things like this quest, he knew what Esmerille was going to ask him to do before she’d even asked it.

 “The test is simple, shoot and kill all 10 enemies that come out of that door without getting hit once.” Esmerille said with finality before the doors shut behind Darkshot. He took a deep breath, drew out his bow and nocked an arrow, then hopped down off the ledge and onto the arena floor below. The moment his leather shoes touched the ground he heard the sound of footsteps coming from across the arena. A large boar began  recklessly stampeding towards him from the door opposite him.

 Darkshot did his best to aim the arrow in the bow forward, pulling the string back, but he could immediately feel that the skill assistance had abandoned him. How far do I pull the string back to shoot it at that distance? How much do I need to arc the arrow upwards? What do I need to do to compensate for the speed it's approaching me at? Is it going to strafe left and right? Can I even shoot it straight ahead if it doesn’t change its approach? Is it like this? Is this how I do it? All of these thoughts rushed into his mind until suddenly he noticed that the boar was getting too close, and he released the arrow in a panic. The bowstring brushed against the inside of his left forearm while the arrow strayed sideways off the side of the front of the bow, shooting completely wide with hardly any force behind it, sliding across the sand covered tiled floor of the arena.

 The boar got closer and Darkshot frantically reached into his quiver, but he missed grabbing one arrow in his fumbling, accidentally grabbing two, and had to drop one on the ground as he went to nock one again. He had nocked his first shot while he was out of the arena, the skill helped him, but now inside the arena it wasn’t doing much, and he fumbled to line up the back of the arrow with the bowstring, and in that time the boar closed in on him. He took a few steps backwards to try and get himself more distance, but it wasn’t nearly enough, and the boar got in range and rammed its tusks into Darkshot’s legs, knocking him off of his feet before vanishing into thin air.

 Darkshot heard the sounds of the door opening behind him as his bottom hit the ground.

 “You’ve failed the test. Unfortunately another person is here to take the test next. If you'd like to try again, you'll need to wait outside for your turn.” Esmerille called in after him.

 “Yeah. Yeah, fine.” Darkshot said as he breathed heavily, looking at the arrows scattered around his feet as he slowly stood back up. He couldn’t stare at his bow any longer without being disgusted with himself, and put it away into his inventory. Once he’d collected his arrows and bow that Aegis had made for him, he climbed the ladder out of the arena and walked past Esmerille to see a line of three players had formed again behind her, and moved to the back of it. As he did this, he looked ashamedly across the hall to see Rakkan moving to the back of the line of the bladed fist intermediate quest - he’d failed his quest as well, but it didn’t make Darkshot feel better. He’d only felt worse instead when he spotted Pyri walking out of the Staff Mastery quest room with a skip in her step across the hall.

 She had a great big smile on her face as she spotted Darkshot and Rakkan in their lines, skipping towards the exit, but she stopped by Darkshot.

 “Oh, still didn’t get a chance to go yet? I got it on the first try, easy stuff!” Pyri cheered at Darkshot excitedly.

 “Congratulations.” Darkshot forced a smile at her. 

 “I thought using the staff and the magic might be hard, but it was just like a quest in another game I’d played, so…” Pyri shrugged as she began to pick up on Darkshot’s bad mood and slowly went quieter and quieter.

 “I’ll probably be here for a while.” Darkshot replied. “This quest, it’s pretty hard.” He added, and as he said this, a player started walking out of the longbow quest room behind Esmerille.

 “Hell yeah! First try!” The player pumped his fist into the air, causing Darkshot and Pyri to look at him. They both followed him with their eyes until he’d left, and the next player in line went in to do their longbow quest. At that time, Pyri glanced across the hall to see Rakkan staring down at his feet, brooding. 

 “Do you want me to stay and wait for you to finish?” Pyri asked with a concerned look on her face.

 “No, no need. The rest of our quests need to be done alone anyway.” Darkshot shrugged.

 “You sure? I don’t mind. I can give moral support!” She said as cheerfully as she could, but nothing was getting through - she could tell something was bothering Darkshot, like Rakkan, way beyond surface level nervousness. 

 “Yeah. It’s fine, I might be stuck here for a bit.” Darkshot replied in a bummed out tone, which was very unlike him.

 “Ok… well, if you need something, just let me know on the friends list, okay?” Pyri smiled and he gave a final nod, before she skipped towards Rakkan. Darkshot watched Pyri and Rakkan talk from a distance, and he could tell the conversation was going similar to how his conversation with Pyri had gone, as a short few moments later Pyri gave them both waves and headed out of the building alone. Rakkan and Darkshot both looked at each other briefly, giving knowing nods, before staring back down at their respective feet.

Shortly after that it was time again for Darkshot to take another shot at his quest. He stepped back into the room up to the ledge overlooking the arena, the door closing behind him. He made sure to nock an arrow preemptively in his bow before jumping down into the arena and his having his Longbow skill assistance abandon him. The moment his feet touched the floor, he once again heard the sound of the boar charging towards him out of the darkness of the door on the opposite side of the arena. He decided this time he was just going to shoot wildly and try to hit it, as he had done the first time he used the bow in the game, before he’d gotten the skill.

 He shot an arrow that barely went anywhere, then another that flew too high, then another to the side. He kept shooting while backing up from the boar slowly, and after 6 missed shots the boar slammed its tusks into his legs and knocked him off his feet again.

 “FUCK!” Darkshot shouted, throwing his bow angrily at a nearby pillar. “Going to to the top? My fucking ass. I can’t even…” Darkshot mumbled to himself angrily as he punched his fist into the tiled floor of the arena as he sat back up. “I can’t even shoot an arrow.” He sighed.

“You’ve failed the test. Unfortunately another person is here to take the test next. If you'd like to try again, you'll need to wait outside for your turn.” Esmerille called in after him.

 “Yeah, yeah.” Darkshot waved at her angrily as he retrieved his things and headed outside. When he got back out this time there was a line of 6 people that’d formed, and he double checked to see if Rakkan was still doing his test, but he was gone from the bladed fist quest NPC's line. That either meant he’d finished his bladed fist quest, or was doing it right now. Rather than go back in the line for his quest, though, Darkshot wanted to catch some fresh air and instead headed out of the Kordas Training Hall to the staircase leading down to the training grounds outside. From atop the wide marble staircase, he could see a row of archery targets far below and across the Training Grounds in front of him, nearly 100 meters away. With ease, he pulled an arrow back in the bow and shot it at one of the targets, hitting it dead in the center.

 “Of course it’s easy now. The game skill is doing all the work.” He mumbled with disappointment at himself. Darkshot took a seat on the stairs near the top and leaned back, sighing as he looked up at the clouds soaring over the city of Kordas above. His mind trailed off, he imagined how easily Pyri did the quest, and how simple it would probably be if Aegis was doing it.

 

 “Fuckin shit.” Rakkan mumbled in frustration as he took a seat beside Darkshot. “Pyri gets it on the first try, and I can’t get it after three tries.” Rakkan said angrily. “Not even close. And I’m supposed to do seven weapons.”

 “But, you were an intermediate player already, weren’t you?” Darkshot looked at him surprised.

 “Yeah, but that was a sage, with magic, and lore. I was good at all of the skills I needed, without the game's help.” Rakkan explained. They went quiet after that, sitting beside each other in silence for a few more minutes, and in that time a third player took a seat on the stairs near them, pulling out a large bowl of salad from their inventory and crunching it loudly and breaking their silence, causing both Rakkan and Darkshot to look at them.

 The player, [Travis - ??], was one of the strangest characters that either of them had ever seen created before. It was undoubtedly a male elf with shiny dark skin, but they had cartoonishly large female breasts. He was wearing a purple loincloth with the Night Hunter emblem on the front of it, and a purple leather wrap around his chest, with wooden sandals on his feet, and was otherwise naked, revealing his very large muscular form. He had purple eyeliner and rosy red blush on his cheeks, and rainbow colored pigtails. Rakkan and Darkshot couldn’t help but accidentally stare at him for a second, until he noticed between bites of his salad, and looked back at them annoyed.

 “What’re you looking at?” He said with an extremely deep voice, startling both Darkshot and Rakkan into looking away awkwardly, pretending as though they hadn’t been staring. “You guys got a problem?” He asked.

 “N-no.” Darkshot replied awkwardly while Rakkan shook his head.

 “Just ignore him.” A fourth player said from atop the stairs behind them. “He’s just mad that someone threw up on his Simbox during character creation.” [Christoph - ??] smirked. Rakkan and Darkshot turned to see this player wearing the emblem of the blades of Kalmoore on his tabard, two white crossed swords with an upright spear overtop of them in the middle, on a red background. He wore this over his enchanted iron armor, with a greatsword on his back. He had a shiny bald head and pointy elven ears. Travis didn’t reply to this comment outside of raising his eyebrow and crunching into his salad greens loudly.

 “Hi. My name’s Christoph, I’m the guild leader of the Blades of Kalmoore.” He reached his hand out to shake Darkshot and Rakkan’s hands after moving to stand in front of where they were sitting on the stairs. Darkshot and Rakkan looked between each other before shaking his hand curiously. “Noticed that you guys were having trouble with the intermediate weapon quests. I could help you both out with that.” Christoph smiled.

 “Help us? How?” Darkshot asked curiously. “I don’t know shit about using this thing.” He motioned dejectedly to his longbow on his back.

 “Hah, you really think all of these guys completing these quests so easily know how to use their weapons?” Christoph said as he motioned to all of the players inside the training hall, standing in line waiting to do their quests. “I mean, sure, some of them might know a bit, but, it’s 2090, who knows how to use a longbow?” Christoph asked rhetorically. 

 “How else are they completing the quests, then? The skills are blocked, aren’t they?” Darkshot asked as Rakkan listened with interest.

 “Well yeah, but it’s just a quest. There’s tricks and strategies to beat them all, even if you don’t know jack about the weapon.” Christoph shrugged. “I can show you how to get your quests done, pretty easily really, and then you can go on playing with the skills like normal and level ‘em up to 150.” He smiled.

 “You’re going to show us how to cheat the intermediate quests?” Rakkan raised an eyebrow at him as Darkshot and Rakkan both glanced at each other hesitantly.

 “Well, yeah. Unless of course you’d rather be stuck here trying to do it the normal way. And in return, you become members of the Blades of Kalmoore. We’re always looking for new members with potential.” He said cheerfully, but as he did, Travis let out a loud laugh, causing Christoph to look at him annoyed.

 “You must be really desperate.” He said to Christoph, then turned to Darkshot and Rakkan. “That guy’s trying to recruit you by offering quest strategies you can find for free all over the internet. If you really want to cheat your intermediate quests, just look it up online yourselves.” Travis said while his mouth was full with food, and he continued to chew between his words, making it somewhat hard to understand him

 “It’s not as easy as that. And we’ve got members of every class that’ll be able to help you with the class quests too.” Christoph said while scowling at Travis. It was a tempting offer, both Rakkan and Darkshot went deep into thought. The idea of them completing these weapon mastery quests, and then their class quests, on their own, when they had little to no knowledge of these weapons or their classes seemed so incredibly far-fetched. But at the same time, something about this method Christoph was offering felt wrong. Darkshot and Rakkan both recalled Pyri and Aegis’ words, how they’d want to figure out how to beat the quests by themselves without any help.

 Darkshot couldn’t imagine himself playing alongside Aegis at the top if he didn’t find a way to improve somehow, but he also couldn’t imagine himself standing beside Aegis after taking shortcuts to get there. Rakkan didn’t believe he’d ever learn to fight or use the weapons he’d need to learn to be a battlemaster, but he also knew that if he took shortcuts, he’d never be able to beat Seraxus. 

 “No thanks.” Darkshot and Rakkan said in unison, as they’d both made up their minds on the offer at the same time. 

 “Hah.” Travis chuckled as Christoph threw them all nasty looks.

 “Fine, suit yourselves. Have fun being stuck on your quests for a few months, if you ever pass them.” He said dismissively as he stomped off. Rakkan and Darkshot followed him with their eyes for a bit until they caught him approaching another group of players inside the training hall, hearing him begin the same speech that he’d just given them. They both felt good about turning him down, but that feeling went away quickly when they realized they still had the same problem, they couldn’t beat their quests.

 “Sorry I’m late!” Sherry called out to Travis as she ran across the training grounds towards him. Darkshot and Rakkan looked down the staircase to see the white-furred, brown-spotted tiny Satyr girl approach, and Darkshot’s jaw dropped at how beautiful she looked. She, like Travis, was sporting the Night hunter emblem, though hers was more modestly presented on her tabard. 

 “No problem. Ready to get started?” Travis stood up and put the rest of his salad in his inventory. 

 “I’m ready.” Sherry nodded with determination from the bottom of the stairs as Travis headed down them to meet her, but as he reached the bottom he stopped and turned to look up at Darkshot and Rakkan.

 “Why’d you turn down Christoph? He’s not wrong, y’know. Most people just cheat the quests. Actually learning the weapons is a pain.” Travis asked them curiously.

 “Because… if we can’t beat the quests by ourselves, we don’t deserve the rewards.” Darkshot said while looking at Rakkan, and Rakkan gave a small nod back. The two of them stood up, preparing to head back into the training hall to give their quests another try. 

 “Good answer. Come. You can join us.” Travis motioned them to follow him and Sherry, causing Rakkan and Darkshot to look back down at him confused.

 “Heh?” Darkshot replied.

 “Join you for what?” Rakkan asked.

 “The Night Hunters don’t recruit members that can’t beat the quests properly. If you struggle, we train you. Even our merchant class players must learn to fight.” Travis motioned to Sherry. “Starting with the basics.”

 “The basics?” Darkshot asked curiously.

 “Unarmed combat. Martial arts.” Travis said as he started walking towards the training dummies. “I’m here to teach Sherry, but if she doesn’t mind, you boys can follow along too. Don’t expect any special treatment though.” Travis shrugged.

 “I don’t mind.” She smiled up at the two of them before quickly moving to follow Travis into the training grounds. As they got further and further away, Rakkan and Darkshot looked at each other hesitantly. 

 “Can’t hurt, right?” Darkshot said, and Rakkan nodded back. The two rushed down the stairs after Travis and Sherry and followed closely behind them.



 “You fail.” A dark skinned male NPC said to Pyri with disappointment. [Archmage Jael(Elite) - ??] had a smooth bald head with dark eyes and broad shoulders, wearing majestic blue and red robes and wielding a fine white staff on his back, adorned with a large red gem at the top. The two of them were in a round room of 6 meters in diameter with a decorative tiled floor. The walls of the circular room were lined with bookshelves covered in an incredible variety of colorful books. Windows above the tall shelves allowed sunlight to shine into the high-ceilinged chamber. It had a singular door leading into it, and a large oak desk sat opposite the door. The man was standing in front of his desk with his staff fastened on his back as he looked down at Pyri who was kneeling and out of breath in the center of the room.

 “What do you mean, I failed?!” Pyri looked up at him confused. “I asked you if I could have my intermediate class quest, and you just attacked me.” She stood back up, looking to see that her health was at 1.

 “Yes. You’re not ready.” Jael replied coldly as he turned from Pyri and went to sit behind his desk.

 “This is bullshit!” Pyri shouted out at him angrily.
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 Pyri waited patiently in Jael’s office on the top floor of the Wizard Tower in Kordas, staring around at the books on the shelves quietly, tapping her foot on the tiled floor beneath her leather boots. Jael remained sitting silently behind his desk, reading documents and shuffling papers around.

 “Ahem hem hem.” Pyri cleared her throat loudly, but Jael ignored her and continued what he was doing. “AH HEH HEH HEM.” She went louder, and he continued to act as if she wasn’t there. “You really want me to keep going? I can blow the lid off this tower, I was in my highschool’s choir.” Pyri threatened, but Jael still didn’t react. “Alright, fi-” Pyri was preparing to scream as loud as she could, but Jael suddenly stood up from his desk. Pyri went silent to the sound of his chair sliding across the tiled floor as he moved from behind the desk around the outside of the room, tracing along the bookshelves that lined the walls. Pyri watched him intently as he eventually singled out a book and took it from the shelf. He then walked across the room over to Pyri and held the book out for her.

 “Lesser invisibility. The Wizard's way of the rogue.” Pyri read the title outloud, then looked up at Jael expectantly. He said nothing, just continued to hold it out towards her. “You want me to read this? If I read this book and learn this spell, would you give me my intermediate class quest? Is this the spell I’m missing or something? Because I looked up the class I wanted online, and it didn’t req-” He forcefully shoved the book into her hands with a visible loss of patience, then without a word turned from her and walked back behind his desk.

 “Fine, I’ll read your stupid book and learn this spell, then you better give me my damn quest.” Pyri grumbled angrily as she turned and left his office with the book. “Stupid buggy NPC. Back in my day we had beta testers for stuff like this.” She mumbled under her breath as she left the room. 



 Travis stood in the training grounds that afternoon pacing in front of Sherry, Rakkan and Darkshot. Rakkan was having trouble looking Travis in the eyes due to his character's odd appearance, while Darkshot kept glancing at Sherry in admiration for how cute she looked, drawn in by her star-shaped pupils and tiny horns.

 “Unarmed combat, or martial arts, is an important fundamental skill for any martial class. You might think ‘I’m using a bow… a spear… an axe… Why do I need to know how to punch?’, and if you’re thinking that, don’t waste my time and go back to failing your quest.” Travis said aggressively as Rakkan and Darkshot suddenly stood very attentive. 

 “Right now, every single one of you is breathing. Your body has been breathing to keep your heart beating and blood flowing throughout your body since you were born. It’s something so basic to you that you don’t even register in your mind that you are doing it, unless I tell you that you are doing it, like right now.” Travis explained as he stopped in front of the three of them.

 “Just like breathing, when you aim to fight another creature, in this world or the real one, there are certain things you need to be able to do without thinking about them. Just like you do with breathing, you need to be able to maintain balance.” He said as he stood on one foot, lifting his right foot to his left knee. “You need to be able to track, and read an enemy's movements.” He waved his hands from left to right. “And you need to be constantly aware of your own reach, strength, and speed.” He suddenly dashed to the right, so quickly that it almost looked as if he’d teleported. “If you have to stop and pause at all during a fight to think about any of these three things, you will likely lose, or be at a disadvantage against an enemy that doesn’t. And I assure you, an AI NPC in this game does not need to stop and think about these things, especially not the elite ones.” Travis continued.

 “Unarmed combat is the best basic skill for learning all of these fundamentals. Once you can do all three of those things without thinking about them, like you do breathing, you are ready to start adding on more complex skills such as shooting a bow, or swinging a sword. You don’t learn to do tricks on a bike before you’ve taken the training wheels off, so don’t expect to do that here.” Travis explained.

“Letting the game’s skill handle the learning for you defeats the purpose of these lessons, so go into your skill options menu in your interface and disable skill assistance for your unarmed combat skill, and we can get started.” As Travis said this, all three of them began pressing buttons in their interface to do exactly that.

 The first of Travis’ lessons centered around balance. He made them repeat the same motions over and over again, first aiming at the air, and then practicing on the training dummies. They were gaining experience in their unarmed combat skill very slowly and got a few levels in it over the course of the following few days, but with the skill assistance disabled, the levels didn’t aid them in improving their technique at all. 

 It felt incredibly repetitive, and at times almost pointless for both Rakkan and Darkshot. Travis would wander around and give them instructions, then leave for several hours and come to check on them.

 “Before you learn to use a weapon, you must understand that at all times, your entire body is a weapon. It can cut like a sword. Pierce like a spear, and crush like a maul.” Travis explained as he watched them practice jabs and kicks on training dummies. “Once you understand your body, you will understand any weapon in this game world.” He continued. Tidbits like this appeared over the next few days and Darkshot, Rakkan and Sherry soaked them all in, until finally after 5 days, Travis came to say farewell.

 “The Night Hunters are beginning a dungeon delve, and I’ll be joining them. Can’t hang around Kordas all the time, or I won’t ever get to flex these muscles.” He said proudly while patting his biceps. Darkshot, Rakkan and Sherry all stopped what they were doing to watch and listen to him.

 “So that’s it? What should we do? We didn’t even get done with unarmed combat.” Darkshot sighed with disappointment.

 “All you’ve done is taught us some basic punches and kicks.” Rakkan complained.

 “That’s all you need to practice right now.” Travis replied as he glanced between them. “I said you could join in with the training for Sherry, but I didn’t say it would be fun, or easy.” He crossed his arms. “You’re always welcome to give up and go take the easy road to getting your quests completed.” He motioned up to the Training Hall behind them, across the training grounds and up the stairs. Darkshot and Rakkan glanced towards it, then back at Travis.

 “I suggest you both take some time and think long and hard about why you are willing to go through all this trouble to learn how to fight properly. No one is forcing you to do it, or holding your hand through it, so you need to make sure you’ve got the proper motivation and discipline to see it to the end. I’m not sticking around to babysit you, And you-” He looked at Sherry. “It’s not your job to babysit them either. You’re a member of the Night Hunters, so I expect you’ll be ready for the next steps when I return from the dungeon in four weeks. I'll be messaging the next training regimes as you progress to them through the friends list. You can relay them to these two, if they're still around after I leave.” Travis said and Sherry gave a reaffirming nod. 

 “Toodles.” He wiggled his fingers at them, turned, and headed out of the training grounds, leaving the three of them standing in front of their training dummies. A few seconds of standing around later, Sherry went right back to kicking and punching her training dummy. Rakkan and Darkshot both looked at her, then at each other.

 “This aint helping with anything.” Rakkan sighed.

 “I’m not going to be able to shoot my longbow no matter how much we do this.” Darkshot shrugged, but Sherry ignored them both and kept practicing the punching and kicking motions Travis had taught them. They both went quiet and watched her, listening to the sound of her hands and feet hitting the wood of the training dummy, until she got annoyed by their stares and stopped.

 “You followed us because you didn’t want to take Christoph’s shortcut, right?" She asked, but got no immediate response from the two. "Travis has trained all of the Night Hunter’s new members through the intermediate quests, he knows what he’s doing, but, like he said, if you just want to keep leveling up quick, you don’t need to be here practicing with me. So, why didn’t you want to take the shortcut?” She asked, and Rakkan and Darkshot couldn’t answer her clearly, both thinking hard on the question. 



 A young Derrick was sitting out front of his middle school on the stairs leading out of the school. He was looking up at the clouds drifting by in the sky above, occasionally glancing down at the drive-way of the school in front of him at the base of the stairs and beyond a short sidewalk. Several other cars and Autopods were pulling up, parents picking up their children from school, and then driving off, but Derrick knew he’d be stuck waiting for a bit.

 After 10 minutes, most of the other children who’d been standing or sitting around on the stairs near him had dispersed, save for Eli, a boy with short messy blonde hair who was leaning up against the wall of the school building beside the front entrance doors. His backpack was at his feet and he was holding in his hands a large textbook, flipping through the pages.

 It went quiet for a while, with just the two of them waiting. Only the sound of Eli occasionally flipping the pages of his book, and the distant chirping of birds and moving cars on the street could be heard. 

 Derrick recognized Eli, he’d seen him waiting out here nearly every day. Derrick waiting for his dad wasn’t a regular occurrence, but in Eli’s case, he was always reading books out front. Though Derrick had never talked to him before, he decided he was bored enough that he might as well this time.

 “What’re you reading?” Derrick looked up from his comfortable seated position on the stairs at Eli. Eli didn’t react at all, as if he wasn’t aware Derrick was even talking to him. “Yo, Eli, right?” Derrick said louder, this got his attention.

 “What’s up Derrick?” Eli asked, looking up from his book.

 “You know my name?” Derrick asked him, surprised.

 “You know mine.” Eli shrugged matter-of-factly.

 “Oh, yeah, true.” Derrick nodded. “We have classes together.” Derrick reasoned it out. “What are you always reading?” He asked as he motioned to the book.

 “Oh this?” Eli lifted it to show the cover to Derrick, and he read it. ‘Medical Sciences of the 21st Century’. 

 “The hell? Why not some comics or something?” Derrick looked at him like he was crazy.

 “Boring.” Eli replied. “There’s good stuff in here. I sometimes visit my Mom at work. She’s a nurse.” Eli explained.

 “That sounds boring.” Derrick rolled his eyes before going back to looking up at the sky. It went quiet again until Eli flipped the pages in his book a few more times. “How come you’re always waiting out here so long? I see you here every day.” Derrick asked.

 “Waiting on my dad, he’s supposed to pick me up.” Eli replied.

 “Oh, he works later? My dad is working late today.” Derrick asked.

 “No, he doesn’t have a job. He just forgets. He’s probably in a match or something.” Eli replied nonchalantly.

 “He just forgets?” Derrick turned and looked at Eli in surprise, but saw that Eli was still focused on his book, barely paying attention to the conversation. “He forgets every day?”

 “Aeyup.” Eli replied.

 “That sucks. Why don’t you just take a taxi or a bus or something?” Derrick asked.

 “Don’t want to waste my mom’s money.” Eli replied coolly as they both spotted a car pulling up into the school's driveway, Derrick saw that it was his dad and he stood up from the stairs as his dad rolled down the window to call out to him.

 “Sorry I’m late, one of my big clients needed quick repairs done.” Derrick’s father called through the open window.

 “No problem.” Derrick waved as he hopped down a few steps, but when he got to the bottom he paused. “Hey, you mind giving that guy a ride home? His dad’s a deadbeat.” Derrick said with a shrug.

 “Derrick, that's no way to talk about other people’s parents.” Derrick’s dad scolded him with an angry glare, but after a few seconds he looked up and saw Eli reading his book. “That kid really is always waiting there, huh?” He added. “Sure, if he wants.” He shrugged. “But make it quick, I gotta get home and rest, I’m feeling exhausted from work today.” Derrick nodded and turned back to Eli.

 “Yo, Eli, hop in, my dad says he’ll drop you off.” Derrick called up to him.

 “You sure? I don’t want to be any trouble.” Eli replied as he looked down at them from over his book.

 “It’s fine, don’t worry about it. C’mon.” Derrick motioned him down and Eli nodded, closing his book and grabbing his bag. He ran down the stairs as Derrick opened the backdoor of the car for Eli and Eli climbed in, Derrick climbing in the passenger seat up front with his dad.

 “Thank you very much, sir.” Eli said politely.

 “Just call me Rob, and no problem, so where do you live?” Derrick’s dad, Rob, asked, and Eli promptly told him the address. “So Derrick says you’re the top grades in your year, is that right?” Rob asked.

 “Yeah, I guess. I just have a lot of time to study, that's all. Nothing special.” Eli shrugged.

 “You have a lot of time to study too, you just don’t do it.” Rob looked at Derrick while wiggling his brows.

 “Oh c’mon I study enough.” Derrick waved it off as the car pulled out of the school driveway, but as it did it swerved a bit too far into the opposite lane, nearly causing an accident. “Whoa, dad, what’s that?” Derrick scolded him.

 “Sorry, sorry, told you, just exhausted.” Derrick’s dad replied dismissively.

 “You should just put it on autodrive.” Derrick said to him as Eli watched their exchange.

 “I’m not putting it on autodrive. I didn’t get my license just to let some computer drive for me.” Rob replied.

 “But it’s way safer.” Derrick argued.

 “I’m fine.” Rob snapped back at him. “Just exhausted, long day. You’ll know what it’s like when you take over the shop one day.”

 “Yeah, right.” Derrick rolled his eyes back at him, but as he did, his dad nearly ran a red light, breaking at the last second causing everyone in the car to jerk forward.

 “Seriously, dad, what the hell is up?” Derrick asked.

 “Your dad normally doesn’t drive like this?” Eli asked Derrick with concern.

 “Nah, never.”

 “I told you- I’m-” Eli suddenly leaned forward from the backseat and looked at Rob closely. 

 “You’re breathing heavily. Your pupils are dilated. You shouldn’t be out of breath, you’re sitting in a car.” Eli paused as if he was stopping to think about something.

 “Yo, you’re right he is breathing a bit heavy.” Derrick commented. 

 “Do you have any pain in your chest?” Eli asked as he put his fingers on Rob's neck suddenly to check his pulse as Rob turned to look at him funny.

 “Huh? No, I told you I’m fine.” Rob replied dismissively. 

 “Do you have any pain in your left arm? Or any numbness?” Eli asked in monotone.

 “What? No… well,” He paused as he started wiggling his left fingers around. “I guess, a bit… but I get that sometimes.” He said dismissively. Eli, without any prompt, reached over Derrick’s dad and yanked the key out of the ignition. “The heck? Derrick, what's wrong with your friend?!” Derrick’s dad shouted angrily as Eli moved back from the front to lean back in his seat.

 “What’s going on?” Derrick asked, confused. “Don’t just take the keys out yo, we’re in the middle of the street.” Derrick shouted back at Eli, annoyed. Eli ignored both of them and tapped his ear implant, signaling that he was going into a call. 

 “Mom? I know you’re at work. No, he didn’t pick me up, listen, my friend’s dad is having a heart attack.” Eli said nonchalantly, causing both Derrick and Rob to spin around and look at Eli like he was insane.

 “He’s having a - what?” Derrick shouted.

 “That’s- that’s none-... that’s nonsense.” Rob struggled to get the words out, and it was enough to put Derrick into full on panic mode.

 “Oh shit. Oh shit! Dad! What should I do?” Derrick shouted at Eli worriedly as Eli gave the address to the person he was on the call with. 

 “Lean his head back, focus on breathing and lowering his blood pressure.” Eli replied calmly.

 “How do I do that?” Derrick asked as his Dad leaned back and went quiet, breathing heavily. Several cars behind them in the street were now honking at them. The next few minutes felt like hours for Derrick. Eli ran out of the car to move around outside to the driver's side door and opened it, positioning Derrick’s dad to help him relax and breathe properly while Derrick did his best to help from the passenger seat. It was only 5 minutes until the ambulance arrived and the paramedics came to help, but it’d felt like an hour for Derrick. He remembered climbing in the back with his dad, leaving Eli alone with their family car in the middle of the road.



 

 Darkshot found himself dwelling on this memory, of the first time he’d met Eli as he watched Sherry hitting the target dummy repeatedly. 

 “He’s always there to help, even if you don't ask him for it. But what he’s trying to do now, he’s not going to be able to do it on his own. He’s going to need my help.” Darkshot said as Sherry stopped and she and Rakkan both turned to look and listen to him. “Taking short cuts ain’t gonna cut it for those aiming for the top. I’ve gotta be good enough, so I can be there for when he needs me.” Darkshot concluded as he started repeating the motions that Travis had taught him, causing Sherry to smile slightly with her tiny satyr snout. Rakkan watched as he did this, then watched as Sherry joined back in, leaving Rakkan the only one not practicing, as he too found himself dwelling on what he was doing standing there.

 



 “This is gettin’ ridiculous, man.” Seraxus shouted out to Renault as he stood in front of an army of 1000 Puagas soldiers, all trained up to level 60, several of them elite. They stood in front of the walls of a fortified Puagas city. Behind Seraxus stood his party members Gambit, Hajax, and Zuon, all looking bored.

 “Renault, bro, just give it up. You’re way too into this lore shit.” Hajax said in a condescending tone. “How many armies have you tried to train up already? This is like the 5th one.”

 “Face it man, you’re just not that good at fighting.” Gambit shrugged.

 “You’re welcome back to the party anytime. You’re the best when it comes to puzzles and all that mind shit, but, man, how many times you gonna make me smack you around? You aint no fighter.” Seraxus sighed. “My audience is starting to feel bad for you, that’s how pathetic it's getting.” Seraxus motioned to his live streaming icon.

 “Let’s just go, leave this town alone yo.” Zuon said to the others. 

 “Look, you’re even makin’ Zuon feel bad for you.” Seraxus chuckled while motioning to Zuon. “I’ll prove a point. Look.” Seraxus unequipped his Black sword of Hatred, and hid away all of his battlemaster weapons. “One on one, I won’t use any weapons, not even the OP one. If you win, we’ll leave this city alone.” Seraxus said as he spread his arms out and spun around, putting on a show for everyone. Renault didn’t hold back, he pulled his staff off of his back and charged forward ahead of his army, throwing out spells left and right. He used his Sage shell spells to contain and move around Seraxus forcefully, controlling his movement for a good while, but any large attacks he tried to land were avoided by Seraxus, and eventually, when Renault’s mana got low enough, Seraxus closed the gap and landed a good clean uppercut on Renault, followed by several more hits.

 Once the first hits had landed, he didn’t let up, he kept hitting Renault and prevented him from getting words out, or making proper hand motions to cast any more spells.

 “You forgot that I was already the best before I got that sword, didn’t ya?” He said as he landed a hit in Renault’s chest, then shoulder. “Y'all forgot who the top player in Counterstrife was?” He added, hitting Renault three more times. “Y'all forgot who the number one mid-laner in League of Warriors was?” He knocked Renault down to the ground as the army of soldiers looked on worriedly, seeing their commander beaten so easily. “Don’t ever forget it, you ain't no fighter, you just a walking encyclopedia.” Seraxus said before finishing Renault off, killing his character and kicking him out of the game. 



 Rakkan stomped over to the training dummy and started smashing it with his fists and feet, following the motions Travis had taught him, with great effort and high aggression, making loud impact sounds which distracted Sherry and Darkshot from their training, causing them to stop and watch him.

 “Yo, Rakkan, you okay?” Darkshot asked him worriedly, seeing his angry face as he punched the training dummy.

 “I’m fine. I’m not weak. I’m not a walking encyclopedia. I can learn how to fight too.” Rakkan replied angrily. 
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“Hi guys!” Lina called out to Rakkan and Darkshot. She’d arrived at the training grounds for her dagger intermediate quest and spotted Sherry, Darkshot and Rakkan training unarmed combat, following the techniques that were taught by Travis for training purposes. They were a week into their training at this time, and despite training nonstop, their unarmed combat skills were only at 15 - gaining experience on the training dummies was extremely slow in comparison to using it against actual enemies. The two were surprised to see Lina and stopped training, but Sherry continued.

 “Oh, you’re finally here Lina?” Darkshot asked. “Where’s Aegis?”

 “He’s doing a part of his class quest right now. Are you guys practicing unarmed combat?” She asked excitedly. “I learned it too, it’s really useful right? Especially with daggers.” She did a few punches at the air.

 “Yeah, a member of the Night Hunter’s showed us some training techniques.” Darkshot replied.

 “Those guys are everywhere.” Lina said, then spotted Sherry’s tabard. “Ah, sorry, no offense.” 

 “None taken.” Sherry shrugged back awkwardly between practicing punches. 

 “So did you guys finish your other weapon quests? I mean, besides unarmed combat.” She asked them, and Darkshot and Rakkan both looked at each other apprehensively. They didn’t need to say more, Lina could read the answer from their faces. “Oh. Well, starting with unarmed combat is smart. All of the top players recommend mastering it, even if you don’t need it for your class.” Lina said encouragingly. 

 “We’ve been here for a week now, and we haven’t gotten shit done.” Rakkan sighed at himself angrily. 

 “That’s not true, we’ve learned a lot.” Sherry stopped what she was doing to look at Rakkan disapprovingly. 

 “We’ve gained experience in unarmed combat, and punched and kicked a dummy, that’s it.” Rakkan replied to her. “That Travis guy swears it's what we need to do to learn, with the skill disabled… but I'm not feeling like I’m getting any better.” Rakkan added.

 “Hm. Do you want to test it out?” Lina suggested. “My unarmed combat skill is level 30. I’m no pro fighter, but my skill assistance is not disabled so... Let’s see how you guys do against a level 30 skill without using the skill yourself!” Lina smiled as she unequipped her daggers to her inventory and sent a duel challenge to all three of them at once. 

 “You sure? You want us to just attack you?” Darkshot confirmed.

 “Yup.” Lina smiled. They all glanced between one another with a hint of excitement in their expressions as they all accepted the three-on-one duel challenge. The duel countdown timer hit 0 and it began, and Lina raised her fists up in anticipation. Rakkan and Darkshot did the same and saw that, even without the skill, they could mimic her stance and had a sense for where her openings were, and where she could strike at them from. 

 Rakkan initiated, lunging at Lina with a jab which she deflected, but rather than stumble forward with his full weight into the punch, he kept his balance so that when she retaliated with her own jab, he could lean back and deflect it, and when Lina jumped up and side kicked at him, he could see it coming based on watching Lina’s balance shifting in her legs and was able to pre-emptively pull his shin up to block the strike. From there, they exchanged a few more strikes. Blocking the attacks reduced damage but didn’t stop it completely, and as Darkshot and Sherry watched, their jaws dropped.

 “Holy shit, you’re actually keeping up with the level 30 skill.” Darkshot commented as Rakkan and Lina hopped back from each other. “Let me try, let me try!” Darkshot said as he stepped in for Rakkan who let him take his place. 

 “Me next!” Sherry joined in. Rakkan watched as first Darkshot was able to exchange blows with Lina, and then Sherry.

 “You’re not messing with us? You holdin’ back or somethin’?” Rakkan asked apprehensively as Lina held her hand up to stop them, clearly out of breath. 

 “Nope, no, you guys are good.” She said between breaths. “Three on one is tough though, I need a second for stamina.” She pulled a direwolf steak out of her inventory and bit into it, and suddenly Darkshot and Rakkan were both reminded of Aegis. 

 “See? Travis knows what he’s doing, we just need to trust him.” Sherry said to Darkshot and Rakkan with a big smile. 

 “Who’s Travis, by the way?” Lina asked as she collected herself.

 “The guy teaching us. He’s really weird.” Rakkan replied. 

 “Ok. Well, you’re a lot better than when we practiced back in Rene. If you don’t need the skill to tell you how to do something, then the level only increases your damage and speed. I’ve heard some players keep the skill assistance turned off all the time, like that big streamer from Lanusk, Feng.” Lina said as she forfeited the duel with them. “I’m going to hurry and do my dagger quest though, so I can be done before Aegis gets here.” She smiled as she started heading towards the Training Hall.

 “Ah, right, he’s coming here. He’ll see that we still haven’t even finished one intermediate quest yet.” Darkshot commented, and Sherry watched as all three of them went quietly into deep thought, Lina’s face blushing red.

 “Imma log out for now and get some rest.” Rakkan said nervously.

 “Yeah, I need a shower. Be back later.” Darkshot said hastily. 

 “Who’s Aegis?” Sherry asked Lina as she walked away, confused by everyone’s reactions.

“He’s our party leader…” Lina replied before she continued walking away. 

“Weird party, why are they all afraid of seeing their leader?” Sherry shrugged to herself before continuing her training alone. 



 Derrick found himself in his living room after having taken a shower, flipping on the TV and navigating to Shattered World livestreams where he’d manage to locate Aegis’ stream by searching for it by name. It had four viewers including himself at this time, and Aegis was in the enchanting tower working on enchanting Iron weapons. Derrick knew the livestream had a delay and didn’t want to risk logging back in and bumping into Aegis yet, he wasn’t ready to see his friend again, not until he’d proven he was capable enough to get his intermediate quests done by himself. 

 Instead, as he watched Aegis enchant his iron weapons, he found himself practicing fighting stances and hand and feet motions in his living room. Just like Travis had taught him in the game world, it felt so ingrained into his muscle memory now that he could repeat the motions using his real body, with ease.

 “That’s pretty neat. Are you learning kung fu?” Rob, Derrick’s dad, asked him from the doorway of the living room. Derrick hadn’t noticed him standing there watching him, causing him to awkwardly jump out of his fighting pose back into standing in a normal upright position.

 “Huh? No, dad, it’s not kung fu.” Derrick replied flustered.

 “Well, whatever it is, looks good. Are you doing that for Eli’s big streaming career? He told you to learn that to get more viewers?” Rob asked as he motioned to Aegis’ livestream playing on the TV.

 “Nah, he didn’t tell me to learn it. I’m just learning it for myself.” Derrick replied dismissively.

 “Oh, hm.” Rob sounded surprised as he turned from the living room towards a shelf lining the hallway, and began searching through one of the drawers for something.

 “What’s with that? Oh hm.” Derrick questioned his reaction.

 “Nothing.” Rob shrugged. “It’s just, normally you’re following instructions, so, good to hear you taking initiative.” 

 “I take initiative all the time,” Derrick replied defensively.

 “It’s not a bad thing.” Rob sighed back. “I’m backed up on repairs, got a couple of autopods in the garage that need fixing before Monday. You got time to help your old man? Or are you going back in?” Rob motioned to the TV again. Derrick glanced at it to see that Aegis would be awhile, and shrugged.

 “I can help you out.” Derrick replied, following his dad into the garage where there were two autopods sitting about, both with their hoods open and engines visible. The autopods were small, egg shaped vehicles with a flattened bottom that featured four small but thick wheels. One was coated in plain white paint, the other dark blue. They had a single door, with only a single seat and minimal controls on the inside. The engines themselves, visible due to the front hoods being opened up to the side like a small door, resembled a computer more than it did engines from the early 21st century.

“How about you take the left one, I’ll take the right one.” Rob suggested as he motioned to his tools on a workbench off to the side of the garage. Derrick looked at the left one, then the right one, and hesitated.

 “How about we both take the right one, and then we both take the left one.” Derrick replied with a smirk.

“Heh, fine. So much for taking initiative.” Rob chuckled back.

“What? It’s better to work together.” Derrick shrugged at him as he grabbed a few tools and Rob watched. 

“You know exactly what tools to grab, and you know what needs adjusting, right there, right?” Rob asked as he motioned to the engine on the right autopod.

“This part is what needs fixing?” Derrick confirmed as he motioned to a part of the engine. Rob didn't react to this, and instead moved in to help him as he nodded his head towards the left Autopod. 

“I’m betting you can also tell what's wrong with that one, too.” Rob said, causing Derrick to glance over to the left autopod’s engine as they started working on the right one together.

“Eh…” Derrick hesitated answering, even though he saw the problem right away. 

“You just like having someone giving you clear instructions. I get it.” Rob replied after rolling his eyes at Derrick’s hesitation.

“So what? I want to make sure I don’t mess anything up.” Derrick grumbled back.

“I’m betting it's why you like those RPG games with quests. The NPCs tell you exactly what to do, huh?” Rob teased him.

“That’s not the reason. I’m perfectly fine without instructions, just, why not follow them when someone is there to give them?” Derrick shrugged.

“You mean, why take initiative if I don’t have to?” Rob joked. 

“Exactly.” Derrick nodded proudly. 

“Well, eventually you’ll get stuck in a situation where there won’t be someone like me or Eli to tell you what to do, then what’ll you do?” Rob asked.

“Duh, start learning kung fu.” Derrick replied sarcastically, causing Rob to chuckle as his ear implant began blinking.

“One sec.” Rob said as he pressed his implant, answering the call. He exchanged words for a few moments before ending the call with a sigh. “Man, can’t even enjoy my weekend. Had a breakdown across town.” Rob said as he started putting the tools away. “Don’t worry about this, I’ll finish it when I get back.” Rob said to Derrick as he waved him away from the autopods.

“You’re not overworking yourself, are you? It’s the weekend.” Derrick asked worriedly as he watched his dad leave the garage through the door to their main hallway in the house and started putting on his shoes.

“I’m fine. If you’re really worried, take some initiative and fix those two autopods for me.” Rob winked at him as he threw his jacket over his shoulders. “Be back in a bit.” He ended as he stepped out of the front door of their house, shutting it behind himself. Derrick found himself standing in the doorway of their garage, looking between the two autopods in the garage.

“Eh, better to wait until he gets back.” Derrick mumbled to himself as he stepped back into the house and shut the garage door.



Darkshot and Rakkan both timed their return into the gameworld after they’d watched Aegis finish his Shield Mastery quest on his first try. Seeing him do it on his first attempt sparked some newfound motivation in their hearts as they followed the training regime Travis had given them over the next few weeks. Every few days Travis sent new instructions to Sherry through the friends list messaging, and she relayed the instructions to Darkshot and Rakkan. Each instruction involved more complicated stances and motions to help them master their own bodies. On the fourth week of their training, Sherry, Rakkan and Darkshot all got the messages within a few hours of one another that each of them had hit level 30 in their unarmed combat skills.

“That’s it! We are done.” Sherry shouted excitedly as she was the last to reach 30. “Travis says that he will be back in about a week to help you guys with the last steps, for your weapons, if you need it. But he thinks we already have everything we need to figure out the rest ourselves.” Sherry said as she read the messages Travis had sent to her outloud, then smiled at the two of them. “I should thank you both. You helped me stay motivated! I’m not very interested in combat, that’s why I took the merchant class, but the Night Hunters don’t like the non-combat class players to be defenseless, so…” Sherry shrugged at them.

“We should be thanking you.” Darkshot smiled at her.

“I want to see just how useful learning fighting like this really was…” Rakkan said as he looked up to the Kordas Training Hall across the way.

“Then we should all do the unarmed combat intermediate quest, right?” Sherry suggested. 

“Yeah, let’s start with that.” Rakkan nodded back. The three of them eagerly made their way across the training grounds, up the marble staircase, and into the training hall to see the familiar doorways marked with all of the weapon symbols. It was fairly crowded as usual, but the line for the Unarmed Combat intermediate quest only had one person in front of it. Darkshot recognized who it was and pulled back anxiously at first when he saw her name, [Miranda - Level 30], but he remembered she probably wouldn’t recognize who he was, even though he knew who she was from school. She was waiting anxiously in line, her blonde ponytail shaking back and forth as she hopped in place with her livestream icon turned on, showing a viewership count of 1000. 

Sherry got in line behind her, then Rakkan, and lastly Darkshot, and the three went quiet as they listened to Miranda talking to her audience.

“Okay guys, we’ve got it this time, third time's the charm. Everyone place your votes in the chat, do you think I’ll get it this time, the third try? Please cheer for me!” Miranda said enthusiastically. A few moments passed before the doors into the Unarmed Combat quest arena opened, and out stepped a dejected looking level 30 lizardfolk player. 

“How did it go?” Miranda asked him with a friendly tone.

“Bad. I’m giving up for today.” He sighed as he walked away with his shoulders slumped.

“Oh no, hearts in the chat for him, he tried his best. Now it’s our turn.” Miranda said excitedly to the intermediate NPC in front of the door who stared at her blankly.

“Ready to go again?” The NPC asked her unenthusiastically.

“I’m ready!” Miranda cheered before heading into the room, doors closing behind her.

“I’m getting a bit nervous. If I fail the first few times, don’t tell Travis, okay?” Sherry whispered back to Darkshot and Rakkan, and they nodded. 

“Same.” Darkshot replied. A few more minutes passed before the doors opened, and Miranda stepped out with her shoulders slumped.

“Nope, failed again.” She huffed. “This quest is really hard guys, good luck!” See said encouragingly to them as she got in the line behind the three. Sherry stepped up and had her introduction to the intermediate quest NPC, got the quest, and stepped inside the room, all while Miranda continued to chatter about pointlessly mundane things to her audience. Darkshot and Rakkan did their best to just ignore Miranda’s chatter as they waited patiently for Sherry to come back out.

It took awhile, a good long 10 minutes, before the doors opened up again and Sherry stepped out.

“Congratulations on completing your intermediate Unarmed Combat quest. Despite your lower level, you performed exceptionally well with your fists. You are ready to take your Unarmed Combat to the next stage.” The NPC congratulated her, causing Miranda to look on in awe.

“What!? A level 19 girl just completed the quest on her first try!” Miranda said in disbelief. “What is your secret?” Miranda asked Sherry excitedly.

“Uhm…” She looked awkwardly at Darkshot and Rakkan. “Just lots of training and hard work.” She shrugged.

“Hm. Wow, incredible.” Miranda continued to express her awe, while Rakkan began to get nervous himself, as it was his turn next. Seeing Sherry do it on her first try made him feel more pressure than anything as he stepped forward and exchanged words with the NPC. 

“Good luck. It’s tough, but just stay focused!” Sherry encouraged him with a thumbs up. Rakkan gave her a nod, glanced at Darkshot anxiously, then headed into the room and the doors shut behind him. Sherry stood off to the side near one of the many large statues lining the training hall, waiting to see the results, and as she did, Miranda kept asking her for tips and pointers. This noisy exchange eventually drew the attention of a familiar face, Christoph, who approached them from across the training hall.

“Hi there, Miranda, my name is Christoph, I’m the guild leader of the Blades of Kalmoore.” Christoph said politely, while acting as if Sherry and Darkshot didn’t exist.

“Oh, the Blades of Kalmoore, I’ve heard of you guys! You’re the 2nd strongest guild in Kalmoore, right?” She asked excitedly.

“That’s right. I see you are having trouble with your Unarmed Combat quest, are you looking to become an intermediate monk class?” He asked her.

“Mhm. I am. But this quest is so tough.” She pouted.

“I could help you out. I know some great tricks for passing this quest, then you’ll be heading to level 150 in unarmed combat in no time.” Christoph smiled at her.

“Really? You’d do that?” Miranda replied hopefully.

“Of course, but only if you join my guild. The Blades of Kalmoore are always looking for players with potential, and I can see you have a lot of it.” Christoph offered.

“Hmm. What do you guys think? Let’s vote in the chat! Should I join the Blades of Kalmoore, 2nd biggest guild in Kalmoore, and go on adventures with them?” Miranda asked her audience excitedly. “I bet they do crazy dungeon raids, right? And insane PvP?” She asked Christoph excitedly.

“We do everything.” Christoph grinned back.

“Ok ok… the results are in! It looks like my chat wants to go on adventures with your guild! I accept!” Miranda replied excitedly.

“Awesome! Glad to hear! If you come with me, I’ll show you the trick to beating this quest really easily!” He motioned her back towards the training grounds while smirking at Darkshot and Sherry. 

“Oh, I’m so excited!” Miranda cheered as she followed him out of the training hall, leaving Darkshot and Sherry in silence for a few seconds until Sherry let out an uncomfortable shiver.

“Disgusting.” Sherry mumbled under her breath, causing Darkshot to chuckle. 

“Which one?” Darkshot asked.

“Both. They’re perfect together.” Sherry replied. 5 Minutes after Rakkan had gone in, the doors opened, and he stepped back out. He’d taken half the time that Sherry had taken, and as he came out to greet the NPC, she bowed excitedly towards him.

“Congratulations on completing your intermediate Unarmed Combat quest. You made quick work of the challenge and proved that you are more than capable of learning the intermediate techniques that this skill has to offer. I look forward to seeing great things from you in the future.” The NPC said to Rakkan, and he stepped out with an expression of disbelief on his face as he looked between Darkshot and Sherry.

“I… I did it. I did the intermediate quest.” Rakkan said slowly, looking dumbstruck.

“Congrats!” Sherry cheered as she ran over, holding her hand up for a high five. Rakkan high fived her before turning to Darkshot with his expression of disbelief. 

“I’m not just an encyclopedia. I can fight now.” He said with wide eyes.

“Good shit.” Darkshot gave him a high five as well. “Now I guess it’s my turn.” He added as he looked at the NPC nervously. “Gonna suck if I’m the only one who fails it.” He stepped forward, and began the dialogue with the NPC. After accepting the quest, a few moments later he went into the room and the doors shut behind him. He stood on the ledge overlooking the arena. This arena was identical to all the others, with 8 pillars and a doorway on the opposite end for enemies to enter the arena from. As Darkshot stood on the edge, he had memories flooding in of his first few attempts at the Longbow intermediate quest, and how he’d failed it so spectacularly. 

He didn’t need his longbow right now though. Or his quiver. He made sure both were unequipped to his inventory before he hopped down into the arena. He had the quest instructions fresh in his memory. He was to fight a number of opponents, and the objective was to land 100 strikes on them before they’d landed 100 strikes on him. It was simple in concept, as most of the intermediate weapon quests were, but the execution was always where the difficulty came from.

As Darkshot hopped down onto the arena floor, he watched as on the opposite end, 5 unarmed Kordas soldiers wearing light leather armor stepped out of the doorway. Each of the five looked very muscular and walked with confidence, their fists clenched. The only variance between the five were the lengths and colors of their hair, and as they stepped onto the tiled floor of the arena, they began to fan out in front of Darkshot. 

Looking around at the pillars, Darkshot could already imagine methods and strategies he could employ to cheat this test, but that’d defeat the purpose. In the end, he knew the only thing he’d be cheating would be himself. He took a deep breath, closing his eyes as he slowly took a fighting stance with his fists clenched. He opened his eyes again and watched the movement of the five NPCs. With it being five versus one, they’d have an easier time landing 100 hits before he did. 

Should I focus on being defensive and taking it slow? Should I focus on kiting them and only engaging when I can isolate one of them, using the pillars? Should I just go all out offensive and try to rush 100 strikes before they have time to react? What was the optimal strategy? As he pondered it, a big part of him wished that someone would tell him the optimal strategy. Even when Darkshot knew how to do something well, it always felt so much better to just have someone tell him clearly how to execute. But no one was going to tell him how to beat this quest.

The five soldiers continued to close in on Darkshot, but he hadn’t yet come up with a plan, or a strategy. His mind began to rush over the pros and cons of each method of tackling this quest. Aggressive, defensive, or tactical? The issue now wasn’t Darkshot’s doubt in his ability to perform unarmed combat, it was rather his self-doubt in how to utilize his ability in this particular test. 

Three approached him from the front now, while one flanked around to his left and another flanked to his right. They were easily surrounding him, and he was letting it happen. He knew that letting them surround him would put him in a very bad spot, so finally took his first action. He dashed away with a burst of speed, maneuvering around the slow walking NPCs to get behind them and reach the opposite side of the arena, buying him more time before they reached him. The NPCs followed him with their eyes, but didn’t give chase, instead they turned and continued to walk patiently towards him.

 This was good, Darkshot thought. It gave him more time to think, and decide on a strategy. But the more time he had to think, the more time he began to doubt every plan he came up with in his mind. There was always so much uncertainty with every plan he came up with, he’d wished more than ever that someone could just tell him the best method. He could do any of them, he knew it. He could probably win if he played it slow and defensively. He could probably win if he went all out offensive. He could probably win if he tactically kited and isolated them. But which method should he use? He began to panic as his heartbeat quickened, watching the 5 NPCs close in on him once again. 

 Sherry and Rakkan both passed the test easily. He wondered what method they had used. He wondered what they would think of him if he was the only one who couldn’t do the quest. A month of training, all for nothing, because Darkshot couldn’t execute when it mattered. The thought of asking Christoph for help on how to complete the quest started to sound incredibly tempting. A clear outline of exactly what he needed to do to clear the quest - that’s what he needed right now. It wouldn’t really be cheating, would it? Since he took the time to learn the skill. As Darkshot began to reason with himself in this way, a message popped up in the middle of his screen.





	[WORLD NOTIFICATION]
The player [Aegis - Level 30] has become the first player in the world to reach intermediate in every crafting skill.






 In an instant, Darkshot was reminded of why he was here, trying so hard to be good at this game. Someone aiming for the top didn’t take shortcuts. They didn’t need their hand held. Darkshot took another deep breath, closed his eyes for a moment as he took on his fighting stance once more, then opened his eyes and waited patiently for the 5 NPCs to approach him. 
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                Chapter 101: Arrows and Magic


Rakkan and Sherry watched as the doors to the Unarmed Combat arena opened and Darkshot slowly walked out of the room. He’d been inside for 8 minutes, and in that time Rakkan and Sherry had both seen Aegis’ notification. Rakkan had his arms crossed, a serious expression on his face as he watched Darkshot walk towards the quest NPC, whilst Sherry looked anxiously hopeful.

 “Congratulations on pass-” The quest NPC began her dialogue, but hearing the first few words were enough for Rakkan to let out a loud cheer, while Sherry let out an excited sqeal.

 “We did it, we all did it, first try!” Sherry shouted excitedly. 

 “Good, ‘cause we’ve still got a lot of quests to complete. Can’t be wasting time. You saw the message?” Rakkan asked Darkshot. Darkshot nodded back at him. 

 “Aegis is your party leader, right?” Sherry asked.

 “Yeah. He’s always up to something. We can’t get left behind.” Darkshot replied, and Rakkan nodded back at him. “Unarmed Combat was the first one.” He said as he finished talking with the NPC and stepped towards the other two. The three of them walked side by side towards the exit of the training hall, back to the training grounds. 

 “Travis says he’ll be back in a week to help with the others if you need it, but…” Sherry began.

 “He also said we should be able to do the rest on our own.” Rakkan finished her thought for her. 

 “Mhm.” She nodded as they exited the hall and descended the stairs out front down to the training grounds. She turned to watch as Darkshot equipped his longbow and quiver again, and Rakkan equipped his bladed fist. “I guess this is goodbye for now, since I’m all done here. But I wish you guys the best of luck, I’m sure you’ll be able to beat all of your quests in no time.” Sherry smiled at them.

 “Thanks.” Rakkan nodded at her, as she turned and walked away, and Darkshot watched her leave. Rakkan watched Darkshot following her with her eyes, and let out a light huff of air, causing Darkshot to look at him.

 “What?” Darkshot asked Rakkan.

 “Nothin, just, you probably won’t see her again. Did you even ask to add her to your friends list?” Rakkan raised an eyebrow at Darkshot.

 “Huh? We’ll see her again. She’s a Night Hunter.” Darkshot said dismissively.

 “She’s also a merchant player though. But whatever, none of my business.” Rakkan shrugged.

 “So what?” Darkshot grumbled back.

 “Nothin, just, saw you lookin’ at her a lot. Figured you mighta wanted to see her again. But, yeah, nevermind. None of my business.” Rakkan added with another shrug as he moved towards a training dummy with his bladed fist. Darkshot watched Rakkan do this, then glanced towards Sherry as she was reaching the exit of the training grounds, about to step back into the streets of Kordas. Darkshot let out an annoyed sigh at himself.

 “Fine, fine, I’ll take initiative.” He whispered under his breath as he suddenly rushed after Sherry in a full on sprint. “Sherry! Sherry, wait a second!” Darkshot called out to her, causing Rakkan to smirk. Sherry heard Darkshot calling out and stopped just at the archway of the training grounds leading back to the streets of Kordas, turning to face him.

 “Yup?” She asked curiously.

 “Uh, well…” Darkshot said awkwardly as he caught up, standing a meter away. “I thought, you know, since it was fun spending time together, maybe we should add each other to our friends list. You know, in case we want to hang out again sometime.” Darkshot suggested.

 “Oh. right.” Sherry thought about it. “I’m not really going to be going on adventures though, like you will be. I’m just going to be hanging around Kordas doing merchant quests. No more training for me.” She shrugged back innocently. 

 “That’s fine. Then, we can just hang out together whenever I’m in Kordas. You know, once I’m done with all these quests.” Darkshot replied awkwardly.

 “Ok. Sure, I guess the three of us can hang out again sometime.” Sherry shrugged as she started to open up her interface.

 “Or, maybe just the two of us. Without Rakkan.” Darkshot suggested.

 “You mean like a date?” Sherry asked as she paused her interface fidgeting, and Darkshot could see she was starting to blush under her short white fur.

 “Yeah, I guess. I mean, unless you already have a boyfriend or something.” Darkshot replied nervously.

 “No… I don’t.” She replied while avoiding his eyes. 

 “Cool, then… is it okay if I add you?” Darkshot asked.

 “Yeah.” She smiled as she pressed a few more buttons on her interface, and Darkshot got her friend's request. “Good luck on the rest of your quests.” She bowed before turning and heading quickly off into the streets of Kordas.

 “Thanks!” He called out after her, and stood idly around a few moments after she’d left. “I can totally take initiative.” He said to himself proudly, before heading back towards Rakkan.

 “How’d it go?” Rakkan asked once Darkshot had gotten close enough.

 “Friendslisted. Easy.” Darkshot held his hand out for a high five.

 “Nice.” Rakkan high fived him. 

 “Now… let’s see how this works.” Darkshot said with newfound confidence, pulling out his longbow as he stepped over towards the shooting range, in front of a row of archery targets a few meters away from the target dummies where Rakkan was. Darkshot wasn’t the only one there, several other players were practicing shots, but Darkshot ignored them as he drew an arrow from his quiver calmly and carefully lined it up with his bowstring. It lined up perfectly, with ease, first try, and he’d just remembered he needed to disable skill assistance to practice properly.

 He quickly moved through his interface and disabled skill assistance from his Longbow Mastery, then tried again. He pulled another arrow out of his quiver and attempted to nock it, and this time, he took much more focus and time to get the arrow lined up on the bowstring. It was unacceptably slow. But without being told, he knew what he needed to do. Travis’ words were still echoing fresh in his mind. If he wanted to learn to do the tricks, the basics had to become as easy as breathing. The best way to do that was by repeating the basic motions.

 He knew he looked stupid doing it, and even got a few funny stares from the other players near him on the shooting range, but he didn’t care. He didn’t fire a single arrow that entire day, he instead just repeatedly took arrows out of his quiver and practiced nocking them quickly. Rakkan didn’t take long before joining Darkshot, practicing loading his crossbow repeatedly, rather than shooting it. It was repetitive, and boring, but they both knew that his method of training was incredibly effective.

 A few days of practicing that, and then shooting the bow itself, and Darkshot felt confident enough to challenge the quest once more. Both he and Rakkan were determined to get the quests done by the time Travis had returned from his dungeon delve, and once Rakkan got the hang of learning one of his melee weapons he quickly fell into a groove and figured out how to swing all of them around while keeping his balance. They became so comfortable with their weapons, that they thought of holding them as nothing more than breathing.

Soon enough, Darkshot found himself standing on the ledge of the arena for his Longbow Mastery intermediate quest. The door into the quest room had shut behind him. This time, he didn’t feel the need to nock his arrow before the skill had abandoned him. He jumped down into the arena, and from there, smoothly drew an arrow out of his quiver and pulled it back with the bowstring. He waited patiently for the boar, the first enemy of the test, to charge out from the door on the other end of the arena.

 Once he spotted it, he calmly took a deep breath, lined up the shot, and released the arrow. It soared smoothly through the air with a light whistling sound as it pierced the boar in its head, between the eyes, dealing critical damage and killing the boar immediately. A few seconds after it fell the next enemy skittered out of the door on the far end of the arena. [Giant Wolfspider - 30] sat above its head. After its initial quick skittering forward, it leapt with great strength and speed to one of the walls of the arena to its right, obscuring itself from Darkshot’s vision through the use of the pillars. Darkshot calmly pulled another arrow from his quiver and nocked it in his bow. He aimed it in the direction of where he’d seen the Spider jump even though it was currently out of his line of sight.

 The Wolfspider suddenly jumped again, towards the next pillar closest to Darkshot. It grabbed onto the opposite side of the pillar, hiding its torso from Darkshots view, but its thin hairy legs had wrapped around the pillar and were ever-so-slightly visible to Darkshot. He took a deep breath, aimed at one of the thin visible spider legs, and released the arrow. Once it’d hit, the spider let out a loud screech and tumbled back off the pillar, making its entire body visible to Darkshot as it recomposed itself on the ground. Darkshot took advantage of this opening by quickly drawing another arrow, pulling it back in his bow, and firing it, aiming at the Spider. It wasn’t a perfect hit, but the arrow pierced the underside of the Wolfspiders abdomen as it rolled around trying to get back upright after being shot in its foot. 

 Two hits wasn’t enough to kill the Wolfspider, but it was still disoriented, and Darkshot was quick at drawing and shooting now, thanks to all his repeated practice. He was able to fire at and hit the spider a third time, this time killing it. Two enemies out of ten down, Darkshot did his best to stay calm, still having barely taken a step from where he’d landed when he jumped into the arena initially. He prepared another arrow from his quiver and listened carefully for the sound of the next enemy's footsteps. 

This time he heard a pair of four hoofprints clopping on the tiled floor from the dark doorway on the opposite end of the arena. Atleast, at first it was only four. Then he heard a second set, and watched as two beasts stomped forward. [Lanuskian Dustcharger - Level 30] sat above both of their heads. It was the same beast that’d appeared in Aegis’ Shield Mastery quest, though Darkshot had never seen them before. They had large flattened skulls with odd red shimmering colorations down the front from the top of their horns down to the base of their snouts, and they held their snouts pointed downwards to keep the flat frontal part facing Darkshot as if using it as a shield to protect the rest of their body. 

Darkshot imagined an arrow wouldn’t work on them from the front based on this behaviour, but he thought he ought to test it out just in case, and fired a shot at the leftmost Dustcharger. The moment the arrow impacted the front of its flattened head, the arrow exploded into a puff of dusty mist, dealing no damage. As this happened, both Dustchargers began to paw at the dirt and prepared to charge at him. He pulled another arrow back in his bowstring and calmly waited for them to charge. Thanks to his training over the past month, with unarmed combat and his longbow, he knew how much time he’d need to jump out of the way to avoid them. He knew how long he could wait, he could track how fast they were moving towards them as they broke into their charges. 

Just as they were about to crash into Darkshot with the front of their skulls, he dashed to the side and spun around, firing several shots at them from behind once they’d missed him and ran past. They were quick chargers, but slow turners, and in the time it took the two of them to attempt to curve their bodies around back to where Darkshot had been standing, he’d hit them from their unprotected backs enough times to take them both out. He quickly recomposed himself and patiently turned back towards the door on the farside of the arena, four enemies down.

This time, as he listened for the next set of enemies, he heard not footsteps, but the flapping of wings. Suddenly 5 black winged bat-like creatures swooped out of the door on the far side of the arena and took off into the air, fanning out in the sky above the open arena roof. [Reaper - Level 30] stood above all of them. He aimed his bow upward towards them, but noticed none of them were swooping too close, they began circling above him, at a great enough distance that if he tried to shoot, they’d have enough time to dodge even if he aimed perfectly. 

The creatures weren’t ignoring him, they all had their eyes on him and screeched down at him aggressively. They seemed to be waiting for something. Darkshot thought about it for a moment, and looked at the arrow he had nocked. Just like he was waiting for one of them to close in so he could shoot, they were waiting for him to shoot to close in. They weren’t elite enemies, this was just part of their basic AI, and Darkshot was proud of himself for noticing it before he’d given in to the temptation of just shooting up at them wildly. 

Instead, he feigned a shot, pretending to release the arrow by pulling the bowstring back and letting it go, but as he let go he pulled the arrow off of the bowstring at the last second. It made the noise of the string flinging forward, which was enough to trick the Reapers into thinking Darkshot had fired, and they all immediately swooped into action, soaring down at him from high above with loud screeches, until they’d spotted him with the arrow still in his hand.

Once they had, they tried to pull up quickly again, but in the short time they took to switch directions, he’d managed to fire the arrow up at one of them, piercing through its head and killing it, taking the number of Reapers flying above down to four. He quickly pulled another arrow from his quiver and saw the remaining four flying cautiously high up above again. Thankfully, they were not Elite, which meant he could use the same tactic repeatedly, and they wouldn’t learn from their mistakes. Darkshot did exactly that, tricking the reapers one by one into swooping towards him by feigning shots, then using real shots on them, until he’d taken them all out. 

9 Enemies down, only one remaining to complete the quest. He repositioned himself back to where he’d started at in the arena, nocked an arrow and aimed it in the direction of the door on the far side, taking a deep breath as he listened patiently. He heard footsteps approaching, they were light, and they stopped within the darkness of the doorway before they’d stepped out into the light and made themselves visible. Darkshot kept calm and waited, expecting to hear or see them any moment now, but instead, he heard the familiar sound of a bowstring being pulled back.

“Shit.” Darkshot said as he quickly dashed to the side, and just barely avoided an arrow flying past him that had been shot from the darkness. He couldn’t see who was shooting at him, and he immediately felt the irony of his name being Darkshot as someone shot at him from the cover of darkness. Just as Darkshot recomposed himself and stood upright again, he heard the sound of another arrow being loosed, and dashed again, this time moving to stand behind a pillar. The moment he used the pillar for cover, he could hear more footsteps - whoever his opponent was, they’d just run and hid somewhere inside the arena with him and were no longer hiding in the darkness of the doorway.

He could tell that much using his hearing, but he didn’t have an exact sense of which pillar they’d run to hide behind. He was anxious about poking his head out to check - this opponent was significantly more threatening than the previous 9. Still, he did his best to stay calm and believed in his training, taking a deep breath. 

He jumped out from behind his pillar and glanced around, expecting to be shot at immediately once he was in the open, but instead it went quiet, save for the sound of his breathing and light footsteps on the sand covered tiled floor of the arena. He jerked his head around towards each of the other pillars, looking for any sort of indication on where this 10th and final enemy was hiding, but there was nothing that stood out to him right away. As per the parameters of his test, he wasn’t allowed to use any other spells or skills to complete it, including his tracking skill - he had to rely on his senses alone. 

The next few moments of silence felt much longer than they actually were. One wrong move, and Darkshot would have to start the quest over. He did his best to remain calm and patient, meticularly scanning for any sort of information he could use. Suddenly a small gnome-sized creature in a sandy colored cloak rolled out from behind a pillar with a shortbow and released an arrow at Darkshot. Despite the gnome having only a second to aim, it’s aim was perfect, but Darkshot reacted quick enough to sidestep the shot and avoid it, while firing his own shot simultaneously. Darkshot’s aim was also perfect, and the gnome didn't dodge. He hit the gnome NPC right in the head, killing it instantly. Darkshot’s adrenaline didn’t let up, his heart was still beating and he remained focused, until he heard the sound of the doors opening behind him.

“Congratulations. You may have had a slow start, but you improved greatly, and you’ve impressed me. You’ve passed the test. You are ready to begin learning intermediate Longbow techniques.” Esmerille called to him from the doorway above.

“Hell yeah, good shit!” Rakkan shouted excitedly from behind Esmerille.

“Of course I passed it. I’m Darkshot.” He called back in his deep theatrical voice. 

“That’s way cooler now, you know, since you actually know how to shoot stuff.” Rakkan joked as Darkshot climbed up the ladder out of the arena. 

“It was always cool.” Darkshot shrugged dismissively. “You’re done all of yours, right?”

“Yeah. Once you pass the first one, there isn’t much variation, just gotta learn the fighting style of each weapon. I’m no master, but it was enough for the quests.” Rakkan smiled. 

“Phew. Finally, I was worried we’d be stuck here forever.” Darkshot cheered as they stepped out of the training hall underneath the afternoon sun, Darkshot stretching his arms up towards the sky. “Mighta took us a bit longer than Aegis, Pyri, and Lina, but we got there in the end.” Darkshot said.

“Yeah. Actually, I was worried I’d be the only one stuck on these quests, so, glad you sucked as badly as I did.” Rakkan smirked.

“That’s what party members are for. Stealing loot and failing alongside you. Right? I think.” Darkshot joked. “I’ll admit, I was a bit iffy about Aegis bringing you into the group. But, you’re alright." Darkshot gently patted Rakkan on the shoulder. "Y’know, whenever you’re not losing your temper, and muttering stuff about being an encyclopedia.” He added. Rakkan just smiled awkwardly back at him. As he did, they both heard the sound of obnoxiously loud clapping coming from the base of the marble staircase down below them. They looked down to see Travis clapping and staring up at them.

“I must say, I’m impressed. A month ago you guys looked like a couple of uncoordinated toddlers fresh out of your mommas wombs. Now look at you both. All intermediate weapon mastery quests done.” Travis said with an impressed grin, and both Darkshot and Rakkan had somehow forgotten how weird Travis’ character looked, having trouble looking him in the eyes again.

“Thanks for all your help. Really.” Darkshot said sincerely.

“We couldn’t have done it without you, sir, or, m’am.” Rakkan bowed politely, causing Travis to raise his eyebrows at them. 

“I didn’t do anything except show you guys training techniques. You did all the hard work. And, I prefer m’am.” Travis replied.

“Of course he does.” Darkshot whispered under his breath. 

“Now, don’t go telling everyone I gave out free training, or everyone’s going to be bothering me for some private lessons. Get outta here, go get your intermediate class quests done.” Travis waved them away as he walked past them, heading into the training hall. Rakkan and Darkshot walked together down the stairs and across the training grounds until they reached the streets of Kordas.

“Guess this is were we gotta go it alone.” Darkshot said as he looked in the direction of the Ranger’s hall, going down the street in the opposite direction to where Rakkan was looking.

“Guess so. Next time we meet, we’ll have our intermediate classes.” Rakkan replied. “You think we’ll be able to do them, using all this stuff we learned?” Rakkan asked, and Darkshot could see he was worried.

“Hah. Hell no. We’ll probably fail the quests a bunch.” Darkshot joked, and it worked on cheering up Rakkan a bit, causing him to chuckle. “But… you want to get revenge, and I want to help my friend, so we'll just keep trying till the quests are completed.” Darkshot said, and Rakkan gave him a nod.

“See you back in Rene.” Rakkan held his fist out to Darkshot.

“Hopefully before the summer ends.” Darkshot replied as he pounded Rakkan’s fist, and with that, the two turned and walked their separate paths towards their intermediate class quests. 



“I’ve only got a short amount of time before the Airship to Arallia leaves. What’s the matter?” Trexon asked as he marched through the Wizard Tower of Kordas. He was being led by an Apprentice Wizard member of the Night Hunters, wearing purple robes with the Night Hunter emblem on the back of it, a male elf with a brown pony tail and a staff on his back named [Yorgi - Level 30]. 

“I don’t know, she’s saying that Jael is a bugged NPC, and she’s been wrecking the place and locking the doors, preventing other players from doing their quests and studying the magic tomes.” Yorgi explained to Trexon as the two walked hastily down a long hallway lined with paintings on the walls and a fine purple strip of carpet down the center.

“If a player is causing that much of a commotion, why not call the Kordas guard and have her thrown in jail?” Trexon asked.

“That’s just it, she’s not breaking any laws. She’s causing the most chaos she possibly can without actually committing any crimes.” Yorgi explained as they turned down a corridor, and Trexon attempted to push a pair of double doors in front of them open, but they wouldn’t give- they were locked. Trexon let out an annoyed sigh and pulled out his staff, tapping it on the lock of the door and causing it to make a clicking sound as he’d unlocked the door using magic, and swung the doors open to Archmage Jael’s office.

Inside he saw the player [Pyri - Level 30] sitting cross-legged in the center of the tiled floor of Archmage Jael’s office. Books from the shelves were strewn about the floor as if a tornado had come through, and a particularly tall stack of roughly 25 books was standing beside Pyri. She currently had an open book in her lap and was calmly reading it. Behind her across the room and sitting at his desk was Archmage Jael. Neither seemed bothered by the gigantic mess of a room around them, both reading in silence, and neither reacted to Trexon entering the room.

“There, that’s her. She’s the one who keeps locking players out of Archmage Jael’s office. She’s also been taking those spellbooks from the beginners library and bringing them up here with her, locking herself in this room. Since she’s still in the Wizard Tower , it’s not technically stealing, but because she keeps locking the office, it prevents all other players from reading those books and learning those spells.” Yorgi explained. Despite Jael and Pyri both hearing him give Trexon his explanation, neither reacted.

“Hm.” Trexon looked at the two of them curiously. “Let me guess. Jael won’t give you your intermediate class quest.” Trexon said to Pyri, and without looking up from the book she was reading, she gave a thumbs up in Trexon's direction. 

“He’s bugged. Assign a new Archmage NPC to the Tower so I can get my quest, or I’ll keep legally messing with all the wizard players of Kordas.” Pyri replied in monotone. 

“How long has she been doing this for?” Trexon asked Yorgi.

“About a week.” Yorgi answered. “I didn’t want to disturb your dungeon delve with the Night Hunters since you were all looking forward to it…” Yorgi replied anxiously.

“And you, miss, how long have you been stuck trying to get a quest from Jael?” Trexon asked her.

“A month.” She finally looked up from her book, glaring at Trexon. “More than a month actually. He kept shoving different spell books into my hands anytime I asked for my intermediate class quest.” Pyri stood up and pointed at the tall pile of spell books beside her. “I learned them all. Every single spell is level 30. Still nothing. He’s bugged.” Pyri said, annoyed.

“He’s not bugged. He’s an elite, he has free thought.” Trexon sighed as he turned his attention to Jael. “You want to explain yourself, Jael? Why aren’t you giving this young wizard her intermediate class quest?” Trexon asked Jael, and Jael finally looked up from his desk to pay attention to the three players in his office.

“She came in here demanding I give her the intermediate class quest for Controlmancer.” Jael replied calmly. 

“And? She didn’t meet the requirements for that class?” Trexon asked as all eyes turned to Jael.

“Oh, no, she met them. Pratically any wizard who reaches level 30 is qualified to become a Controlmancer.” Jael shrugged.

“See!? Bullshit! He’s a broken NPC.” Pyri pointed at Jael angrily, but Trexon chose to ignore this comment for the time being.

“Then why not give her the class quest?” Trexon asked. Jael looked Pyri in the eyes carefully, and she glared back at him, before Jael turned to look at Trexon.

“Because, of all the hundreds of spells she could have chosen to learn as a beginner Wizard, she felt perfectly comfortable with only having learned two.” Jael said, and with these words, Pyri glanced between Jael and Trexon as they stared at each other as if they were having a silent conversation, whilst Yorgi looked confused about what was going on. “Lumina, and…”

“Cinderbolt.” Trexon answered for Jael as he turned to stare at Pyri with an interested squint.

“So? So what? What is wrong with Cinderbolt?” Pyri asked defensively, glancing between Jael and Trexon as they both now stared at her curiously. Eventually Trexon gave a knowing nod to Jael.

“Sorry, it’s up to you to figure out how to get your quest.” Trexon apologized to Pyri as he turned and started heading out of the office.

“What? What the hell? Aren’t you the leading guild in this city? You’re just gonna let this NPC bully me and not give me my quest?” Pyri stomped after Trexon angrily as he left the office and walked down the halls out of the Wizard Tower. “Fine, if you won’t do anything about him, I’m just going to keep messing up this Tower for everyone!” Pyri shouted angrily, causing Trexon to stop walking with a sigh, and turn to face her again. 

“Listen. He’s not bugged. He’s one of those, what do you call, yoda-type NPCs. He won’t give you the answer, he wants you to find the answer yourself.” Trexon replied apologetically to Pyri.

“Answer to what?” Pyri groaned in annoyance.

“Exactly.” Trexon nodded back, as Yorgi, who'd been following behind them, glanced between the two of them still confused. 

“Sorry, I wish I could help more, but I’ve got to leave on an Airship shortly. If you’re still stuck when I get back, I’ll try to help out.” Trexon said as he turned from Pyri and continued walking away hastily, Yorgi following behind him.

“Answer to what, dammit! I just want my stupid quest. This is so bullshit.” Pyri sighed in frustration as she watched Yorgi and Trexon disappear around a corner in the hallway.

“Sir, I don’t get it, what’s the big deal about her learning Cinderbolt?” Yorgi asked once he and Trexon had gotten far away from Pyri.

“How many beginning Wizard players do you know that go for Cinderbolt as their only spell?” Trexon asked him.

“Well... none… most wizards learn a bunch of the beginner spells. And, well, Cinderbolt isn’t even that great of a spell.” Yorgi replied with a shrug, causing Trexon to force a smile at Yorgi while patting him on the shoulder.

“Keep an eye on Pyri and Jael. In doing so, I have a feeling you’ll soon learn a few interesting things about being a magic user in this game.” Trexon said to him. “Try to keep things under control until I get back.”

“R-right.” Yorgi said as he stopped walking and watched as Trexon exited out of the building, heading out into the streets of Kordas. Yorgi apprehensively turned back down the direction of the hallway that he’d left Pyri at, and heard a loud banging noise come towards him, echoing off the walls. Yorgi could do nothing but sigh to himself.
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“So instead of helping me out by assigning a new NPC to be the Archmage, you guys are babysitting me?” Pyri said with her arms crossed as she stood in the middle of Jael’s office, watching as Yorgi entered the room and leaned against one of the bookshelves lining the walls.

 “Well..” Yorgi replied awkwardly.

 “You’re all mental.” Pyri huffed at him before turning her attention back to Jael. “Find the answer, he says. You want me to find an answer myself. An answer to what?” Pyri growled at Jael. “Let’s run it back." She clapped her hands together. "I came in here as per the instructions of the Kordas guards. They told me this was the place to go to get my intermediate wizard quest. I walked in, and you asked to take my hands. I put my hands in yours and you did your skill reading thingy stuff, right?” Pyri asked Jael, and he looked up from his documents on his desk to stare at her as she monologued. She began pacing in front of his desk once she’d seen she had his attention, and Yorgi listened intently as well.

 “Then, you asked what class I would like to become. I told I wanted to be a Controlmancer. You said, first, pass this test, and you shot a bunch of ice magic at me, knocking me down to 1 hp.” Pyri said. “He didn’t even warn me, by the way, just started shooting magic willy nilly.” She explained to Yorgi. “Then," she turned back to Jael, "you tell me I failed the test, and you just start ignoring me, except to shove books into my hands anytime I get too noisy for your comfort. Am I getting it right so far?” Pyri asked Jael, and he didn’t answer, just looked back at her.

 “Explain to me, how is that not a bugged NPC?” She sighed, turning back to Yorgi again. “What answer am I supposed to get from that bullshit?” She added. 

 “You are not the first other-worlder to insult my intelligence, but I suggest that as a first step, you stop thinking of me as ‘defective’.” Jael replied unenthusiastically. 

 “Oh, is that the problem? Did I insult you?” Pyri asked him in a babying voice.

 “You did, but that’s not the problem. The problem is how you insult yourself by asking to become a Controlmancer.” Jael replied.

 “Insult myself? What does that even mean? That doesn’t even make sense.” Pyri rolled her eyes at Jael, to which he simply lost interest and went back to reading the documents on his desk. This caused Pyri to let out a frustrated growl. “Do you have any idea what he means?” Pyri asked Yorgi desperately, but Yorgi just shrugged uncomfortably. 

 “Listen.” Pyri turned and slammed her fists down on Jael’s desk. “My son just got a world notification, he’s the first to get intermediate in every crafting skill. And now, he’s on his way to complete his intermediate class quest. On an airship. A fricken Airship. It’s so cool, and yet, instead of playing with him I’m stuck here in this room with you, a power tripping archmage NPC.” She explained to Jael angrily. “I read all of your stupid spell books, I leveled them all up to 30. I’ve wasted enough time. Just. Give. Me. The Damn. Quest.” Pyri banged the desk at Jael, to which he looked up at her again.

 “We at least agree on one thing, Miss Pyri.” Jael smiled at her. “All of those spells are rather stupid.” He said while motioning to the tower of spell tomes that she’d set up in the middle of the office. This put Pyri over the edge, and she snapped her fingers creating a giant Cinderbolt above her head, threatening to send it forth at Jael, but Jael didn’t react.

 “Ah, Pyri, be careful, if you attack an NPC it will be against the law.” Yorgi warned her anxiously. “Not to mention, that's the Archmage Jael, one of the strongest wizard NPCs in Kalmoore.” He added as he stepped forward and held his hand out towards her.

 “You’re ready to take my test again?” Jael asked her with a smile. Pyri just glared back at him for a moment before finally letting up, snapping her fingers and canceling the spell.

 “Your test where a level 30 wizard fights a high level Archmage? What kind of test is that?” Pyri sighed at him as she turned and stomped out of the office, kicking over the tower of books on her way out. Jael went back to reading his documents, and Yorgi did a double take at the books scattered about the room before running to chase after Pyri.

 “Sorry, Pyri. I’ve never seen Jael act like this.”

 “Don’t apologize.” Pyri said as she continued walking away, and Yorgi could hear sadness in Pyri’s voice now, rather than anger, which only made him feel worse. “Just, tell your Trexon friend to come back here and fix this NPC. If he doesn’t, I’m going to get stuck here. I won’t be able to play with my son. It’s going to happen all over again.” She said as her voice got quieter and quieter.

 “It’s going to happen again? This has happened to you before?” Yorgi asked, confused.

 “No, just… nevermind. If you’re not going to help, just leave me alone.” She stormed off out of the mage tower.



“So, you think you’ve got what it takes to be a Ranger? I’ll be the judge of that.” A brown haired human NPC named [Rogaral - ??] with overgrown facial hair paced in front of Darkshot as he stood in the Ranger Hall in Kordas. He wore simple leather armor with a longbow on his desk, and had a hawk perched on a wooden stand at the back of his office that was following Darkshot with its eyes.


“Another Battlemaster, eh? Everyone wants to be a battlemaster.” A large muscular greenscaled Lizardfolk NPC named [Hisseth - ??] paced in front of Rakkan as they stood in the midst of an armory filled with weapon racks carrying an assortment of melee weapons. 


“There’s more to being a Ranger than just shooting a Longbow, though.” Rogaral said to Darkshot.


“Unfortunately, not everyone CAN be a battlemaster.” Hisseth said to Rakkan.


“You’ve got to be clever, nimble, cunning and wise.” Rogaral continued his speech to Darkshot.


“Only the bravest, strongest, and most ruthless fighters are capable of making it as a Battlemaster.” Hisseth continued his speech to Rakkan.


“So go ahead. Take the quest, and let’s see if you’ve got what it takes.” Rogaral and Hisseth both said to Darkshot and Rakkan respectively, as they offered them their intermediate class quests. However, after having accepted their quests, before Rakkan had even left the room, another player had approached Hisseth. "Another Battlemaster, eh? Everyone wants to be a battlemaster.” Hisseth began his speech again, verbatim.

Rakkan and Darkshot began to work through their multi-stage quests independently over the next weeks. Rakkan’s first few quests centered around him hunting down enemies that were susceptible to a particular type of weapon. Rakkan had to figure out which of his weapons worked best on the enemy, and defeat it by himself. Finding the enemies was easier than it should’ve been, due to the number of other players attempting to complete the Battlemaster quest, and as he progressed further along, seeing the sheer number of players going through the quest, he started having second thoughts about his class choice. 

Each part of the quest that he’d watched other players try and do, either before or after he’d done it himself, made it clear that the other players were all following some sort of guide or tutorial. He saw numerous members of the Blades of Kalmoore execute identical strategies to take down certain monsters, with specific weapons while standing in the exact same spots as one another. Seeing how easily and effectively they beat the quest monsters, Rakkan had a hard time not just copying them. Most of the quest enemies were unique, and he’d had no choice but to watch them do the quest beforehand and wait on the respawn for his turn.

In the end, he started outright avoiding watching them, just to not have to give any thought into accidentally copying the obviously researched and pre-prepared tactics that most of these would-be battlemaster players were utilizing. It also saddened Rakkan somewhat, as he remembered how different it was to complete intermediate class quests when the game launched. With no guides available, it actually felt like a real accomplishment, unlike what he was witnessing here. Of course, he knew not all intermediate quests were so easy that a simple strategy guide could walk someone through it, but, nonetheless, for the quests that were, it felt an awful lot like cheating.

He’d heard the term ‘meta-chasing battlemasters’ a lot already before, but never did he see the stereotype so well represented then as when he watched these up and coming Blades of Kalmoore battlemasters doing the quests.

 Finally, after a long few weeks of questing, he’d gotten to the final step of his intermediate Battlemaster quest.




	
Quest[12/12]: Reach the top of Mount Sigmak’lor, and find Master Orek within the Ruins of Sigmak’lor, to receive the final training required to become a Battlemaster.
Objective: 0/1 Master Orek Found
Quest Giver: Hisseth, Kordas
Reward: Intermediate Class: Battlemaster
Difficulty: Extreme
Restrictions: Limited to classes: Fighter, This quest must be completed alone.








 Rakkan stood at the base of Mount Sigmak’lor, looking up a jagged, narrow rocky trail that climbed up the mountainside. At the top of the mountain, towering above him, jutting out of the side of it, he saw what looked to be portions of a broken, ruined city. It was obviously where the quest wanted him to go, but yet, looking at the trail before him, he was disappointed. He saw that the mountain trail was designed to be filled with treacherous enemies meant to make the climb challenging, but the amount of other players around doing their own battlemaster quests made the trek ahead of him look trivial. Most of, if not all of the enemies were already dead and slowly respawning.

 For all the effort Rakkan went through to make sure that he was strong enough to do this intermediate class quest, it felt awfully anti-climactic. It was nothing compared to how hard he had to train to complete the intermediate weapon quests. He had half a mind to try and wait at the bottom of the mountain for a time where it wasn’t so populated, but after watching and seeing a steady stream of players coming and going, he opted to not bother and just began his journey up.

 Even going out of his way to fight every enemy he saw, it still didn’t present any real challenge, and he made it to the top of the Mountain of Sigmak’lor without any difficulty whatsoever. He navigated through the ruined city of Sigmak’lor, fighting a few more enemies, until he found [Master Orek(Elite) - ??] sitting with his legs crossed at the center of the ruined city's town square, meditating. Just as Rakkan was approaching Master Orek, another player was walking away excitedly. 

“Hell yeah man, battlemaster bros!” The player, wearing a Blades of Kalmoore tabard, tried to high five Rakkan as he walked past, but Rakkan ignored him. “Eh whatever.” He shrugged it off as he continued walking away. As Rakkan entered the town square, he spotted that Master Orek wasn't just simply sitting on the dirt, but the floor of the town square of this ruined city had a large circle of stone embedded into the earth with a ring of ancient runes, symbols and markings carved into it, combined with some unfamiliar imagery. 


Seeing that Orek's eyes were closed and he was meditating, Rakkan thought nothing of putting off disturbing him and instead started running his fingers along the engraved runes on the ground. He'd imagined it told a story about the ruins of Sigmak'lor, perhaps how people used to live here, or how it came to ruin, but without his sage skills, the symbols meant nothing to him. He could recall from memory a few of them, but he hadn't taken the time to learn how to read it without the aid of his sage skills - he had been too busy doing other things with his past character.

"You can read it?" Master Orek said, startling Rakkan as Rakkan looked and saw his eyes were now open, staring at him.

"No, I'm not a sage." Rakkan replied reluctantly.

"You believe that only a wise Sage is capable of deciphering ancient runes?" Orek asked him with a raised eyebrow. "I assume you are here to become a Battlemaster." Orek sighed as he closed his eyes again.

"Yeah..." Rakkan replied. After he had, without any further indication from Orek, Rakkan got a message that popped up in front of his face.




	
Quest Complete!

Would you like to become the intermediate class: Battlemaster? Once you become this intermediate class, this decision cannot be undone.








“That’s it? The quest is done? I’m a Battlemaster now?” Rakkan asked Orek.

“Do you have a problem with that?” Orek asked with a deep voice, opening one of his eyes again to look at Rakkan’s orcish form now towering over him.

“No… it’s just.” Rakkan hesitated, “Intermediate quests are supposed to challenge you. This all felt so easy.” 

“Yes. And yet, Hisseth refuses to change it.” Orek groaned as he closed his eye again. Rakkan continued to stare at the confirmation message blankly as the next player approached Orek, got his class, and left excitedly. "You're still hesitating?" Orek asked him. Rakkan turned back to looking at the runes on the ground around them.

"Is there a way that a fighter can read these, and still be strong?" Rakkan asked, and this prompted Orek to open his eyes again and look at him.

"The runes themselves can become your strength. But to go down such a path requires much more than the brutish knowledge of various weapons." Orek replied. Seeing that he'd piqued Rakkan's interest, he stood up. "Most pay no mind to the runes. It is rare to have someone approach me with this much regret, and this much interest in ancient knowledge. Put your hands in mine." Orek said as he held out his palms for Rakkan. Rakkan did exactly that, and Orek closed his eyes.

"You lack a few skills that would be required of you to become a Rune Knight. Unfortunate." Orek said as he opened his eyes again. "You would need to study a great deal and teach yourself to decipher these markings before I could grant you an alternate path." Orek explained as he let go of his hands.

"A Rune Knight... Is that strong? I've never heard of that class." Rakkan asked hopefully.

"Is strength all that matters to you?" Orek asked him with an inquisitive stare.

"Yeah... well... there's someone I must defeat. A battlemaster." Rakkan went deep in thought as he looked down at his feet. Orek watched him silently for a moment, until he snapped his fingers. Suddenly, three copies of Orek appeared on all sides of Rakkan.

"A Rune Knight -" one copy spoke, "Is as strong as," A second copy spoke, causing Rakkan to turn and face him. "the runes that," the third spoke, "he studies." The original finished speaking. Rakkan looked amazed, all four seemed to be controlled individually and acted independently of one another. The possibilities of such a skill began to run rampant in his mind as the three copies dissapeared, leaving only the original. "It takes a great amount of knowledge, wisdom, and control to become such a Knight, however." Orek said as he began pacing in front of Rakkan.

"I do not extend this courtesy often. But it is within my power to set you onto this path, and teach you the skills required to obtain this knowledge. It would be up to you to obtain it, though, and it is not easy. And I cannot set you on this path while you walk the path of the Battlemaster. So, what say you?" Orek stopped pacing and stared into Rakkan's eyes. "Do you wish to abandon the path of a Battlemaster to become a Rune Knight? Or will you complete the quest, and become like them." Orek motioned to a pair of two players approaching Orek from across the ruins, excited to complete their Battlemaster quest. Rakkan went from looking at the Battlemaster confirmation message floating in front of him in his interface, then looked back into Orek's eyes, deep in thought.



“Congratulations on becoming a fully fledged Ranger.” Rogaral said to Darkshot as he stood in his office once more, not long after Rakkan had obtained his Battlemaster class. “I must admit, when you first stepped in here, I didn’t think you’d make it.” Rogaral patted Darkshot on the shoulder condescendingly. “But, alas, here you are. You hunted down the poachers at Balvin’s Rock. You rescued the endangered Yoklin eggs. You helped guide the lost fairies of the Wexlir Wood back to their homes. You did all of that with cunning, and finesse.” Rogaral said as he took a seat at his desk, and his pet hawk let out a light squawk to the sound of him pulling his chair in.

“But before I set you out into the world with your newfound skills and capabilities, I’ve one last gift for you. Every Ranger needs a trustworthy animal companion to aid in their travels.” Rogaral said as, out of thin air, a set of three eggs suddenly appeared on his desk in front of Darkshot. A blue egg, a red egg, and a white egg. “I leave it to you to choose. But it is your responsibility to raise the creature and care for it. And should you lose your companion, you will find many of your Ranger skills will not function properly.” Rogaral explained as Darkshot eyed the three eggs excitedly.

“What egg is what type of pet?” Darkshot asked him curiously.

“That's not important. Choose the egg that speaks to who you are as a Ranger.” Rogaral replied cryptically. With that response, it was taking every fiber of Darkshot’s being to not open up his livestream viewer and start searching for videos online about what egg would give him what pet, but he held it in and eyed the three eggs carefully. The blue and red eggs looked most interesting, with strange wavy patterns on the blue egg and dotted black specks on the red egg, but the white egg was the largest of the three. After pondering on it for a few moments, Darkshot decided to go with the white one, and pointed his finger out towards it.

“Huh? Really?” Rogaral looked at him surprised.

“Yup. That one.” Darkshot nodded.

“Not many people go with that one.” Rogaral shrugged as he pulled the other two back into his inventory. He then lifted the white egg up and held it out for Darkshot who gladly took it. “Take good care of it, raise it well, and I wish you the best of luck on your future adventures.” Rogaral smiled, and Darkshot gave a polite bow before heading out of the Ranger’s Hall and making his way back out onto the streets of Kordas, where it was noticeably much more crowded due to all of the Arallian refugees moving about.

Darkshot had been keeping up with Aegis’ adventure in Arallia and had already seen the viral clips of him escaping the falling city, defending the Airship, and doing his Hrath’mir quest, so he wasn’t confused by all the refugees that had suddenly shown up in Kordas in between his Ranger quests. He double checked his friends list to see that both he and Lina had their intermediate class quests completed. 

“Guess I’ve got some time left to kill.” Darkshot shrugged as he carefully took the white egg out of his inventory, named simply as [Unknown Egg]. “I wonder what kind of animal you are. Huh lil’ guy? You wanna hatch quickly and say hello to your new papa? Hm?” Darkshot said to the egg in a babying voice.



“You’re still here?” Trexon said as he entered Jael’s office, looking sympathetically towards Pyri as she now sat within a circle of books stacked up high all around her, so that her head was barely visible overtop of them. She was cross legged on the floor reading a book calmly, just as she had been the last time he entered. Jael too was calmly reading at his desk, and Yorgi was asleep leaning up against one of the bookshelves lining the walls of the circular room. Having had no one reply to his words, Trexon walked over to Yorgi and nudged him on the shoulder to wake him up.

“Huh? Hm? What’d I miss?” Yorgi asked as he tried to quickly re-orient himself, glancing around hastily until he locked eyes with Trexon.

“How is Pyri doing with her quest?” Trexon asked.

“No progress. She’s learned nearly every beginner spell and has been leveling them up by shooting them at the roof.” Yorgi pointed upwards to the tall ceiling of the room, and when Trexon looked up, he was shocked at the damage that had been done. Chunks of ice, scorch marks, and other strange plasmas dripping down from the tops of the bookshelves.

“And Jael, you’re okay with that?” Trexon asked in disbelief, but Jael didn’t reply.

“It's as if they’re both being incredibly stubborn about something. Either refuses to give an inch to the other, but, if you ask me, I don’t have a clue what it is they are being stubborn about.” Yorgi answered on behalf of Jael.

“I’m not being stubborn about anything. I just want my class quest.” Pyri replied, sounding exhausted. Looking more closely, Trexon could tell that the player behind the character likely hadn’t slept in a long while. “You said you’d do something about this guy when you got back, right?” Pyri motioned to Jael. 

“I said I’d help you with the quest…” Trexon replied apprehensively.

“I thought about rerolling, and picking a different beginner class, so as to not deal with him, But, it’d take too much time to do that now.” Pyri sighed as she stood up. “I don’t want to deal with any of this yoda-NPC stuff. Please, just, make him give me the quest for the Controlmancer. If I’m quick enough, maybe I won’t fall behind.” Pyri said with low energy.

“I can’t make him give it to you, but, I can help you find the answer…” As Trexon said this, two world notifications popped up in front of their faces. 




	[WORLD NOTIFICATION]
The player [Aegis - Level 30] has become the first player in the world to unlock the Intermediate Class [Shattered Healer]









	[WORLD NOTIFICATION]
The player [Aegis - Level 30] has revealed the long standing bond between the people of the Shattered World and the Silver Dragons. The [Silverscale]’s have now become a playable race for all players through the Character Creation and Character Re-customization menus. 






Trexon smiled as he saw them, but quickly waved them away, whilst Yorgi let out giddy squeals of excitement and started fiddling around in his interface to look up the database entries. Pyri, on the other hand, just stared ahead at them blankly.

“It’s not fair. I didn’t do anything wrong this time.” Pyri said in monotone towards the notifications. “I didn’t play ahead. I didn’t steal the spotlight. I didn’t spoil anything. I just…” As she spoke, Jael looked up from his desk and Trexon shushed Yorgi, causing him to stop what he was doing and look at Pyri. It suddenly went so quiet in the office, you could hear a pin drop. Trexon wasn’t exactly sure why, but Pyri’s quiet whispering was making Jael look extremely tense, and he felt an unnaturally heavy aura of hostility emanating from her. 

“I just want to play with my son.” She turned and glared angrily at Trexon, and he felt her rage seething out of her eyes, despite her otherwise calm expression, and with a wiggle of her index finger, her Cinderbolt orb appeared above her head.
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“I see, so that is the answer.” Jael said as he stood up from his desk, causing Pyri to turn her glare onto him. The moment she looked away from Trexon, Yorgi looked anxiously at Trexon, and Trexon motioned him to back up away from Pyri, as he himself did exactly that. Yorgi didn’t get it - if he didn’t know better, it looked as though both Jael and Trexon were both afraid of this level 30 Wizard. “A Controlmancer is weak. I would only assign that to a Wizard that shows no potential.” Jael replied with a deep breath.

“It’s good enough for me. Give me the quest.” Pyri replied, sounding as though she was now threatening Jael. And, despite the level discrepancy, as far as Yorgi could tell, it was working. 

“You hold back your potential and wait here for weeks on end, patiently, unwilling to compromise. I thought it was out of modesty, but no, the answer was fear. You are afraid that if you show what you are truly capable of, those around you will resent you for it. But…” Jael’s eyes moved to Pyri’s hands as she suddenly clenched her fists when he said the word ‘but’, “As Archmage of Kordas, I cannot accept that. So few Wizards come to me with the understanding of the potential of a simple spell like Cinderbolt. Most overlook the spell entirely.”

“Give me the Controlmancer class quest, now.” Pyri demanded, and it went uncomfortably quiet again for a few moments as she and Jael stared each other down. 

“Defeat me, and I’ll give you the quest you desire.” Jael said as he drew his staff out from off his back, something Yorgi had never seen him do before.

“What? Seriously?” Yorgi asked in disbelief to Trexon. “There’s a limit, right? Maybe she’s on to something, Jael’s gotta be bugged. He’s like, what, level 100? How is a level 30 supposed to beat him?” Yorgi said, but Trexon waved this off. 

“He’s not bugged. I’ve seen this a few times before.” Trexon replied as he backed up to the bookshelves beside Yorgi. “Players who figure out the underlying power behind how magic works in this game... those players always go for the Cinderbolt spell.” 

“Multicast, Icelance!” Jael shouted with a wave of his staff, and 5 giant icicles formed in the air around Pyri, suddenly shooting towards her like bullets, but before they could hit her, Pyri wiggled her fingers on both hands to cause her Cinderbolt ball to reshape and resize itself into 5 smaller spheres, which then instantly darted around the room to intercept, and redirect the projectile path of all 5 icicles, sending them into the bookshelves instead. It happened so fast that Yorgi barely processed what he’d just seen. A level 30 wizard easily defended against a Multicast attack from a level 100 Archmage. It wasn’t just Yorgi who looked surprised though, both Trexon and Jael had looks of shock on their faces, but Jael quickly shook it off.

“The first one is free. The rest are silent. To keep things fair, I’ll stick to beginner spells. Let’s see how well you studied all of those books.” Jael said as he threw his staff foward, causing it to levitate in the air in front of himself and begin rotating rapidly. A moment later, he began waving his hand around through the air, multiple colored glows from various spells appearing on each of his 10 fingertips. Yorgi’s jaw dropped, he watched in disbelief as Jael casted 10 separate spells at once, all originating from different locations around the office. A firebolt formed in the air to the right of the staff and shot at Pyri from one side, a bolt of lightning formed in the air above her and shot downwards, a wave of ice froze over the tiled floor, rippling towards Pyri’s feet, a black whip shot out from the staff towards Pyri’s wrists, a cloud of green smoke began to swirl around her.

With just Cinderbolt, she manipulated the 5 balls of cinders to spread out into more multiple tiny shapes, each variation of the bolt moved to block, or cancel out the effects of each of Jael’s attacks. A thin ring of cinders formed around the outlines of Pyri’s shoes, preventing the wave of ice on the floor from freezing her feet to the ground. A second thin ring of cinders rapidly rotated within the green smoke, burning it up and canceling out the poison attack. For the projectiles, several tiny balls of cinders appeared in front of each of them, intercepting and redirecting their trajectory rather than trying to block them outright.

Most importantly, though, is that through all of those defensive actions, Pyri sent the smallest ball of cinders flying forward across the room, and pressed it up against Jael’s forehead, dealing fire damage to him. It wasn’t a lot, but the damage repeated itself over and over again. 29 fire damage. 38 fire damage. 39 fire damage, 36 fire damage. 

“She’s never going to be able to beat Jael like that. He’s got like, what, 30 000 health?” Yorgi said in disbelief as he saw the damage numbers. He expected to hear Trexon agree with him, but as he looked at Trexon he only saw Trexon’s eyes open wide, watching the wizard duel without blinking. 

It continued like this for a solid 2 minutes. Because cinderbolt was still only a level 30 spell and Pyri had trained all of her wizard passives she was able to keep it active indefinitely. Despite the spell's low damage, it made up for that with its flexibility. The ability to fully manipulate the size, amount, and shape of the cinderbolts using her level 30 control skill made it incredibly versatile. 



“Oh come on, you’re only that good because your dad designed this game.” David waved off Jillian as she’d reached a new high score in Renegades of Korek, an early release Simbox title.
“Don’t be jealous, I'm just better than you.” Jillian teased him jokingly with a playful laugh.





“Yo Makaroth, you should let your wife stream, and you go do the cleaning. She’s way better than you!” Another player shouted at Makaroth mockingly as he stood in a crowd of players looking up at a stage, streaming to a viewership of 10 in another MMORPG setting. Jillian stood up on the stage as her in-game character, receiving the 1st place trophy from a PvP tournament, where Makaroth had failed to place.





“Yeah, I know, we’re just having fun. But no one’s ever gonna notice me if you keep winning everything. Can’t you just, you know, sit this one out?” David asked her just before they’d logged in to play a game together. 





“It’s probably better if I play this game without you, right? The streaming is finally starting to pick up.” 




David’s voice filled her ears as she blocked several more of Jael’s spells. Jael was getting visibly frustrated, trying many combinations of spells to throw Pyri off, but she’d spent the last 8 weeks learning nearly all of the beginner spells in the game, as per Jael’s instructions. There was no beginner spell he could throw at her that she wasn’t going to recognize. Her brain, though not perfect in memory, was particularly good at memorizing details and patterns in games. She’d never lose her way in a dungeon, and she’d never forget a spell once she’d seen it once. 


“This is great, isn’t it? You can focus on taking care of Eli, and I’ll have time to go solo with my streaming. It’s just a matter of time now, I’m already up to 50 viewers.” David’s voice rang through her ears. 





“It’s going so good, don’t want to jinx it by bringing you back on the stream, you know how it is right babe? No hard feelings.” 





“I feel like we don’t understand each other anymore.” His final words echoed in her head.




“If I’d just held back from the beginning, none of it would’ve happened.” Pyri mumbled angrily out of nowhere, confusing Trexon and Jael as to what she was talking about. “I’m not making the same mistake twice. I want to play with my son. Give me the Controlmancer class quest.” Pyri shouted at Jael angrily as she held her Cinderbolt pressed hard up against his forehead. 

“Jael, I think that’s enough, you made your point.” Trexon said worriedly.

“I do not think I have. She still wants to waste her potential and hide her talent.” Jael protested.

“Then I have no choice, I’ll kill the defective NPC.” Pyri growled with rage.

“Whoa, whoa,” Trexon took his staff off of his back, preparing to cast a spell, but the simple sound of him drawing it out drew Pyri’s blind rage towards himself, and she fanned out her cinders towards him. “Shell!” Trexon quickly shouted to put a protective sphere around himself, but he was too slow; she'd managed to get a small sphere of cinders within it, and pressed it up against Trexon’s chest to start dealing fire damage to him. “Fuck me.” Trexon looked down in disbelief. “Okay, that’s enough. Jael’s not willing to use intermediate spells, but I am.” He said as he canceled his shell spell. “Dispel Magic.” He aimed it at Pyri’s cinderbolt, which caused all of her cinder spheres that she’d spread out across the room to vanish. “Shell.” He said calmly, forming a transparent sphere around Pyri to contain her. Once he had, Jael snatched his spinning staff out of the air and put it on his back, annoyed. It went quiet from there, Jael and Pyri both breathing heavily as their mana bars filled back up.

“I don’t understand, Trexon… how did Pyri do that?” Yorgi asked after a few more moments of silence.

“It’s a bit hard to explain. I can’t do it myself…” Trexon replied as Pyri began pacing inside the shell, glaring at Jael through it as if waiting patiently for it to disappear. Whilst she did this, Jael looked back at her and adjusted his robes before fastening his staff to his back once more.

“Please, I gotta know.” Yorgi asked eagerly.

“Alright…” Trexon took a deep breath. “Back before people played games with Simboxes and had a neural interface, players played games using keyboards and controllers.” Trexon said, and Yorgi nodded. “Your characters in those games took input from you pressing buttons, so basically, your finger movements. Some games didn’t strictly have a limit to how much input you could give, so the quicker your finger muscles could move and press buttons, the better you were at these games.” Trexon explained.

“You’re talking about APM, right? Actions per minute?” Yorgi confirmed.

“Exactly.” Trexon nodded. “Most players stopped caring about APM when games moved over to VR Simulations, because, well, we play with our entire brains in this virtual world. But when it comes to the underlying mechanics on how we control and cast spells in this game, it’s dictated by piggybacking off of electrical signals that our brain sends to our hands. It’s the same as pressing buttons on a keyboard really quickly.” Trexon said, and Yorgi was slowly starting to understand what it was he’d just witnessed Pyri do.

“To a normal player, a spell like cinderbolt is nothing special. It’s a cool ball of cinders that you can reshape and move around that doesn’t really do much damage. But…” Trexon paused as he looked at Pyri carefully. “To an experienced player, who has a more traditional approach to playing games, with an incredibly high APM, a spell like cinderbolt is one of the strongest spells in the game, because it can take as much input as you can give it. It’s not the only spell like that in this game, but it’s the only beginner spell that does it.” Trexon concluded.

“That’s why Jael’s been treating her differently?” Yorgi asked.

“Yeah. Jael knew she had singled out cinderbolt because she’d figured that out, that’s why it’s the only spell she bothered learning. That’s why he’s so pissed off she’s trying to take the controlmancer class, because it’s one of the, if not the, worst intermediate wizard class.” Trexon said, and Yorgi nodded along.

“But, if you’re so good with magic, why do you want to play a Controlmancer?” Yorgi asked Pyri, and Jael listened intently for her answer, but she remained silent.

“You said your son, right? Aegis is your son, so you must be his mother. I was just with him in Arallia. He’s a really interesting kid.” Trexon spoke softly, trying to calm Pyri down as she was still visibly fuming and filled with killing intent towards Jael as she paced inside the shell. She didn’t reply to these words, or turn to face Trexon, but she stopped pacing.

“I don’t fully understand why, but you were willing to wait here for quite a long while, playing along with Jael, all due to the fact that you didn’t want to reveal what you were capable of. Most players that Jael singles out get excited, but you got mad about it. If I had to guess, you’re afraid of not being able to play with your son if you don’t pretend to be weak. Am I close?” Trexon asked, and all eyes sat on Pyri in silence for a few seconds. “To be honest, that’s a bit insulting towards him, isn’t it? I’ve met Aegis. I really don’t think he’s the sort of person that would resent you for being as good as you are.” Trexon said calmly.

“I don’t care what you think.” Pyri spoke back calmly. “I thought that way too last time, and I was wrong. I’m not going to risk it again. I can have fun in the supporting role, too. I’m fine as a controlmancer. But if this NPC won’t let me move on from here, I’ll get left behind again.” She said as her voice slowly began to sound sad rather than angry, though she continued to face away from Trexon and Yorgi so that they couldn’t see her expression.

“Alright.” Trexon nodded towards Jael. “I’m fully on her side now. Give her the Controlmancer quest. I can’t force you to do it, but if you don’t, I’ll appoint another to be Archmage of Kordas.” Trexon said to him, and Jael let out a disappointed sigh, it was clear he was still hesitating as Trexon snapped his fingers and removed the shell around Pyri. 

“There is another option.” Jael said as he looked to Pyri, causing her to clench her fists in anger again.

“Jael…” Trexon said in a warning voice.

“Here me out.” Jael cleared his throat. “If the issue lies in your desire to remain inconspicuous to your loved ones, there is another path I may offer you. It is not special in any way, and that is what makes it special.” He explained.

“He’s doing that cryptic shit again.” Pyri growled as her anger slowly began to tick upwards once more.

“Get to the point Jael.” Trexon urged him.

“You will not be limited by any magical restrictions set upon other intermediate wizards, but in return, you will not benefit from any of the capabilities granted by choosing one of those many wizarding paths. Most importantly, you’ll still be able to choose any path you like once you reach the advanced stages of your journey.” Jael explained.

“What Intermediate class are you offering her?” Yorgi asked curiously.

“None. Just a Wizard.” Jael shrugged.

“Huh?” Pyri looked at him now in confusion.




	
Quest[1/1]: Speak with Archmage Jael.
Objective: 0/1 Archmage Jael spoken too.
Quest Giver: Archmage Jael, Kordas
Reward: Intermediate Class: Wizard
Difficulty: Easy
Restrictions: Limited to classes: Wizard,








 The quest popped up in front of Pyri suddenly. She read over it, and still didn’t get it. 

 “What the hell is this?” She asked Jael, but as she did, the quest got flagged as completed, and she was prompted to choose Wizard as her intermediate class.

 “Wizard intermediate’s a rare class. You can only get it if an Archmage likes you, and specifically offers it to you. It has no other requirements.” Trexon explained with a smirk as he crossed his arms. “He’s right, it won’t buff up any schools of magic like other intermediates will, but it also won’t block you from casting any schools. It’s a ‘learners’ class.” Trexon shrugged. 

 “Why not just give me controlmancer?” Pyri complained with a frustrated stomp of her right foot.

 “I cannot in good conscience limit someone so talented as yourself to the path of a controlmancer. There are many stronger intermediate classes I would like to offer you, but, in addition to you most likely declining them, I feel they would take you quite some time to obtain, and I have already taken up a great deal of your time. I can grant you this class here and now, and you can join your loved ones.” Jael said as he sat on the front of his desk facing Pyri and leaned back slightly. 

 Pyri hesitated, she looked at the ‘Accept’ button floating in front of her in her peripheral vision, then navigated to her friends list and saw that Lina, Darkshot, Rakkan and Aegis were now all intermediate classes - she was the only one left still a beginner class. Seeing this, she took a deep breath, and hit accept, causing Jael and Trexon to let out sighs of relief.

 Pyri got the congratulation message for obtaining her intermediate class, but no skills changed and no new skills were learned. She simply had the ability to now level up herself, her class skills, and all of her spells to level 150. 

 “What about intermediate spells? I can learn them from books now?” Pyri asked.

 “Yes. With no restrictions. But no bene-” Jael explained, but Pyri interrupted him.

 “Yeah yeah, okay, I got it.” She waved at him to stop talking. “If I come back here at level 150 for an advanced class, and you pull this same bullshit, I’m burning this tower down.” Pyri said to Trexon and Jael threateningly.

 “Yes ma'am.” Yorgi replied unprompted. Pyri turned and gave him a funny look, then looked around the room carefully. 

"Also. I'm taking these with me." Pyri walked over to the bookshelves and started taking a few intermediate spell books off of them. She grabbed the book for Multicast, Fly, Greater Invisibility, Dispel Magic, and Pyroclasm, then lifted them up to show Jael what she had taken. "Got a problem with this?"

"No." Jael smiled.

"Well, strictly speaking, those belong to-" Trexon interjected, but stopped talking when Pyri turned and glared at him. "No problem." Trexon smiled awkwardly. Pyri added the books to her inventory, then stormed out of the room, leaving the three standing about in awkward silence. Trexon slowly glanced about the office and took note of how disastrous it looked as a result of all the spells that’d been cast.

 “You’re cleaning this up, by the way.” Trexon motioned to Jael before leaving the room, and Yorgi quickly rushed out after him. 
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The morning after Yumily’s concert, Aegis found himself standing in the midst of the Kordas training grounds. The sun was peeking up over the horizon giving a dark blue hue to the cloudless sky, and a light chilly breeze blew over him. He could hear the faint sounds of wooden impacts coming from various other players already up and training themselves on the dummies spread about the grounds around him, but he had no interest in watching them.

 He had a problem that needed solving. Lying down before him on the rough sandy stone floor of the training grounds was a neat row of wooden weapons that Aegis had crafted for himself using woodworking. They were meant for training, not actual combat, so most simply imitated the shapes of the weapons. 

 There was a scepter, a mace, a short sword, a flail, a spear, and a quarterstaff. As Aegis stared at them intently while pacing, Lina stood behind him watching with interest. It was just the two of them now, as Amlie, Ruffily, and Savika had been offered an escort back to Rene by Tullan, and they took it. They had been eager to get back to Rene and continue to improve it and start planning out a defensive wall around the village just in case.

 “It’s definitely, probably… well… hm.” Aegis started mumbling. Now that he could deal damage, he needed to choose a weapon of choice. Unlike fighters, rangers, thieves, or paladins and crusaders- frankly, any martial class, he didn’t get any experience bonus towards learning any weapon skill, which meant it’d be a slog to level, particularly beyond level 30. That meant leveling more than one would be a nightmare, so he wanted to make sure he chose the perfect weapon from the get-go.

 “There you are.” Darkshot called across the grounds to them in a deep voice, causing Lina and Aegis to turn and see him approaching.

 “Darkshot!” Lina cheered excitedly.

 “Hello, everyone.” he replied. As Aegis had looked in his direction, he suddenly struck an odd pose with his arms on his waist, cloak billowing behind him in the light breeze. “You may be wondering, who is that handsome man with the longbow? The answer is simple. I am Darkshot.” he announced himself as he looked up to the sky, acting as though he was deep in thought about something. Aegis just rolled his eyes at him once he’d figured out what he was doing, noting that he had a livestream viewership right now of roughly 31 000 people for Darkshot to try and impress. 

 “Do you want to know why they call me Darkshot?” Darkshot asked, trying to sound as mysterious as he could.

 “Because you shoot from the darkness?” Lina answered excitedly, but this made Darkshot break character for a brief second to throw a pout at Lina- he wanted to say the line himself.

 “Yes. Because I shoot from the Darkness.” He said it anyway. 

 “Darkshot, c’mon, I need your help.” Aegis motioned him over, and Darkshot nodded. 

 “Of course. There’s no problem that Darkshot cannot solve.” Darkshot replied as he eagerly power walked over to Aegis and the two of them looked down at the weapons side by side, whilst Darkshot suddenly took a white egg out of his inventory and cradled it carefully with both of his hands. This caused Aegis to stop looking at the weapons and stare at the egg instead.

"What's that?" Aegis asked him.

"Oh, no big deal. I just got an amazing new companion for completing my Ranger intermediate class quest. Once it hatches, I'm sure it will make us way stronger." Darkshot bragged.

"Are you sure? That looks like a pretty plain egg. Like, a big chicken or something." Aegis looked at it with skepticism.

"It's not a chicken." Darkshot snapped back.

"What is it then?"

"Well... I don't know yet..." 

"So, it could totally be a chicken?" Aegis smirked.

"Most likely its a phoenix. Or, a baby roc. Or something even more epic, or mysterious." Darkshot said defensively. "Forget about my egg, what did you need help with?" He said hastily. Aegis shrugged and turned his attention back to the row of weapons on the ground as Lina moved to stand beside them.

 “I can hit people now, but I need to choose what to hit people with.” Aegis explained. 

 “Hm, a hard choice. There’s so many good ways to hit people.” Darkshot nodded.

 “I know.” Aegis nodded along with him.

 “You could stab them. Swords are cool. Main characters in movies almost always use swords. Even in space movies. You know, like lightsabers.” Darkshot motioned to the shortsword. 

 “Eh, yeah… but most cleric-type players use scepters.” Aegis motioned to the scepter. “They’re easy to enchant with mana regeneration, and often get found in dungeons with divine buffing effects.” Aegis explained.

 “Yeah, but, scepters are so lame.” Darkshot answered, and Aegis nodded in agreement. 

 “Ok, scepters are out.” Aegis kicked the wooden scepter away. Lina looked like she wanted to protest this rejection, but the scepter had already been kicked away before she got the chance, so she opted not to.

 “What about spears? They have really good reach.” Lina suggested as she motioned to the wooden spear. 

 “Hm.” Aegis picked it up after equipping his shield to his left arm and started waving the spear around, trying out a few poses with it. “I dunno. It feels a bit clunky.” Aegis looked at it apprehensively.

 “Clunky?” Darkshot raised an eyebrow at him.

 “Yeah…” Aegis shrugged.

 “What do you mean, clunky?”

 “You know, like, it’s limiting having it in my hand.” Aegis tried to explain.

 “How is it limiting? You can stab stuff from pretty far away.” Darkshot motioned to the spear.

 “Yeah, but, what if I need to eat a direwolf steak?” Aegis asked.

 “You take a lunch break! Most people don’t eat dinner while fighting.” Darkshot replied with an eye roll.

 “Why not? It’s good for stamina regeneration.” 

 “It’s not good for damage dealing though, and a spear is.” 

 “Ehhh, I’m just not feeling it.” Aegis shrugged as he chucked the spear to the side near the discarded scepter.

 “You’re telling me you don’t like spears because it prevents you from snacking in combat?” Darkshot replied in disbelief as Lina put her hand to her mouth to hold back laughter. “In that case, you might as well just toss all of these away. None of them are snack-friendly.”

 “Well, I mean, it’s not just snacking…” Aegis replied defensively. “What if I need to use a potion or something?”

 “Then just use your other hand!” 

 “But that's my shield hand. And, I’m right handed.”

 “Aegis, my man, you’re telling you can’t eat steaks with your left hand?” Darkshot sighed at him.

“Well, I can, but, when my shield is equipped, it's really a pain. Look.” Aegis mimed eating something with his shield arm, and he had trouble getting the the hand to his mouth - though this was on purpose, he kept raising the shield at an angle that it’d intersect with his face and bump his cheeks before his hand could reach his mouth.

“What are you, a toddler? Just turn your arm a bit.” Darkshot couldn’t bear to watch it and stepped in, forcefully rotating Aegis’ shield for him so his left hand could reach his mouth. “See? Problem solved.” 

“No, it’s not. What happens if an enemy is shooting at me while I’m eating? Look, I can’t see.” Aegis said as he demonstrated how, when his left arm was raised up in a way that his hand could reach his mouth, the shield on his arm blocked his view of anything in front of him.

“How about you just don’t try to eat something while monsters are attacking at you?” 

“I can’t exactly ask them to take a pause so I can grab a bite to eat.” Aegis retorted.

“You’re a crafter, aren’t you? Just craft a food-dispensing helmet or something. Bam, problem solved.” Darkshot replied triumphantly.

“No way, that’d look stupid.” Aegis protested.

“And eating steaks while you’re blocking attacks doesn’t already look stupid?” Darkshot looked at him skeptically.

“Eating is a natural process of living, nothing is stupid about it.” Aegis crossed his arms.

“This guy’s hopeless.” Darkshot turned to Lina with a sigh, shaking his head. “You might as well just use your fists.” Darkshot said dismissively while waving his hands in frustration at Aegis, and that seemed to trigger a lightbulb in his head.

 “Yeah, that’s a good idea!” Aegis snapped his fingers and pointed at Darkshot. “That way, I can hit them even if I’m holding food in my hand.” He nodded as he thought about it. 

 “You’re going to steak-punch our enemies? ‘Wow Aegis, great job, it’s me, Hae-won here. Tell us, how did you kill the big bad raid boss dragon?’” Darkshot imitated Hae-won’s voice poorly. “ ‘I punched it with steak’ “, he then imitated Aegis’ voice. Darkshot had hoped this would discourage Aegis, but he only looked more excited afterwards. 

 “I’ve been so hung up on picking a good weapon, I didn’t even consider unarmed combat. Thanks Darkshot.” Aegis patted him on the shoulder, which caused him to sigh.

 “It’s not a bad idea, plus, there are some shield attack skills you can unlock with your shield mastery.” Lina said to the two of them, and as she did, they’d spotted another familiar face walking towards them across the training grounds.

 “Hi guys. Am I the last one back?” Pyri asked as she walked towards them.

 “Nope, Rakkan’s on his way. He has his quest done, he was just off in some ruins and is making his way back still.” Aegis answered as he fiddled with his interface. “Did you get your intermediate class?” He asked Pyri curiously as he saw her still showing up as Wizard.

 “Yup. Apparently there’s an intermediate wizard class that’s just wizard again. It’s not really special but it lets me learn a lot of magic.” Pyri shrugged awkwardly.

 “Oh, that’s pretty cool.” Aegis smiled.

 “Not as cool as yours though! A Shattered Healer? That’s amazing! And look at you with so many people watching you!” She walked forward and started adjusting his armor, straightening it out, then fixing his hair.

 “Mom, stop.” Aegis sighed. 

 “What?” She shrugged as she took a step back, proud of her work. “And how was it for you two?” She turned to Darkshot and Lina.

 “No problems.” Lina smiled.

 “Got all the quests done in the end. It was thanks to someone helping me and Rakkan out with training. Speaking of that, if you really want to go with Unarmed Combat, you’re in luck.” Darkshot said as he looked at Aegis, who returned a curious stare. “You see, I’m a bit of a kung fu, martial arts, unarmed combat master now.” He said as he slowly took the fanciest fighting pose he’d learned. 

 “Heh?” Aegis replied with doubt. 

 “It’s true, Darkshot and Rakkan trained really hard. Maybe you could share some of the training with Aegis?” Lina suggested to Darkshot.

 “Hm. I suppose, since we’ve got time waiting on Rakkan. But, you must be disciplined, and you must be vigilant.” Darkshot cleared his throat and began speaking in his deep theatrical voice.

 “Ooh, can I learn too? Unarmed Combat sounds fun.” Pyri asked excitedly.

 “Of course. Start by disabling your skill assistance for your unarmed combat skill, and unequipping your other weapons and shields.” Darkshot instructed them, trying his best to remember how Travis had taught him and Rakkan several weeks prior.

 “Uh… I don’t have an unarmed combat skill.” Aegis replied confused.

 “Me either.” Pyri shrugged.

 “Oh. Right…” Darkshot thought on it. “How can they get the Unarmed Combat skill?” he turned to Lina for help.

 “Just punch and kick the training dummies for a bit and you should get it eventually.” Lina explained while motioning towards the two nearest training dummies. 

 “Got it.” Aegis nodded, and both he and Pyri took dummies next to each other and started punching and kicking them. They looked like monkeys flailing their arms around wildly by comparison to what Darkshot and Rakkan were capable of now.

 “Hm. I can see I have my work cut out for me. Terrible form, no technique. You're in for a long ride if you want to master martial arts.” Darkshot said as he paced behind them while they trained.

 “Dude, we don’t even have the skill yet, relax.” Aegis grumbled back at him, but Darkshot was having too much fun playing the role of the teacher, and just continued monologuing about their training, until after a few minutes, both of them got the notification they were hoping for. 




	Skill Learned: Unarmed Combat.






 “Ok, got it. Now, disable the skill assistance in the menu, right? Done.” Aegis said as he and Pyri fidgeted through their menus and disabled it. “Now what?” They looked at him expectantly, and he noticed that Lina was also following along. 

 “Hm. So… well…” Darkshot tried to remember. “The thing about breathing is, everyone can do it. It’s really easy, but if you think about it, then you’re thinking about it. Wait, that wasn’t it…” He shook his head, trying to recall Travis’ words. 

 “Yo, sup guys! Sorry I’m so late!” Rakkan called out to them as he arrived at the training grounds.

 “Yay! Everyone is here.” Lina smiled cheerfully as she waved him over.

 “Congrats on getting your intermediate, was it tough?” Aegis asked him.

 “Nah, wasn't too bad.” Rakkan shrugged coolly, whilst Darkshot went to his friends list to check Rakkan's class.

"Rune Knight? What's a Rune Knight? I thought you were going Battlemaster." Darkshot asked curiously.

"Yeah... I was. But I saw all the other people following in Seraxus' footsteps, and, it just wasn't me. I'll admit, I also watched Herilon school those battlemaster players on your stream, Aegis." Rakkan let out a light chuckle as Aegis smiled at him and they all listened. "I got offered the Rune Knight class by one of the Battlemaster trainers... and, well, it felt more my style. I want to get powerful, but in my own way." Rakkan declared, then looked up at Aegis. "I hope it's alright, I know you wanted a Battlemaster for your group." Rakkan said hesitantly.

"Nah, I didn't want a battlemaster, I wanted you." Aegis replied. "Rune Knight sounds good, what sort of stuff can it do?" Aegis asked him curiously as all eyes watched Rakkan enthusiastically.

"I've seen one or two Rune Knight players on my past character, but they're really rare." Lina added excitedly.

"We learn to use special Runes to power ourselves up. I've only learned one Rune so far, from the ruins the quest was in. Rune: Echo." Rakkan said as suddenly a blue rune of several overlapping circles appeared on the back of his right hand, and as it did, a second copy of himself appeared beside him. 

"Whoa, that's so cool!" Pyri said excitedly.

"Nice, you can copy yourself?" Darkshot looked in awe.

"Yeah, just one copy right now, gotta level it up. Apparently if I want to learn new runes, I'll have to find them scattered around the ruins of the world." Rakkan shrugged as he cancelled the spell. "Still uses weapons though, so my weapon training isn't useless. I can put the runes on weapons too." Rakkan demonstrated as he took his longsword out of his inventory. "Rune: Echo." He said, and this time the rune appeared on the base of his longsword's blade, causing a second copy of the longsword to appear in his left hand. 

"It sounds like the perfect class for you." Aegis gave him a reaffirming nod. 

 “Yeah." Rakkan smiled proudly. "So, what’re you guys up to?” He asked.

 “Aegis and Pyri wanna learn Unarmed Combat. I was just getting ready to start teaching them, like Travis taught us. What was that thing Travis told us when we were starting out?” Darkshot asked Rakkan.

 “Uh, it was like… don’t forget to breath, or something? No, wait, it was like, everyone knows how to breath, but not everyone knows how to keep their balance.” 

 “Yeah that sounds right, something like that.” Darkshot said with a nod. Aegis and Pyri just stared blankly at the two of them.

 “That doesn’t make any sense.” Aegis replied.

 “Whatever, not important. You gotta train your balance and stuff first, with some punches. Copy me.” Darkshot said as he demonstrated the first poses and movements Travis had shown them. Pyri and Aegis saw them do it a few times, and then repeated it a couple times themselves, and stopped.

 “Ok, got it. Hit us with the next pose.” Aegis said to him expectantly, and Pyri nodded, eager to learn more.

 “Nah nah nah, that’s not how it works. You have to repeat that over and over again, so your body memorizes the movement.” Darkshot stopped him.

 “Yeah, that’s it, it's about memorizing stuff, so that it’s like breathing.” Rakkan nodded along. 

 “Are you sure these guys know what they’re talking about?” Aegis asked Lina apprehensively, and she nodded back. 

 “Alright.” Aegis shrugged. “If it’s going to take awhile, might as well practice on the move.” Aegis said as he started awkwardly posing and punching his way towards the exit of the training grounds, and as he did, he sent party invites to everyone. They all accepted and hesitantly followed behind him.

 “Heh, that looks fun.” Pyri joined in.

 “Please don’t tell me you guys are planning to walk through Kordas like that.” Darkshot said worriedly as he saw their weird pose-step-punch walking taking shape. 

 “Of course, we can’t waste anymore time. We gotta start leveling up as soon as possible, and I still have some stuff to finish in Kordas before I can leave.” Aegis explained as he passed through the archway between the training grounds and the streets of Kordas. He and Pyri moved side-by-side doing the awkward punching-posing-walking, causing several nearby players and NPCs on the streets to look at them funny. Darkshot and Rakkan made an effort to walk far behind them as they did this, to not be associated with them, while Lina walked in the middle.

 Lina was tempted to follow along and join in, so that she could learn, but decided against embarrassing herself as she noticed a few of the players giving Aegis and Pyri judgemental stares. 

 “Are we martial artists now?” Pyri called back to Darkshot behind them.

 “Nope… not yet…” Darkshot replied awkwardly.

 “So what business you got left to do in Kordas?” Rakkan asked.

 “You’ll see… but, don’t worry. It should be fun. I think.” Aegis replied with a not-so-reassuring tone.

            

    
        Chapter 105: Aphrodite's Love

    
    
    
    
                Chapter 105: Aphrodite's Love


Aegis, Lina, Pyri, Rakkan and Darkshot found themselves staring through the archway that sat between the streets of Kordas’ temple district, and the Temple of Aphrodite. A thin red curtain that was split in the middle stood draped over the archway to act as a door, with tiny golden tassels hanging off the bottom, but Aegis had pulled the curtain to the side so that the party of 5 could see the temple beyond. Directly ahead of them was a beautiful garden path surrounded by lush green bushes that had been elegantly trimmed and pruned into humanoid figures, with colorful flowers blooming at all of the right spots to accentuate their forms. 

 A few meters ahead, the path split and encircled a beautiful female and male humanoid statue, the two were completely nude and leaning their backs against one another with their fingers interlocked. Neither were particularly muscular or chiseled, simply the natural human form, and the artistic nature of the statues made so that the profanity filter didn’t attempt to blur any parts of them.

 The players and NPCs, on the other hand, were a different story. Clothing seemed to be optional in this temple, and the profanity filter was working overtime to keep Aegis’ stream PG13 as Aegis got embarrassed just looking into the temple garden, feeling the need to quickly redirect his gaze to his feet.

 “So, Aegis.” Pyri said with a judgemental tone. “Please explain to me why it is you brought us here?” She looked at him with extreme skepticism.

 “This place is awesome.” Darkshot said with his jaw agape. Lina’s eyes were wide with shock, while Rakkan looked away anxiously.

 “I do hope your profanity filters are on, boys.” Pyri warned both Rakkan and Darkshot.

 “Yes m’am.” Rakkan confirmed with a modest nod. "Uh... Aegis... if you're going in there, it's better if I wait outside. If my parents catch me going into a place like that, they'll ban me from using the Simbox." Rakkan said hesitantly. 

"Okay... no problem, you can wait out here." Aegis nodded to towards him understandingly.

 “Don't worry about me though. My filter is totally on." Darkshot pretended to mess around with his interface as if he was confirming the filter was on, but in actuality he was turning it off. "Yeah. It’s on.” Darkshot replied as he watched a topless elven priestess NPC walk across the garden ahead of them, and didn’t take his eyes off her.

 “Is it now?” Pyri squinted at Darkshot, taking the heat off Aegis for a moment.

 “I need to get favor with three deities so I can learn their skills. One of the skills I’ve decided to learn is from Aphrodite… so, I figured we could get a quest or something and gain favor like that.” Aegis shrugged innocently.

 “Oh, what skill? Aura of Beauty?” Lina asked excitedly.

 “Yeah… Sapphire used it on me back in Arallia and it seemed really strong. Stamina’s always an issue for me, and you guys, so I thought it’d be good to have for the group.”

 “It is awesome! It’s really good for Shadow Dancers, and tank classes.” Lina cheered excitedly.

 “Alright, but, don’t gawk at the ladies, it’s ve…” Pyri’s voice trailed off as a large muscular, fully nude, human male NPC walked across the garden path in front of them, and Pyri’s jaw dropped as her eyes followed him. Aegis turned and saw her do this.

 “Hang on, is your profanity filter turned on?” Aegis asked with inquisitive eyes. 

 “I’m an adult. I can handle having it turned off. Come on, let’s go.” Pyri put her hands on her waist and began strutting forward through the temple garden towards the large building beyond it, the others apprehensively following behind save for Rakkan who remained on the street happily. The temple building itself had a wide set of 5 steps leading up to a large landing out front of the temple doors. On the landing stood tall decorative pillars that towered up several meters to an overhang, with an abundance of grape vines wrapping around them all the way to the top. To the left and right of the main walkway on the landing were two separate pools of clear water, with small staircases leading into the pools.

 Without looking directly towards the pools, through the corner of his eyes Aegis could tell that they were full with nude, or nearly nude players and NPCs. He could hear them giggling and flirting with each other, feeding each other grapes or playfully splashing one another. Despite his best efforts to not look, though, just as they were walking by the pools to enter the temple proper, a tall elven female player with long wet blonde hair stepped out of the pool and walked in front of them. She wasn’t nude, she was wearing a bikini that had been crafted with no regard to the fantasy setting the game was set in, but it was still very, very eye catching to Darkshot and Aegis. They followed her with their eyes as she walked behind them and down the stairs into the garden.

“Ahem.” Pyri cleared her throat loudly when she saw them staring, causing them to stop doing it. Aegis felt bad for doing it right away and looked at Lina, who was staring back at him for a brief moment, but broke eye contact with red cheeks immediately. “Teenage boys.” Pyri rolled her eyes as she mumbled this loudly. The inside of the temple wasn’t much better, in fact it was significantly worse. They stepped through an open doorway to enter the main foyer. It was fully furnished with luxurious red cushions, blankets, carpets and decorative tapestries, most of which were framed or outlined in yellows and golds. Aegis could tell it wasn’t real gold, but instead wood, fabric, and stone that had been dyed or painted to look golden. There were couches, chairs, stools, beds and benches spread about for seating purposes, like the temple was one giant lounge.

"Aphrodite Temples are like the erotic roleplay hubs of this game, you know that, right?" Darkshot whispered to Aegis.

"No, obviously I didn't. You could've warned me." Aegis angrily whispered back to him.

"And miss this? Hell no." Darkshot snickered back. Players and NPCs in here, too, were clearly not a fan of clothing, and everyone looked like super models. A result of careful character creation, no doubt, but Aegis felt way out of place as he and his party members walked through wearing full leather armor and weapons on their back. They continued walking to nearly the back of the room where several doors stood before them, and Aegis had no idea where to go, so he started looking around for a Priest or Priestess NPC. He spotted a few, but all of the female priestess NPCs were topless, and he couldn’t look at them straight despite their chests being blurred into plain skin-colored blobs by the profanity filter, so he singled out the nearest male priest NPC and flagged him down.

 “Excuse me, sir,” Aegis said politely. [Priest Dureth(Elite) - 30] was carrying a tray with wine glasses, had no hair anywhere on his body and perfect muscles, wearing nothing but a pair of dark red, tight fitting leather underwear. Aegis made a great effort to not look down as he spoke to him, and Dureth stopped what he was doing to turn to Aegis. The moment Dureth saw who had called out to him, he gave Aegis a look of disgust.

 “Yes?” Dureth asked, clearly forcing himself to be polite as he eyed Aegis' attire up and down. 

 “I’m looking for the High Priest of Aphrodite, are they available?” 

 “Hm. She’s that way.” He pointed down a hallway apprehensively. Aegis bowed and thanked him before following his directions, doing his best to keep his eyes to himself, and the others followed. They went through a door that led down a long hall with a large mural on the left wall of naked humanoid figures in questionable poses. Aegis did his best to just not look at it.

 “Aegis, why the hell’d you go with Eirene?” Darkshot asked once they saw that there were no other players or NPCs around them in the hall.

 “Is this really why Aphrodite clerics are so common?” Pyri asked curiously.

 “Well… I think it’s mainly for their supporting buffs… and the quests are usually pretty easy…” Lina replied shyly.

 “Sorry, guys. I didn’t know it would be like this. I met Sapphire, she’s an Aphrodite cleric, and she wears plenty of clothes.” Aegis explained with an awkward shrug.

 “Do you even know what the Goddess Aphrodite represents?” Pyri asked him.

 “It said beauty and love in the game description, you know… Eirene is peace and love, so I thought it’d be similar. There’s such a difference between beauty and peace?” Aegis said defensively, as if his assumption was reasonable.

 “My sweet naive young boy.” Pyri shook her head to herself.

 “Hey Aegis, I changed my mind on what I want you to build for me in Rene. Instead of a Tower, I want an Aphrodite Temple.” Darkshot said shamelessly. They approached the end of the hallway now with a set of double doors before them and a buff male elf NPC wearing a loincloth stood guard and watched them approach.

 “Yes?” He asked them as they got close enough.

 “We’re here to see the High Priestess of Aphrodite?” Aegis asked politely.

 “The High Priestess is in the middle of praying to our goddess right now, please wait quietly and I’ll let you know when she is done.” The guard gave a light bow. Aegis nodded back to the others and gave a shrug.

 “So what, we just wait?” Darkshot asked quietly.

 “I guess.” Aegis shrugged. “I really don’t want to have to leave and come back later.” He added. They went quiet and looked around for a bit, avoiding looking at the mural on the left wall as much as they could. Lina started fiddling with the hilts of her daggers, while Pyri kept glancing at the elf NPC's ab muscles, and then pretending like she hadn’t done it. Regardless, it went quiet, and due to that, they could hear sounds coming from the other side of the door. Distant female moaning, muffled by the door, came from behind the guard who simply ignored the sounds. It didn’t take more than hearing a few of them for all four of them to figure out what the sounds were.

 “Just how exactly do they pray in this temple?” Pyri sighed.

 “This is so inappropriate.” Aegis shook his head to himself embarrassed.

 “Yeah, and you brought your wife and mom along.” Darkshot chuckled.

 “Should I mute the stream? I feel like I should mute it. I’m muting it.” Aegis anxiously ran through his interface, desperate for something to do. He couldn’t dare look any of his party members in the eyes. Of all the planning and preparation he had done in regards to which deity skills he wanted to go for, he hadn’t once imagined the other deities would be so vastly different from Eirene. He’d managed to mute the stream before the moaning reached its climax, and then went silent. Once he'd confirmed it was over, he unmuted it.

 “Sounded like she had a good prayer.” Pyri commented with a look of disbelief. 

 “The High Priestess is ready to see you now.” The guard bowed politely and stepped aside, motioning them to the door. The others looked at Aegis expectantly, but he was hesitant in opening the door. Eventually he built up the courage, opened it and stepped through. 

They were now in the ‘prayer’ room of Aphrodite’s temple, which looked nothing more than a glorified royal bedroom. A big red beautiful carpet with gold and blue accents laid across the floor, and directly ahead of them sat a gigantic round bed with red and gold covers and elegantly carved wooden bed posts. The headboard of the bed was made of stone, and it merged into the wall behind it. It was carved into the shape of the Goddess Aphrodite leaning forward over the top of the bed with her hands clasped in front of her chest.

On various tapestries hanging along the walls of the circular room were the symbol of Aphrodite, a circle with a flower inside it made up of small pointed oval petals. 

As they stepped into the room, three male characters pushed past them with towels wrapped around their waists. A Satyr, an Orc, and a gnome. All three of them were not NPCs, they were Aphrodite Cleric players, and they gave proud knowing nods to Aegis as they walked past him. Beyond them, sitting upright on the bed with her knees bent forward in an L shape, was the [High Priestess of Aphrodite, Sashana(Elite) - 30]. Aegis recognized her right away, she was one of Leonard’s wives. 

Pyri’s eyes followed the three male players as they left, looking in disbelief at what she was witnessing. 

“Games are a lot different than they used to be…” Pyri whispered with wide eyes.

“Oh, Aegis!” Sashana waved to him. “I’ve heard so much about you from Captain Leonard. I don’t believe we’ve been properly acquainted!” She smiled excitedly as she stood up, and Aegis had to look away, but once he did, she reacted. “Oh, right, Leonard told me that you were the shy type.” She said as she adjusted her equipment so that she was wearing a thin, beautiful red dress that hung from a band that wrapped around the back of her neck. It was backless, but loose rather than form fitting, causing it to shift its shape as she walked, but it ended at her waist and her leg movements caused it to climb each time she took a step. Aegis didn’t try to see if she had equipped anything underneath it, and kept his eyes up to match hers. She had mesmerizing yellow eyes with wavy dark black hair down to her shoulders, and the lightest touch of makeup on her face to accentuate her beauty. 

“So,” As she got close, she stopped walking and looked over the four of them. “How may I help a follower of Eirene?” She asked politely.

“Well, I was hoping to gain favor with the goddess Aphrodite. Eirene wants me to learn the ways of other gods and goddesses.” Aegis explained.

“I see.” She smiled. “The Goddess Aphrodite has a great appreciation for all things that represent beauty, and love. She is not so demanding… if you were to present yourself, or your companions to her, in their most beautiful form..." She ran her fingertips along Aegis' shoulder and down his arms. "Or perform an act of deep and passionate love, she would happily grant you her favor.” Sashana explained. “I could help you, if you’d like.” She winked. Lina looked like she was about to act, but Pyri moved first.

“There will be no performances of passionate love, thanks.” Pyri grabbed Sashana’s finger and moved it away from Aegis. 

“I understand. Some are too shy to share their love with the goddess.” Sashana smiled suggestively at Pyri.

“What?” Pyri snapped back in disbelief. “No, he’s my son.” She explained.

“Ah, yes… a mothers love is a complicated, forbidden love.” Sashana winked at her.

“What the hell is that supposed to mean?” Pyri shouted.

“Oh my god this was such a huge mistake.” Aegis shook his head to himself in pure embarrassment.

“Yeah you really messed up this one.” Darkshot chuckled as he saw Pyri getting ready to Cinderbolt Sashana. Lina had taken to pretending she didn’t exist. Aegis was disappointed to see that his viewership had doubled from 30 000 to 60 000 since he’d entered the temple. 

“I meant no offense. I suppose if you are not willing to perform displays of love, you could simply show yourselves to her in your most beautiful forms. She is always watching, looking at the world to find beauty.” Sashana said as she moved to the side and motioned to a circular flower pattern, the symbol of Aphrodite, that was woven into the center of the carpet that covered the floor of the room. The circle was positioned directly in front of the eyeline of the statue of Aphrodite that towered over the bed. As Sashana did this motion, Aegis got a quest prompt. 




	
Quest[Repeatable]: Present a representation of beauty, or perform an act of love within the prayer room of the Temple of Aphrodite in Kordas.
Objective: 0/1 Aphrodite Pleased
Quest Giver: High Priestess of Aphrodite, Sashana
Reward: Favor with Aphrodite (Amount varies)
Difficulty: Easy
Restrictions: Limited to Divine classes








 “She gave me a quest for it.” Aegis turned to inform the others. “It’s repeatable, so, I just need to show enough beautiful things to her until I get 2500 favor.” Aegis explained, and they all nodded.

 “Do you have anything that’s beautiful?” Darkshot asked him. Aegis responded by going into his inventory and searching. 

 “Not really… maybe the shield?” Aegis shrugged as he unequipped his shield and held it out. The rest of them looked at him apprehensively, so he stepped forward, placed the shield down on the symbol on the carpet, then took a step back as Sashana watched.

 “Beautiful craftsmanship… but…” Sashana began,




	You gain 10 Favor with Aphrodite.






 “She much prefers the beauty of the flesh.” Sashana finished. Aegis let out an elongated, knowing sigh as he picked up the shield and waved the notification away.

 “It only got me 10. I think it’s gotta be a person. Does anyone have any outfits? Dresses or something?” Aegis asked as he turned to them hopeful. They all looked back at him with head shakes. “I could probably carve a beautiful statue, or a couple, that’d do the trick… I really don’t want to have to come back here though.” Aegis said uncomfortably.

 “Oh to hell with it, it’s not like it’s my real body anyway.” Pyri sighed in annoyance. “All of you, turn around. I’ll present myself to her.” 

 “What? No, that’s gross.” Aegis protested

 “Excuse me?” Pyri rose her voice towards Aegis.

 “I mean, I don’t mean you are gross, just, you know what I meant.” Aegis shouted flustered.

 “Do you want your damn quest done or not?” She snapped back, annoyed. Aegis hesitated, then turned to Darkshot.

 “If you look, I’m going to corpse camp you for the rest of the summer.” Aegis glared at him, and he nodded and faced towards the door. “That goes for you too, Shinji and Hae-won. Cameras face this way.” He pointed again. He knew that Shinji would listen, he was more concerned about Darkshot who he’d theorized had his profanity filter turned off based on how he’d been ogling the priestesses. 

 It went awkward for a few moments as Aegis heard behind him as Pyri walked barefoot across the carpet to the spot under the statue.

 “Mmm. very beautiful. It’s as if every inch of your body was carefully crafted by Aphrodite herself. I wouldn’t mind exploring it.” Sashana said seductively.




	You gain 1000 Favor with Aphrodite.






 “It worked, I got 1000 favor. You can put your armor back on.” Aegis said without turning around.

 “Hang on, only 1000?” Pyri protested to Sashana.

 “If it were up to me, I would have given you 10 000, but Aphrodite is the judge here.” Sashana explained. Pyri let out a huff.

 “Ok, you’re fine, I’m wearing armor again.” Pyri announced, causing Aegis to let out a sigh of relief.

 “So… I need 1500 more.”

 “Don’t worry. I got this.” Darkshot slapped his hand to Aegis’ chest. “And don’t worry about not looking, I’ve got nothing to hide.” He said as he started unequipping his armor.

 “Are you-” Aegis couldn’t believe how shameless he was, until he’d remembered how proud Darkshot had been of his character’s appearance. Pyri walked to stand beside Lina who both looked towards the wall with Aegis, who had accidentally watched him nearly fully undress but turned around at the last second as Darkshot presented himself fully nude to to the goddess Aphrodite.




	You gain 250 Favor with Aphrodite.






 “How much is it, how much did I get? I bet it was a lot, right?” Darkshot asked Aegis excitedly.

 “250.” Aegis replied.

 “Hah, suck it.” Pyri replied proudly.

 “Seriously? Is she blind? Does she not see these abs?” Darkshot complained to Sashana. 

 “She sees all.” Sashana smiled at him.

 “Ah whatever.” Darkshot replied dismissively as he re-equipped his armor.

 “So you still need 1250?” Pyri asked.

 “Yeah…” Aegis looked uncomfortable. “I guess I gotta do it, at the very least.” He shrugged reluctantly. “Everyone, eyes back there. Shinji, camera on the roof. If I find clips of any of us online, I’m canceling the contract with the network.” Aegis threatened towards his livestream icon that now sat at 62 000 viewers.

 Once he was sure no one was looking but Sashana, he took off his leather armor, shoes, and pants, so that he just had underwear on. He quickly looked down to see that the profanity filter was hiding anything inappropriate, and once he’d confirmed it, he removed his underwear and stood nude like a Ken doll in the prayer room.

 “Wait…” Sashana stopped him before he’d stepped forward to present himself. “You and that young lady share matching rings. Aphrodite will only allow you present something to her once, including yourself. Perhaps you would like to present you and your wife to her together? A display of not just beauty, but love as well.” Sashana suggested. Aegis froze in place at this suggestion.

 Standing naked beside Lina’s character was what was being suggested. He knew he had to think of the problem before him logically, but the idea of seeing Lina’s character naked overrode all of his logical thinking. He quickly had images flashing in his head of her leather armor always tightly wrapped around her body - he’d never seen her characters skin outside of her hands and face, never even thought about it. Why did he care so much? It was just an in-game character, it wasn’t like it was their actual bodies, he thought.

 “Okay…” Lina said hesitantly, without Aegis having had time to think of a proper response. Darkshot and Pyri remained dead silent as Aegis looked straight ahead towards the statue of Aphrodite ahead of him. He could hear the sound of Lina’s armor unequipping and her bare feet walking towards him across the carpet from behind. 

 “Take her hand, and step forward to the goddess.” Sashana smiled excitedly at them.

 “I won’t look.” Aegis replied nervously as he held his right hand out back behind himself. He felt Lina’s fingers interlocking with his, but he kept his word and only looked straight ahead.

 “Okay…” She replied shyly.

 “Calm down, it’s just your in-game characters.” Pyri sighed anxiously. Lina and Aegis both stepped forward onto the symbol of Aphrodite on the floor. Their faces flushed red with embarrassment, but something about holding each others hands and doing it together rather than alone made it more bearable for Aegis. The two made sure to look away from one another, not even up at the statue but rather opposing walls of the room as Sashana watched them excitedly.




	You gain 3000 Favor with Aphrodite.






“So young, so pure, so beautiful. Aphrodite is pleased.” Sashana smiled.

“I got 3000!” Aegis said excitedly - the excitement from the notification overtook him for a moment, and without thinking he turned to say this to Lina, and she looked back to meet his eyes. The two quickly both looked away just as fast as they’d looked at each other, releasing their hands. “S-sorry.” He said as they both quickly re-equipped their clothing and armor.

“Wait, so you guys coulda just done that from the start?” Darkshot asked, turning to look at them once they were fully clothed again. 

 “We done here, then, right?” Pyri said urgently. “We can go?”

 “Yeah. Yeah, I think we’re done.” Aegis said as he turned to Sashana. “Sashana, as I am walking the path of the stars, and have gained favor with Aphrodite, do you think you could teach me some of Aphrodite’s divine magic?” Aegis asked, and Sashana nodded, holding her hands out to Aegis. 

 “Place your hands in mine.” She instructed him, and Aegis complied. She closed her eyes for a moment, going deep in thought. “Yes, I see your light is in tune with the stars. You are able to receive a gift from Aphrodite. Which of her light magic would you like to receive?” Sashana asked after opening her eyes.

 “Please teach me the Aura of Beauty.” Aegis said confidently.

 “Are you sure?” Sashana confirmed, and Aegis nodded.




	Skill Learned: Aura of Beauty(Path of the Stars)









	
Aura of Beauty(Path of the Stars) - Level 1 (Intermediate)

Required Deity: Aphrodite
An aura emanating out of the caster surrounding them with the light and beauty of Aphrodite and increasing the stamina regeneration for all those affected, to enable them to perform strenuous activities, longer. Radius, effectiveness and mana cost increases with level.

Effect: 1 Stamina/5s [+0.1 per level]
Cast Time: Instant
Cost: 2 mana/5s (+0.5mp per level)
 Range: 1m (+0.05m per level)








 “Got it, we’re done, we can leave.” Aegis announced to everyone. “Thank you for everything, Sashana.” Aegis bowed politely to her.

 “Let’s get out of here then.” Darkshot said as he made for the door.

 “Good idea.” Pyri said.

 “And let’s never talk about this quest ever again.” Aegis added as the four made their way out of the temple together. 

            

    
        Chapter 106: Odin's Challenge

    
    
    
    
                Chapter 106: Odin's Challenge


“This is way better.” Rakkan said with a big smile as they stood in front of Kordas' Temple of Odin. There were no walls, or curtains, or archways. No bushes, fountains, or gardens of any kind. The road from the Kordas temple district branched down a long walkway flanked by statues of mighty warriors wielding large weapons in intimidating poses, and beyond them stood the Temple of Odin, a large round stone building surrounded by a ring of pillars holding up a plain stone overhang.

 Walking towards and away from the temple were fully armored, fully armed players and NPCs. There weren’t just priests and priestesses of Odin, but fighter, thief, and even druid, wizard, and warlock class players moving about. It was noisy, rough, and a refreshing change of pace for everyone after the Aphrodite temple. 

 “So what skill are you trying to get from Odin?” Darkshot asked curiously.

 “Challenging Roar. The crusader taunt skill.” Aegis declared with enthusiasm. 

 “Oh, then we won’t have to worry about monsters attacking us anymore, right?” Pyri asked excitedly.

 “Exactly. I should be able to keep them all focused on me a lot easier.” Aegis nodded. 

 “What do you think we’re going to have to do to gain favor with Odin?” Darkshot asked.

 “Hopefully not pose naked.” Aegis replied apprehensively as he started walking forward towards the temple. “Let’s find the High Priest and ask him.” he said, and they all followed Aegis towards the main building. 

"I'm not even gonna ask." Rakkan whispered under his breath.

The inside looked no different than an Ancient Roman Colisseum. There was a large main hall that led straight ahead to an open arena that they could partially see into from the entryway. There were several doors branching off the main hall, but everyone around them seemed primarily interested in heading towards the central part of the coliseum. The interior of the hall itself was sparsely decorated, save for a large statue of Odin constructed in the middle, depicted with his arms crossed and staring down at Aegis and the others as they entered. 

Rather than stop and ask for the location of the High Priest of Odin, they opted to first get a look at the center of the coliseum. They walked through the long gray stone tiled hall straight ahead and came out the other side into a large circular arena. It was a large oval shaped arena floor surrounded by 4 meter high walls with wooden spikes sticking out of the base of them, pointed inwards. Then, above the walls were rings upon rings of stone seats, broken up occasionally by staircases leading from the lowest row to the highest, with multiple entrances into the stands at various points around the rings. 

On the far side, near the lowest level of the seating area, was a large raised stone platform that protruded out of the ring of seats around it, and on it were several rows of much larger, fancy looking stone chairs, with tables of food in front of them. There, Aegis saw several important looking NPCs as they looked down at the ongoing battle in the arena below them.

Currently, there were quite a few players scattered about the seating watching the battle, but it was closer to being empty than it was full given the size of the place. In the arena itself sat four pillars in a square formation, and in the center of those Aegis saw a party of five players currently battling with what looked to be a giant Minotaur.

The Minotaur was easily the size of a house and had huge curved horns protruding forward out of the sides of its forehead. Its muscles were massive and it was wielding a giant double sided battle axe with armored greaves on its legs. The front of its chest was covered in tan colored hair, while the rest of the hair that covered the creature's body up to its snout was dark brown. Finally, on its bull-like snout it had a large iron ring hanging from it, and as it stomped towards the party of players, Aegis could see its hooves equipped with iron plated horse-shoes. 

 As they took in this view, all five of them felt themselves drawn to watching the battle. The party of five in the arena were struggling against the Minotaur. Initially they were putting up a decent fight, but slowly they lost ground as it became apparent they were running low on stamina.

 “Oooh, that’s not good. I think that protector player can’t block anymore, too low stamina.” Darkshot pointed it out as they watched the player in front with a shield start kiting instead of trying to block the axe.

 “He should put down that sword and pick up a steak.” Aegis commented.

 “That dragoon is barely attacking. Why’s he attacking so slow?” Rakkan sucked his teeth as he pointed out a fighter wielding a spear that was furiously stabbing at the back of the minotaurs legs. They watched a bit longer, but once the tank player got taken out, the others fell one by one. When the player's health hit 1, though, Aegis noticed they didn’t die, but rather they locked in place like stone statues. 

 Once all five of them had been defeated by the Minotaur, it disappeared and the five players unlocked and were able to move again.

 “Hah. Good show, but the Mighty Minotaur is victorious once again!” A loud booming voice echoed across the stadium. It was coming from an NPC sitting on one of the elevated chairs by the table of food, but too far away from them to make out the name above his head. “The next challengers are welcome to step up now. Come forth, and show me your bravery!” He finished.

 “Oh, I’ve heard of this. This is Odin’s Challenge.” Darkshot said as if a light bulb flicked on in his head.

 “What’s that?” Aegis asked.

 “It’s a famous quest chain that’s available on every island, if you go to the Odin Temple. You basically just keep fighting stronger and stronger enemies, each time getting a greater reward than the last.” Darkshot explained.

 “It has a 1 week lockout If you fail though. So you can only try it once every 7 days.” Lina added.

 “I heard so far the highest anyone’s got to is the 7th boss. Only two guilds, the Vindicators and…” Rakkan was speaking enthusiastically, but stopped himself before he said the 2nd name. That was enough for Aegis and Pyri to know what he was going to say, though.

 “That’s probably why all these players are spectating the matches, then.” Pyri pointed them out, trying to change the subject. “They can only try once a week, so they’re studying. Studying is good, right?” She teased Aegis. He simply rolled his eyes back at her.

 “I’m willing to bet that the loud guy shouting was the High Priest, so let’s go talk to him about what we came here for.” Aegis motioned to the elevated seats. The group walked around the outside of the stadium until they reached a small set of stone stairs that lead up to the elevated seating area, and sure enough sitting in the chair was a tall, muscular orc with dark green skin wearing only a pair of leather pants and a belt. He was chatting it up with a Priest of Odin sitting to his right about the match they’d just witnessed while holding a large mug of ale in his hand. [High Priest of Odin, Eldrok(Elite) - ??] stood above his head, and as the five of them stepped up, he stopped talking to the priest and turned to face Aegis.

 “Ah, a party of five, But you’re all new faces. Here to take on Odin’s Challenge for the first time?” Eldrok asked excitedly.

 “Well, actually, I’m here to earn favor with Odin.” Aegis replied.

 “There’s no better way to do it than Odin’s challenge.” Eldrok said before taking a big gulp from his mug of ale.

 “Really?” Aegis confirmed.

 “Yes, of course. You’ll receive fame, glory, gold, experience, and of course, favor with Odin himself.” Eldrok explained with a cheerful grin. “Of course, Odin’s Challenge cannot be taken alone, it is meant for a full party of five adventurers. But I see you’ve brought some with you.” He motioned to the others behind Aegis, and Aegis turned to look at them.

 “I guess that makes things easy… you guys up for it?” Aegis asked them.

 “Finally, some action.” Darkshot cracked his neck.

 “It’ll be our first time fighting together since we got our intermediates.” Lina smiled.

 “I’m not that great with controlling the rune echo yet, but… gotta start somewhere.” Rakkan said as he began stretching his arms.

 “My Cinderbolt is ready.” Pyri nodded, and Aegis smiled at all of them. “Okay, we’re ready to take on Odin’s Challenge, Eldrok.” Aegis turned back to face him and he grinned. Following that, Aegis was sent a quest.




	
Quest[1/10]: Defeat the opponent(s) within Odin’s Arena in under 10 minutes. 
Objective: 0/1 Opponents Defeated
Quest Giver: High Priest of Odin, Eldrak
Reward: 250,000 Experience, 500 gold, 1000 Favor with Odin
Difficulty: Medium
Restrictions: This quest must be accepted by every member of a 5 person party before the quest may begin. Players who have completed this quest previously will not receive the rewards for completing it again. Upon failing to defeat the opponent, you must wait 7 days in-game before attempting the challenge again. 








 As Aegis hit accept he watched the others pressing the accept button with their fingers as well.

 “Wonderful. Please step into the arena and I shall announce you. Then, you will meet your first opponent.” Eldrok said as he motioned them towards the arena floor below them. Aegis turned and looked and saw his viewership sitting lower than it had been during the Aphrodite temple, 45 000, then saw the many other players sitting about the stadium looking in their direction expectantly.

 “Let’s do this.” Aegis said as he hopped down from the elevated seating, making for a steep and narrow walkway down into the arena. The others followed behind him, and one by one they stepped out onto the tiled, sand covered floor of the arena. It felt so much more intimidating than the arenas in the Training Hall, this arena was much larger, and much more open, with the afternoon sun beaming down on them.

 Aegis fastened his shield to his left arm, Darkshot took out his longbow, Pyri drew out her staff, Lina unsheathed her daggers and Rakkan equipped his longsword and his spear.

 “Ladies and Gentlemen, for the first time ever, the player Aegis will be taking on Odin’s Challenge! He is joined by his party members Pyri, Lina, Darkshot, and Rakkan, who are also all first timers. Let’s give them all a warm welcome!” Eldrok shouted, his voice echoing loudly and carrying over the entire arena. A few people in the stands complied, giving loud cheers and welcoming claps, but it was rather unenthusiastic.

 “Any clue what sort of monster we’ll fight first?” Aegis asked the others.

 “Nope.” Darkshot shrugged.

 “I can’t remember, I did it a really long time ago… I remember it being something really fun though…” Lina went deep in thought.

 “Now, entering the arena as the first of Odin’s Challenges… The Army of 1000 Goblins!” Eldrok shouted enthusiastically. As he did, the sound of all of the doors of the arena on all sides began to open, and screeching battlecries could be heard from the darkness beyond the doors.

 “Did… did he say 1000?” Darkshot confirmed.

 “He said 1000.” Aegis nodded back. The five of them formed a circle with their backs to each other as the hoards of goblins began flooding out of the doors towards them wielding an assortment of weapons. Some had crossbows, but most had shortswords and spears. They were tiny, dark green skinned humanoids, only slightly bigger than gnomes that sat at around 80 cm in height on average. They had very long pointed ears, long pointy noses, and razor sharp teeth that they bore towards Aegis’ party as they charged forward. Most were only wearing patches of leather clothing on their bodies, so their armor wasn’t going to be a problem. The problem, like back in Arallia, was their numbers.

 “Hey, I just thought of something. This is a good chance to see who's the best at using their intermediate stuff. Whoever kills the most goblins gets the title of best damage dealer.” Aegis grinned encouragingly. “Bless, Bless, Bless, Bless… annnd Bless. And, Aura of Beauty.” Aegis said as he one by one enchanted all of their weapons with holy damage, causing them all to glow white. After which, once he'd activated the aura, he released a burst of light around himself that began to replenish everyones stamina.

 “Easy.” Darkshot grinned as he nocked an arrow, but before he could shoot a single shot, Lina snapped her fingers while thrusting her hand forward at the line of charging goblins.

 “Smoke bomb.” She said as a small black orb shot out from her hand and crashed into the goblins, exploding into a wide cloud of black smoke. She then knelt down and flung her cloak up to create a shadow around herself. “Shadowstep.” She said, and teleported into her smoke bomb with the goblins. Within it, Aegis saw red damage numbers popping up, and the painful cries of the goblins she was stabbing while they were unable to see her.

 “Hey, hey, no fair, I wasn’t ready!” Darkshot shouted. “Multishot!” He fired his arrow and it split into 3. “Piercing shot!” He shouted, and all three arrows quadrupled in size, gliding through the goblins in front of him and taking every single one that he’d hit out. 

 “Charge Strike!” Rakkan shouted, rushing towards the nearest line of goblins, "Rune: Echo!" He said as he'd reached them, and a second copy of himself appeared. Both Rakkan's began swinging their weapons around at the nearby enemies, though as Aegis looked he could easily tell which was the real one and which was the copy - the copy would stop moving for a second after each weapon swing. Rakkan was still learning to control the duplicate, but regardless, he was taking out goblin after goblin with his actual body.

 “Oh, me too! Cinderbolt!” Pyri cheered as she formed the red ball of flames above her, then rolled it forward like a bowling ball and directed it around the arena floor, burning and killing any goblin that came into contact with it. Aegis positioned himself towards the center of his four party members and threw out healing winds and heals anytime they’d started taking damage, but none of them really did. 

 “Don’t tell my boss but, Lina’s right, this is totally fun.” Pyri cheered as she mercilessly burned the goblin monsters to death. 

 “I’m up to 100!” Lina shouted out competitively as she continued to throw smoke bombs around the battlefield, then proceeded to kill any goblin caught within it without taking damage from them.

 “Hah? No way you’re that high already.” Darkshot shouted at her in disbelief. 

 “I’m catchin’ up, I’m almost at 100 too!” Rakkan shouted back.

 “No way! In that case, I’m at 500!” Darkshot shouted as he fired more multishots. Aegis used the chance to observe them all closely - he hadn’t seen any of them fight in awhile, let alone with their new skills, and he wanted to get a good sense of what everyone was capable of for the future fights.

 They had 10 minutes to finish off the horde of goblins, but they needed less than five before the goblins got low in number. They were non-elite and mindlessly charging with no sign of any fear, despite the fact that they'd gone from 1000 strong to 5 remaining.

 “Wait, wait, don’t kill the last one!” Darkshot called out to Rakkan as they dropped to a single goblin remaining, and Rakkan had the tip of his spear pointed at its head. Lina and Pyri turned to look at it across the arena. “Aegis, since you can hit stuff now, I think you should finish it.” Darkshot grinned as he motioned to the goblin that mindlessly charged at Rakkan and started swinging its shortsword at him, which Rakkan easily dodged.

 “Hah? Me? I still haven't learned any weapon skills yet though.” Aegis protested.

 “Aw c’mon, you learned a bit of punching, right?” Darkshot smirked, and Aegis could tell Darkshot was hoping to make him look silly.

 “Use your shield!” Lina suggested with a big smile. Aegis turned and gave her a hesitant nod before slowly walking towards the goblin, and Rakkan moved out of the way as Aegis approached. 

"I hope I don't lose favor for this..." Aegis said to himself as the Goblin quickly turned its mindless sword swings on him, and he blocked the strike, then followed through his brace with a sudden frontal thrust of his shield, smashing it into the goblin. The goblins body was sent flying back off its feet as it took 449 damage and died instantly, disintegrating mid-air before it collided with anything.




	Your use of the Shield Mastery skill has unlocked the Shield Mastery Ability: [Bash]



	
[Bash] - Shield Mastery

Hit an enemy with your shield. Damage dealt is based on the armor rating of the shield, as well as the skill level of Shield Mastery, and the users strength.

Damage: 420-423 [127.5(Str x 2.5) + 155(ShldMstry x 5) + 139.2(ShieldAC x 0.12)]








 Aegis was happy to see he hadn't lost favor for the attack and quickly looked at the skill and compared it to the damage number he saw. noting that his bless buff was added to the damage he dealt.

 “449, not bad.” Rakkan said with an impressed nod.

 “How much do you normally hit for?” Aegis asked, looking for a baseline.

 “Eh… I guess my weaker weapon right now hits for 700 on average.” Rakkan shrugged as he wiggled his longsword.

 “Okay, good to know.” Aegis nodded as the others gathered around.

 “So, how many did you get?” Darkshot asked Lina as the group converged. 

 “I think around 248.” She said confidently.

 “Really? Dang, I got only 220.” Rakkan replied.

 “Hah, suckers! I got 309!” Darkshot cheered.

 “I wasn’t counting…” Pyri shrugged.

 “That’s not fair though, you’ve got a piercing shot, it’s a big AoE.” Rakkan protested.

 “It doesn’t hit that hard though.” Darkshot said defensively.

 “Yeah but these things were only like level 10!” Lina joined in competitively.

 “So? It took a lot of skill to control the arrows. I won because I’m awesome.” Darkshot crossed his arms triumphantly.

 “I saw you accidentally hit the wall with three of your piercing shots at once, and then you whispered oopsie.” Pyri pointed out, this caused Lina and Rakkan to shake their heads disapprovingly at him.

 “What? It’s hard to control them sometimes. Doesn’t matter, I still won.” He said proudly. 

 “CONGRATULATIONS!” Eldrok’s voice boomed over the stadium as he stood up from his seat, clapping. His voice and claps were amplified and carried through the entire arena, drawing all eyes on himself. As he did this, the five of them on the arena floor all got a quest completed message, and accepted the quest rewards.




	
You gain 1000 Favor of Odin.
 You gain 250 000 Experience!
 You receive 500 gold. 








 “You’ve completed the first stage of Odin’s Challenge, merely a warm up for the things to come. Are you prepared to take on the 2nd challenge?” Eldrok asked excitedly. Aegis looked to the others, double checking everyone’s mana and stamina was slowly creeping back up. He purposely delayed his response a few seconds to hand out steaks for everyone to eat and gain food buffs, which they all did not-so-subtly. 

 “We’re ready.” Aegis said with a mouthful of food. 

 “Then, let us begin!” Eldrok shouted enthusiastically.




	
Quest[2/10]: Defeat the opponent(s) within Odin’s Arena in under 10 minutes. 
Objective: 0/1 Opponents Defeated
Quest Giver: High Priest of Odin, Eldrak
Reward: 500,000 Experience, 1000 gold, 1500 Favor with Odin
Difficulty: Medium
Restrictions: This quest must be accepted by every member of a 5 person party before the quest may begin. Players who have completed this quest previously will not receive the rewards for completing it again. Upon failing to defeat the opponent, you must wait 7 days in-game before attempting the challenge again.








Once they had all accepted the quest, they heard the sound of loud stomping coming from an arena entrance on the far side, and from within they heard a loud, familiar sounding roar.

"The good news is, if we beat this I'll have all the favor I need." Aegis said as he looked anxiously towards the source of the roar, and the sound of the stomping got closer. "Bad news is, I'm pretty sure that's the Minotaur."

            

    
        Chapter 107: Odin's Challenge Pt. 2

    
    
    
    
                Chapter 107: Odin's Challenge Pt. 2


Aegis took position at the front, standing closest to the door, while Pyri and Darkshot moved to stand behind him, and Lina and Rakkan flanked his left and right respectively.

 After several more loud stomps, a pair of large familiar white horns protruded out of the darkness of the doorway, and a second later, the Minotaur became visible. Identical to the one they’d seen the party fighting when they had first entered the coliseum, it let out a ferocious roar as it brandished its double-sided battle axe and stomped towards them. 

 Aegis quickly did the rounds and blessed everyone’s weapons, including himself as they prepared for it to arrive. 

 “Aura of Beauty!” Aegis shouted. A burst of light erupted around him, though significantly weaker than the one that Sapphire had released back in Arallia. “The range is kinda short, it's just level 1, so try to stay close.” Aegis explained, and Lina and Rakkan both nodded. 

He took a fighting stance, positioning his legs to properly brace the strong attack to come as he watched the Minotaur get close enough to pull its axe back over its shoulder with one arm, then swing it down towards Aegis. Aegis held his shield up and braced the hit, easily timing the brace due to the slow movement of the axe. The rounded front of the shield did work to deflect to the sharp blade off the side of the shield and cause it to slash into the floor of the arena next to Aegis, cutting into the tiles and sending up chunks of rock and dirt.




	You take 614 Slashing damage.






 “Healing wind!” Aegis shouted as he touched his chest with his right hand, then lunged forward beside the handle of the axe towards the Minotaur’s legs and slammed his shield into the shin of the Minotaur’s left foot.




	You deal 393 Bludgeoning/Holy damage.






 It was less damage than what he'd done against the goblins, meaning the Minotaur had a higher armor rating, but not by too significant of a margin. The impact released a flash of holy light thanks to Aegis’ holy enchant, and there was something satisfying about finally being able to hit back at monsters that were beating on him. As Aegis landed the strike he watched as Lina and Rakkan moved in on the [Boss]. Lina teleported underneath it with shadowstep and started slashing at the back of its left leg, while Rakkan got to work on the right leg with his echo. 

 Several arrows and a cinderbolt flew overtop of Aegis and impacted the Minotaur on its head, Aegis noting that Darkshot seemed to be much better at aiming now. But the Minotaur had no intention of just standing in place and taking a beating. It jumped up into the air and slammed its hooves down, shaking the ground of the arena around them and sending out a rippling shockwave of earthen spikes that grew outward from the center of where the hooves had landed, cracking and shattering the tiles around it. Aegis, Lina and Rakkan were quick, though. The moment they’d seen the Minotaur take into the air, all three of them dashed backwards to avoid the strike. 

 The Minotaur followed it up with a wide cleaving swing that covered an angle of 300 degrees around it. Lina shadow stepped back underneath the Minotaur to avoid the swing while Rakkan dashed to its blindspot behind it where it was safe, and Aegis put up his shield to block the strike.




	You take 591 Slashing damage.






 “Heal!” Aegis shouted, beginning the cast on himself once he’d regained his composure. The strikes were hurting his shield arm while he blocked, but it was nowhere near as bad as bludgeoning damage. Just as he’d finished casting, he noted that his heal restored 1000 health, but cost more mana than it had before, and realized he hadn’t checked how his spells had changed when he got them to intermediate. He wasn’t quite sure if this was more efficient, or less efficient than before, but his mana regeneration had also improved due to his Vestments of Eirene gaining mana regeneration based on his favor, and since he’d built the Monastery of the Stars, he’d gotten a lot more.

 Still, his first thought after seeing the heal changes was that he needed to be careful with mana, he didn’t know how long this fight would go on for. With that in mind, he watched as the Minotaur began to take interest in Darkshot and Pyri who were dealing sustained damage. Just as the Minotaur looked to plan on stomping past Aegis, he leapt up with his shield and slammed it into the Minotaur’s chest as hard as he could to deal more damage, and get the attention back on himself.

 Lina and Rakkan moved back in and got a bunch more strikes in on back of the Minotaur’s legs, but it suddenly leapt backwards and dropped down on all fours, pointing it’s horns forward, and with little time to react, it started charging like a bull with all of Aegis’ party members lined up in front of its large form.

 “Shadowstep!” Lina shouted as she threw her cloak up, managing to teleport into the shadows of the nearest of the four pillars in the arena. But Aegis and Rakkan weren’t so nimble. Rakkan held his weapons up to try and parry and lessen the damage as the Minotaur charged into him, using his echo to stand in front and take the bulk of the damage. It worked somewhat but both of them got hit, and Rakkan's echo shattered like broken glass before disappearing whilst knocking him back off his feet into the ground a ways away. Then, the boss reached Aegis. It curved its head so that the point of one of his horns would collide with Aegis directly.

 Aegis held his shield up to block the blow, and the horn curved around the shield so that the side of the horn was the primary force behind the impact. Doing his best to brace it, his shield mastery unfortunately was this time not enough to keep him on his feet, and he was sent flying. The Minotaur’s charge didn’t stop there, it kept going and, despite Pyri and Darkshot trying to dash out of the way, they both got hit as well. The Minotaur made it all the way to the opposite side of the arena before it stopped its charge, giving Aegis and his party time to recover.

 “Everyone okay? Come to me, let’s heal quickly!” Aegis shouted as Darkshot, Pyri and Rakkan got back to their feet as quickly as they could. Aegis saw they’d all dropped to half health from taking the hit, Pyri even lower. “Healing wind.” He quickly cast on them all, save for Lina who was still healthy. “This thing is tough, my mana regeneration is high but I'll run out if we take anymore hits like that."

 “Betcha wish you had a scepter, eh?” Darkshot winked.

 “Nope.” Aegis replied without hesitation, pulling a direwolf steak out from his inventory and biting it for no reason while staring at Darkshot. “The charge attack is telegraphed by the leap backwards, so whenever he does that, everyone moves. And lets spread out more so he can’t hit us all with a single charge.” Aegis said to the others and they all nodded as the Minotaur turned and started stomping back towards them, spinning its large axe around in its hands and letting out another loud roar. 

 Once in range it pulled back its bulky arm and swung the Axe down on Aegis once more, and this time Aegis thought to sidestep the strike, moving out of the way and letting the Axe’s blade to cut into the ground - he’d regretted doing this immediately after.

 The effects of the axe impacting the ground rather than deflecting off of his shield first meant that earthen spikes began to explode outwards from the point of impact in a rippling wave, causing it to almost hit Rakkan as he was moving in to attack the Minotaur, and in turn hitting Aegis.




	 You take 760 Nature damage.



	Skill learned: Nature Resistance!






 It hurt bad. It felt as though the rocky spikes that had exploded out of the ground had pierced into Aegis’ legs and arms, and he was torn between being glad he tried it to see what’d happen and also regretting it because of how bad it hurt. The Minotaur was happy to pull his axe back and try the same attack again, but Aegis was smart enough to block it this time.




	You take 540 Slashing damage.






 This time the blade impacted his shield first before sliding off the side, cutting into the earthen spikes that the previous attack created and destroying them as it left a slashing mark from the blade of the axe in the tiled floor. While this was happening his party members had been whaling on the beast, dealing significant amounts of damage - much more than the other party had been doing that they watched fighting this very same boss earlier.

 Aegis was glad to see that, because as he casted heal on himself again, his mana dropped to half. His health was nearly topped up thanks to healing wind and his armor enchantments, but he wasn’t going to be able to keep taking these hits forever.

 Its next attack was the jumping stomp, it leapt into the air and crashed its hooves onto the ground as it had before, forcing Lina, Rakkan and Aegis away. That was followed by its wide 300 degree frontal swing, and this time Rakkan and Lina had already positioned themselves to avoid it, not missing a beat in their damage uptime, whilst Aegis jumped back to stay out of its reach.

 Following that, like clockwork, it leapt backwards and prepared its bull charge. It was repeating the attack pattern. They were able to memorize and predict what the Minotaur was going to do next, a luxury afforded to them thanks to the boss not being Elite. This time, everyone recognized what the Minotaur’s charge was capable of, and that Aegis wouldn’t be able to stop it with his shield.

 Aegis didn’t even try, and Pyri and Darkshot were well out of harm's way. Lina shadowstepped out of its path, Rakkan and Aegis ran preemptively, and with some last second rolls to avoid it, no one got hit by the charge attack. And in that time, Pyri and Darkshots' unending attacks on the boss caused its fur to darken and give off a faint red glow, its eyes turning red as it faced them once more - it was entering its enraged state.

 “Amazing work from Aegis and his party, they have managed to push the Minotaur to the edge, and awoken its fury!” Eldrok shouted excitedly from his seat, and Aegis glanced up to see not just him, almost all the players watching in the stands were excitedly standing up to see how the fight would end. 

 The Minotaur began stomping back across the arena, but now, as its feet impacted the ground, every hoofstep caused an explosion of earthen spikes made of the stone tiles it was breaking apart to erupt outward in a wide rippling wave around the stomps. Aegis could see that Lina and Rakkan were both having trouble getting anywhere near the thing, but Lina solved this problem quickly.

 “Grappleshot!” She threw a dagger out at the back of the Minotaur and a rope magically appeared and grew out from the hilt as the blade pierced the beasts skin. She grabbed the rope and used it to yank herself forward as the Minotaur stomped towards Aegis. Not wanting to get outdone, Rakkan jumped into the air with great height to pass over the spikes around the Minotaur’s feet.

 “Charge strike!” Rakkan shouted, aiming his charge at the shoulders of the Minotaur, he suddenly got a burst of forward momentum mid-air thanks to the charge, and was able to clear over the spikes and land on the Minotaur’s shoulder. He then thrust his spear into the beast to use as a handle for holding on, then used the sword in his right hand to start dealing damage again, just as Lina arrived thanks to her rope and used the dagger and rope to hold on with one hand, and dealt damage with her other. 

 Pyri and Darkshot were able to sustain their damage from a distance as well, so the boss was still going down in health. The only issue now was how Aegis was going to hold the boss's attention and block its attacks now that it was sending out huge waves of earth, but he wasn’t being given time to ponder. The Minotaur suddenly leapt up high into the air several meters, lifting its axe up above its head with both arms, then slamming it down hard towards Aegis.

 Aegis had a bad feeling that if he let that axe hit the floor directly, it would be way worse than if he’d just block it, so he held his ground and timed his brace as perfectly as he could. The axe crashed down into Aegis, forcing him to his knees as the tiled floor he stood on cracked underneath him due to the power of the impact. The blade of the axe redirected to the side and cut deep into the floor of the arena as the Minotaur’s feet slammed back down in front of Aegis, sending out rippling earthy spikes.




	You take 980 Slashing damage.
Enchanted Iron Shield of Eirene’s durability has dropped by 1.






 Not wanting to take earth damage as well, Aegis had to quickly overcome the crushing pain that followed the hit in his knees, and force himself to leap and roll backwards just as the wave of earthen spikes from the hoof impacts overtook where he had been kneeling. Lina and Rakkan had barely managed to stay holding on to the Minotaur during all of this, as Aegis could see their damage numbers still popping up constantly. But the Minotaur wasn’t going to let up, Aegis needed to buy more time, and it was the perfect chance to test out his new skill.

 “Avatar of Eirene!” Aegis shouted, and suddenly a bright white light exploded outward from himself, sending out a shockwave as his entire body began to glow, particularly his eyes which turned pure white. He felt lighter and sturdier with the buff activated. “Heal!” Aegis shouted, and this time he’d healed himself for over 1200, completely topping himself off.

 It was just intime too, as the Minotaur unleashed a flurry of axe swings onto Aegis once it had recomposed itself from the leap attack.




	You take 750 Slashing damage.
You take 690 Slashing damage.
You take 712 Slashing damage.






 It was getting harder and harder to brace the attacks. The Avatar’s armor bonus was helping negate the enraged damage bonus of the Minotaur, but not by much, and it seemed like the Minotaur was swinging faster and faster as its health got lower.

 “Heal!” Aegis began casting. He couldn’t move while he casted it, so he had to hold his ground steady and block another attack. “Healing Wind!” He tapped his armor and tried to keep himself up. Darkshot went all out with every damage spell he could, Pyri wrapped her Cinderbolt all around the Minotaur’s torso, and Rakkan and Lina continued to stab at its back until finally, just as Aegis casted the last heal that he could, the beast let out a wailing cry of pain and dropped it’s axe.

 It stumbled around in place a few stomps before it toppled down sideways, collapsing onto the tiled floor of the area, dead.




	
Quest completed!
 You gain 1500 Favor of Odin.
 You gain 500 000 Experience!
 You receive 1000 gold. 

Congratulations, you have reached level 31!: 5 attribute points available, +221 health, +91 mana!
Level Up!: Shield Mastery reached Level 32!
Level Up!: Aura of Beauty reached Level 2!
Level Up!: Aura of Beauty reached Level 3!
Level Up!: Avatar of Eirene reached Level 2!
Level Up!: Bless reached Level 31!
Attribute Up!: You’ve gained +1 Constitution 
Attribute Up!: You’ve gained +1 Strength








“Incredible work! Amazing! On their first try, Aegis and his party have managed to take down the mighty Minotaur, the 2nd of Odin’s challenges. Are you prepared to continue and try your hand at the third challenge?” Eldrok called out to them across the arena. Aegis looked around to his party to see everyone was fairly low on mana, and even stamina, despite Aegis' Aura of Beauty. 

“I got the favor I need, what do you guys think?” Aegis asked them.

“We should probably come back later, most people don’t even beat the Minotaur until level 50.” Lina said as she gasped for air. 

“Yeah, I’m with Lina, that felt close.” Darkshot agreed, and Pyri shrugged while Rakkan stayed silent. Aegis nodded back to them after canceling the effects of his Avatar of Eirene and Aura of Beauty spells.

“We’ll stop here for today.” Aegis shouted up to Eldrok.

“Very good, I look forward to seeing you take on the other Challenges of Odin in the future.” He shouted down to them.

“Come, let’s get out of here so other players can give it a go. Gonna talk to Eldrok about that skill.” Aegis said as he motioned everyone towards the stairs. Rakkan took a second to grab his knees gasping for air, then followed first, and one by one the others came behind Aegis as well.

“You guys do really good damage though, even compared to those other players that were in there before us. What level were they?” Aegis asked.

“I think they were level 50 players.” Darkshot shrugged and Pyri confirmed with a nod.

“Is it normal that we can beat the Minotaur at level 30?” Aegis asked curiously.

“No, but…” Lina smiled. “We have really good equipment, your bless spell is really powerful, and we have four damage dealers instead of typically three. Most groups have their tanks and healers as two separate players.”

“So… I’m really awesome?” Aegis grinned.

 “Hey hey hey, it’s not just that.” Darkshot intervened. “We’re doing crazy good damage. Did you see how fast I was shooting those arrows? They didn’t stop, I was like an arrow machine gun.”

 “Yup, and I burned him good, the whole time. Sizzlefest.” Pyri said proudly.

 “Did you see that awesome charge strike I did, mid-air?” Rakkan asked excitedly. 

 “Oh yeah-yeah that was freaking awesome.” Darkshot commented. They continued to chatter and praise each other whilst they made their way up to the platform where Eldrok was.

 “Great work down there, very impressive stuff. I was not expecting such bravado from a follower of Eirene. You’d do well in the church of Odin.” Eldrok said to Aegis as they approached.

 “Well, I was hoping to learn a bit of Odin’s magic, now that I have obtained some favor with him." Aegis replied.

 “Ah, yes, perhaps. Let’s see. Take my hands.” Eldrok said as he stood up and held his large muscled hands out for Aegis. Aegis put his hands in his, and they looked puny by comparison. “What spell of Odin’s would you like to learn?” 

 “Challenging Roar, please.” Aegis bowed politely.

 “Yes… yes… very well, I shall grant you this gift.” Eldrok closed his eyes for a moment, and a second later Aegis got the notification. 




	Skill Learned: Challenging Roar(Path of the Stars)



	
Challenging Roar(Path of the Stars) - Level 1 (Intermediate)

Required Deity: Odin
Let out a ferocious roar, challenging all creatures around you and increasing their aggression towards you by a very significant amount. Radius and effectiveness increases with level, mana cost reduces with level.

Damage-to-Threat Equivalency: 1000. [+1000 x (Lvl x 0.1) per level]
Cast Time: Instant
Cost: 250mana [-1mp per level]
 Range: 5m [+0.5m per level]








“Got it. Thank you sir.” Aegis bowed politely as the others gave Aegis knowing nods. The group walked out of the coliseum back towards the streets of Kordas feeling triumphant, many of the other players around them throwing excited glances as they passed by.

“So, where to next?” Darkshot asked once they were back outside.

“Nowhere weird, please.” Pyri eyed Aegis cautiously.

“The last te-” Aegis was interrupted as he spotted a familiar face walking towards them, Yuki waved from down the street as she eagerly rushed to meet them, and everyone looked to see what Aegis was looking at and saw her as well.

“Hi Aegis… and Aegis’ party. Nice to meet you all.” She smiled and bowed to everyone.

“Hi there, my name? It’s Darkshot.” Darkshot said as he bowed, trying to sound as cool as possible.

“Hi Yuki, I’m Pyri, Aegis’ mom. I love your clothes by the way.” Pyri said excitedly as she looked at Yuki’s outfit.

“Nice to meet you.” Rakkan bowed. Lina smiled and gave her a knowing nod, but nervously glanced between her and Aegis.

“Is everything okay?” Aegis asked.

“Oh, yup.” Yuki smiled. “Actually, I sort of stream sniped you, I saw you guys fighting the Minotaur.” She pointed to Aegis’ live streaming icon and saw he was at 50 000 viewers. “I was wondering if I could talk to you about something in private?” Yuki asked.

            

    
        Chapter 108: Atop the Skyport

    
    
    
    
                Chapter 108: Atop the Skyport


Aegis could see that Yuki was starting to get nervous the longer he took to answer her question. Aegis looked to his party members confused and they all shrugged at him.

“Ah,” she spoke as she saw his apprehension, “It’s about the design of outfits for Rene! I need to ask Yumily to bring materials back here from her trip to Savringard, and so I was wondering if you could come with me to see the designs and help me pick them.” She asked hopefully.

“Oh.” Aegis replied as if a lightbulb flicked on in his head. “Yeah, uhm, sure… I guess. I think you’d be better at choosing the best one though, I don’t know much about fashion and style.” 

“It wouldn’t feel right if the owner of the land didn’t help decide, though. And, well…” She fidgeted with her fingers, avoiding eye contact with Lina. “I’m stuck between a couple, so I could use your help.”

“Yeah, come on, let’s help her out.” Darkshot shrugged. “I’m pretty good at designing stuff myself, as you can see.” Darkshot motioned to his character’s face.

“Well, I was hoping it would just be Aegis coming. I don’t want to reveal anything to anyone else too soon.” Yuki said urgently, much to Darkshot’s disappointment.

“Uhm… I don’t mind. You guys okay for a bit?” Aegis shrugged, and they all shrugged back at him save for Lina who looked on at Aegis worriedly. “Ok, I’ll meet you guys at the town square when we’re done.” Aegis said.

“It’s this way, on Yumily’s Airship.” Yuki smiled and motioned him to follow. Aegis did exactly that while the others made their way into the city together.

“Was that weird?” Rakkan asked the others once Aegis and Yuki had gone.

“Lil bit.” Pyri shrugged. “Artistic types are usually a bit strange though. I think.” Pyri reasoned.



Yuki led the way through the streets of Kordas in silence, staying ahead of Aegis a little bit as they passed by many carts of goods, players, and NPCs that crowded the streets around them that afternoon. It didn’t take long for them to arrive at the Skyport of Kordas and start ascending up the winding ramp inside the tower towards the top. 

“I made sure to use a little bit of purple, because it's your favorite color, but I stuck mainly with the dark blue that was on the buildings already. I also tried to incorporate as much symbolism for Eirene as possible without it being to obnoxious. I made different versions for casual clothes, and armor of all types.” Yuki explained as they arrived at the top of the tower. There, Aegis could see that only two ships were docked at the Skyport now. Yumily’s and Leonards were there, but the third passenger Airship that had come for Yumily's concert had already left Kalmoore. There were mainly just the typical Kordas guards standoung about, but Aegis noticed a single other player leaning idly up against the square, stone walled ticket-booth room that stood near the top of the ramp. At quick glance, it looked like the player was sleeping, just as the NPC inside the booth was as he sat in his chair behind the counter. 

“It’s this way. And don’t worry, Yumily and the rest of her party are offline, so it’ll be just us on the ship.” Yuki said, and Aegis nodded as he followed her down the pier to the large, decorative and fancy looking Airship. It made Leonard’s look small by comparison, but designwise they were similar. The guards, level 50, moved aside and let them pass and they boarded the ship together.

“Oh, one last thing…” Yuki stopped in front of the doors leading below deck once they’d gotten on the Airship. “Would it be okay if you turned off the stream for a minute? I don’t want to accidentally reveal any secret designs or lyrics or anything while we’re on Yumily’s ship." Yuki asked with a polite smile. Aegis glanced up at his live streaming icon above his head.

“Uh, sure.” He shrugged.

“Thank you, it’s only for a little bit I promise!” Yuki apologized with a bow, but Aegis didn’t really mind either way, and he went into his interface and turned off the livestream. Once Yuki saw the icon had disappeared, she motioned him forward.

“It’s this way.” She said as she went below deck. Aegis followed her down a short staircase and down a few hallways, passing several closed doors until they arrived at a large room. In the room were many wooden mannequins, dressers, and clothing racks with hundreds of beautiful, colorful outfits for mainly females, but some male designs as well.

“Here are the designs.” She motioned to a row of 12 mannequins, all dressed in various versions of attire. They all looked fashionable to Aegis, fancy and expensive designer looking clothing. It was the sort of thing Aegis would never spend money on, he’d rather give the money to his mom to take time off work if he had any than spend it on overpriced clothing - that was the thought that ran through his mind when he saw it. 

“It looks good.” Aegis forced a smile, and Yuki watched his expression intently.

“Which one do you like the best, out of these?” She motioned to three casual male outfits designed with whites and blues, and small symbols of Eirene woven into the fabric through creative threading. 

“Uhm…” Aegis paused and looked at them slowly. “To be honest, I really don’t know. I think all three look good.” Aegis replied apologetically. Yuki let out an awkward chuckle.

“I should be honest too… I didn’t really ask you to come here to look at these designs.” She said as she suddenly looked very tense, and took a deep breath. “Hae-won said that you are not really good at noticing when girls like you, so I thought I would try to be direct. I like you, Aegis.” Yuki said as she looked at him, her face flushing red. Aegis froze in confusion, completely caught off guard by this confession, and it took awhile for him to process it. As his brain worked its magic and he realized all the signs leading up to this through how Yuki was talking, and his face began to turn red in the cheeks.

“You like me? Why?” Aegis asked, confused.

“Because… Well, you are so kind to everyone. You saved all of my friends, you let me come to your land and promised to help me. So many other players just talk to me because of my clothing, or talk to me because of Yumily, and you don’t care about any of that. It’s so nice to be around you, because you treat me like a normal person, and treat me and everyone so kindly.” Yuki explained. 

“Oh…” Aegis said as he looked down at his feet and started scratching the back of his head. He had absolutely no clue what to do or say in this situation. For all the studying he did in preparation for various tests on various subjects, girls were something he’d completely neglected.

“But, well, we don’t really know much about each other.” Aegis replied with an awkward shrug.

“I know… but, well, I was hoping we could get to know each other better. I’m sorry I know I am being too forward, but, I was worried if I didn’t say something now, then, you and Lina would…” Her voice trailed off, but as she said Lina’s name, a whole bunch of other thoughts rushed into Aegis’ head. 

He thought of how Lina had saved him from the network guys at the top of the tower. How she’d saved him from Keldan and Swiftstar. The time they fought the Boar King together, and how she encouraged him and helped him get the class quest. Lina knew everything about what Aegis was doing, and wanted to do, both in this game and the real world. Sure, she was a bit shy, but it was in a cute way.

Aegis remembered the feeling of Lina’s hand as she held his hand in the Aphrodite Temple just hours ago, how she’d agreed to stand with him there naked with little to no hesitation, despite her shyness. Then, he remembered the feeling of her lips when they kissed at the Shrine of Eirene. He looked forward and saw Yuki. She was beautiful, forward, and kind, but all he could think about was Lina.

“Sorry, Yuki. I think you are a really great person too, but I care about Lina. She’s just my in-game wife right now, but...” Aegis’ voice trailed off as he spoke from his heart. 

 “I thought so.” Yuki let out a long sigh. “Thank you for being honest with me.” She smiled as he saw tears welling up in her eyes. 

 “Does that mean you won’t stay in Rene?” Aegis asked her worriedly.

 “No, no! I still want to stay, if it’s okay with you. I meant everything I said.” Yuki nodded with a forced smile, wiping her tears away. “I like it here, and everyone is so nice. I wanted to share my feelings with you before any misunderstandings grew. Yumily’s advice.” She giggled awkwardly. “So.” She took a deep breath. “Now that it's cleared up, I hope we can still be friends.”

 “Y-yeah! Of course. I won’t mention this to anyone. If it wasn’t for you, we would have never saved Clara and the kids from the tower, and I wouldn’t have gotten my class, so, I owe you a lot too.” Aegis replied as friendly as he could, trying to diffuse the situation. It was hard to watch her tear up in front of him, knowing he caused it - he had to resist the urge to be too comforting, as he knew at least that doing that would only make things worse for her. 

 “Here. I made this outfit just for you.” She motioned to one of the mannequins with a beautifully made suit and tie, with the symbolism of Eirene on the cuffs of the suit jacket and the tie itself. “It’s not too much of the fantasy setting style, but it suits the best for formal events with other players. Since you are the leader of Rene, you will need it.” She smiled.

 “Thanks, actually that’s perfect. I didn’t have anything like this, and I’d never be able to make something that looks this good myself.” Aegis said excitedly as he walked over to check it out. 

 “Could you try it on?” Yuki asked him hopefully.

 “Yeah, sure.” Aegis nodded and took it off the mannequin to add it to his inventory, then equipped it. “Wow, I wish I had this in the real world for all those scholarship interviews.” Aegis commented as he looked down at himself.

 “It looks really good. You are very handsome. Lina is very lucky.” Yuki smiled.

 “Th-thanks…” Aegis replied awkwardly as he did a little spin, and Yuki checked out his outfit carefully. After a moment, they looked each other in the eyes again and stared at each other silently for a moment. Both of them had more to say, but neither knew how to say it. “I guess I should get back to the others, they’re probably waiting for me.” Aegis said with a nod.

 “Yes, of course, your stream. They will probably get mad if it stays off too long.” Yuki nodded back.

 “Yeah… well. I hope to see you back in Rene, I don’t think I can handle running that place without you and Savika.” Aegis said.

 “I’ll be there.” Yuki smiled as Aegis walked out of the room, leaving Yuki alone as he made his way up the stairs to the deck and left the Airship. A few moments after he had left the room, Yumily came out of one of the nearby rooms and walked to Yuki, her livestream turned off.

 “How did it go?” Yumily asked Yuki, but looked with concern when she saw the tears swelling up in Yuki’s eyes. 

 “I got rejected.” She lightly knocked her fist against the side of her head playfully. 

 “I’m sorry.” Yumily walked to her friend and gave her a big hug. “Do you want to come with us on the Airship?” Yumily asked as she gently rubbed her back.

 “No, I still want to stay here. I can still get to know him more as friends, right? And everyone else. I like the Arallian people a lot, and the Kalmoore people.” Yuki replied as she began to sniffle. “It’s really nice here.”

 “It is really nice here.” Yumily comforted her. 



"Whoa!" A loud voice shouted out to Aegis, startling him as he walked across the pier back towards the center of the Skyport tower. Aegis turned to see that the voice had come from the player he'd thought to be sleeping. He was now standing upright and no longer leaning on the ticket booth room, and suddenly started prancing towards Aegis. "Whoa whoa whoa! A custom made outfit from Yuki? Are you really good friends with her?" He said with a dreamy voice, very high pitched. [Simon - ??] sat above his head. His character looked younger than Aegis, a short human with very long straight blonde hair, bangs hanging over the front of his face. He had a staff strapped to his back that looked very high level, made of materials Aegis was unfamiliar with, and his robes were light blue primarily with wide black and grey stripes mixed about it. The bottom of the robes, as well as the sleeves, looked way too long for him and dragged on the ground as he pranced and cut off Aegis from moving to the ramp down the Skyport tower.

"Are you friends with Yuki? Are you? Wow." He asked again, opening his eyes excitedly wide as he stared at Aegis intently.

"Uh, yeah, I guess." Aegis shrugged.

"Wow, that's so lucky. Are you friends with Yumily too? She's so amaaaaazing." He said as he twirled around in place in front of Aegis.

"No, I haven't met her..." Aegis watched him curiously, trying to think of a way out of the conversation with this strange person. "Do you need help with anything?" Aegis asked him as politely as he could.

"Oh me? No, no no no. But that's so nice of you to ask. I came to see Yumily's concert, but it turns out I'll be staying here awhiiiiiiiiile." He said as he twirled around again. "Wait a second, I know you!" He said with a sudden jolt of excitement. "Oh my goodness, you are famous too! Wow!" He squeaked in a high pitch. "What a lucky, lucky day!" He cheered while tapping his feet on the boards of the Skyport excitedly. 

"I'm not really..." Aegis shrugged. "I guess if you are staying in Kalmoore we'll see each other around." Aegis said as he attempted to walk around Simon to get to the ramp.

"Wait!" Simon stepped sideways to remain blocking Aegis' path. "Do you think I could get your autograph? It would be soooo nice if you could sign something for me." Simon begged with a friendly desperation, but Aegis remained apprehensive. "Pretty please." He continued.

"Uh, sure, I guess?" Aegis shrugged awkwardly. 

"Oooh, goodie goodie!" He tapped his feet again repeatedly as he started fiddling with his inventory. "Oh no, all I have is an apple." He pouted overdramatically as he pulled a shiny red apple out of his inventory. "Could you sign this apple?" He asked with hopeful eyes.

"An apple?" Aegis raised an eyebrow at him. "Here..." Aegis sighed as he reluctantly pulled a gold coin out of his inventory, then parts of his jewelcrafting kit. "This is better than an apple, and if you get tired of my signature you can just spend it." Aegis said as he engraved his signature onto the gold coin, then handed it to Simon.

"Oh wow, thank you, that's so practical! And I thought all the famous streamers were rude." He smiled and wagged his finger at Aegis with one hand, taking the gold coin with the other as his apple vanished back into his inventory. Then, suddenly, he put the coin in his mouth and swallowed it. "Mmm, I think the apple would've tasted better though. Haha." He smiled and twirled around, and Aegis knew something was way off with this guy. "Well, thank you Aegis, see you around." He waved and walked back towards the ticket booth. Aegis watched him as he leaned back up against the wall and slouched, closing his eyes as if trying to fall back to sleep. He watched him for a few moments before shaking his head to himself in disbelief at the entire interaction, and made his way back down the Skyport tower.

 Aegis arrived at the central town square of Kordas a short while later and looked around to find his party members. They wouldn’t know he was coming because his stream had been turned off, so he wasn’t sure if they’d gather around for him yet. Sure enough though, he spotted Lina sitting on the edge of the fountain. None of the others were to be seen, but that was perfect for Aegis. He approached Lina quickly without her seeing him coming, she was preoccupied staring down at her feet as she bumped her knees together repeatedly. He pushed past the crowds of chattering players that were trying to make deals or recruit party members for adventures, and moved to stand in front of Lina. She saw his feet and looked up with a jolt of energy, quickly standing up.

 “Aegis! You’re back.” She said with a worried expression on her face, and for the first time, Aegis wasn’t so dumb as to not know why she looked worried. He wasn’t an expert, but he understood her feelings because he felt them too. “You turned your stream off, was everything okay? I, I… everyone else is shopping, so, I was waitin…” She replied anxiously, but Aegis interrupted her last sentence.

 “Lina, will you be my girlfriend?” Aegis asked her, and her worried face quickly turned bright red with embarrassment, her eyes going wide as she couldn’t look directly back at Aegis.

 “Wh…” she let out a puff of strange airy sounds as she suddenly was out of breath. It took her a moment to compose herself, and she managed to squeak the word out. “Okay.” She nodded, and Aegis felt relieved. Part of him already knew she’d say yes, Amlie and Darkshot had both told him, but a part of him was still worried of being rejected.

 “Can I… should I kiss you?” Aegis asked awkwardly, which made Lina get even redder. “You know… because, last time, I did it suddenly, and then, you disappeared.” Aegis said as he suddenly couldn’t look at her anymore either.

 “W-well, the Simbox, from mental stress…” Lina explained weakly. 

 “It’s too stressful? We don’t have to then.” Aegis replied apologetically.

 “N-no, we can try again.” Lina replied anxiously. It went quiet for a moment, the sounds of other players and NPCs chatting and walking around them drowned out their conversation from being heard by anyone else. After a few moments of silence, the two of them finally worked up the courage to look each other in the eyes. They both leaned in and closed their eyes until their lips found each other, and a second later, Lina disappeared from the gameworld.

 She logged back in shortly after, re-appearing in front of Aegis as he’d taken a step back and was waiting.

 “Sorry… I have to work on that.” Lina replied, embarrassed. Aegis looked at her shy apologetic face, and he thought of how he’d been kicked out of the Simbox for mental stress when he was being tortured by the Avatar of Suffering. To think that something like kissing made Lina so shy or bashful that the Simbox treated her in equivalence to torture, Aegis couldn’t help but chuckle a bit, which only got louder the more he thought about it.

 “Don’t make fun of me.” She pouted at him, but afterwards she giggled as well.

 “Oh, you’re back?” Darkshot asked as he approached them from behind. “Why’d you turn your stream off?” He asked as he looked at the icon missing.

 “Oh, right. Yuki didn’t want me showing the inside of the ship, or her secret designs.” Aegis said as he went into his interface to turn it back on.

 “Why are you guys so red? You look like you just came out of a sauna.” Darkshot asked curiously as he eyed the two of them.

 “No reason, it’s just really hot.” Aegis shrugged awkwardly.

 “Mhm.” Lina nodded in agreement. This didn’t stop Darkshot from being suspicious and glancing between the two of them. “Nice suit, by the way.” He said as he motioned to it.

 “Oh, yeah, pretty sweet right? Yuki made it so I have something for noble royal fancy meetings and stuff.” Aegis said as he motioned to it. 

 “I gotta get me some sweet digs like that as well.”

 “Me too. A dress, I mean, probably.” Lina shrugged.

 “Well, no worries, she’ll be selling stuff in Rene, when we get back there.” Aegis said.

 “We goin back to Rene?” Rakkan asked as he and Pyri approached from behind, both of them holding an odd looking pastry in their hands and eating it.

 “These things are tasty, you gotta learn to make these Mr. crafter.” Pyri said with a mouthful of food. 

 “Not yet, and send me the recipe.” Aegis replied to them both. “One last Temple to go, the final and most important skill is next.” Aegis declared. “Onward, to the Temple of Shiva!” Aegis pointed forward towards the street of Kordas that led to the Temple district

            

    
        Chapter 109: Shiva's Task

    
    
    
    
                Aegis and the others arrived in front of the Temple of Shiva that late afternoon. The Temple’s primary feature was a gigantic statue of a muscular male sitting cross-legged on the roof of the temple. The statue featured four arms rather than two, and wore a beaded rosary around his neck with a bun of hair standing up on top. In each hand was held a different object, the most predominant and noticeable being a large trident.

Aside from that, the temple underneath him was much more colorful than the others that Aegis had seen thus far, with shingles tiling outward from around the statue in a rectangular form down several layers and floors of the building the statue stood on. The building itself wasn’t wide, all of its size was built into its verticality, and instead was surrounded by wide open lush green grass rather than decorative gardens like the Aphrodite temple was. 

A small path led from the streets of Kordas up to the entrance of the temple, and as the party of five made their way up the path towards the building, Aegis could spot players and NPCs donning the trident symbol on their clothes and armor around him. He’d recognized this as the symbol of the NPCs that fought the Avatar of Death at the south gate of Hrath’mir - he never really had a chance to see how capable they were in combat, but he’d done his research and knew what his last skill should be. 

This Temple’s bottom floor was unique to the others. There were no walls, but rows and rows of pillars holding up the second floor of the tower around the outside of the central room. Once they’d walked through several rows of pillars they found themselves in a wide open space with a smaller statue of Shiva on the far end, candles set around it. The floor was covered in various carpets and blankets, and Aegis could see many priests sitting cross-legged and praying in silence spread about the room, no pews or chairs in sight. 

There were staircases on the outside of the room mixed in with the pillars that led to the upper levels, but Aegis felt no need to explore them as he’d spotted [High Priest of Shiva, Vihaan(Elite) - ??] sitting above the name of the priest who was meditating closest to the statue of Shiva.

“There’s the high priest.” Darkshot motioned to him across the room.

“Yeah, but, let’s wait until he’s done meditating. Gotta be careful here…” Aegis said nervously as they hung back under the cover of the pillars so as to not disturb the people praying and meditating.

“What do you mean?” Rakkan asked as he looked around for some form of danger.

“When I was looking up skills I could learn, I found one that’d fit perfectly, but, I also read that Shiva is one of the harder deities to gain favor with.” Aegis explained. “Let’s try to make the High Priest like us.” He said and the others gave Aegis knowing nods. They waited a good 20 minutes before Vihaan finished meditating and stood up from his seated position, silently walking barefoot from the room to be amongst the rows of pillars where Aegis quickly moved to intercept him. 

He wore simple white and gray robes draped loosely over his body with the symbol of the trident on the front, and he looked over to Aegis from far away as he approached. Once he'd noticed Aegis and his party staring at him he began walking towards them.

“You were waiting for me?” He spoke with a light accent. 

“Yes, I didn’t want to disturb you. I’m a Priest of Eirene who is hoping to gain the favor of the other deities of light, to expand my knowledge of this world.” Aegis said as politely as he could.

“I see. And you seek to gain favor with the supreme being?” Vihaan asked with a smile.

“Yes.” Aegis gave him a nod.

“Shiva does not waste time on trivial matters. We do not have simple tasks or tests for you to complete that would please him. He does not wish to be entertained.” Vihaan explained.

“I understand.” Aegis nodded. “But if there is any task you could set upon me that would please Shiva, I would gladly do it.” Aegis replied cordially. Vihaan paused and looked Aegis and his companions up and down carefully for a moment, before nodding his head down slightly.

“Very well. There is an ancient text that has been lost to us during the time of the Shattering. Recently, its location has been discovered. But the other-worlders and followers of Shiva that I have sent to retrieve it have not been able to do so. I cannot trust the retrieval of such a valuable item to mere mercenaries, but a Priest of Eirene and his companions would surely understand and respect the value of such a text, and not let harm befall it, no?” Vihaan confirmed as he looked Aegis in the eyes.

“Yes, we can retrieve it and bring it back to you safely.” Aegis bowed politely.

“Good, do this, and Shiva will favor you greatly. But be warned, this will not be an easy task. Where the ancient text is resting is surrounded by powerful and deadly creatures.”




	
Quest: Find the Ancient Text of Shiva within the Ruins of Kolz on the southern edges of the Island of Kalmoore and return it to High Priest Vihaan within the Temple of Shiva in the city of Kordas, Kalmoore.
Objective:  0/1 Ancient Text Returned
Quest Giver: High Priest of Shiva, Vihaan
Reward: 5,000,000 Experience, 3000 Favor with Shiva
Difficulty: Hard
Restrictions: If the Ancient Text is destroyed, the quest will fail and you will lose 1000 favor with Shiva.








 Aegis hit accept and looked to see that not just him, but everyone in the group had received the quest and accepted it.

 “I look forward to your return. If you head directly south out of the city, you will reach the River of Kolz. Follow the river as it continues southward through the Kolz Forest, and at the edge of the forest you will find the ruins. But, be careful, the south is nothing but untamed wilderness.” Vihaan warned.

 “Thank you for the opportunity.” Aegis bowed politely, and Vihaan bowed back before taking his leave. 

 “Hell yeah, adventure time baby!” Darkshot cheered in a whisper.

 “Oooh, this sounds so exciting. Ancient ruins, wild forests…” Pyri rubbed her hands together excitedly.

 “Lets do any last minute prep we need before we set out. I’m going to buy cooking ingredients to help make high level food for the journey.” Aegis said as they began walking out of the temple and back towards the city streets.

 “I’ll stock up on arrows.” Darkshot said.

 “I’ll get some parchment, ink, and quills. I bet ancient runes will be loaded with hidden secrets and runes to learn.” Rakkan said giddily.

 “Okay, let’s meet at the south gate in an hour.” Aegis declared once they’d reached the street, and they all nodded before splitting up.

 It wasn’t long after that before they’d all gathered at the southern gate, fully stocked up for the journey ahead. Pyri arrived on the back of her beautiful black mare, Melon, and when Darkshot arrived he was proudly sporting a strange backpack with a large nest settled on the back of it, his white egg nestled in it basking in the sun.

 “What the heck is that?” Aegis asked as he pointed it out, and everyone's attention was drawn to it. “Where’s your quiver? You’re shooting eggs now?”

 “No, I had some gold from the Odin quest so decided to spend it on a nest for my egg. The guy at the shop said eggs hatch faster if you keep them out of your inventory.” Darkshot explained.

 “The guy at the shop said that?” Aegis raised his eyebrow. “Are you sure you didn’t get scammed? Just because you got some gold doesn’t mean you have to spend it.” 

 “I didn’t get scammed, it’s a good investment.” Darkshot replied proudly. 

 “You know, I coulda crafted you something like that, just saying.” Aegis replied weakly.

 “I think it looks neat.” Pyri shrugged. “Do you know what sort of pet its going to hatch out of the egg?” She asked.

"The going theory is a chicken." Aegis smirked, to which Darkshot threw him a look. 

 “Nope, not yet, but the ranger guy said not a lot of people pick the white egg, so I’m willing to bet it’s gonna be something awesome. Like, super rare. I hope it's a dark bird, like a raven or a crow. It’d go well with my theme.” Darkshot motioned to himself.

 “What theme?” Rakkan asked.

 “You know, darkness. Because, I’m Darkshot.” He said in his ominous voice. 

 “I bet it’s a dove.” Rakkan joked.

 “It better not be a dove. Or a chicken.” Darkshot said, but as he had, he felt as though he’d jinxed himself in some way. 

 “I can’t wait to find these ruins, I bet there's a crazy good rune for my class in there somewhere. Maybe in the book itself. You think I could read the Shiva text before we turn in the quest?” Rakkan asked excitedly.

 “I don’t see why not.” Aegis shrugged. “So,” Aegis clapped his hands to get the groups eyes on him. “This’ll be our first long adventure as a party. We have an epic quest, and we’re all primed to gain lots of experience. Everyone ready to go?” Aegis grinned at them.

 “Ready.” Lina nodded excitedly.

 “Hell yeah.” Rakkan cheered.

 “Let’s do it!” Pyri smiled.

 “Darkshot is always ready.” Darkshot said in as deep a voice as possible. Aegis saw his viewership holding steady at 35 000, moving his average up slightly. Seeing that, he excitedly turned and started walking forward out of the southern gates of Kordas, his party following behind him with the light clopping sounds of Melon’s hooves on the dirt road filling their ears.

 They headed southward beyond the farmlands that surrounded the city of Kordas until the road came to an end at a sawmill built at the edge of a forest a few hundred meters from the city walls. From there onward they had to continue through the wilderness with no road to guide them.

 Darkshot’s Ranger skills made it easy for them to stay on course and continue as directly south as possible, but Aegis occasionally got distracted by interesting herbs and would stop to gather them. The enemies around them were low level in this part of the forest, a few stray wolves, goblins, slimes and other creatures - it wasn’t even worth stopping to kill them, but Aegis saw a lone level 5 fighter player starting out his adventures and decided to give him a bless buff, then watched as he started cutting through level 5 slime monsters like they were nothing. 

 “Hey, Darkshot, can I talk to you about something?” Aegis asked after they’d been walking for a few hours, and Darkshot and Aegis held back from the group a bit as the others continued to walk ahead, minding their own business.

 “What’s up?” Darkshot asked once it looked as though the others couldn’t hear. There was a loud ambience of wind gliding through the canopy of the large trees above, the chirping of birds, and creaking of wood that was ever present in the dense forest around them.

 “So, I… I asked Lina to be my girlfriend.” Aegis said, and Darkshot looked at him with surprise.

 “What? Seriously? On the stream? I gotta see this…” Darkshot prepared to start opening his livestream viewer through his interface.

 “No, no. I did it while the stream was turned off.”



 “THAT SNEAKY LITTLE SHIT!!” Hae-won shouted angrily as she was casting for Aegis, her swearing got bleeped out by Shinji’s quick editing skills. “HOW COULD HE?! I WANTED TO SEE! HE BETRAYED US!” She was infuriated, as was Aegis’ chat. 



 “Smart thinking, that Hae-won woulda probably made it weird.” Darkshot nodded.



 “I'M GOING TO KILL THOSE KIDS!” Hae-won continued as Shinji shook his head to himself disapprovingly. 

 “Hae-won, do you mind casting normally? You’re distracting from the epic adventure. They’re going on an epic adventure!” Shinji pleaded with her.

 “Screw your adventure, I WANT MY TEEN ROMANCE!” Hae-won snapped back at him angrily. 



 “So, what’d she say?” Darkshot asked as he looked toward Lina, Pyri and Rakkan. Pyri had pointed out a cute looking rodent climbing amongst the nearby trees as she sat comfortably atop Melon, and Lina was explaining to her what it was while Rakkan listened, oblivious to Darkshot and Aegis’ conversation. 

 “She said okay.” Aegis replied nervously.

 “Okay? That’s pretty good for Lina. She’s getting braver.” Darkshot said, looking impressed.

 “Yeah… that part went good, but… I don’t really know what I’m supposed to do next.” Aegis looked at Darkshot with desperation in his eyes.

 “Ah, I see.” Darkshot grinned. “Good choice, coming to me. I, Darkshot, am an expert when it comes to a womans heart.” Darkshot nodded confidently.

 “You haven’t even had a girlfriend yet though.” Aegis commented.

 “Yeah but I watch a lot of movies. I read comics. I know all the tricks.” Darkshot replied.

 “Comics? And there’s good dating advice in those?” Aegis asked apprehensively.

 “Tons, trust me.” Darkshot replied. “The next step, obviously, would be a date.”

 “A date? But, we sort of had one already. We rode a wagon around Rene together…” 

 “Shit, really? Hm.” Darkshot thought for a moment. “After that, you probably have to go for the first kiss.” Darkshot concluded.

 “Well, that also already happened.” Aegis shrugged awkwardly.

 “What? Dang you move fast.” Darkshot whacked Aegis on the chest playfully. “And?”

 “And what?” Aegis asked, looking at him confused.

 “It was your first kiss wasn’t it? With a girl?” Darkshot pushed him for details with a nudge.

 “Yeah, but she got logged out by her Simbox.” Aegis shrugged nervously.

 “Ah, yeah, I see.” Darkshot nodded as if he was suddenly a wise sage. “With a girl like Lina, she’s really shy. You’ve gotta take it slow.” Darkshot said in his deep voice.

 “Take it slow, how?” Aegis asked him.

 “You know… start with easier stuff. Don’t go straight for kissing. Hand holding, hugging, leaning, that sort of thing.” Darkshot shrugged.

 “Really? You’re sure?” Aegis confirmed as he looked at Darkshot hopeful. “I mean, hand holding is something kids do with their parents, isn’t it?” Aegis asked with a raised eyebrow.

 “Nah, couples do it too. Girls love that shit, trust me, I’m an expert on this stuff.” Darkshot crossed his arms. Aegis knew Darkshot barely knew more than he did on the subject, so calling him an expert was a stretch, but he was all he had at the moment. 

 “Okay.” Aegis paused as he thought on it, then began psyching himself up. “Okay.” he repeated, then marched forward to rejoin the other three. Darkshot had to resist the urge to wince at what was going to happen next, and he sped up to join them as well.



 “Okay, good news everyone. We might’ve missed the confession, but the awkward teenage romance is still on the menu.” Hae-won said with a huge sigh of relief to Aegis’ viewership of 35 000. “I don’t think Pyri knows yet, so that’ll be spicy too I bet. It’s time for Operation: Holding Hands.” She declared excitedly to Aegis' audience.



 “Hey.” Lina smiled as Aegis moved to walk beside her again. “I was telling Pyri about those Scruffles. See them? They’re really cute.” Lina pointed out a big fluffy squirrel-looking creature with two tails instead of one. “If you have some nuts, they’ll run right up and take them out of your hand.” Lina explained.

 “What were you two talking about back there?” Pyri asked him curiously.

 “Oh, nothing, just egg stuff. Bird, egg, nest stuff.” Aegis replied awkwardly, to which Pyri’s curiosity turned to suspicion. They continued walking along quietly for a bit, but as they did, Aegis found himself staring intently at Lina’s left hand as it swayed back and forth beside her waist as she walked beside him. Suddenly, it looked incredibly intimidating. How was he supposed to grab it? Did he ask permission first, or just take her hand? What if she didn’t like it? It’d probably be weird to just take someone's hand without any reason, wouldn’t it? Why was he brave enough to kiss her before, but now he was too scared to just take her hand? The more he thought about it, the more that taking her hand was starting to seem way more intimate than a kiss had been.

 “So from what I know about Kalmoore, I don’t think many players have been to the far south of the island. Some scouting players from the guilds scoped out the areas down here to look for dungeons, but they got taken out by high level enemies before they could find much. Just the ruins that we’re heading towards.” Rakkan explained. 

 “How do you know that much?” Darkshot asked him curiously.

 “When I rerolled here with Amlie, I looked up the best grinding locations for different level brackets. That’s why I was around that hideout when we met the first time. The forest we have to pass through on the way to the ruins is filled with level 40 to 50 enemies. Which means the ruins will probably be even higher level. We might want to level up a bit first on the way.” Rakkan suggested. “What do you think, Aegis?” Rakkan asked, and Lina turned to look at Aegis to hear his answer. As she did, she noticed that he was staring down at her hand intently, and Aegis saw that she had seen and quickly looked away awkwardly.

 “Uh, sounds good. Fastest way to level is to fight higher level enemies, right?” Aegis replied.

 “Yup, but they’ll be tough at our level.” Rakkan replied.

 “No problem, we’ll kick their butts anyway.” Pyri grinned. 

 “What sorta enemies are going to be in the forest?” Darkshot asked Rakkan, and as Rakkan began his answer, Aegis saw that Lina, looking forward again, extended the fingers on her left hand and spread them apart. Aegis took a deep, nervous breath, while attention was off of them and on Rakkan, and reached his right hand out and took her left hand in his. As he closed his fingers around hers, she did the same and her face reddened, but the two continued walking side by side, hands held, without saying anything about it.

 Pyri, while in the midst of listening to Rakkan, was clopping behind them atop Melon and saw this, but stayed quiet and simply smiled to herself. As Aegis was living off of the high of holding Lina’s hand and being accepted, he’d barely heard the words of Rakkan as he talked about the monsters in the upcoming forest, until one word jumped out at him that drew him back into the conversation.

 “Wait.” Aegis said to stop Rakkan from continuing. “Did you just say there are gryphons in the Kolz forest?” Aegis asked excitedly.

 “Yup.” Rakkan nodded. 
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                Chapter 110: Welcome to Kolz


“There it is, the river that Vihaan told us about.” Darkshot motioned ahead through the thick forest around them towards a clearing, where the group of five could hear the sound of running water.

 It was morning, the sun was just now peeking up over the horizon and giving the sky a dark blue hue, with a chilly breeze blowing through the giant trees towering over them with their wide, sturdy trunks. They’d walked throughout the night without resting and managed to go undisturbed by the wildlife. The enemies around them transitioned overtime from low level 5 enemies up to level 20 and 25 enemies as they traveled further and further south.

 Aegis was no longer holding Lina’s hand, as Pyri had suggested they practice their unarmed combat more and he’d agreed. The result was that the two of them had walked through the night while doing punch-kick-pose movements with every step. It didn’t slow the group down much, and luckily no one but Aegis’ viewers were around to watch them do it. Darkshot warmed up to it after a bit and started giving pseudo-advice on their form and technique, though in actuality all he was doing was repeating things Travis had said to him, Sherry and Rakkan.

 As they passed from under the cover of the forest and into the clearing near the river they spotted several wild animals drinking from the calm flowing water. Some of the creatures scattered upon spotting them, but others just looked up, and then went back to drinking. Aegis recognized the lagnuks that did this, but some of the fleeing creatures he’d never seen before. One group of animals looked like a strange fantasy version of an elk and its family of young.

 “So if we keep following this south, we’ll reach the Kolz forest.” Aegis confirmed outloud once the'd spotted it. The group continued without stopping to rest, following along the bank of the river as they were instructed, but by the time the sun had fully risen into the sky, the forest was noticeably beginning to look different around them. The trees which were once old, large and sturdy-looking were replaced by a different types of trees that Aegis had never seen before in his life, undoubtedly a fantasy tree that only existed in the game world. 

 One tree in particular that began to appear sparsely in the forest nearby drew his attention much more than the others when he spotted it for the first time. The trunk and bark of the tree was a reddish-orange color, and the leaves growing up on the top of it were yellow in the center, but the stems, veins and the outer rim of the leaves were bright green. 

 “Whoa, those are limren trees, right?” Rakkan said curiously as he pointed them out.

 “I think so…” Lina looked at them curiously, causing Aegis and Pyri to stop punch-walking to look more closely.

 “They look pretty.” Pyri said as she checked them out.

 “Are they good for crafting?” Aegis asked curiously.

 “Not sure, if I remember right, iron tools don’t work on them… If any player has chopped them down, they haven’t released to the public how they did it.” Rakkan answered. “We found some back in Puagas, but couldn’t put a dent in them.” 

 “I think you might need Mithral tools.” Lina said as she turned to smile at Aegis, but Aegis had a look of determination on his face suddenly and pulled out an iron woodcutting axe from his inventory, approaching the nearest limren tree as the others stopped to watch him. He pulled the axe back, and with all his might, swung at the tree with full force. It made a loud clunking sound as the blade of the axe bounced off the tree, not even making a scratch.

 “Holy shit, that is weird.” Aegis said as he saw it happen. 

 “Told you.” Rakkan shrugged. Aegis turned to look at the group with a curious expression.

 “Uh oh… I know that face.” Pyri said reluctantly with a sigh as she started going into her inventory while turning to check on Melon who had been following alongside her.

 “What’s that face?” Lina asked her as she pulled out some feed for Melon.

“We’re gonna be here awhile.” She replied.

 “He’s taking that as a challenge.” Darkshot groaned as he took a seat on the grass and took his unhatched egg in his hand, cradling to see how it was doing whilst losing interest in Aegis.

 “Guys, relax, I’ll figure it out in no time. It can’t be that hard.” Aegis reassured them as he began pacing in front of the tree and looking at it carefully. In this time, Rakkan let out a shrug and joined Lina in walking to Aegis, and the three began looking at the tree intently.

 Aegis put his ear up to the trunk and knocked on the wood to listen to the sound it made, trying to get a sense of the thickness and density, but by all accounts it sounded like normal wood. He looked around at the ground around it and saw that no leaves from the tree appeared to have fallen to the forest floor, so instead he started to climb the trunk up high enough to reach the lowest hanging branch, then grabbed at a leaf and attempted to yank it off, but he couldn’t.

 Stubbornly, he got a good grip on the leaf and then let go of the trunk, hoping that his weight would do enough to yank the leaf off the branch as he fell to the ground, yet, that didn’t happen at all. He hung swinging off the leaf in the air as it remained stiffly attached to the branch - the branch didn’t even so much as bend downwards from his weight despite it not being that thick.

 “Hah, that’s funny.” Darkshot pointed as he spotted Aegis swinging from the leaf.

 “What the hell is up with this tree?” Aegis said in disbelief as he let go and dropped back to the ground. “Look, the leaves are swaying in the wind,” He pointed out as a gust of wind blew past them. “But they don’t react to me at all? I couldn’t even budge them? It’s like it’s just a sturdy statue pretending to be a tree.” Aegis said out loud as he thought about it, pacing around the tree again. 

 His next step was to check the roots. He pulled an iron shovel he’d crafted out of his inventory and started digging up the dirt around it.

 “Seriously?” Darkshot watched in disbelief.

 “C’mon, don’t tell me you aren’t curious as well.” Aegis reasoned with him.

 “Yeah, but, we’re supposed to be on a quest.”

 “The trees are right here. Think of the bows I could craft with some new high quality wood.” Aegis smiled from ear to ear. 

 “True…” Darkshot nodded. 

 “So, wanna help?” Aegis said as he offered a second iron shovel pulled from his inventory.

 “Nah, gotta take care of eggy here.” Darkshot waved off the suggestion. “You got this.” He nodded at Aegis.

 “I’ll help.” Lina smiled and took the shovel, digging alongside Aegis. Rakkan joined in as well shortly after, whilst Darkshot remained cradling his egg and Pyri had taken a big spell book out of her inventory and was reading while leaning on a bored looking Melon.

 “Where’s the roots? This doesn’t make any sense.” Aegis said as they cleared a good area around the base of the tree, only to find that the trunk just continued to go downward into the ground, but at an angle. “How deep does that thing go before the roots start sprouting?” He rephrased his question as he thought out loud. Lina and Rakkan both looked at it, confused just as much as Aegis was. 

 “It’s not just going straight down, look, it’s curving in that direction.” Rakkan pointed it out.

 “Are they all like that?” Aegis wondered as he looked around and spotted another limren tree nearby. “Check those ones over there.” Aegis directed Lina and Rakkan and they nodded. The three dug out the dirt around three separate trees only to find they all had a similar thing going on under the earth. No roots, just an extension of the tree continuing deep under the ground, curving in a direction. It took an hour's worth of digging just to reveal this much information, but luckily it was paid back in the form of a +1 strength up for all three of them.

 “All four trees are the same. They haven’t even so much as tilted since we started digging up the dirt around them.” Rakkan pointed it out.

 “Yeah… but, look.” Aegis took a step back and checked them out from a distance. “The roots don’t just curve in random directions underground, they’re all going towards the same location.” Aegis pointed it out, and as he did, Lina and Rakkan spotted it too.

 “Where’s it leading?” Darkshot asked curiously as he stood up with his egg in his arms, trying to see himself.

 “You’re the one with the tracking skill.” Aegis motioned him forward.

 “Ok, ok.” He relented as Pyri stood up with interest now too. All eyes fell on Darkshot as he used his Ranger tracking to carefully map out in his mind where all the roots would converge, and started walking forward into the forest, away from the river. Aegis, Rakkan, Pyri and Lina followed behind him as he walked slowly and quietly through the forest, silence falling upon them as they got far enough from the river that they could no longer hear the rushing water. 

 “It’s there. Assuming they don’t bend any more underground and keep going where they were pointing, they all converge right there.” Darkshot said as he pointed to a clearing in the forest with a small, plain grassy hill in the center. “There’s nothing there.” Darkshot shrugged. Aegis looked at the hill carefully as he approached it slowly by himself, stepping out from under the forest and into the clearing. Looking around, he saw quite a few limren trees growing in the forest around this hill, in all directions. They stood out due to their strange glowing leaves in contrast to the other trees in the area, so he counted them up, and totalled exactly 16.

 “16 limren trees growing around this clearing, and this hill. They’re almost forming a perfect circle around it, that can’t be a coincidence.” Aegis said as he looked at the hill suspiciously.

 “What do you think it means?” Lina asked him curiously. 

 “I don’t know…” Aegis said as he slowed his steps, approaching the hill with extreme caution. Everyone held their breath as he took his first step onto the grassy hill, but nothing happened. A few more steps and he was at the top of the hill, but still nothing. He waited in silence for a moment before he let out a shrug. “Seems like just a regular hill.” Aegis called back to the others.

 “Maybe try digging?” Rakkan suggested.

 “Good idea.” Aegis brandished his shovel, then plunged it into the top of the hill. The moment he had, several things happened. First, the entire ground around them began to quake violently, second, a loud deafening high pitched screech rang out through their ears, and third, the hill began to rise up into the air with Aegis still on top of it. And lastly, right where Aegis’ feet were, a nameplate appeared, displaying the text [Limren Keeper - 50]. 

 “Oh fuck!” Darkshot shouted as he stumbled backwards, hurriedly putting his egg and egg pack back in his inventory to equip his longbow and quiver.

 “Aegis!” Lina shouted up at him worriedly as he rose higher and higher into the air, until he was well above the canopy, standing on top of the hill-monster. Aegis couldn’t see what it looked like beneath the hill as the monster rose up from below him, but the others on the ground could.

 It was an angry amalgamation of tree roots, vines, and clumps of dirt made up into what could only be described as a disfigured troll's face. It was huge, and had long trunk-like arms growing out of the sides of the head where the ears should’ve been and branches for fingers, no torso. There were also no legs, instead the head transitioned downward into the earth as 16 large stem-like roots that angled in the direction of the 16 limren trees that were apparently a part of this creature's body. 

 Pyri put her book away and snapped her Cinderbolt into existence, Lina drew her daggers from her sheaths, and Rakkan hastily equipped his longsword and spear. 

 “GOOD IDEA, TRY DIGGING!” Darkshot shouted up sarcastically at Aegis as Aegis watched one of the bulky trunk arms swing up at him and attempt to crush him into the hill that remained atop the creature’s head like a hat. Aegis quickly rolled forward off the front of the Keeper and landed on the ground near Lina and Rakkan, equipped his shield and spun around to face it.

 “Bless, bless, bless, bless, bless.” Aegis quickly casted it on everyone as he backed up.

 “What’re we doing, we fighting that thing? It’s level 50!” Darkshot pointed at Aegis hysterically as he watched him buffing everyone.

 “I know, tons of experience, right?!” Aegis grinned excitedly. “Aura of Beauty!” He activated the spell with a burst of light, and the battle began with Aegis lunging forward and throwing his shield up to brace an incoming swing from the Keepers’ trunk-sized arms. The arm hit Aegis’ shield from the front.




	You take 4321 Bludgeoning damage.






 He braced it, but the game didn’t seem to care. He went flying off his feet and rolled backwards several meters across the forest floor until he crashed into a tree. He couldn’t feel anything but excruciating pain for the following two seconds, but once it was gone he was able to start recovering.

 “Why is it always fucking bludgeoning!?” Aegis shouted out angrily as he stood back up. 

 “Aegis, that thing nearly one shot you!” Lina shouted worriedly.

 “I know! So you guys better kill it fast!” Aegis ordered them with a grin as he recomposed himself, and this was the go signal they needed to begin their assault. Pyri shot forth her cinderbolt and began burning the creature, causing it to recoil and screech at her angrily as Lina and Rakkan flanked around to its back and Darkshot began firing arrows towards its eyes.

 “It really doesn’t like my fire!” Pyri pointed out as she watched the aggression of the Keeper immediately swap to her.

 “CHALLENGING ROAR!” Aegis shouted, and his voice echoed loudly throughout the entire forest around them as a shockwave reverberated outwards from where he stood. Once it had reached the Keeper, it turned its attention back to Aegis. “Damn that skill is awesome.” 

 “Aegis, your health!” Lina shouted worriedly as he looked at the Keeper cautiously.

 “It’s ok, I don’t think it can reach me back here, it’s rooted in place with no legs.” Aegis pointed out.

 “BEHIND YOU!” Rakkan shouted, and Aegis turned around at the last second to see that one of the limren trees had suddenly shot upwards like a tentacle and was whipping down at Aegis from behind. Aegis just barely managed to dash and roll out of the way at the last moment as the tree slammed into the ground where he had been standing. At this time he looked around and saw that all 16 of the limren trees were exhibiting this whip-like behavior and had formed a large cage around the Keeper with them trapped inside. 

 “Ok, this might be harder than I thought.” Aegis looked around worriedly. “Avatar of Eirene! Healing Wind, Heal!” Aegis casted them all in quick succession as he exploded in a burst of light and took on the glowing form of the Avatar. 

 The Keeper had its focus fully on Aegis now, but he was right in assuming it’s main body couldn’t move. It made up for this with the fact that the limren trees had incredible reach and two were in range of striking Aegis at any given time, regardless of where he positioned himself. 

 Now that he was able to hold threat without healing himself though, he thought it best to try and dodge the attacks due to how hard this enemy was hitting him for.

 “Challenging Roar!” He shouted several times to build up aggression over his allies, whilst he began focusing solely on avoiding the attacks from the whip-like limren trees. The leaves which had been stiff before were now razorsharp and Aegis watched as one tree barely missed him and the leaves cut through the other normal nearby trees like butter.

 The Keeper continued to make strange creaking wood-like screeching sounds as his party beat on it. That was fine, Aegis thought, as he started to get into a groove of how to dodge the tentacle strikes. Until suddenly he heard a 2nd loud roar that sounded nothing like the Keeper, and he turned around and saw a strange furry beast charging towards them through the forest some distance away.

 “Uh, Aegis, all this noise is attracting other monsters!” Darkshot pointed it out. [Kolz Lynx - 42] was floating above the beast's head. It looked like a giant tan-colored lynx, but it had 6 legs instead of four, and large spikes protruding out of its spine all the way down its thick, lizard-like tail. It was charging forth towards Darkshot with intent in its eyes, moving at incredible speed. 

 Aegis rushed towards Darkshot, dodging a limren tree strike with a roll as Darkshot dashed out of the way to avoid the Lynx from pouncing on him, but once he had the Lynx quickly switched directions and pounced at him again before he could recover from his dashing movement.

 “Guard!” Aegis shouted, projecting his shield up in front of Darkshot at the last moment, causing the Lynx to pounce into the shield projection instead of Darkshot. 




	You take 1932 Slashing damage.






 “Heal.” He shouted, standing still to recover as much as he could as the Lynx dropped to the ground, having lost all of its momentum from hitting the guard projection. The moment Aegis had finished casting his heal, the Lynx’ aggression turned to him and another strike from the keeper came crashing down on him. He had no choice but to dodge them both, “Healing Wind.” he shouted as he rolled away from the two of them.

 “I can’t keep this up for long! Darkshot, Lina, can you switch to the Lynx?” Aegis asked them.

 “Got it.” Darkshot nodded as he turned his bow on the Lynx and fired several shots. A second later, Lina shadowstepped to a nearby tree and threw a smoke bomb at the Lynx, blinding it from Aegis momentarily as she stabbed at it furiously within the darkness. The smoke didn’t last long though, as a whipping strike from the Keeper came down and the force from the tree slamming on the forest floor cleared the smoke out. This gave Aegis enough time to heal himself again, though, and aggression from both enemies were firmly on him.

 “Fire and slashing attacks seem to be working well on the Keeper. Piercing, not so much. Keep at it on the big guy, Rakkan and Pyri.” Aegis ordered them and they nodded back. Rakkan swapped his equipped spear for his battle axe, then echoed himself so two Rakkan’s were slashing furiously at the back of the screeching Keeper while it continued to focus on trying to whip Aegis. 

 Aegis was able to dodge a few more strikes from both enemies, but his stamina was starting to dip even with the help of the Aura of Beauty. He went into his inventory to pull out a direwolf steak, only to see that it was his last one, and ate it quickly.

 “You gotta take one of these things out fast!” Aegis shouted.

 “Okay, it’s a long cooldown, but let me try something! Rakkan, stand where I can see you please!” Lina shouted towards the Keeper, where Rakkan was behind its bulky head out of their line of sight. Rakkan quickly jumped to the side so that Lina could see him, and she shot a tendril of black smoke out towards him. “Shadow steal!” She shouted, and the smoke hit Rakkan, then pulled itself back to Lina.

 “Shadow copy! Rune: Echo!” Lina shouted, surprising everyone as a shadowy version of Rakkan’s Echo rune appeared on Lina’s forehead, causing a second Lina to appear.

 “You can copy other people's skills?” Darkshot watched in disbelief.

 “Only some skills, and not spells. I wasn’t sure if the runes counted as spells or not.” Lina shrugged as she looked at her copy, weirded out for a second. “Rakkan, how do I control this?” She asked him urgently as he went back to fighting the Keeper.

 “No idea!” Rakkan shouted back with a smirk. Lina awkwardly tried to move her copy around and it started walking in the opposite direction of the Lynx. She huffed at it with frustration, but Aegis thought it was funny - it was the first time he’d seen Lina not be able to do something perfectly already. He couldn’t help but stare and watch her thinking face as she struggled to figure out how to control the echo whilst still dealing damage with her original body, and he had a big dumb smile on his face while he did. He couldn't stare for long though as he was forced to dodge several more strikes from the Keeper and the Lynx. 

 “You’re not the only one with cool skills now.” Darkshot leapt back from the Lynx and creaked his neck. “Check it. Vinerope shot!” He shouted, and released an arrow that pierced the Lynx. Once it had, it shot out vines that wrapped themselves around the trunks of nearby trees, binding the Lynx in place for three seconds.

 “Oh, I saw Quinn do that!” Aegis said as he dodged another limren strike, and this caused Darkshot to let out a huff.

 “Oh yeah? Oh yeah?” He shouted competitively. “I bet she didn’t use this. I have a long cooldown as well!” He glared at the Lynx as his bow suddenly began to glow red. “Ranger’s Mark!” He shouted, and fired an arrow at the Lynx that exploded into a red symbol that embedded itself like paint on the fur of the Lynx, causing it to let out an angry roar. “And, now, when I use my best AoE skill, watch what happens!” Darkshot said excitedly as he pointed his bow up to the sky. 

 “Rain of Arrows!” He shouted as he fired an arrow up, and as it soared high enough into the sky above them that it began to curve back down, it split itself into roughly 20 separate arrows spread out over the sky above. However, as they closed in on the ground, all of the arrows tilted towards the Ranger mark he had put on the Lynx, and a second later they had all homed in on the mark rather than landing around on the forest floor around them, causing all 20 arrows to hit the same spot on the Lynx and dealing massive damage, killing the Lynx.

 “Wow, that was impressive!” Pyri said as she’d watched it happen from the corner of her eye.

 “Yeah, I call it the Darkshot combo.” He bragged as he took a moment to pose.

 “But, you’re out of mana now.” Lina pointed out.

 “Not important.” Darkshot brushed this off.

 “Good, the Lynx is gone, hurry up and kill the Keeper!” Aegis shouted. Darkshot and Lina nodded before going back to striking the big tree-monster. A few more challenging roars later, the Keeper let out its final angry screech as it crashed downward onto the ground, its whip-like limren trees falling lifeless around the forest.

 Aegis got a few notifications of skill ups with his new, low ranked skills, but he was more interested in seeing how his axe would work on the limren tree now that the creature was dead. He canceled his aura of beauty and marched over to the nearest limp limren tree and pulled out his iron axe. The others walked over to watch, catching their breath as Aegis pulled his axe back and swung down on the tree laying on its side. It made a loud clunking sound, but this time it didn’t bounce off, it cut into the wood.

 He repeated the action several times, the wood was tough even against his high quality iron tools, and it took a long while before he’d managed to get a usable log into his inventory.




	Acquired: Ironwood [Quality: 0%]






 “Huh, it’s not called limren wood, it’s called Ironwood. Never heard of that before.” Aegis said as he looked at it. “Quality 0%, I haven’t learned how to gather it properly yet I guess.” He looked up to Rakkan and Lina who looked back at him with curious stares.

 “Never heard of it before.” Rakkan shrugged.

 “It could be a tier 3 wood! Not a lot of those have been discovered yet.” Lina suggested excitedly. 

 “Interesting…” Aegis grew a grin across his face as he started glancing around the forest for more limren trees.

 “We’re never leaving this forest, are we?” Pyri sighed.
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                Chapter 111: Ironwood


“When it comes to basic crafting materials,” Aegis explained as he worked on creature harvesting the lynx, “Leather quality is based on the level of the beast it's harvested from, with some bonuses for certain types. Right?” Aegis confirmed with Rakkan and Lina as they worked on setting up a campfire.

 “For ore, tier 1 is copper, tier 2 is iron, and tier 3 is mithral.” Aegis continued.

 “Yes.” Lina nodded.

 “For cloth, we’ve got cotton and wool at tier 1, then Shadowsilk at tier 2, so what’s tier 3?” Aegis asked.

 “Not sure.” Lina shrugged.

 “Me either, don’t know if it’s been discovered yet. Game is still pretty young.” Rakkan added.

 “Ok, and wood has a lot of types for each tier, right?” Aegis said to them as he acquired some lynx leather and meat.

 “Yup. Wildwood is the only tier 3 wood that people know about though. It has bonuses for magic crafting, like staves and wands.” Lina replied. 

 “I’m happy to hear that there’s still so much to discover in this game. I was worried it’d all be figured out since we’re starting so late.” Pyri smiled as she pulled a book out to start reading, whilst Aegis got to work on cooking the lynx meat.

 “What about the rest of the limren wood, you gonna chop that up too?” Darkshot asked as he watched him start cooking.

 “Yeah, well… maybe. I haven’t learned how to chop it properly yet, there’s probably a quest involved. If I cut it now as I am without the proficiency, it’s all going to come out really low quality. Seems like a waste.” Aegis shrugged.

 “We could carry the other trees along for now if you make ‘em a bit smaller, but it’d take up a lot of inventory space.” Rakkan suggested.

 “Okay. Here’s what we should do.” Aegis said as he directed them to gather around the fire. “The forest should be a good place to gain experience for our level, like that Keeper and the lynx. Lynx’s will be good for restocking on stamina food, so let’s hunt them and other similar beasts first.” Aegis explained. “Can you handle tracking and finding beast spawn locations?” Aegis turned to Darkshot, and he nodded.

 “I’ll do a quick scout of the area and see what I can find.” He replied.

 “Ok, and keep an eye out for gryphons. Oh, and iron ore. I brought some materials with me from Rene for repairing our equipment, but it won’t last forever.” Aegis added. “For us, let’s set up a small basecamp here. If the ruins further south are higher level, we’ll want to make sure we get as much experience and resources in this forest before we move on.” Aegis said to them, and they nodded. Lina, Rakkan, and Pyri started on taking out tents and bedrolls out of their inventory, whilst Darkshot headed off into the surrounding forest southward.

 Aegis used the spices he brought with him from Kordas to make several high quality lynx steaks, then cut the branches off of the limren trees to make them weigh as less as possible before asking Rakkan, Pyri and Lina to split them up into their inventories. Unchopped trees took up a lot of inventory space, barely leaving room in their bags for anything else, so Aegis could only hope they’d find someone who knew how to cut the Ironwood soon. He was pinning his hopes on something being written about it in the ancient ruins, but when Darkshot returned he came back with news of something even better.

 “Alright…” Darkshot said as he arrived several hours later that afternoon, clearly out of breath as he approached the campsite in a jog. “This forest is insane.” He said panting, stopping by the campfire to put his hands on his knees whilst the others, who had been sitting around it waiting for him, all stood up and watched him approach.

 “What’d you find?” Aegis asked him.

 “There’s a lynx den that way, it’s almost like a dungeon.” He pointed south west. “I found another limren grove that way, but no others. I think they’re rare.” He pointed south. “There’s a small wooden fort even further south, filled with level 50 NPCs. They aren’t a part of the Kordas Kingdom though, because when I approached, they started shooting arrows at me.” Darkshot explained, causing the others to glance at each other to express their curiosity.

“And lastly, to the east, there’s a small cabin. I couldn’t get close because it was surrounded by thorny plants that started attacking me. But…” Darkshot smiled at Aegis. “The cabin looked like it was made out of a certain type of wood.” He pointed to the hole in the ground where the keeper had been. The body had disintegrated from the gameworld after Aegis had chopped the last of the tree tendrils off of the main body. 

“You think maybe whoever is in that cabin knows how to cut Ironwood?” Rakkan asked Aegis, reading his face to see that was exactly what he was thinking.

“Worth a shot finding out, right?” Aegis smiled back at him. “What about gryphons, did you see any?” 

“Nope.” Darkshot shook his head. 

“Ok, let’s check out the cabin first.” Aegis said as he stretched his arms up towards the afternoon sun.

“I’ll leave Melon here with the camp, it might be a bit too dangerous. Here you go lil Melon, lesser invisibility.” Pyri said while rubbing the snout of the horse, and as she did, Melon disappeared from their sight. 

“You can make stuff invisible now?” Aegis asked, surprised.

“Yup, but just the lesser version. If he makes any attacks or moves too much, it’ll cancel the spell.” She shrugged. “I’m still reading the spellbooks to learn the intermediate spells for my class.” She added as she motioned to the book in her hand titled ‘Multitasking and Multicasting’. 

“Good to know.” Aegis nodded as he snuffed out the campfire. “Lead the way,” he motioned to Darkshot, and Darkshot did exactly that. The five of them walked forward excitedly, a skip in their step as they travelled into the wilderness of the Kolz forest. The trees in this part of the gameworld looked ancient, their gnarled roots curling up out of the ground making loops and mounds in the dirt that they traversed over.

The ground was covered with moss, leaves, and broken twigs with the occasional patches of grass growing wherever sunlight breached the thick canopy above. The ambience of chirping birds, creaking wooden trees and whistling wind remained prevalent alongside the sound of their feet crunching the dry leaves and twigs beneath their leather shoes.The smell of fresh air and natural vegetation filled their noses, making them all feel completely immersed in the forest environment.

As usual, Aegis kept his eyes peeled for any herbs and plants and managed to gather a few strange mushrooms he’d not yet seen before, gaining experience in his herbalism skill. They’d also encountered a few more wild lynx’s in the level 40 range that they took out using bless and standard tactics.

In a one on one fight, the lynx was a lot easier to manage, and Aegis found it was possible to block their attacks and keep them stationary long enough for his party to burn through their HP without much trouble, though fighting more than one in quick succession was too much for his resource pool at the moment.




	Congratulations, you have reached level 32!: 5 attribute points available, +231 health, +93 mana!
Level Up!: Leather Armor Proficiency reached Level 32!
Level Up!: Aura of Beauty reached Level 5!
Level Up!: Challenging Roar reached Level 3!
Level Up!: Avatar of Eirene reached Level 3!
Level Up!: Bless reached Level 32!Level Up!: Heal reached Level 31!
Level Up!: Healing Wind reached Level 32!
Level Up!: Creature Harvesting reached Level 32!
Level Up!: Herbalism reached Level 31!






By the time they’d reached the spot where they could see the cabin that Darkshot spoke of, these were the notifications that Aegis had received. He made sure to put his points into spirit to keep beefing up his mana regeneration as much as possible, hoping to eventually be able to heal through attacks indefinitely. 

“There, it’s beyond those plants, but be careful, if you get too close, they try to grab you.” Darkshot pointed ahead in the forest where a thick patch of bushes could be seen crowding the forest floor. Beyond the bushes was a clearing, and beyond that a small dark wooden log cabin was visible with a lush green circle of grass surrounding it. The cabin had a chimney where a stream of light gray smoke was puffing out of it into the evening sky. 

“How do we want to approach this?” Aegis asked as they stopped a few dozen meters from the bushes, huddling around. 

“I vote we just burn through the bushes with Pyri’s cinderbolt.” Darkshot suggested.

“But what if the person living there is friendly? We’d be destroying their home’s protection. I think we should just try calling out.” Rakkan suggested.

“I can sneak over the bushes and check.” Lina suggested.

“Hm.” Aegis put his hand on his chin. “Forcefully, diplomatically, or stealthily.” He said as he pointed to each of them respectfully. “What do you think, mom?” He turned to Pyri, putting her on the spot. Pyri looked up from her book which she’d been reading. “Uhm, hm… Sneaking and looking first is probably best.” She shrugged after looking at all of their hopeful faces.

“Okay. Lina, you’re up.” Aegis said, and Lina nodded back with determination before moving forward towards the cabin, whilst everyone else took cover behind the nearby trees. Once Lina had gotten close enough to the bushes, she shadowstepped over them into the shade of a tree that towered over the clearing, then shadowstepped into the shadow of the cabin’s walls. Aegis watched anxiously from a distance as she put her back up against the outside wall of the cabin and maneuvered towards one of the windows.

She slowly and cautiously raised her head up so that her eyeline matched the window, allowing her to peek inside. After looking for a second, she lowered her head back down and sent a message through the party interface.

“It’s a level 50 NPC. Not elite, he’s making tea. It looks like a druid, he has a crown of tree branches on his head, and he’s wearing leaf covered robes.” Lina said to them in a whisper.

“Is he friendly?” Aegis asked.

“The other guys I met weren’t.” Darkshot commented.

“I don’t know, we can’t tell unless we try talking to him.” Lina replied. Aegis paused as he looked to the others for suggestions.

“Try knocking?” Rakkan suggested with a shrug.

“Okay, good idea, but everyone get ready incase he tries to attack her.” Aegis said and everyone nodded. Pyri took out her staff, Darkshot took out his longbow, and Rakkan readied his crossbow, while Aegis got as close as he could to the bushes without aggravating them so that he’d be able to heal and guard Lina if needed.

Lina walked around the outside of the cabin, crouching under the windows, until she reached the front door. She took a deep breath, then knocked lightly on the wood. A few seconds later, the door opened and the NPC, a tall elven gentlemen with long green hair and a wooden crown on his head, answered.

He looked startled to see Lina. The first thing he did was look over her shoulder at the bushes growing around his land to check on their wellbeing. 

“Hello.” Lina waved as politely as she could.

“How did you get through my Spikeshrubs?” The NPC asked her.

“I just jumped.” Lina lied with a shrug. 

“Hm… well… hello. What do you need?” He asked her cautiously.

“My friends and I noticed that your cabin is made out of Ironwood…” Lina began explaining, but he interrupted her after she’d said this.

“Friends? Where are they? How many?” He looked around nervously, on high alert.

“Uh, there’s just five of us. They're still in the forest.” Lina explained.

“You’re not with those poachers, are you?” He asked her as he pulled his staff off his back suddenly, startling Lina into backing up and putting her hands on her dagger hilts.

“No, no!” Lina replied flustered. “We don’t know any poachers. We just wanted to know how to cut ironwood.” She replied defensively, and the two stared each other down for a moment.

“Should I shoot?” Darkshot asked anxiously as he watched the scene unfold from behind a tree. 

“Not yet, hold…” Aegis replied cautiously. 

“Hm, I suppose the poachers wouldn’t be smart enough to get over my bushes.” He said before hesitantly lowering his staff, causing Lina to relax and let go of her daggers. “You wish to know how to properly chop and treat Ironwood? That means you’ve defeated one of the Limren Keepers. You must be strong, you and your friends.” the NPC, who Aegis could now make out was named [Ulmat - Level 50], said.

“Yes, we defeated one.” Lina replied.

“But, you do not appear to be the one who wishes to learn to properly chop Ironwood. I sense no woodcutting skills from you. Return to me once you’ve become an intermediate woodcutter, and perhaps we could discuss this further.” He said dismissively, rather like an NPC, as he prepared to close the door.

“Wait, not me, but my party member. He can’t come here though, because of the bushes. Could you somehow let him pass the bushes?” Lina stopped him from closing the door, then turned and motioned behind her across the clearing, where Aegis poked his head out from behind a tree beyond the thorny bushes.

“Ah, yes, I suppose.” He said as he raised his staff again and it began to glow green. A moment later, the thorny branches and bushes began to coil back away from Aegis, forming a small walkway that would allow him to approach the house. “Have all of your friends come through.” He said to Lina.

“C’mon guys.” Aegis motioned them out from hiding, and they all stepped forward beyond the thorny bushes through the path that’d been opened, entering the clearing around Ulmat’s house.

“Yes, I sense you are ready to learn to chop Ironwood, but I’m afraid I will need to ask you a favor first.” Ulmat said to Aegis.

“What’s the favor?” Aegis asked him.

“Recently a group of poachers have taken up residence in the Kolz forest. They’ve been rounding up all of the gryphons in the forest in order to harvest their eggs for various means. Hunting beasts is a part of the natural flow, but they are overdoing it and abusing them. If they are not stopped, I’m afraid that gryphons will cease to exist at all within this forest.” Ulmat explained, and the more he spoke, the more eager Aegis became to take the quest.

“Gryphons are majestic, prideful creatures, but they keep to themselves and cause no harm. To see them caged and treated like nothing more than common farm animals hurts me so, but there are too many of those poachers, and I am too weak to stop them myself. If you shut down the operations of the poachers and free all of the animals they’ve captured, I will gladly teach you to harvest ironwood properly.” Ulmat finished.




	
Quest: Stop the poachers operating within the Kolz forest permanently, and free any and all beasts that they have captured.
Objective:  0/1 Poachers Stopped
Quest Giver: Ulmat, Kolz Forest
Reward: 3,000,000 Experience, [Woodcutting Proficiency: Ironwood]
Difficulty: Hard
Restrictions: At least 10 gryphons must survive.








 Aegis looked to his friends and saw that it wasn’t just him- all of them had gotten the quest and he watched as they all pressed the accept button by pointing their index finger out in front of their faces.

 “You guys can complete it, even though you aren’t intermediate woodcutters?” Aegis asked, surprised as he hit accept himself.

 “Guess so.” Pyri shrugged.

 “Most of the quests are like that, as long as one person in the group is qualified.” Lina explained.

 “Ok. Ulmat, don’t worry, we’ll take out those poachers and save the gryphons.” Aegis replied with enthusiasm.

 “Wonderful, I hope to hear back from you soon.” He bowed politely. “Please leave quickly, though, before the bushes close again.” He motioned to where the opening in the shrubs had formed, and they were slowly creeping back over the opening.

 “Right, c’mon!” The five of them hastily rushed back out of the clearing as Ulmat went back in his house and shut the door. Once they were safely out of the clearing and away from the thorny plants, they huddled once more.

 “How many enemies did you see in that fort to the south?” Aegis asked Darkshot.

 “A lot. Like, a lot a lot. They had an alarm bell tower and everything, surrounded by palisades.” Darkshot explained.

 “Hm. Okay. We’re definitely doing that quest. But we oughta level up a bit first.” 

 “Lynx den?” Rakkan asked.

 “Lynx den.” Aegis confirmed with a nod.

 “Ooh, I always love a nice grinding session.” Pyri said excitedly

“There’s something wrong with you two.” Darkshot groaned as he reluctantly led the way for the group towards where he’d found the lynx den. 

“Huh? There’s nothing wrong with us.” Aegis replied as, in unison, both Pyri and Aegis began doing their punch-kick-pose walking behind Darkshot, and Lina had to put her hand on her mouth to stop herself from laughing at how confidently they did it despite it looking ridiculous. 

“Do you think we’re ready for the next pose yet?” Aegis asked after doing a few.

“No.” Darkshot grumbled back in annoyance. 
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“That’s it, there’s the den right ahead.” Darkshot pointed at the rocky cavern entrance jutting out of the forest floor, a large gnarled tree growing atop it with its roots dangling over the entryway. There was a small clearing in front of the cavern where no grass grew, it was hardened rocky dirt, flattened by the repeated traffic of the lynx that wandered about it. 

 They had a decent vantage point to see the cavern and around it, spotting countless numbers of lynx. They varied in size and level, from as low as level 40 to as high as level 47. There were likely more within the cave, deep inside, but they couldn’t see very far in due to the lack of light. 

 Aegis’ party used the trees of the forest as cover as they took in this information, and Aegis began to ponder a plan.

 “You know, I’ve been thinking…” Aegis whispered to the others, trying not to garner any aggression from the keen hearing of the nearby lynx. “If we really want to start leveling up quickly, we oughta be as efficient as possible, right?” Aegis said, and the others nodded.

 “What do you have in mind?” Rakkan asked curiously. 

 “I’m inventing a new strategy. It’s special, just for us.” Aegis grinned as he went into his inventory, and he pulled out one of his lure mixtures, and some uncooked lynx meat. The moment Darkshot saw it he pulled back.

 “Oh hell fucking no. No.” Darkshot protested, but Aegis ignored him. 

 “You didn’t even hear the name of the strategy yet.” Aegis said as he began mixing the lynx meat into the lure bottle. As he did, a nervous grin grew over Pyri’s face, while Rakkan and Lina both looked anxiously at Aegis.

 “Aegis, those are high level, if they hit you a couple times you will die really quickly…” Lina warned him with a look of worry.

 “Yup, so you better not let them hit me. This strategy is called… hmmm.” He said as he pondered, finishing the lure mixture. 

 “I’m going to have gray hair. At 18 years old. I’m going to step out of my Simbox, and my hair will be gray.” Darkshot mumbled to himself in disbelief as he watched Aegis pouring the lure on himself. 

 “We’ll go with that, let's call this strategy, the gray hair strategy.” Aegis pointed at Darkshot enthusiastically with one hand while he discarded the bottle using his other, and the loud growling cries of nearly a hundred lynx could be heard coming from the den, the stampeding of their paws causing the ground of the forest to vibrate as they charged directly at the party.

 “Whelp, that’s it, see you guys in 24 hours when we can log back in.” Darkshot sighed. 

 “Multicast, cinderbolt!” Pyri shouted, creating a ball of cinders over each of her shoulders, she then shot them forward towards the den and flattened them into large wide pools of cinders overtop of one another, causing all of the lynx to run through both cinderbolts and start taking burn damage.

 “Bless, bless, bless, bless. No need to bless myself, cause, you know. If I stop to hit them, I’ll die.” Aegis smirked awkwardly as he tapped their shoulders to buff them. “See you guys when they’re all dead!” Aegis cheered, then took off dashing, and a second later, the stampede of lynx ran past them, chasing Aegis into the forest. 

 “Rune: Echo!” Rakkan shouted as two of himself ran into the stampede and began swinging wildly at them.

 “Aegis, keep them under the shadows of the forest. This skill is really hard to control…” Lina shouted out after him as she watched the beasts run past her. “Shadow Dance!” She called out, and suddenly she began shifting and teleporting all over the forest and repeatedly appearing, slashing at the lynx nearest to her, then disappearing and reappearing somewhere else.

 “Multishot, piercing shot!” Darkshot shouted, firing three arrows into the herd of cats, enlarging the arrows and making them pass through the targets to hit as many as possible. He had to repeatedly redirect them to avoid having the arrows collide with any trees.

 “Try to keep circling back to keep them in my Cinders!” Pyri shouted out.

 “Got it!” Aegis called back to her, but as he did, he’d realized he severely underestimated just how fast they would be. He’d gotten confidence from outrunning the abysslings back in Arallia, but they were not coordinated and lower level than these. Not to mention, they weren’t cats. Aegis had to utilize the trees around him in the forest to full effect to avoid several pouncing attacks coming at him from behind, making sure to zigzag around the trunks as much as possible as he began to do a wide loop through the forest.

 It took awhile for him to get a sense of how wide to curve himself to avoid getting cut off from any stragglers that were joining the stampede late from inside the den, but his party was able to keep up and continue to barrage them with an endless stream of attacks. 

 “Aura of beauty!” Aegis shouted, looking to convert his mana into stamina for himself. To add to that stamina recovery he pulled out his highest quality lynx steak and bit into it. It wasn’t long before Aegis finished his first full wide loop around the nearby forest, arriving back at the clearing in front of the den. It was here that he could look behind him and get a clear sense of how many lynx were still alive. 

 Pretty much all of them, but the red damage numbers kept ticking on them. Pyri and Darkshot were jogging along beside the stampede to maintain control of their spells while staying a safe distance away. This meant that they were being hit repeatedly by both of Pyri’s cinderbolts and all three of Darkshot’s piercing arrows. 

 Rakkan and Lina took to focusing their attacks on the ones in the front, dealing damage and disrupting their movement to help keep Aegis safe. With their help, and the use of the trees in the forest and their large overgrown roots that protruded out of the forest floor, Aegis was able to stay ahead of the pack. Lina's smokebomb in particular saved his life several times, whenever the lynxes had gotten too close for comfort.

 “I’m getting so much piercing shot experience, and longbow experience. Holy shit! Two levels already!” Darkshot shouted excitedly.

 “All of my skills are going up really fast too! I love AoE grinding!” Pyri squealed with joy.

 “Are you okay Aegis?” Lina called out to him worriedly after he’d kited them for a third loop around the forest. 

 “Yeah, I think I’ve got a good path to run them around now.” Aegis called back to her, audibly out of breath. 

 “They’re starting to go down, the lower health ones are dropping.” Rakkan announced as the party began to get experience messages pop up in their interface.

 “Try to leave one alive for me if you can.” Aegis asked the group. One more full loop around the forest, and by the time Aegis had made it back to the clearing in front of the den a fourth time, there was only one lynx still chasing him.

 “Last one.” Pyri said as she canceled her cinderbolts and Darkshot crashed his piercing shots into the ground. 

 “Ok, phew.” Aegis said with relief as he spun around with his shield ready. “I want to get some skill experience too. Kill it when I’m out of mana please.” Aegis said as the others moved to stand around and watch, all catching their breath. The last lynx remaining pounced forward into Aegis’ shield and he braced it.




	You take 1360 slashing damage.






 “Healing wind, heal.” Aegis cast on himself calmly as he redirected the momentum of the lynx’s pounce away from himself and towards the ground of the clearing around him. The lynx rushed forward a few steps before turning and picking up momentum again to pounce once more. Lina watched Aegis’ mana and health intently in her interface as he blocked and healed through several more attacks to train his defensive skills.

 With his pain threshold, Lina’s marriage experience bonus, and his new class skill, he was gaining massive amounts of experience very quickly, particularly due to this last lynx being level 43. He was able to take the hits and heal himself through it for a full minute before he’d run himself dry of mana, and everyone of his party members stepped in to finish it off quickly.

 With no enemies left, it was time to look at the mass of notifications that Aegis had gotten from the single clear of the lynx den.

 




	Congratulations, you have reached Level 33!: 5 attribute points available, +256 health, +95 mana!
Level Up!: Leather Armor Proficiency reached Level 33!
Level Up!: Shield Mastery reached Level 33!
Level Up!: Aura of Beauty reached Level 7!
Level Up!: Avatar of Eirene reached Level 4!
Level Up!: Bless reached Level 33!
Level Up!: Heal reached Level 32!
Level Up!: Healing Wind reached Level 33!
Attribute Up!: You’ve gained +1 Constitution 
Attribute Up!: You’ve gained +1 Agility






“Did you see that damage? I was doing so much damage.” Darkshot cheered excitedly.

“I’m pretty sure Pyri did most of the damage.” Rakkan pointed out. 

“No way, it was all me.” Darkshot bragged.

“Thanks for the defense, Lina and Rakkan. Really good damage from everyone.” Aegis praised them all.

“Nice kiting.” Lina praised him back with a big smile. 

“Man, that was intense. I need a tea break or something.” Darkshot said as he took a seat on the ground of the clearing.

“No time for a break, we gotta round them up before the bodies despawn, need the leather and meat.” Aegis said as he walked over to the last lynx they took out. He pulled out his creature harvesting tools and got to work, whilst Lina was the first to start scanning around and looking for lynx bodies. Once she’d spotted some she started dragging them towards Aegis, and Rakkan watched her for a bit before joining in.

“Not even a little break?” Darkshot complained as he watched Pyri join in as well.

“We don’t know how long they take to respawn. Once the originals respawn, the body will despawn and Aegis won’t be able to harvest it.” Rakkan explained as he dragged one over, minimizing the movement Aegis would need to do to get around to all of them.

“Fine… but only because I know you’re gonna make some sweet lynx leather armor upgrades for us after.” Darkshot relented as he joined in, and Aegis threw him a thumbs up. Five minutes of quickly dashing around along the area that Aegis had been kiting the beasts, they managed to round them all up. In total they had defeated 65 lynx beasts.

When Aegis had gotten to the last few in his harvesting, he saw a couple of them despawning in front of his eyes whilst he worked in the clearing in front of the den. Glancing around, he saw that inside the den, they’d begun respawning. Luckily they hadn’t noticed him yet, though.

“Whoa, ok, back up guys.” Aegis motioned everyone out of the clearing and they all quickly rushed back into the cover of the forest. “Because we didn’t beat them all at the same time, they’re respawning sporadically.

“That’s like, what, 30 minutes to respawn?” Rakkan asked.

“Sounds about right.” Pyri nodded.

“Good thing I’ve been gathering common herbs… I’ll run out of bottles soon though.” Aegis said as he started fiddling around in his inventory, preparing another lynx lure.

“Wait, we’re doing that again?” Darkshot asked with eyes opened wide.

“Of course! Over and over, until we’re all high enough for the poacher camp.” Aegis spoke as though this was something obvious. Everyone in the group looked at Darkshot with an expression that said ‘how did you not think that was what was going to happen?’. 

“Ok, I guess I’m the weird one for needing a break.” Darkshot stared at them in disbelief. 

“Round two, let’s go.” Aegis said as he, with little warning, poured the next lure on himself and started buffing everyone. 



“Finally, we can relax.” Darkshot sat on a log around the campfire at their campsite. The group was winding down that evening after the sun had set.

“It sucks that you and Rakkan don’t have dreamstate Simboxes, otherwise we couldn’ve kept going all night.” Aegis said as he started working on cooking some lynx steaks over the campfire. Pyri had taken to feeding Melon who was no longer invisible, and Lina was gathering twigs and branches to kindle the flames.

“Yeah, yeah… real shame Rakkan had to log out for the night.” Darkshot replied, clearly lying. The group of them were now all level 37 from having been AoE grinding the lynx beasts all day and harvesting them. The experience slowed down drastically during the last few levels, and Aegis had run out of materials for lures so instead took to repeatedly using his challenging roar skill to keep them all focused on himself. 

He’d also leveled up his defensive skills quite a bit from taking hits from the lynx as long as he could before he ran out of mana, and was now able to take hits from one of them and heal through it for almost 10 minutes, so he’d upgraded from leveling up defensive skills off of one lynx at a time to two. His ultimate goal of course being to be able to tank them all endlessly, but he imagined he’d need to craft better armor for that.

“Well, I guess I’m gonna hop off for the night too and get some shut eye.” Darkshot said as he leaned back and watched Aegis cook for a moment. “What’re you guys gonna do?” 

“I’m going to prep all this meat so we’ll have plenty for the upcoming quests.” Aegis replied.

“I need a shower and to do some stuff around the house.” Pyri said as she finished feeding Melon. “Take care of my horse, okay?” She said to Aegis.

“Yup.” Aegis nodded.

“Cya.” Darkshot waved, and with that, both Pyri and Darkshot logged out, leaving Aegis alone with Melon and Lina. Once Lina had finished gathering a big bundle of sticks and branches for the campfire, she dropped it near the fire and sat across from it from Aegis, watching him cook in silence. Once he’d finished a batch, he leaned back and looked at her.

“Do you think we’re making good time on those lynx monsters?” Aegis asked her curiously.

“Yup.” she nodded with enthusiasm. “I did some AoE grinding like that in my guild, but usually it's with a big raid party so the experience is split more. With five people, it’s going really fast.” She added.

“How long do you think until we move on and find a better place to get experience?” Aegis asked.

“Hm…” she thought for a moment. “The lynx monsters are pretty easy to manage, and easy to gather up. It’s hard to say if we’ll be able to find another spot with higher level enemies like this, but of course higher level monsters are always better. Though, higher level monsters in this game don't just get bigger health and damage numbers, they are harder in general. Most of them have really tough abilities to deal with... It's the main reason why it is hard to reach high levels. That's why most high level players get experience in big guild groups, to make fighting the monsters easier... but of course being in a big group slows the experience down a lot.” Lina went on excitedly, and Aegis could see the twinkle in her eyes she got whenever she could talk about the game freely.

“As long as what we're fighting doesn't deal bludgeoning damage, I'm happy.” Aegis replied. 

“Maybe the ruins to the south have enemies like this. Darkshot said the poachers had crossbows though, so they wouldn’t be good for this strategy.” Lina said.

“Yeah, good point. Things that shoot are not easy to kite or group up.” Aegis replied as he thought on it. After this exchange it went silent for a moment as Aegis found himself staring up at the stars through the canopy, the leaves swaying in the wind above their campsite. After thinking for a while on what to say next, the fact that he was sitting alone with Lina at night sank in and he felt himself starting to get nervous. He thought about what couples do in situations like this, and that made him think of their kiss, but he knew what would happen if they did something like that again.

“I should… I wanted to say sorry.” Aegis said awkwardly.

“Sorry for what?” Lina asked curiously.

“Well, when I did the Hrath’mir quest, I got kicked out of the Simbox for mental stress when that Avatar of Suffering used his attack on me. So, when I think that you felt that same mental stress because of me, it makes me feel bad… so, sorry, I shouldn’t force you to do stuff like that.” Aegis said awkwardly, his face blushing red as he avoided looking at her. He pretended as though he’d spotted something really interesting to stare at in the night sky above.

“Oh, n-no… you don’t have to apologize, you didn’t force me…” She replied nervously, staring down at her toes as she wiggled her leather shoes across the ground in front of the campfire. “It’s just…” she paused, but Aegis' interest was piqued and he looked down from the stars at her curiously. Partly worried, partly excited, he waited for her next words eagerly, but she hesitated for a long while.

“It’s just, when we… you know…” She couldn’t bring herself to say it. “It’s just my game character. I don’t really look like this in the real world… so… I get scared, thinking how…” She paused again with hesitation. Aegis was used to her shy way of talking now though, it didn’t bother him, he waited patiently for her to finish. “I get scared and think, how you wouldn’t want to kiss me, if it was me and not my character.” She finally got the words out. 

“But, why would you think that?” Aegis asked her, confused. He thought about her in the real world and how she looked. He remembered she wore braces but, through his long studying of medical science, he knew all of the practicality behind them and that they weren’t permanent - nothing about that bothered him. 

“Because you are so… pretty, and I'm not really…” She had a sad look on her face as she forced the words out, continuing to fidget anxiously with her feet in the dirt. 

“Heh? What are you talking about? I think you are.” Aegis replied. She blushed red but her sad expression didn’t go away. “If you don’t believe me, we can go on a date in the real world.” Aegis continued after seeing her sad expression.

“Wha?” suddenly life exploded on her face, a flustered anxious stare as she looked up at Aegis in panic. “N-no, no no, we shouldn’t do that. T-that’s not-” She blurted out.

“You don’t want to?” Aegis looked at her worriedly, getting the impression he’d said something wrong. 

“Well, I want to, but… not yet, I’m not ready, yet…” She managed to explain herself, and calmed down a bit afterwards. “I’m sorry… I am being weird, right? I’m… I don’t know what a girlfriend is supposed to do…” Lina said weakly as she went back to staring at her feet and fidgeting.

“No, no it’s okay. It’s not weird. I don’t really know what a boyfriend is supposed to do either… but I know I like being with you.” Aegis replied as he joined in the foot fidgeting.

“I like it too. I like being with you too.” She smiled back, the two glancing up at each other for just a moment before looking away again. 

“We can go out in the real world whenever you are ready, but don’t worry about what you look like, I like you for who you are, not your character’s appearance.” Aegis shrugged.

“Okay…” She replied softly, and it went quiet once more from there, save for a few clops from a wandering Melon around the campsite as she ate patches of nearby grass. Aegis went back to looking up at the sky, and there he spotted the star he'd named his character after.

“Oh, there is Aegis.” Aegis pointed up at it, and Lina tried to look up as well.

“Aegis?” She looked around at the night sky, confused.

“Yeah, it’s the star of Eirene. It’s what I named my character after.” Aegis explained.

“I don’t think I see it…” She said, as from where she was sitting the canopy blocked her view of the stars. Aegis noticed this, and motioned her over.

“That tree is blocking it, you can see it from here.” Aegis said, and Lina scooted around the campfire to where Aegis was. Once she was seated closely beside him, she spotted it.

“Oh, I see it! It’s so bright.”

“Yup. There was another one up there before, but the Avatar of Eirene brought it down and it's what makes the islands float now.” Aegis explained and Lina nodded while continuing to stare. Aegis turned to see her sitting beside him and saw the light of the stars reflecting in her eyes as she looked up at them, but as he did this, she spotted his eyes on hers and slowly turned to look back at him. Then, as their heads got closer, their eyes both moved to each other's lips.

“Do you want to try again?” Aegis asked nervously. 

“Okay…” Lina whispered back weakly as they stared intently at each other. But this time, as Aegis leaned in to kiss her, she vanished before their lips even touched. A second later, she re-appeared just as Aegis was hitting himself on the forehead.

“Sorry, even though you just told me all that… Now it’s even worse. I’m stupid.” Aegis groaned at himself.

“No, it’s my fault! Because we talked, I was so excited…” She replied weakly.

“It’s not painful?” Aegis asked her, confused.

“No… mental stress warnings don’t just come from bad mental stress, it can be from being overwhelmed by excitement, or fear, or lots of other stuff…” Lina explained as she looked back down at her feet. 

“Do you want to try easier stuff instead? You know, what isn’t so stressful…” Aegis suggested.

“Yes.” Lina replied quickly and enthusiastically. “Like, what?” She then asked.

“Uhm…” Aegis shrugged as he looked around, not really sure what to do next. He tried remembering the things that Darkshot had suggested to him, but handholding didn’t seem appropriate here. “Like this, maybe…” Aegis shifted himself to sit closer to Lina, so that their legs were touching, then put his right arm around her waist. She sat stiffly next to him, but shifted her weight slightly in his direction. After a moment, she slowly and cautiously began leaning her left shoulder onto his chest, and Aegis couldn’t help but stare closely at her as her hair brushed against him. His focus went on her breathing, the lifelike realistic breathing of her character inhaling and exhaling could be felt by the arm he had around her waist.

But from here, he was at a loss of what to do next. It took awhile for it to feel comfortable, both of them extremely nervous to be so close, but at the same time happy to be so close to one another, and as moments of silence went by, it slowly began to feel okay. 

“So… my quest was all livestreamed but, I didn’t really ask you much about what you did for yours. What did you have to do to become a Shadow Dancer?” Aegis asked her.

“Oh… well…” Lina began her story of her quest to become a Shadow Dancer. It involved stealing several rare items from heavily guarded locations, and she went into great detail. Aegis listened intently to the entire story as the night went on. He’d expected that Pyri would’ve logged back in at some point, but she never did, and after a while he stopped expecting it, figuring that his mom fell asleep on the couch in their living room or something.

Once Lina had finished her story, Aegis started telling her details about the Hrath’mir quest and Arallia. Though Lina had watched most of it through the video clips and the livestream, she was excited to hear it from Aegis himself and asked him questions about what it was like. 

Eventually, the stress from the day caught up to them, and the two found themselves leaning back on the ground staring up at the stars as the flames from the campfire died down.

“We should probably sleep, so we’re ready for more lynx grinding tomorrow.” Aegis suggested.

“Yeah…” Lina replied. “Can we…” she hesitated asking as she remained laying closely beside him. “Just sleep like this?” She asked with a reddened face. 

“Yeah.” Aegis replied as he looked away, his face blushing red now too. She gently nestled her head on his right arm and pulled herself in close to his right side, whilst looking up at the stars. “Good night.” Aegis said politely as he tried closing his eyes.

“Good night.” Lina replied shyly, and she shut her eyes as well. The two remained laying together like that throughout the night, and while both pretended to have fallen asleep rather quickly, they both stayed awake for quite some time before Lina fell asleep first, followed by Aegis, and the two remained in each other's arms for the entire night.
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Lina woke in the morning to the sound of birds singing in the nearby trees surrounding their campsite. For a moment, she’d forgotten where she was, how she got there, and why she was sleeping outdoors. She’d stayed up so late talking with Aegis after the long day of adventuring that she’d slept through the night like a rock. 

 Her head was resting on something soft, yet firm, and as she came to realize what it was, she nervously lifted her head up. She’d somehow, while sleeping, rolled closer to Aegis’ body and had her head resting on his chest. She looked up to see his head tilted to the side, still fast asleep with one of the bedrolls rolled up and being used as a pillow by him. Rather than stand up, she decided to just keep her head resting on his chest, listening to his heart beating and feeling him breathe in and out. She knew it wasn’t his real heart, or even his real breathing, but it was still Aegis. 

 Her mind began to race, and her heart fluttered excitedly the more she’d settled into the reality that they were boyfriend and girlfriend, they’d kissed, and she could lay on him like this peacefully without needing to feel scared. It was easier to enjoy the circumstances while he was asleep, she didn’t need to worry about anything. She remained laying like this for a while, occasionally peeking her eyes open to catch a glimpse of Melon moving around, cleaning out all of the grass around their campsite happily. 

 As the sun finished rising up over the treeline and the new day began, the smell of morning dew filled her nose. She wished more than anything that the moment wouldn’t end, but it did. Rakkan’s character suddenly formed in front of Aegis and Lina, exactly where he’d logged out the previous day. He looked around confused, then spotted Lina and Aegis laying on the ground as Lina shot upright awkwardly beside the sleeping Aegis, looking at him embarrassed.

 “Oh… sorry.” Rakkan said shyly as he looked away, pretending as though he hadn’t seen anything “So, you guys are like, together now?” Rakkan asked.

 “Mhm…” she said, but a bit too quietly for Rakkan to hear, so she tried a second time. “Yes.”

 “Ok. Well, I guess I’ll just practice my rune over here a bit, while we wait for everyone.” Rakkan said as he started walking away from the campsite.

 “It’s ok, I… I have to log out for a bit anyway. Tell Aegis I’ll be back later.” She said quietly, as not to wake him, then logged out of the game. As Selena climbed out of her Simbox she saw that it was breakfast time and her mom and dad were already sitting at the table in their basement ‘gaming dungeon’, in the middle of all three of the family’s Simboxes. The television on the wall near the dining table was showing Yumily’s livestream as she was rehearsing a song aboard her airship.

 “Oh, hey sweetie. We made some breakfast for you.” Her mom said, while her dad just stared intently at his plate of pancakes like it was the most interesting plate of food he’d ever seen, avoiding eye contact with Selena. Selena noticed the odd behaviour and stared awkwardly at the screen for a moment, trying to think of something to say. She got the feeling that until recently, something else was on the television, and they most likely saw her and Aegis the previous night. 

 “Okay, I’m going to the bathroom first.” Selena nodded, walking out of the room to escape the awkward atmosphere.

 Selena used her time in the bathroom to look at herself in the mirror. First, she smiled at herself, revealing the bracers on her teeth which she disliked, and quickly stopped. Then she turned her attention to her body. She lifted up her shirt to see her stomach in the mirror and grabbed an extra flab of fat that hung off, shaking it. She then did the same thing to her arms, grabbing the loose fat as if measuring it. She repeated this for several parts of her body, ultimately being disgusted with herself, and she let out a loud sigh of frustration. 

 After a few more moments of repeating this process, she marched back out to her parents at the dining table with determination.

 “Mom, I want to lose weight.” She said confidently.

 “Really sweetie?” Her mom asked.

 “Why? You look beautiful the way you are.” Her dad replied.

 “No I don’t.” She huffed back at him.

 “Of course you do. Even that young man Aegis said so.” He motioned to the television, but this got him a nasty glare from both Selena and her mom. Selena decided to ignore her dad for now.

 “How can I lose all my weight, really fast. Like right now.” She said irrationally.

 “Sweetie, you can’t lose weight all at once, it takes time.”

 “But what’s the fastest way?” She demanded to know.

 “Why are you in such a rush?” Her dad asked. 

 “I want to be confident. You know, like Yumily!" She motioned to the television. "I want to be pretty like her too, but in the real world.” Selena replied. 

 “We-” He started answering, but Selena’s mom kicked his leg under the table lightly and made him stop. 

 “Are you doing this for yourself, or for the boy?” Selena’s mom asked her with an inquisitive stare.

 “For myself.” Selena replied instantly. Her mother paused to think on her response for a moment before opening her mouth.

 “Okay. I could lose a few pounds as well. How about I start us on a diet together, okay? But no reckless diets.” Selena’s mom replied to her with a smile.

 “Okay.” Selena nodded back with enthusiasm.

 “That means no more pancakes for breakfast, they’re loaded with sugar and carbs.” Her mom said as she stopped eating her plate of pancakes and dumped it in the trash. “And it would be so nice if your father was supportive and joined in on the diet too, don’t you think?” Selena’s mom said, and both of them stared at her dad as he looked between the two girls, then looked longingly at his plate of pancakes. 

 “Ok, but, just let me finish these, and then I’ll start.” He said as he stuck his fork into the pancakes and got judgemental stares from the two ladies as they watched the pancakes get closer and closer to his mouth. He felt so uncomfortable that he stopped before he got it inside his mouth and sighed. “Fine, no more pancakes.” He relented, dumping his pancakes in the garbage as well.

 “Alright, it’s diet time for the whole family. Let’s get healthy together!” Selena’s mom cheered.

 “As fast as possible!” Selena joined in. 

 “Yay.” Her dad said unenthusiastically.



One in-game week later…


 “I’m just saying, it’s gotta be a record or something.” Darkshot said as he sat off the side of the clearing in front of the lynx den. Rakkan sat cross legged beside Darkshot with his echo copy sitting in front of himself. He was practicing controlling his rune:echo copy by playing rock paper scissors with it while Darkshot watched. Pyri was leaning up against a nearby tree reading a spellbook with the title ‘Flying Without Wings’. Lina was standing away from the group, closer to Aegis, while he had his shield up and was blocking attacks from 5 lynx beasts simultaneously. He had to use guard a few times to stop himself from getting hit, and he had the Aura of Beauty buff as well as a lynx steak buff active which helped maintain his stamina.

 “This is a lot faster than how I leveled my sage.” Rakkan nodded in agreement with Darkshot. 

 “We’re lucky, on other islands a spot like this would be really heavily contested by other players.” Lina said.

 “That’s why Kalmoore’s the best. I told you when I picked the island, right? Remember Aegis?” Darkshot called out to him, but it was clear Aegis was barely listening, too focused on blocking the 5 enemies’ attacks.

 “Huh? Yeah, sure.” Aegis said between heavy breathing. His shield mastery, in fact all of his skills had risen greatly over the past week. The group was now all at level 50, save for Lina who sat at level 52. “Ok, that’s enough.” Aegis said as his stamina dipped close to 0. Hearing this, Lina quickly dashed around the 5 lynx monsters and finished them all off. “I think that’s it for these things, they’re not giving much experience anymore.” Aegis said as he put his hands on his knees to catch his breath.

 “Really? But, they’re just starting to get easier! We killed that last group in less than a minute.” Darkshot replied.

 “Exactly, too easy means bad experience.” Aegis replied, to which Darkshot sighed. 

 “Already rounded up this batch.” Rakkan said as he motioned to a big pile of lynx bodies ready to be harvested.

 “How much leather do you have now?” Pyri asked as she closed her book and looked between Aegis and the pile.

 “Enough to clothe everyone in Rene.” Aegis said with a grin, but he didn’t walk towards the bodies, rather towards the den. “Since we’re leaving, wanna check inside?” Aegis asked the others.

 “Hell yeah, bet there’s treasure in there.” Darkshot hopped to his feet and walked towards Aegis eagerly. 

 “Let's go.” Rakkan nodded, joining in along with the others. The five walked forward under the roots that hung down from the tree above the cavern entrance. The ceiling hung low, forcing them to crouch slightly as they wandered inside. 

 After a short, narrow tunnel of jagged gray stone walls, the den opened up into a large circular cavern with an uneven floor that went up in some spots and down in others. It was pretty big, and dark, but Pyri created her cinderbolt and turned it into a large red ring to illuminate the interior.

 It was easy to see where different groups of lynx would’ve spawned or respawned inside the den, but there weren’t any extra siderooms or boss chambers. There were, however, several large piles of bones made up of various creatures that the lynxes had hunted. Aegis wasn’t sure if these NPC lynx’s actually hunted the beasts and ate them, or if the bones were just there to decorate the environment and add to the immersion. While pondering this, he spotted a shimmer coming from one of the walls of the den, reflecting the light of the cinderbolt ring.

 “Ah, jackpot!” Aegis pointed it out and rushed over.

 “What is it?” Darkshot asked excitedly, moving to stand beside him, but he lost all interest when he saw Aegis pull out his pickaxe. “Oh.” He groaned.

 “Iron! For repairs!” Aegis cheered excitedly as the sound of his pickaxe hitting the iron echoed off the walls around them. After he’d finished mining it, the group gave up on finding treasure and headed back out.

 “That was anticlimactic. I was hoping for at least a treasure chest.” Darkshot said as they stepped back out under the sun.

 “Dens like that aren’t really real dungeons, so they usually don’t have any special loot.” Lina explained to him sympathetically.

 “Bet the poachers have treasure though.” Rakkan suggested as Aegis got to work on harvesting the last batch of lynxes. Once he’d finished, he took a look at his character sheet to check on the state of all of his skills that they’d spent the last few days training up. 




	
Name: Aegis
Title: Lord of Rene [Land Rank: 3 (Village)]
Race: Human
Gender: Male
Marriage Partner: Lina [+25% Experience While Grouped]
Level: 50
Class: Shattered Healer
Health: 14,907/14,907
Mana: 3606/3606
Stamina: 571/571
Hunger: 100/100
Armor Rating: 2605 [28.98% DMG Reduction]

Strength: 62
Agility: 33
Constitution: 102
Intelligence: 11
Spirit: 200
Charisma: 13

Favor:

Eirene: 29,270
Aphrodite: 4,260
Odin: 2,500






	
Equipment

Chest: Direwolf Leather Armor [534 AC][ENCH: +15HP/5s]
Legs: Direwolf Leather Pants [381 AC][ENCH: +15HP/5s]
Feet: Direwolf Leather Boots [172 AC][ENCH: +15HP/5s]
Hands: Direwolf Leather Gloves [184 AC][ENCH: +15HP/5s]
Back: Vestments of Eirene [1 AC] [O1: +25MP/m]
Accessory[2/3]: Simple Ring, Aegis' Bane[ENCH: MindShell]
Mainhand: Iron Shortsword [51-59DMG][ENCH: +16-20HLYDMG]
Offhand: Enchanted Iron Shield of Eirene [1160 AC][O1: +250FVR(Eirene)][O2: -5% ABY][ENCH: +15HP/5s]





	
Class Skills [Shattered Healer]

Heal(Intermediate): Level 53 [+3300HP, 310mp]
Smite(Intermediate): Level 1
Cleanse(Intermediate): Level 1
Bless(Intermediate): Level 54 [15m, +56-58 dmg, 169mp]
Healing Wind(Intermediate): Level 55 [+403hp/3s, 39s, 165mp]
Aura of Light(Intermediate): Level 1 [1mp/3s, 1m]
Avatar of Eirene(Intermediate): Level 25 [4m35s, +29.2%AC, 29.2%HE, +14.6%Aura]
Path of the Stars: Passive [Eirene]: Passive [2/3]
->[1/3]Aura of Beauty(Intermediate): Level 38 [4.8st/5s, 21mp/5s, 2.85m]
->[2/3]Challenging Roar(Intermediate): Level 35 [7,290threat, 216mp, 11.8m]
Gentle Touch: Passive [Eirene]
Light of Eirene: Passive [Eirene]





	
Basic Skills

Shield Mastery(Intermediate): Level 60 [+27.5%]
   Abilities: Brace, Shieldwall, Bash[593-596dmg]
Sword Mastery(Beginner): Level 2
   Abilities: Parry
Unarmed Combat(Beginner): Level 6
Leather Armor Proficiency(Intermediate): Level 58 [+37%AC, +6MS]
Shadow Resistance: Level 10 [10% DMG Reduction]
Fire Resistance: Level 30 [30% DMG Reduction]
Nature Resistance: Level 1 [1% DMG Reduction]
Riding(Intermediate): Level 45
Land Vehicle Mastery(Intermediate): Level 30
Leadership(Intermediate): Level 45
Taming(Intermediate): Level 31





	
Crafting Skills

Mining (Intermediate): Level 31
   Proficiencies: [Copper][Iron]
Woodcutting(Intermediate): Level 30
   Proficiencies: [Pine][Birch]
Herbalism(Intermediate): Level 35
Creature Harvesting(Intermediate): Level 68
Weaving(Intermediate): Level 30
Sewing(Intermediate): Level 30
Refining(Intermediate): Level 33
Blacksmithing(Intermediate): Level 30
Woodworking(Intermediate): Level 40
Alchemy(Intermediate): Level 30
Tanning(Intermediate): Level 30
Leatherworking(Intermediate): Level 30
Artistry(Intermediate): Level 30
Architecture(Intermediate): Level 41
Scribing(Intermediate): Level 30
Cooking(Intermediate): Level 30
Enchanting(Intermediate): Level 30
  Abilities: Enchant Object
Stone Cutting(Intermediate): Level 43
Farming(Intermediate): Level 30
Crafting Mastery(Intermediate): Level 36





	
 








 Once Aegis had put enough of his bonus stat points into spirit and reached 200, he’d realized he wasn’t having issues with mana as much as he was keeping his stamina up while blocking so many hits at once, using his guard skill, and dealing damage with shield bash. He’d quickly begun to understand why the roles of damage, healing, and tank were usually split up between three players - the resource costs to try and perform all three by himself were very high.

 Still, he wasn’t ready to give up on it, and continued to build out his character and find ways to optimize both his mana and stamina usage. With his food buffs and aura of beauty, as well as his now higher spirit and constitution, and the mana regeneration he got from his vestments, he was doing pretty well, he thought. 

 The next major optimization he wanted to make was to improve and upgrade all of their gear so he’d take less damage. He was eager to make a new and improved leather set using the lynx leather, and re-craft his iron shield using the new technique’s he’d learned from studying. All of that would have to wait until they got back to Rene, though. For now, he’d make do with what he had.

 The others had improved a great deal as well. Pyri’s cinderbolts had gotten bigger and now dealt much more damage over a wider area when she flattened them out optimally. Darkshot’s multishot was now firing 6 arrows, up from 3, and his piercing shots were much bigger.

 Lina was able to control her shadow dance much more efficiently, and Rakkan seemed to have a decent grasp on how to use his echo now, not wasting nearly as much time moving it around aimlessly. Occasionally Aegis even had trouble telling which one was the real Rakkan and which one was the copy. 

 “Lead the way to the poacher camp.” Aegis said once he’d finished harvesting the last lynx. He stood up and dusted his leather pants off around the knees.

 “This way!” Darkshot marched forward into the forest, and the group left the lynx den behind them. The party of five traveled together southward through the old forest, climbing over giant gnarled roots that grew out of the ground forming natural arches or bridges. Aegis recognized most of the trees from his studying, and none of them stood out as being higher than tier 2 like birch, so he resisted the urge to chop them down. He’d also had to hold off on gathering herbs now, as his inventory and the inventory of his party members were getting dangerously full due to how much leather he’d gathered over the past week, despite having expanded their inventories as much as his intermediate crafting allowed. 

 Just as they’d begun feeling fully immersed in the wilderness, the mossy forest floor transitioned into a dirt and grass clearing, and beyond the treeline ahead of them they’d spotted a small encampment. 

 It was fortified by a palisade on all sides as far as they could tell, with a large gate made out of logs bound together by rope. There were several carts, crates and barrels stashed up against the wall on the outside near the gate, where two level 50 guards wearing leather armor and wielding crossbows stood watch. In addition to them, Aegis could see several more guards patrolling on top of the palisade walls. Through his architecture skill and his own knowledge, though, he could see that nothing was impressive about the construction of the walls, they didn’t look as though whoever built them put much thought into it, and he could spot a few weak points in the construction with just a quick look around it. 

 “There it is, the poacher camp. If you step out from under the cover of the forest, they’ll start shooting at you.” Darkshot said.

 “Okay, that rules out the diplomatic approach.” Aegis nodded as he huddled in a circle with the others. “We know there’s going to be animals captive inside, but we don’t know how many, or how many poachers there are.” Aegis said, and the others nodded.

 “Maybe I could sneak inside and let the animals out of the cages? That could make it easier to fight them.” Lina suggested.

 “That’s not a bad idea, but the quest says the gryphons need to survive. If we let them out to help us fight, they might die in the process and we’ll fail the quest.” Aegis replied. 

 “So we charge in ourselves?” Rakkan suggested. Aegis looked to the others to see how they felt about the idea, then shrugged.

 “Actually sounds kinda fun.” Aegis grinned. "Wait until I get off a challenging roar, then go to town on em.” He smirked, followed by quickly blessing buff on everyone’s weapons. They all did their last minute preparations, drawing their weapons out, casting their spells and preparing to attack. “Aura of Beauty.” Aegis whispered, exploding in a flash of white light before stepping out from under the treeline to where the guards could see him. 

 “Avatar of Eirene!” He shouted whilst breaking into a sprint towards the front gate of the encampment, causing him to release a second shockwave of light and making his eyes glow pure white. The moment he did this, the guards at the gate and on the wall began shooting crossbow bolts at him, and seconds later a bell began to ring from within the walls like an alarm.

 Aegis lifted up his shield and heard the sound of metal arrowheads clinking off of the front of it as he blocked multiple shots.




	You take 234 Piercing damage.
You take 225 Piercing damage.
You take 249 Piercing damage.






 “Healing Wind!” Aegis shouted as he tapped his chest with his right hand, charging forward with his shield held forward. Once he’d gotten to the first guard by the gate he rammed his shield into him, mainly out of curiosity to see how Eirene would react. He was happy to see that in addition to dealing 600 damage, he didn’t lose any favor, and he’d knocked the guard backwards off his feet and stopped him from reloading his crossbow.

 “CHALLENGING ROAR!” He shouted as loud as he could, and his voice reverberated throughout the sky around them, diminishing the sound of the alarm bell for the moment as it echoed outward. The moment he had, the gate of the camp began to open and a squad of poachers wielding spears charged out to meet him, whilst more poachers appeared on the walls with crossbows.

 Before any more bolts could be shot at Aegis, though, a ball of smoke erupted atop the wall and engulfed them, and a second later Aegis could see that Lina had shadowstepped into her smokebomb on the wall and started attacking the crossbow wielding poachers. 

 Simultaneously, before the charging spear-wielding poachers reached Aegis, they were bombarded with arrows and cinderbolts that flew past Aegis over his shoulder, coming from Pyri and Darkshot as they stepped out of the tree line. And as Aegis turned to the other guard that had been standing in front of the gate, Aegis watched as two Rakkans used charge-strike to crash into the guard with their swords and spears, taking it out after a flurry of blows.

 Rakkan and Aegis continued to push forward side-by-side from there, engaging the spear-poachers head on and passing through the gate. Anytime they were beginning to get overwhelmed, Pyri and Darkshot were able to break up their attacks with powerful ranged support. Simultaneously, they were firing arrows and cinderbolts up on the walls to help Lina take control of it. 

 It wasn’t long before Aegis and Rakkan had made their way a good few meters into the encampment to see the numerous tents and cabins set up within it, as well as many caged beasts lining the dirt paths between the structures. 

 There were significantly more poachers than they’d been anticipating, however, and Aegis knew when he saw them that they were in for a long battle. Rakkan and Lina were close enough to gain the benefits of his aura of beauty, but he wanted to make sure he didn’t need to worry about using any mana on them for healing.

 “Challenging Roar!” He shouted a second time now that they were fully within the palisade walls of the camp. A few moments after, Lina, with the help of Pyri and Darkshot, took complete control of the walls near the gate they’d entered from, and both Darkshot and Pyri jumped atop them while Lina moved further across the walls to continue smoke bombing and attacking the crossbow wielding poachers along it. 

 With elevation, Pyri and Darkshot had an easier time supporting Aegis and Rakkan with their ranged attacks, and they were both able to get more reckless with their area damaging abilities. Darkshot began using carefully aimed rain of arrow attacks, causing dozens of arrows to pour down on the spear-wielding poachers as they gathered in formation towards the center of the camp, preparing to charge Aegis and the two Rakkans. 

 “Heal.” Aegis casted on himself, making sure to stay as healthy as possible. 

 “Aegis!” Lina shouted suddenly, causing him to look up at her on the walls some distance away. Once he saw her, he noticed her pointing towards the eastern end of the camp, and he followed her finger to see what she’d been pointing at.

 A very large creature was stomping towards him and Rakkan, towering above the other poacher NPCs. [Beastmaster Mak’rog - Level 60] sat above his head. He didn’t look human, though he was humanoid in form. He was a gigantic beast of a creature with pale pink skin, covered in bulbous muscles and giant broad shoulders. He was wielding a long leather whip in his left hand, and a large barbed club in the other. His face was covered in scars like claw marks, with an eyepatch over one eye and no hair - his left ear was missing a chunk at the bottom. 

 “Kill them and feed them to the gryphons!” He roared at Aegis and his party angrily as he approached, revealing very few jagged yellow teeth within his mouth as he did.

 “Clean up the small guys first, I’ll keep him busy.” Aegis shouted to his group.

 “On it.” Rakkan nodded as he focused on clearing the spear-wielding poachers out from around Aegis whilst Mak’rog stomped towards him.

 “Be careful, that is an ogre! They’re really strong!” Lina called out worriedly to Aegis as she saw Mak’rog closing in on him.

 “Challenging Roar!” Aegis shouted one last time for good measure, then prepared his shield as Mak’rog lifted up his club and prepared to swing it down him.
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	You take 3530 Bludgeoning damage. 






 The message appeared the moment that Mak’rog’s club smashed into Aegis’ shield, causing his knees to buckle from the force. Excruciating pain shot through his arm down his spine to his knees for two seconds. He struggled to recover from the blow quickly, but he had no choice as Mak’rog pulled back his other arm and lashed the whip out at Aegis. Aegis quickly sidestepped the strike, causing the whip to slash into the ground and leave an imprint in the earth where it had hit.

 Looking around, he saw that there were too many other enemies left for him to expect any assistance anytime soon, and knew he’d be handling Mak’rog on his own for awhile. Not wanting to just be a punching bag any longer, he charged forward between the whip and the club as Mak’rog pulled them both back to prepare to strike again. Aegis lept into the air and thrust his shield forward into his chest, dealing 600 bludgeoning damage and causing Mak’rog to fall back a step.

 “Yeah, bludgeoning damage doesn’t feel so good, does it?!” Aegis shouted at Mak’rog angrily as he fell back to the ground. “Heal.” He cast it on himself in the time it took Mak’rog to recover. Several poachers with spears maneuvered around Mak’rog and Aegis and attempted to flank him, but Rakkan stepped in with his echo to cut them off, parrying their strikes and forcing them to engage with him, despite their desire to attack Aegis due to his challenging shouts.

 In addition, Aegis watched as two poachers with crossbows had climbed onto the roof of a nearby log hut and were taking aim at him, but just before they shot, a smoke bomb exploded around them and Lina teleported atop the hut with shadowstep to engage them. He was in the clear to focus on just Mak’rog, thanks to his party members. 

 Mak’rog recovered from the blow and prepared to lift his club arm back and swing at Aegis once more, but Aegis wasn’t in the mood to get hit with bludgeoning attacks, if he could help it.

 “Guard!” Aegis shouted, projecting his shield under the bicep of Mak’rog, which prevented him from building up any forward momentum with his club arm, and stopped him from swinging it forward entirely. Frustrated by this, Mak’rok took a step back away from the shield projection and pulled his whip arm back instead, lashing it horizontally at Aegis, but Aegis ducked underneath the strike, then jumped up into the air and this time kicked off of Mak’rog’s chest to get more height and slammed his shield into Mak’rog’s head, dealing critical damage.




	You deal 1203 Bludgeoning/Holy damage. 






 As Mak’rog stumbled backwards and lost his balance from the strike, Aegis began to fall back down to the ground, now three meters up in the air from his jump, but he was at perfect eyeline with Mak’rog’s huge body.

 “Guard.” He shouted, creating a projection of his shield underneath his feet to catch himself, then launched forward off of the projection towards the backwards stumbling Mak’rog, only to bash him in the head a second time with his shield.

 This second critical hit was enough to make Mak’rog lose his balance completely, causing him to fall backwards and crash onto the ground, two poachers getting stuck underneath his large body. Aegis followed him down with the forward momentum of his leap and ended up landing on his chest as he lay flat on his back.

 “Sucks, doesn’t it? Bludgeoning hurts, right?!” Aegis shouted angrily, all of his pent up aggression from taking painful bludgeoning attacks up until this point in the game was being released on this poor, unsuspecting area boss. Aegis quickly stepped up Mak’rog’s chest to his neck, then leapt into the air above his head and slammed his shield down on Mak’rog’s face with his full weight behind the strike, dealing another critical strike. He was getting ready to do it again, but looked up and saw a poacher charging at him with a spear. Aegis jumped forward off of the head of Mak’rog to land on the ground behind it, just barely letting the spear slide past him as he slammed his shield into the poacher, sending the poacher stumbling backwards.

 Just as the poacher was recovering from the strike and preparing to lunge at Aegis again, a big ball of cinders flew down from above and engulfed the poacher in flames, causing him to flail about and try to brush them off himself in a panic. Aegis turned to see Pyri standing on the wall several meters away, and she threw him a thumbs up, then Aegis saw that Mak’rog was attempting to stand back up.

 “Oh no you don’t. Guard!” Aegis shouted, creating a projection of his shield on top of Mak’rog’s chest, causing him to bump into it and lose his momentum he was using to stand back up. The projection shattered and caused Aegis to take 200 bludgeoning damage for blocking his movement in this way, but it was enough to force Mak’rok back to the ground where Aegis could slam his shield into the top of his head. 

 “Puny human!” Mak’rog shouted angrily. He dropped his club and tried to grab at Aegis with his large chubby fingers, but Aegis jumped backwards to avoid it, whilst Darkshot fired several arrows at more poachers that’d begun to surround him. Mak’rog used the time to quickly get up onto his knees though, and turn to face Aegis in a kneeling position while lashing his whip out at Aegis. The whip came at Aegis at an angle that he couldn’t dodge. 

 “Guard!” Aegis blocked the whip with the shield projection, which freed him from having to use his actual shield. He wanted to use his actual shield for bashing, given that Mak’rog’s head was still close enough to hit whilst he was in this kneeling position. Aegis leapt into the air as the whip wrapped around his shield projection.




	You take 4116 slashing damage






 Unable to brace attacks with guard meant that guarded attacks usually hurt more, but Aegis had enough health and mana to sustain through that easily. He was more eager to feel the satisfying impact of his shield bashing into Mak’rog’s face. It made a loud whacking sound as he dealt another critical strike.




	You deal 1219 Bludgeoning/Holy damage. 






 He wondered what Eirene would think of him, if she’d seen him repeatedly bashing this ogre in the face, but decided she must be okay with it, as he wasn’t losing favor with her. That ran through his mind as he watched Mak’rog open his mouth to roar out angrily at Aegis after this last strike. 

 “Healing wind, Heal.” Aegis cast on himself, filling his health back to nearly full. 

 “It’s fun right? This is what I was trying to get you to do from the very beginning!” Darkshot shouted to Aegis across the battlefield as he saw the satisfied smirk on Aegis’ face as he prepared to bash Mak’rog’s head with his shield again.

 “I’m just giving them a taste of their own medicine. These bludgeoning monsters, they don’t know how painful it is!” Aegis yelled back. This time, as Mak’rog stumbled backwards and fell on his back again, he took the time to look at his party interface and saw that both Rakkan and Lina had lost some health. “Healing wind, Healing wind!” He shouted, aiming the spells at them to help them start recovering health. “Challenging Roar!” He shouted after, trying to make sure the enemies stayed focused on him rather than his allies. 

 From that point onward, the battle only got easier. The number of poachers began to lessen thanks to the onslaught of attacks from Aegis’ party members, and due to that, Aegis had an easier time keeping Mak’rog off of his feet and preventing him from landing any serious attacks on Aegis.

 Without any elite or boss enemies in the camp, the group was able to, after 15 minutes of fighting them, wipe out all of the poachers, and focus their attacks on Mak’rog alongside Aegis, long after Aegis’ Avatar of Eirene spell had worn off. One by one, Aegis recast bless on his allies as they started their assault on Mak’rog. 

 Despite Mak’rog being higher level than them, once they’d all started focusing their damage on him he went down in less than a minute with a final blow from Aegis ceremoniously slamming him in the face with his shield for the last time. Mak’rog let out a painful grunting roar as he fell down, and his body disintegrated into nothing, leaving behind a blue item orb. The orb cracked open and revealed a scroll case.

 The party looked at it as they gathered around, Pyri and Darkshot hopping down off the palisade walls whilst Lina, Rakkan and Aegis took a minute to grab their breath. Even with Aura of Beauty and high quality food stamina buffs, they’d been flirting with their empty stamina bars towards the end.

 “I gotta keep leveling that aura and make better food.” Aegis said between breaths as he looked at Lina and Rakkan. Lina put her hands on her waist and leaned backwards, looking up to the sky with heavy breathing, while Rakkan looked at him and gave him a nod.

 “Why’re you guys looking so tuckered out?” Pyri smiled deviously as she approached.

 “Magic users.” Rakkan shook his head at her when he saw her stamina was still nearly full. 

 “What’d he drop?” Darkshot asked excitedly while motioning to the scroll. Aegis walked over and looked at the item card.

 “It’s another land deed… for this camp.” Aegis said as he added the scroll to his inventory, looking at the encampment around them.

 “Oh, that’s interesting.” Pyri commented.

 “You gonna register it?” Rakkan asked.

 “No, Rene’s enough… probably just sell it to the Night Hunters or something.” Aegis shrugged. His voice trailed off as he’d gotten distracted by all of the cages of various beasts spread about the camp, mixed in between the tents and cabins. Inside them, bound by manacles, were not just gryphons, but lynxes and elk-creatures, and even things that resembled crocodiles. Most were around level 50 to 60 and looked badly wounded, with low health or with some form of sickness.

 “Let’s free all these guys.” Aegis instructed them, and the group nodded. “Start with the gryphons, just incase the other beasts turn hostile.” He added as they fanned out around the camp. As Aegis heard the sound of Rakkan breaking one of the cages open with his longsword, Aegis found himself gravitating towards a large iron cage with a snowy white gryphon huddled in the corner, manacles around its front legs that were connected to a chain that wrapped around the bars at the back of the cage.

 Something about the gyphon felt familiar. He knew there was no way it could be the same one from the Hrath’mir quest, but as he approached, it looked up at him with its wide blue eyes without lifting its head. Aegis stared back at the beast, mesmerized for a moment, before taking the bottom of his shield and slamming it against the padlock that was keeping the cage door shut. It took a few strikes to break the lock, but once he had, he opened the cage.

 The gryphon apprehensively stood up and cowered as far back into the cage as it could go as Aegis took a step inside of it.

 “It’s ok, I’m not going to hurt you.” Aegis held his hand out in a friendly manner as he slowly stepped forward. He used what he had learned from leveling his taming skill on the Hrath’mir gryphon to try and keep this one calm. It was smaller, looked younger, and weaker than the other, but also much more fearful of humans. “Healing wind.” Aegis whispered, and a light white magic shot out of his fingertips and wrapped itself around the gryphon, slowly restoring it to health.

 From there, Aegis knelt down and stopped moving closer, and instead waited patiently with his hand extended for the gryphon to make the next move. It was a few moments of the two staring at each other, the gryphon sniffing the air around Aegis with the nostrils on its beak as it jutted its head forward towards him, then cautiously pulled it back.

 Finally, it let out a weak squawking sound and took a step forward with his manacled talon front legs, the talons tapping on the bottom of the cage and drawing attention to them. Aegis could see that, despite it being a beast in a game, the game had simulated the effects of long term captivity realistically, and the talons looked weakened and blunt with cracks. 

 Seeing this, Aegis figured it was likely very hungry, and he went into his inventory and pulled out a high quality lynx steak that he’d prepared. He held it out for the gryphon to eat, and the gryphon sniffed it before pulling back disinterested.

 “Oh, right, it’s seasoned. You probably prefer this.” Aegis said as he put it back in his inventory, then took out a raw piece of lynx meat that he hadn’t cooked yet. This, the gryphon happily accepted, quickly snatching it out of Aegis’ hand and gulping it down its throat a second later. “You must be really hungry, being stuck in here so long, huh lil guy?” Aegis whispered to it as he took another piece of meat out, and the gryphon snatched that up and ate it too. 

 “I’m going to break this chain so you can step outside the cage, okay?” Aegis said to the gryphon, motioning his shield towards the chain that was bound to the gryphons manacles. The gryphon moved to the back of the cage again, and Aegis took this chance to slam his shield down on the chains. It made a loud metallic slamming noise and took a good 10 hits to break one of the chain links, in turn causing Aegis to lose way more durability on his shield than he’d lost throughout the entire fight.

 “Ok, you’re free to come out now.” Aegis said as he backed out of the cage and motioned the gryphon outside. The gryphon apprehensively stared at him, then slowly stepped out of the cage behind him. Just as the gryphons feet touched the dirt, Aegis got a quest notification that the quest had been completed. He looked up to the sky and saw dozens of gryphons were flying away off into the sky, and looking around he saw that his party were making quick work of the cages.

 “Let me try to get those off of you, okay? I’m not going to hurt you.” Aegis said as he pointed at the manacles around its legs. The gryphon sat down on its bottom once he’d said this, and stretched his talons out in front so Aegis could easily see the manacles. “Oh, right, I remembered. Gryphons can kind of understand talking, right?” Aegis asked, but to this the gryphon just stared blankly back at him. He knelt down and began to fidget with the manacles. He was happy to see there wasn’t a lock, only a mechanism that kept them closed. They were designed for specifically beasts, and anyone with opposing thumbs could easily squeeze the mechanism and release the manacles.

 Once he had, the gryphon squawked excitedly and pawed around in the dirt, enjoying its newfound freedom, looking up at the flock of gryphons soaring away in the sky above.

 “You probably want to join them. But, if you want, you can stay with me. We could be friends.” Aegis said hastily, once he’d spotted the gryphon looking up at the sky. “I’ll give you all the meat you want, and we can explore this world together. I won’t ever put you in a cage.” Aegis promised, and the gryphon looked back in his eyes again, as if considering the opportunity. The sound of a few more cages being broken around the encampment echoed against the walls of the palisade around them as Aegis and the gryphon stared at each other.

 Eager to get his own flying mount, Aegis decided to work hard on convincing the gryphon, this time pulling out 5 uncooked lynx meat and holding them out to the gryphon. The gryphon was much more apprehensive about snatching and eating them this time. It looked between Aegis, and the other gryphons flying away, then back to Aegis. Eventually, though, it snatched the meat out of his hand and gulped it down its throat, then in a friendly manner it moved forward and nudged the top of its beak and snout into Aegis’ chest.
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 “Hah, I guess that’s a yes.” Aegis smiled as he gently stroked the top of the gryphons head. It let out a friendly light squawk as Aegis stroked it, gently shaking the feathers of its wings. “Once we free every animal here, we’ll go back to our camp near the river where you can drink and wash up.” Aegis said, and it squawked back at this. 

 “Oh, it likes you! That’s so cute!” Pyri said excitedly as she’d finished with the cages on the side of the encampment she’d gone to, and arrived back at where Aegis was. Her voice drew the attention of the others who were finishing up and they all approached, looking at the gryphon that sat beside Aegis proudly and glanced between them.

 “These are my friends. That’s Lina, Pyri, Rakkan, and Darkshot. Guys, this is my new friend gryphon. They’re pretty smart, I think they understand what we say, mostly.” Aegis introduced everyone.

 “Hi Mr. Gryphon.” Lina waved with a smile.

 “Sup…” Rakkan waved awkwardly.

 “Hey buddy.” Darkshot said.

 “He’s a big ol’ cutie. I mean, he’s no Melon, but the wings are pretty.” Pyri waved, to which the gryphon squawked at her. 

 “What are you going to name it?” Rakkan asked. Aegis suddenly got incredibly anxious.

 “Uh, I don’t know…” Aegis shrugged. “Gryphie…?” Aegis suggested.

 “Seriously?” Pyri looked with disapproval.

 “What? It’s better than Spoodie.” He said defensively.

 “Not really.” Pyri replied.

 “I hate coming up with names. Do you guys have any suggestions?”

 “How about, Darkwing.” Darkshot suggested.

 “It’s a snowy gryphon, that makes no sense.” Rakkan replied to him, but to this comment, Lina’s eyes suddenly went wide with excitement.

 “You could name him Snowflake…” She suggested, though she lost her confidence towards the end of her sentence.

 “Ooh, that’s a good one!” Pyri said excitedly.

 “That’s a good pet name.” Rakkan agreed.

 “What do you think, you like the name Snowflake?” Aegis asked the gryphon and it squawked excitedly. “Okay, it’s official, his name is Snowflake.” Aegis declared. “Let’s finish up freeing the other animals and head back to our camp so Snowflake can get some water, I think he’s thirsty.” Aegis instructed, and the others did exactly that. 

 They had to be cautious against releasing the other creatures from their cages, as most of the others were hostile monsters typically, but none showed any aggression to the party and were all eager to escape the poachers camp.

 “Do you think the poachers will respawn?” Aegis asked as the party exited through the gate that they’d entered from, making their way north across the clearing towards the treeline of the forest.

 “Nope, I think it’s a quest area. Like the Darxon hideout. That’s why it dropped a land deed.” Lina replied.

 “That’s good, that means the gryphons will be safe in this forest from now on.” Aegis said as he gave one last look at the palisade walls. Snowflake let out a playful squawk after hearing this. 

 It wasn’t long before the group had made it back to their campsite, seeing Melon still waiting around patiently. Aegis led Snowflake over to the water and watched as he stuck his beak into the river and started gulping water down, and shortly after he jumped in and soaked his fur and feathers, spinning in the slow flowing water excitedly and pouncing in it, causing water to splash up at the others as they watched from the riverbank.

 Watching the gryphon reminded Darkshot of his own egg and he opened up his inventory to check on it, only to see the itemcard had an alert on it.

 “Guys!” Darkshot shouted excitedly. “Aegis isn’t the only one getting a new pet today!” He quickly took the egg out of his inventory and cradled it in his hands. All eyes turned to the egg, including Snowflake's, and they watched as the outer shell slowly began to crack, the egg shaking in the palms of Darkshot’s hand.

 “Oooh, I wonder what it's going to be!” Lina said excitedly as everyone gathered around, leaning in and looking closely at the cracking egg.

 “I bet it’s going to be a chicken.” Aegis said.

 “A dove.” Rakkan said.

 “Phoenix.” Darkshot said confidently. A few more cracks and shakes, and the top of the egg broke off, allowing for a tiny head to poke through, and slowly, the nameplate of the bird became visible to the group.
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“Peep.” The little chick squeaked as it poked its head enthusiastically out of the shell, taking it in its first view of the world. It looked up curiously at Darkshot as he cradled it in his hands. “Peep peep.” It continued, turning its head sideways curiously as its eyes met this strange creature that was holding it, as if to say, ‘are you my mommy?’. Darkshot, however, looked at it with an expression of sheer disappointment. 

 Lina, Aegis, Pyri and Rakkan opted to stay quiet once they’d seen the nameplate above the birds head. [Kalmoorian Pigeon - 1].

 “I thought pigeons cooed. You know, like, ‘coo’.” Rakkan tried to imitate a pigeon sound.

 “Not when they’re babies. They just peep as babies.” Aegis explained.

 “Ah.” Rakkan answered.

 “How long do they take to grow up in this game?” Pyri asked monotone.

 “Not long… I think maybe a week or so.” Lina replied monotone.

 “Ah.” Pyri answered.

 “Well, good luck raising it.” Aegis patted him on the shoulder, and with that, everyone silently walked away to leave Darkshot with his baby pigeon as it peeped at him excitedly a few more times. Pyri, Lina and Rakkan silently made their way back to the campsite while Aegis hopped in the river with Snowflake and started helping him wash himself, scrubbing dirty spots of fur under his wings. 

 “Peep peep.” The pigeon continued innocently, not understanding the stare of Darkshot’s utter disappointment.

 “It’s not even, like, a magic pigeon. A flame pigeon, I could work with. Even a dark pigeon. But, it’s just a pigeon.” Darkshot mumbled as he looked from the baby pigeon over to Aegis as he washed his gryphon. “Aegis, trade me.”

 “Huh? No way. Snowflake isn’t an object, he’s my friend.”

 “So what? He can be my friend too.” Darkshot persisted with desperation.

 “A gryphon won’t work with your ranger skills. You need a small bird that can fly, don’t you?” Aegis asked him curiously.

 “I’ll just never use those skills, it’ll be fine.”

 “Aw c’mon, it looks cute enough.” Aegis motioned to the little chick hopping in his hands.

 “I don’t need cute, I need a bird of fury. Flames, darkness, destruction. What the heck can a pigeon do? It can’t even hunt mice like a falcon, or a hawk.” Darkshot sighed.

 “Pigeons are actually really smart birds, you know. In olden times, they used them to send messages.”

 “We’re not in olden times, we’re in a fantasy world. Who the hell even designed and put pigeons in this game? Of all the animals to bring into this game from the real world, why the hell would you choose a pigeon?” Darkshot shouted angrily at no one in particular. “Gyphons make sense, they’re super cool.” Darkshot motioned to Snowflake with a nod, and he squawked excitedly. “But, pigeons?” 

 “Peep!” The pigeon said as it nestled itself comfortably into Darkshot’s hand.

 “Well, it is a Kalmoorian pigeon, not just a pigeon. You don’t know for sure, maybe it gets some cool powers when it becomes an adult.” Aegis shrugged back at him. Darkshot looked at the little baby bird as it rested its head snugly in his hand.

 “You think so?” He asked with a shimmer of hope filling his heart. The cuteness of the baby bird was slowly starting to win him over as he looked at its tiny body laying in his palms. trying to get comfortable.

 “Maybe. Who knows.” Aegis replied. Darkshot stared intently at the baby bird and cupped it with one hand carefully so he could gently stroke it on the head with the finger of his other hand. 

 “It is kinda cute…” Darkshot admitted reluctantly. “I bet it grows really big, and I’ll be able to fly on it’s back. Or, it breathes fire. Come on little guy, lets get you some food.” He said in a babying voice as he started walking back towards the camp. Once he was gone, Aegis turned to snowflake.

 “It’s just going to be a regular pigeon, isn’t it?” Aegis asked.

 “Squawk!” Snowflake nodded with enthusiasm. 



 “And, once you cut it on the sides like that, you go for the top, then the bottom.” Ulmat finished his demonstration to Aegis on how to properly cut the Ironwood logs outside of his cabin, on the grassy fields of the clearing surrounded by the spiky shrubs.




	You have unlocked the Woodcutting Proficiency: [Ironwood]






 

 He got the message after completing the quest and gladly turned it in. In addition, he got another level up message, putting him up to level 51 thanks to the experience reward of the quest. 

 “Ok guys, lay ‘em out. Let’s do this.” Aegis motioned to the others and they all took the uncut limren logs out of their inventories. Melon and Snowflake were watching them safely from outside the ring of shrubs as Aegis pulled out his woodcutting axe and got to work on the logs. 




	
Acquired: Ironwood [Quality: 11%]
Acquired: Ironwood [Quality: 16%]
Acquired: Ironwood [Quality: 13%]








“Much better than 0, still got some leveling up to do before I get the best quality though.” Aegis commented as he made the rounds on the trees. Cutting them into workable logs significantly reduced the space and weight they used up in inventories, but he’d still need to use woodworking to cut them into planks once they’d gotten back to Rene.




	Level Up!: Woodcutting reached Level 32!






He’d noticed that these logs were giving a lot of experience compared to cutting birch, but after he’d gotten that message, he ran out of things to cut.

“You said you scouted another limren grove, right?” Aegis asked Darkshot as he continued to gently hold his baby pigeon in his hands. 

“Huh?” Darkshot looked up from the bird, distracted. “Oh, uh, yeah, there’s at least one more in the forest.” Darkshot nodded.

“You guys up for a rematch?” Aegis asked, and everyone looked back at him eagerly. The party said goodbye to Ulmat after he gave them formal thanks for saving the gryphons, then left the cabin with their pets and followed Darkshot towards the grove of limren trees.

Sure enough, at the center of the trees was another hill, but this time the party had been prepared for it. Darkshot left his pigeon, who he’d named Darkwing, with Snowflake to look after before joining the others in fighting the keeper. 

Aegis pre-emptively activated all of his buffs for the group before whacking the hill at the center of the grove to draw out the Keeper, after which he used challenging shouts to hold its attention while everyone else laid into it. Compared to the last time they’d fought one, the second time it died in under 30 seconds.

“Damn we’re awesome.” Darkshot cheered as it fell.

“I’m gettin’ the hang of this echo:rune. I’m thinkin’ I’m ready to start learning a new rune.” Rakkan said excitedly.

“Good, cause once we chop these up, we’re heading for the ruins.” Aegis said as he got to work on the Limren Keepers tendrils. Once he’d finished, the adventure continued southward through the Kolz forest. While their week-long stop in the forest had proven extremely beneficial, they were now all eager to explore somewhere new and fight new enemies.

With their camping and traveling gear gathered up from the previous campsite, they moved with determination through the forest, further from civilization. They followed along the river southward as instructed for nearly a full day of walking. In that time, Darkshot continued to bond with his tiny bird and fed it bugs and worms that Aegis’ had found anytime he inspected and gathered a new unfamiliar herb. He’d stopped gathering one’s he’d seen before in lieu of the fact that everyone’s inventories were getting stuffed.

Pyri kept to riding on the back of Melon and reading the intermediate spellbooks, trying to learn them. At this point she’d managed to fully assimilate the Multicast and Fly spells into her repertoire, and was now working on reading a spell called Pyroclasm.

“What’s that spell?” Aegis asked her late that evening, after he’d spotted the title between scratching the feathers on snowflakes head. 

“Oh, this one? Pyroclasm.” Pyri replied matter-of-factly.

“Well, I can see that by the title of the book. I meant, what’s it do?” Aegis asked her curiously.

“Oh. It’s a channeling spell, but it’s a bit different than cinderbolt. While channeling it, you can’t move, and it just keeps draining your mana and getting bigger. The longer you channel it, the bigger it gets and the more damage it will deal, but it also starts costing more and more mana to keep growing it, the bigger it gets.” Pyri explained as she looked over the top of the book.

“So it’s like a really big damaging spell?” Aegis asked excitedly.

“It can be.” Pyri shrugged.

“It’s really hard to use that spell, so most wizard’s don’t bother.” Rakkan joined the conversation. “If you take any damage while you are channeling it, the spell cancels.” He explained. “It also gets really expensive to keep channeling it, and the projectile is really slow moving so even non-elite mobs can see it coming and dodge it. And then, you’re out of mana.”

“Oh… doesn’t sound that good then, does it?” Aegis replied, looking at Pyri curiously.

“Mm, I guess, but if I have a nice big protector in front of me while I channel it, I might be able to make it really big. It looked interesting, so I took it.” Pyri shrugged.

“How’d you get those books by the way? Intermediate spell books are expensive.” Rakkan asked her curiously.

“I just borrowed them.” She said while avoiding looking at him, staring back down at the book.

“They let you borrow books from the Kordas Wizard Tower?” Rakkan asked her, surprised.

“Yup.” She said hastily, but Rakkan remained looking at her suspiciously. 

“Do you think I could pet him?” Lina asked nervously as she walked beside Snowflake, opposite him from Aegis.

“I dunno, what do you think Snowflake? Can Lina pet you?” Aegis asked, and Snowflake glanced between the two of them before letting out a squawk.

“What’d he say?” Lina looked at Aegis excitedly.

“Uh… I think that was a yes.” Aegis shrugged. “I don’t actually know.” He added in a whisper to Lina. 

“Okay…” She cautiously reached forward and gently placed her fingers on his head, but the moment she made contact, Snowflake forcefully nudged his head into her hand as if to pet himself. Lina let out an excited huff of air as she did it, shocked at first, but eventually followed through with the stroke and ran her hand down his neck through his feathers. “He’s really soft.” Lina smiled at Aegis. Snowflake squawked at this. 

“When did that happen, by the way,” Darkshot pointed at Snowflake’s white nameplate above its head. It no longer said gryphon, but instead showed [Snowflake - Level 50]. 

“Huh… I dunno, I didn’t really notice it. Look.” Aegis pointed at the bird in Darkshot’s hands, and it too had changed. It no longer said Kalmoorian Pigeon, but instead was labeled as [Darkwing - Level 1].

“Weird… is it because we named them?” Darkshot asked as both he and Aegis looked to Lina and Rakkan expectantly.

“I dunno.” Rakkan shrugged.

“Me either.” Lina replied curiously.

“Melon was already Melon when I got her.” Pyri added.

“You know… hm…” Aegis said as he put his hand on his chin, going deep in thought.

“What is it?” Lina asked.

“When I was in Arallia, there were a lot of soldiers and guards on the walls, in the city, and in the palace. All of them were named Arallian Guard, or Arallian Soldier, but Celestian, even though he was a guard, had his own name. He had it before we even got to the city I guess. Because of Clara?” Aegis wondered out loud.

“What’re you thinking?” Darkshot asked him, seeing that Aegis seemed to have figured something out.

“I can’t be sure… but I’ve got a theory. I’d given up on trying to figure out how to make NPCs elite on purpose, but… Well, I’ll have to wait until we’re back in Rene to test it out.” Aegis concluded. The group continued walking on through the forest a bit longer, but as the sun began to set they saw that the density of the trees around them began to lessen significantly.

In addition to the number of trees going down, their size and health seemed to diminish, and the ground transitioned from moss, twig and leaf covered ground to patches of grass and dry dirt, and soon enough a loud howling wind could be heard in the distance. Walking on a bit further, they heard and saw that the flow of the river was speeding up the further south they got, until finally they saw why.

As they stepped out of the treeline beyond the final few trees of the forest, they found themselves looking over the night sky into the abyss. They’d reached the southern end of the Island of Kalmoore, and the river continued flowing off the side into a waterfall, the water disappearing into the dark mist that lay many meters below the ledge of the island.

“Whoa.” Darkshot said, seeing it for the first time.

“That is something else. It’s much different seeing it in person.” Pyri said as she closed her book and looked on in amazement at the sea of black mist before them. “So down there is where all the big boss enemies are?” Pyri asked.

“Yeah, the Avatars of Darkness.” Aegis said as they moved closer to the ledge and looked off, though Melon was unwilling to get too close. Snowflake excitedly hopped up into the air and flapped his wings, flying a loop around above the mist excitedly before coming to land back beside the others. “I guess you’re not scared of them, huh?” Aegis smirked as he ruffled the feathers on Snowflake’s head once he’d returned, and Lina couldn’t help but smile watching Aegis interact with the beast. 

“I don’t see any ruins though.” Rakkan said with disappointment. 

“I think…” Darkshot said, still cradling Darkwing as he scanned the area. His tracking skill allowed him to see small details clearly that would otherwise be missed, and it functioned despite the darkening evening sky. “It might be… that…” Darkshot said slowly as his jaw dropped once he’d spotted it. 

Further to the west a bit, just off the edge of Kalmoore, stood a group of gigantic overgrown treetops that were peaking out of the top of the black mist. It wasn’t even on the island itself, they were trees that appeared to have grown so high from the ground level of the world that their canopy had managed to breach through the top of the sea of black mist, and their dark green leaves were still flourishing and absorbing the sunlight. 

As Aegis spotted it, he couldn’t be sure if it was just a single, huge tree, or several really big trees. The branches looked thick and nearly reached up to touch the top ledge of the island of Kalmoore, but not quite. 

That was not the most eyecatching thing about the trees though. Several of them were high up enough, and close enough to the island of Kalmoore, that they had somehow caught chunks of the island and were propping up the broken island chunks on the top of their branches. It was on these islands, spread out across several treetops, that a collection of large ruined structures could be seen, loosely connected to one another by broken bridges and walkways that somehow managed to stay intact, allowing possible passage from the ruins on one treetop to another.

“That does not look stable to walk on, whatsoever.” Pyri said with wide eyes as she spotted it.

“Is that where we gotta go?” Darkshot asked in disbelief. “Aegis, you realize we’re loaded up on tons of materials, right? One slip, and bam, all that leather goes into the abyss.” Darkshot looked at him apprehensively.

“I bet that place has never been explored before. Imagine all the secrets its hiding!” Rakkan shouted excitedly.

“Oh c’mon, how are we even going to get to it?” Darkshot replied to Rakkan’s enthusiasm.

“Let’s go check it out first.” Aegis said as he motioned them forward, and the group hastily moved along the edge of the island until they got to the spot closest to the nearest chunk of ruins. 

The island chunk that the ruins were built on was broken apart and in bad shape, the ruined buildings were being held up more by the tree and its branches than the chunk of land itself. The tree had grown branches, leaves and vines around the structures. Most of the buildings were still intact, and were made of light blue stone blocks that’d been chipped and cracked in various places. Aegis could make out a few houses and towers on the nearest island.

The most interesting building was on the second closest treetop to Kalmoore's island, a large but partially destroyed castle made of the same light blue stone as the other buildings. It was loosely connected to the first closest treetop through a broken and unreliable looking stone bridge that spanned the open space between the two treetops that each chunk of land sat on. Upon close inspection, Aegis could see a more reliable looking method of travelling between the treetops, as he saw that each of the treetops were connected together through large thick branches below the canopy. The way all of the branches of the treetops converged to a single central point informed Aegis that this wasn't multiple trees, but a single giant tree. 

“I’m betting what we’re looking for is going to be in that big castle building.” Aegis said as he pointed at the large ruined structure on the second furthest treetop. “So I guess the question is…” Aegis said as he leaned closer to the edge and looked at the nearest treetop. “How do we get over there?” He turned and looked to the others one by one, ending his eyes on Snowflake.

“I vote we go back to Kordas, store all this stuff away, and ask your Airship buddy to fly us out.” Darkshot suggested.

“But, the ruins are right there.” Rakkan said excitedly, a twinkle of excitement in his eyes.

“What about Snowflake, could he fly us out there?” Lina asked, looking at the gryphon.

“He’s a wild gryphon, he hasn’t been trained yet so he’d just as likely do a barrel roll and send us to our doom.” Aegis replied.

“Well…” Pyri said hesitantly, then lightly tapped herself on the shoulder. “Fly.” She said, casting a spell with light blue sparkles forming around her body for a moment. After which she began to levitate up into the sky. Everyone turned to look at her as she floated up a few centimeters off the ground. “It’s still level 1 so it doesn’t last long, or move that fast. I also can only cast it on myself.” Pyri explained.

“But, you could fly over to the ruins with a rope or something, right?” Aegis asked her.

“That could work.” Rakkan nodded eagerly. 

“What the hell are we going to do with a rope? Look how far away that tree is, that's like 100 meters. You want me to rope walk 100 meters over that?” Darkshot pointed down at the black mist below the island.

“It would be really bad if something went wrong and we lost all of the items we’re carrying.” Lina joined in with Darkshot. Aegis wasn’t expecting Lina to take Darkshots side, which suddenly gave Aegis more cause for concern about their plan.

“Okay.” Aegis nodded to Lina and Darkshot, and Darkshot let out a sigh of relief, thinking he’d talked the group out of this plan, but instead, Aegis navigated to his interface and turned off his livestream of 31 000 viewers.

“What’re you doing, why’d you turn the stream off?” Darkshot asked him as Aegis started looking around the treeline nearby. 

“I’m going to chop down some of these trees and craft a chest, store all of our materials in it, then bury it somewhere here. That way, even if we die, the items will be safe.” Aegis said as he pulled out a woodcutting axe and made for the nearest tree.

“Wait, so that means we’re still doing the rope thing?” Darkshot asked.

“We’re still doing the rope thing.” Aegis nodded back.

“Aw man.” Darkshot groaned.

“Hell yeah, ruins exploration time.” Rakkan squeaked with giddy joy. 
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“Sorry about that, Hae-won, we just needed a quick group discussion in private.” Aegis declared once he’d turned his livestream back on that following morning. He’d managed to craft two large chests and the party had unloaded all of their extra items into them, so that if they were to somehow die on their upcoming exploration, they’d only lose what they had equipped.

 Aegis then buried the chests in the ground and marked it off so they could easily find it again.

 “Here you go lil buddy, you stay nice and snug right here with Melon, okay?” Darkshot said in a babying voice to his baby bird. He’d taken his nest backpack and hooked it to the side of Melon’s saddle, then gently settled in the baby bird into the nest with more food than it’d need for awhile.

 “You should stay here and take care of Melon and Darkwing.” Aegis instructed Snowflake, and it let out a resistant squawk. “I know you can fly over there easily, but, it’s going to be dangerous.” Aegis replied, and got another squawk. The others stared at Aegis weirdly as he continued this conversation. “Well, I need you to protect the horse and the baby bird though. What if something happens to them?” Aegis replied. He got a third, grumpy sounding squawk. “I’ll be fine, don’t worry, we’ll be back before you know it.” Aegis finished, and Snowflake let out a disappointed huff of air. 

 “Okay, we’re ready. You got the long rope?” Aegis asked Pyri.

 “Yup. I’m curious why you brought a 100 meter rope with you, though.” Pyri turned to Lina.

 “Always need to be prepared.” Lina smiled with an awkward shrug. “Whenever going on an adventure, always bring lots of rope. It’s something my parents always said when I started playing adventure games.”

 “Good advice, you can never have too much rope.” Rakkan said as he moved to the ledge looking over the ruins nestled into the gigantic treetops below with excitement twinkling in his eyes. The sun was just now rising over the horizon giving a dark orange-blue hue to the sky as it crept up over the sea of black mist in front of them.

 “Did you scout any monsters or any movement at all while you were keeping watch over night?” Aegis asked Darkshot, and he shook his head.

 “Either the ruins are empty, or the monsters prefer to stay inside.” Darkshot replied.

 “Okay.” Pyri took a deep breath. “This is my first time flying, so if I fall into the abyss, no one laugh.” Pyri hesitantly tapped her own shoulder. “Fly.” She casted the spell. She then picked up one end of the rope whilst Lina securely tied the other end to the largest, sturdiest looking nearby tree. 

 “Here goes nothing.” Pyri said once Lina had finished. Everyone watched eagerly as Pyri hovered up above the ground, then anxiously began floating up away from the land. The moment Pyri flew over the ledge, Aegis could hear everyone gasp and hold their breath, watching as she slowly levitated away from the island of Kalmoore to be above the ocean of black mist below.

 “It’s working.” Aegis said as he saw her move a few meters out. 

 “Just don’t look down. They always say in movies that you shouldn’t look down when you are high up.” Darkshot suggested, which prompted Pyri to immediately look down.

 “Oh shit, holy shit, what am I doing?” Pyri panicked as she saw the huge drop into the endless darkness below her. 

 “Stay calm, control the spell.” Lina called out to her encouragingly. Pyri did exactly that, using her finger movements to float away from the party with rope in hand. Truthfully, controlling the fly spell was easy for Pyri, but she’d never been a big fan of heights. The act that it was a perceived void of darkness below her didn’t help that fear whatsoever.

 After a few moments of levitationg smoothly through the air, the group watched as Pyri gently landed on the chunk of land nestled in the giant treetop. She carefully scanned the area for the sturdiest anchor for the rope, finding a large broken stone pillar and wrapping the rope around it, tightening as best she could with a knot, but there wasn’t much rope left to work with and it went fairly taut. 

 “Okay, I think it’s safe!” Pyri shouted out to them as loud as she could, her voice echoing over the abyss. At this time the sun had risen a good amount and dawn was upon then.

 “Alright, that’s step one. Who wants to go first?” Aegis said as he looked to Rakkan, Lina, and Darkshot. No one looked particularly eager to volunteer, but the thought of exploring the ruins and finding new ancient runes overrode Rakkan’s fear.

 “I’ll go.” He stepped towards the rope as it dangled above the abyss, hanging between the tree on the island and the pillar on the ruins. He grabbed the rope and tested it with a few yanks as the others watched, until he felt confident that it would hold his weight. It was going down at an angle so, rather than climb, he decided to equip his spear and hold it over the rope to use as a handle.

 “You’re going to glide down, with a spear?” Darkshot looked at him in disbelief.

 “Yeah… why not?” Rakkan asked, suddenly much less confident in the idea.

 “No reason… just, have you ever glided down a rope like that before?” Darkshot asked.

 “No… But I’ve seen people do it. It didn’t look hard. Why, is it?” Rakkan asked Darkshot worriedly.

 “I dunno.” Darkshot shrugged back. Rakkan suddenly lost his will to go forward and looked at Aegis pleadingly after peering over the ledge and looking down into the abyss.

 “Y’know, maybe Darkshot’s got a point, we should go see if that Airship guy will give us a ride.” Rakkan suggested.

 “Oh c’mon, guys.” Lina sighed as she moved in front of Rakkan and hopped up onto the rope, then quickly sprinted down while running atop it. Rakkan, Aegis and Darkshot watched her in disbelief, terrified she’d fall, but Lina easily ran down the rope and reached the ruins beside Pyri within about 12 seconds of running.

 “It’s cause she’s a thief, she’s got all that agility and balance.” Darkshot said to Rakkan and Aegis once she’d reached her destination.

 “No way in hell I’m doing it like that.” Rakkan shook his head.

 “Don’t worry, if you fall and drop your stuff, I can craft it again.” Aegis tried to reassure him, but this was probably the worst possible way to do it.

 “Th… thanks.” Rakkan shook his head, then took a deep breath. “Here goes nothing.” He said before he gripped tightly onto his spear and jumped forward off of the island. Darkshot, Aegis, and even Snowflake moved to the ledge to watch Rakkan anxiously as he glided down the the rope, shouting out in a panic about midway as he looked down at the abyss below. “THIS WAS A BAD IDEA! OH SHIIT!” Rakkan shouted as he held onto his spear for dear life, and a few long moments later, he was overtop of the ruins and the land. The momentum of the downward gliding spear carried him onto the ruined island and caused him to crash into a roll on the earth, but he recovered quickly.

 “Whew! Did you guys see that shit?!” Rakkan shouted excitedly as Pyri and Lina helped him stand back up. “That was frikken awesome!” He added while punching his fist into the air.

 “See? Not so bad.” Aegis said to Darkshot as Darkshot looked back at Aegis terrified. “You wanna go next, or should I?” Aegis asked him. Darkshot thought on it for a second, then stepped forward.

 “No way in hell I’m going last.” Darkshot said as he swallowed all the saliva in his mouth and grabbed the rope. He wiggled it a bit to confirm it was sturdy, then wrapped his arms and legs around it, and began inch-worming his way down the rope.

 “Seriously? That’s going to take forever.” Aegis groaned.

 “It’s safe, and secure! I’m not running tight rope, and I’m not gliding!” Darkshot snapped back at Aegis defensively as he inched a few more meters down the rope. Aegis just rolled his eyes and patiently started tapping his foot. While the others had taken less than 15 seconds each to traverse the rope, Darkshot took nearly 10 minutes of slowly hugging the rope with all of his limbs and inching his way down.

 “That’s your dad, by the way.” Aegis said as he tried to point out Darkshot to Darkwing who was nestled in the nest on Melon’s saddle.

 “I made it, woohoo!” Darkshot shouted. “That wasn’t so bad!” He added as Aegis looked and saw Rakkan, Pyri and Lina rolling their eyes at him.

 “Ok, guess it’s my turn. Make sure you protect Melon and Darkwing, and the rope, okay?” Aegis said to Snowflake, and he let out an understanding squawk. Aegis then approached the rope and grabbed it. He had seen three methods of using it, and decided Rakkan’s was best. 

He pulled out the wooden quarterstaff from his inventory that he’d originally crafted for the training grounds but never used. He threw the quarterstaff over the rope and grabbed it tight with both hands. After a deep breath, he did his best to not look down as he leapt forward off the island and began gliding down the rope towards the ruins below. The wind rushed at him as he picked up speed, his feet dangling back behind him as the downward momentum picked up and rushed him forward. He began to feel it, the exhilarating adrenaline that had prompted Rakkan to shout, and he couldn’t help himself.

“Woohoo!” Aegis yelled as loud as he could as he closed in on the ruins, but saw that he was coming in a bit too fast. The others cleared out of the way, and as Aegis got above the ruined land, he let go of the quarterstaff with one hand and dropped down from the rope onto the ground into a rolling tumble. It took a bit before he’d stopped rolling and got back to his feet and the others converged on him.

“That was pretty fun, we need something like that in Rene.” Aegis said with a big dumb grin.

“I know right?” Rakkan nodded.

“No thanks.” Darkshot shook his head. The group took the time to dust themselves, and now that they were together, felt safe enough to stop and look at their surroundings. 

“Somewhere in these ruins is the ancient text of Shiva.” Aegis declared.

“I’m bettin’ there’s a lot more than that.” Rakkan said.

“Probably ancient, magical treasure.” Darkshot rubbed his hands together.

“A really strong, dangerous boss, too.” Pyri added.

“And lots of deadly traps, and puzzles.” Lina joined in.

“Don’t threaten me with a good time.” Aegis replied with a smirk as he took the first steps forward into the ruins. 

“You’re really starting to like this game, aren’t you?” Darkshot said as he lightly bumped him on the shoulder. “You’re totally into it now. When’d that happen?” Darkshot asked.

“Pff, I’m not that into it.” Aegis replied defensively.

“Nah, really? You saved a kingdom cause you got mad some guys snuffed your NPC, you read up on the lore to get a secret class…” Darkshot went on as the others listened.

“That’s all just to reach my goal, and make money. The game’s paying the bills.” Aegis shrugged.

“Nuh uh, that isn’t it. Admit it, you’re having fun.” Darkshot nudged him on the shoulder again. Aegis looked to see everyone waiting for his answer, all with hopeful glimmers in their eyes.

“Alright, yeah, I guess it’s a little bit fun.” Aegis sighed.

“Haha, finally. I told you you’d like it. So much stuff to do in this world.” Darkshot grinned triumphantly.

“I’m having lots of fun too. I never thought I’d get to play a game like this again, and especially not with you.” Pyri said as she ruffled Aegis’ hair with a big happy smile on her face.

“Me too… I’m happy to play with Ae… everyone.” Lina smiled with big red cheeks.

“Yeah, it’s fun.” Rakkan nodded.

“D’aww, look at that, we’re all just a big happy family.” Darkshot wrapped his arms around everyone and pulled them into a big huddle, bumping everyone’s shoulders together as they walked along the ruined streets.

“Ok, c’mon, focus. Deadly ruins above the abyss.” Aegis chuckled as he broke free of the huddle and motioned to the buildings around them. It was only a few more steps forward into the ruins before they all got a message that popped up in the middle of their interfaces. 




	Entering Dungeon: [Ruins of Kolz - Level 60]






 “So, this whole place is a dungeon.” Aegis said as he waved the message away. As he said this though, they heard the sound of crumbling rocks coming from inside one of the nearby ruined structures, causing them all to stop in their tracks and look in the direction of the sound. They saw a light blue-block stone house with cracks in the walls, a doorless door frame with vines and moss draped along it. 

 The inside of the house was illuminated through the sunlight piercing through cracks in the roof, allowing them to see the decrepit broken furniture within, as well as a large crack in the floor where a branch of the tree the ruins sat on had broken through and sprouted leaves, absorbing the sunlight. 

 With all of them standing still, it went eerily quiet, save for the sound of the howling winds blowing over the abyss and up against the lower edge of the island of Kalmoore behind them. The silence was broken by the sound of a drop of water falling from somewhere inside the building. Then another, then a third, and the time between the drops began to speed up rapidly until it sounded almost like bubbling, and across the floor of the interior of the structure, it looked as though a pale green liquid was filling it, without leaking outside of the doorway.

 After a few seconds of this, a red name began to form above the puddle. [Kolz Ooze - Level 55].

 “DODGE!” Lina shouted, pushing Aegis out of the way as seemingly out of nowhere, and very suddenly, a large fist formed out of the ooze and cartoonishly punched outward from the puddle, growing the ooze outwards towards Aegis, and it just barely missed hitting him as it whooshed past his face, Despite this, he still took damage.




	You take 233 Acid damage. 






 “Multicast cinderbolt!” Pyri shouted as two orbs appeared over each of her shoulders and shot forward at the ooze, burning into it as she dashed backwards, but as they hit the ooze, it formed two more slimy fists and grabbed the cinderbolts out of the air, engulfing them in slime and extinguishing them without taking any damage. 

 Darkshot drew out his longbow and nocked an arrow, firing it into the ooze, and while it did damage, it was barely any and the arrow dissolved into nothing upon impact. Aegis fastened his shield to his arm whilst Rakkan leapt back to buy himself time to equip his spear and longsword. 

 “Rune: Echo!” Rakkan shouted, copying himself.

 “Smoke bomb!” Lina shouted as she threw the bomb at the ooze, then dashed into the smoke and slashed at the ooze with her daggers. “Ah!” She winced in a painful cry, and a second later shadow stepped out of the smoke to the shade of a nearby ruined building. Aegis looked and saw that Lina’s health had dropped to below 500, her health bar nearly empty as it blinked red.

 “Lina!” Aegis shouted worriedly as he ran to her, beginning a heal on her as he put his hands on her arm where acid had burned through the armor. She was shaking it to get rid of the pain as quickly as possible, but luckily it only lasted two seconds. 

 “I hit it and it splashed me with acid. My armor lost a lot of durability.” Lina said to Aegis worriedly.

 “Are you okay?” He looked at her with concern as he gently held her arm where she’d been burned.

 “She’s fine, it’s a video game, focus on the deadly ooze thingy please!” Darkshot shouted anxiously as he saw them staring at each other. He fired a few more arrows, but they weren’t doing much besides dissolving. Pyri sent another cinderbolt out at it, but it got snuffed out again.

 Rakkan tried sending his echo forward to swing at it with a longsword, but the acid ooze of the creature splashed out back at the echo causing the echo to disintegrate, and Rakkan took half of his health in damage.

 “Shit. The echo takes and deals half of my damage, but all the damage it takes goes back to me. Looks like hitting it with melee weapons causes it to splash you with acid.” Rakkan declared as he backed up, and they watched as the large puddle of bubbling ooze slowly poured itself out of the ruined building into the streets under the sun, while the group cautiously kept backing away.

 “It doesn’t seem to be moving that fast, but it’s got crazy reach. Try with different types of magic.” Aegis suggested, looking at Pyri. “Do you have anything other than fire?” He asked.

 “Uh… yes. Maybe lighting? I learned a lot of the beginner spells. I’ll try lightning.” Pyri said as she thought for a moment, stepping backward for each few centimers the ooze slunk towards her. “Lightning Bolt!” She shouted, and a spark of electricity shot out of her hands at the ooze, causing it to surge with electrical sparks for a moment, growing upwards and bubbling violently.

 “Did it work?” Darkshot asked as he stepped back alongside Pyri, nocking an arrow and aiming it at the ooze. A second later, the ooze exploded into a shockwave of acid.

 “Guard!” Aegis shouted, projecting a shield in front of Pyri and Darkshot whilst he moved to stand in front of Lina with his shield up, and Rakkan dashed behind him as well. Aegis was able to utilize his shieldwall skill that reduced damage taken by those behind his shield, which included Lina and Rakkan. The result, though, was that he took massive amounts of damage from absorbing the explosion for all of his party members.




	You take 15,302 Acid Damage.
Skill Learned: Acid Resistance
Enchanted Iron Shield of Eirene’s durability has dropped by 213.







 “Fucking hell!” Aegis felt the surging pain of burning acid over his body for a moment, but he was more amazed at how much durability he’d lost on his shield. Worse, though, was when he looked back at the ooze and saw that not only did the lightning spell cause it to explode, it had split, and there were now two Kolz Ooze monsters in front of them. One began slinking towards Aegis, Rakkan, and Lina, whilst the other moved towards Pyri and Darkshot.

 “How the hell do we fight these things?” Aegis shouted to his party. 
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Rakkan unequipped his longsword and put his spear in his left hand, then tapped it with his right hand to create an echo copy of it. Aegis saw what he was thinking, and quickly touched Rakkan’s shoulder to give him a bless buff. Then, Rakkan threw the echoed spear at the ooze that was approaching them. When it pierced into the blob of ooze, it did proper damage, but the spear was still destroyed.

 “That seems to work, but casting echo runes on my spear over and over is going to empty my mana pool fast, I’m not a proper spellcaster.” Rakkan said as he repeated the attack, throwing a second echo spear.

 “I don’t really have much for spells either…” Lina looked to Aegis as the three of them continued to back away from the road between two of the ruins buildings, whilst Pyri and Darkshot were forced to back away down the ruined street from the direction they’d came from.

 “Holy damage is working though. Throw me a bless, Aegis!” Darkshot shouted over the street to him.

 “It’s a touch spell, I can’t really get to you right now. There’s two big deadly puddles of acid ooze between us.” Aegis called back to him. 

 “Luckily they’re really…” Rakkan said as he chucked another echo spear. “Slow.” 

 “Do you have another type of spell you can try?” Darkshot turned to Pyri.

 “Uh. I don’t know. Fire doesn’t work, and lightning makes it explode and multiply. What if the next spell is worse?” Pyri replied anxiously.

 “Either we find another way to deal damage, or Rakkan’s gonna be throwing spears all day trying to kill it by himself.” Aegis replied to Pyri across the ruins.

 “Aren’t you a spellcaster too?” Pyri replied to this, and as she did, Aegis remembered he had a damaging spell as well. He’d never bothered to use it because of pacifism though.

 “Smite!” Aegis shouted, holding his right hand forward, and a ball of holy energy formed in his hands. After two seconds it shot forward and pierced into the ooze puddle.




	You deal 10 Holy damage.
Level Up!: Smite has reached Level 2!







 “Uh, well, I suppose I can spam it, it’s not like I’ll run out of mana…” Aegis said apprehensively, before casting another smite.

 “Try ice magic, I think ice works really well against these types of enemies.” Lina suggested to Pyri.

 “Do you have any ice magic?” Darkshot asked her hopefully.

 “Yeah, I think so. The Archmage made me learn a bunch of beginner spells. Let’s try this one… Icelance!” She shouted, waving her staff towards the ooze, and a gigantic icicle formed in the air in front of her before shooting into the puddle like a bullet. It worked, it did proper damage, and not only that, it froze over the surface of the ooze.

 “That’s good, do that again!” Darkshot egged her on.

 “Multicast, Icelance!” Pyri shouted, and this time two shot out at it, freezing more of the surface of the ooze. 

 “Multshot!” Darkshot fired six arrows at where it had frozen, and this time the arrows did proper damage on impact. “I think we found the solution!” Darkshot said excitedly. “The acid’s not slashing when you hit it where its froz-” Darkshot was interrupted by a sudden acid fist forming from the puddle and shooting out towards him. This time, it didn’t grow outwards as an arm, it shot at Darkshot as a proper projectile, but both Darkshot and Pyri saw it coming and moved to the side at the last second, causing the blob of acid to fly past them and crash into the wall of a ruined building lining the street. “Phew, that was close.” Darkshot said.

 “Aegis, these things have ranged attacks!” Pyri warned him, and just as she had, the puddle moving towards Aegis, Lina and Rakkan did the same attack. They quickly dodged away to avoid it, and seeing this, Aegis knew he needed to quickly heal everyone up in case they took more damage - both he, Rakkan, and Lina were close to death.

 “Heal, healing wind.” Aegis began casting as they backed up further. “Pyri and Darkshot, just focus on taking out yours from a safe distance for now using that ice and arrow combo. We’ll figure something out with ours.” Aegis shouted to them as the groups got further and further from each other.

 As he said this though, suddenly the ground they stood on began to quake violently, and a large crack began to form that spread through the walls of the nearby buildings.

 “What was that?” Darkshot shouted after the shaking had stopped.

 “Look, there!” Lina replied, pointing anxiously at the ground underneath the ooze that was slinking towards them. Without the group realizing it, the ooze had moved on top of a large thick branch of the tree that had been holding up the island, and the branch was quickly being dissolved due to the acid of the ooze monster. Within a few seconds, the large branch lost all structural integrity, and it had apparently been a fairly significant contributor to holding this ruined chunk of land up on the top of the canopy, because once it had dissolved, the ground quaked violently again and began to shift and fall.

 It was a terrifying sensation, having the ground beneath your feet suddenly shift downward like an elevator who’d lost its suspension cable. The ruined land split down the middle, with the eastern chunk of land falling down 10 meters deeper into the canopy before being caught by thicker branches down below. Aegis, Lina and Rakan stumbled backwards and lost their footing as their bodies fell and caught up with the falling land, but it didn’t remain upright, it began to slant at an angle in such a way that caused the ooze enemy to start sliding down towards them with gravity.

 Meanwhile, on the western side of the land, Pyri and Darkshot experienced the quake, but their half of the ruined island remained where it was.

 “Ah shit, we just lost Aegis!” Darkshot shouted in a panic as he watched the entire eastern side of the ruins drop down from his line of sight.

 “We’re okay!” Aegis shouted back up to him. “Don’t let the oozes go over the branches though, or this tree will drop us all the way into the abyss!” He shouted up to Darkshot and Pyri, causing them both to start glancing around at the ground to make sure there weren’t any large branches of the tree around. Luckily, near their ooze on the ruined street, there weren’t any.

 “We’re okay, let’s focus on killing this thing so we can go and help them out.” Pyri said before casting more ice lances, and Darkshot nodded and began firing arrows at the frozen surface of it. 


 “Smite. Smite. Smite.” Aegis continued to cast as he stumbled backward down the slanted ruins.

 “Rune:Echo.” Rakkan repeatedly threw blessed spears up at it as the ooze slid down towards them quicker and quicker, but suddenly the ground quaked a second time and jutted down violently, increasing the downward slope to nearly 80 degrees and causing the three of them to go into a freefall down to the branches and leaves below them, the ooze falling down towards them from above.

 “Shit!” Aegis shouted as he flailed around and panicked, trying to find something to grab onto, but as he spotted a pillar jutting out of the ground he could grab, he looked up and saw the blob of ooze coming towards him from above and opted not to grab it. Rakkan, on the other hand, managed to jab his spear into the walls of a ruined structure and use it to not only stop himself from falling, but to swing out of the path of the falling ooze.

 Aegis and Lina eventually landed on the wall of a building that stood vertically below them, and the moment they landed they jumped to the sides as the ooze barreled down out of the sky behind them along the heavily slanted ruins land which now stood more beside them than it did below them. The acid of the ooze's body splashed outward but luckily didn’t hit Lina or Aegis, and they were now on opposing sides of the creature. 

 “Hey, up here ooze thing!” Rakkan shouted down to it from the building he’d managed to land himself on above, and from that safe distance he threw another echoed spear down at it to get its attention. That, however, was his last spear, as he ran out of mana.

 The ooze began to slime its way up the vertical ground of the ruins, climbing without issue despite the angle as it made its way towards Rakkan. Aegis and Lina were at least lucky that it was ignoring them, as the wall they were on had almost no room to move, and all around them they were surrounded by the giant leaves and branches of the canopy of the tree. Due to the overabundance of leaves it was hard for them to tell just how much further the foliage went before they’d be in a freefall into the abyss below. 

 “That’s all I got, I can’t hurt it anymore.” Rakkan shouted down to them.

 “Do you see any way back up?” Aegis asked him, and Rakkan looked around.

 “Uh, maybe, I guess. I can try.” Rakkan shrugged as he started grabbing cracks, jutting stones, and branches to try and climb his way back up to where Pyri and Darkshot were. As he did, the ground shook again but didn’t drop any further yet.

 “Wait, Rakkan!” Lina called up, causing him to turn and face her.

 “Shadow steal!” She shot her mist up at him. “Shadow copy, Rune:Echo!” She said, and this time she’d copied one of her daggers. “Can you bless me?” She asked Aegis and he nodded, tapping her shoulder to give her the bless buff. “Shadow step!” She said, teleporting up a few buildings above Aegis and the climbing ooze so that she was looking down on him, then threw her copied dagger down at the ooze to deal a bit of damage. 

 “I can’t really do much else. I think if I throw the real daggers, they’ll be destroyed.” Lina looked down at Aegis worriedly. 

 “It’s okay, just focus on getting back up top. Help Pyri and Darkshot kill the other ooze, then they can shoot this one easily.” Aegis instructed her and Rakkan. “It’s chasing you guys right now anyway, so I should be fine.” Aegis reassured her as he saw her worried expression.

 “Okay…” She replied hesitantly with a nod, then shadowstepped her way back up top. Within second's she’d arrived where Pyri and Darkshot were to see them dealing a good amount of damage to the Kolz Ooze in front of them. They were nimbly moving on their feet avoiding the bolts of acid that the ooze was shooting out at them.

 “What’s going on, where’s Aegis and Rakkan?” Pyri asked as she spotted Lina.

 “They’re okay, they’re coming back up.” Lina replied with her daggers drawn, angling around the ooze trying to think of a way she could help. As she did this though, she watched as Pyri multicasted two more icelances and shot them forward, but the icicles vanished mid-air before hitting the ooze.

 “Heh?” Pyri looked at it confused.

 “Multishot!” Darkshot shouted as he he fired an arrow, but it didn’t split - the spell didn’t cast. “What’s going on?”

 “Multicast, Icelance!” Pyri tried again, this time her icicles didn’t even appear. “The spell stopped working.” Pyri said worriedly.

 “Something’s blocking magic.” Lina said anxiously as she started glancing around.

 “Don’t tell me this thing can block spells now too.” Darkshot groaned as he dodged another bolt of acid.

 “No, if it was the ooze it would’ve done it sooner.” Lina replied. She scanned the tops of the buildings and looked in the windows of the ruined structures, and only saw stones, blocks, pillars and walls entangled with moss and branches. She looked in all directions, and then looked again, and the second time she looked over the area, she spotted something strange.

 As Pyri and Darkshot continued to try and manage the ooze, Lina drew her attention to a large rock on top of one of the ruined buildings she could’ve sworn wasn’t there a second ago, but still, it was just a rock. The likelihood of a rock canceling magic was low - it didn’t have a red name above it, so Lina kept looking around, but when she looked back at the rock, it was suddenly much closer to the party and on the street rather than the ruined building's roof.

 “Oookay, I saw it for sure that time.” Lina said to herself. “It’s that rock, that rock is moving!” Lina pointed at it urgently, and the moment she had, suddenly the rock expanded, revealing that it was not a rock at all, but a creature camouflaging itself using plates on it limbs that resembled a rock when it pulled them into itself. Once its limbs were expanded, its nameplate was revealed and it charged towards Lina with a loud roar.

 [Kolz Gargoyle(Elite) - Level 55] stood above its head, and it had strange pale red glowing eyes that were emitting a cone of light in Pyri and Darkshot’s direction. It had the body of a dog, but rather than paws it had hands and instead of fur it had black rocky jagged skin. Its face too was humanoid in shape, but for a small snout and an oversized jaw with razor sharp jagged teeth and a black tongue that flailed outward as it let out a deep roar. 

 “It’s the eyes, when it’s looking at you, it blocks magic!” Lina shouted as it rushed at them. “Shadowstep!” Lina tried casting, but the spell failed as the Gargoyle was looking in her direction. This confirmed her theory and she decidedly dashed away behind a building. Once it could no longer see her, it turned its attention on Pyri and Darkshot and charged around the ooze still slinking forward on the street.

“Uh, I can’t do anything without magic!” Pyri shouted at Darkshot as he fumbled his arrows and took aim at the gargoyle closing in on them quickly.

“Don’t hit it!” Lina shouted, as she’d appeared behind the gargoyle, having shadowstepped once it wasn’t able stare at her anymore, then quickly dashed out from the shadows she’d teleported to and slashed her daggers into the leg of the gargoyle, causing it to lose balance and stumble forward. “It’s elite but I’ll try to get it to focus on me so you guys can hurry and finish the ooze, then go help Aegis!” Lina instructed them. 

Her attack was enough to aggravate the gargoyle and caused it to glare at her, but it did a double take and turned back towards Pyri once she casted Icelance again, causing her icelances to disappear once more. 

“I think the magic is attracting it!” Darkshot pointed it out as he saw this behavior.

“I’ve got some magic! Smokebomb!” Smokebomb!” Lina shouted as she started bombarding the gargoyle with balls of black smoke. The gargoyle angrily turned at her once she started this, and simply looking at the smoke was enough to dispel it with its anti-magic gaze. At the very least though, this caused it’s full attention to turn to Lina and it pounced towards her, forcing her to dodge roll out of the way.

“Ah, I’m not really good at tanking!” Lina panicked as it began pouncing towards her repeatedly and she desperately rolled and dodged out of the way. She had a feeling that one or two hits from this gargoyle would be her end, and she couldn’t use smokebombs or shadowsteps to help her dodge. She relied entirely on her agility to keep up with it, but her stamina was draining fast. 

“I got you!” Rakkan shouted as he crested over the top of the ruined ledge, finishing his climb up from the fallen section of the island and spotting Lina dodging. He chucked his spear with full force towards the gargoyle, causing it to pierce into its side. This made it suddenly flick the spear away as it lifted up and revealed a pair of large stony wings on its back and turned to roar at him.

“Of course it has wings.” Darkshot groaned as he saw it. “We gotta hurry and kill this damn thing.” He motioned at the ooze while speaking to Pyri. 

“I’m casting as fast as I can, ice isn’t exactly my strongest type of magic.” Pyri replied back frustrated. With his spear knocked to the ground off to the side of the ruins a few meters away by the gargoyles spread wings, Rakkan was forced to equip his longsword and battleaxe and prepared for the gargoyle to reach him.

No magic to rely on, only his weapons, out of mana and no healer to support him against a higher level, elite enemy. In the seconds he watched it charging at him, he took a deep breath and focused, posing into one of the fighting stances that Travis had taught him. Once it reached him, he sidestepped its lunging bite and slashed his longsword and axe into its side with great force, knocking it off balance, but it was quick, it rolled along the ground and moved itself into position to pounce again within seconds. 

But Rakkan could keep up, he kept his balance even after putting great force into the strike and because of that he was able to sidestep the next pounce attack as well, and retaliate. This did great in pissing the gargoyle off and drawing its focus, allowing for Lina to slip the gargoyles sight and use shadowstep to teleport to the shade of a nearby structure and plunge her daggers into its back. 

The gargoyle flailed out its wings as a reaction to this and cautiously began to back away. It then lunged at Lina, and as she dodged, Rakkan hit it in the back. The two took turns maneuvering around the creature like this. Whoever it was attacking dodged, and the other attacked, and it was working. Despite the monster being elite, it was still just a monster and did not have a very high intelligence. 

Eventually though, after it had taken a significant amount of damage, it let out an angry roar and jumped up off the ground, flapping its stony wings to try and take flight. It didn’t get the chance to build up enough momentum though, as several arrows and a cinderbolt flew at it from behind.

“Ooze is dead!” Pyri declared as the cinderbolt wrapped around the backside of the gargoyle. The gargoyle desperately flailed around as the arrows pierced its wings and it crashed down to the ground out of the sky. Off balance from its bad landing, Lina and Rakkan took advantage of it and landed several good hits on the creature before it could recover. Due to the weight of the large stony beast though, as it crashed into the ground, the ruined island shook violently. 

At first, it appeared as if nothing had changed despite the quaking - the land they stood on remained upright. But in the distance the sound of breaking branches and falling stones could be heard.

“Aegis!” Lina shouted worriedly, as she suddenly abandoned the gargoyle to run to the eastern edge of their chunk of land to check on him. A few more strikes on the downed gargoyle was enough to finish it off, but sure enough as Lina got to the ledge she saw that both Aegis, and the eastern end of the ruined island were gone, it had fallen down a great distance and dropped down below the mist, taking the branches and leaves of the tree with it, leaving a large hole in a section of the trees canopy.




A few moments earlier, before his party members had defeated the gargoyle and ooze on the upper island, Aegis watched the second half of the ooze as it slowly slimed its way up the land that stood at an 80 degree angle, making its way towards where the others were.

“Smite.” Aegis casted repeatedly at it. It was doing minor damage, but he thought he might as well start gaining experience for the spell skill since he had nothing else to do, but after a few moments of this, the gargoyle crashed into the land above, its heavy stone body shaking loose the last few branches holding up the vertical land that Aegis was standing on, causing it to break off and begin plummeting into a free fall. 

At first, as Aegis looked up and saw the ooze falling with him, he put some faith in perhaps the falling land to be caught again by the nearby branches of the giant tree, but as it picked up speed and fell faster than him, he saw the branches around him lessening and his faith faltered.

“Guard!” Aegis shouted, projecting his shield beneath his feet to catch himself. As he did this he was able to stop himself from falling and watch the rest of the ruined land freefall down into the abyss below, disappearing in the black mist, but he couldn’t stare too long, his projection would only last 2 seconds. He quickly looked around and spotted a huge thick branch of the tree a few meters away, and as his projection was fading he made a great jump towards it. “Guard!” he recasted it, catching himself midair. He continued this for one more cast until he’d made it to the branch, but he was not a fan of relying on his guard skill to make it across bottomless pits.

“Aegis!” He heard Lina call out to him, looking down from above at the hole in the canopy that the falling piece of land had left behind.

“I’m okay!” Aegis shouted up to her and his friends, drawing their eyes to himself. He was now opposite the giant hole in the canopy from them, and below them a good 15 meters. Looking around he saw that the branch he was on, as wide as a 4 lane street, was one of the main branches of the tree that was holding up the land the party was standing on. It extended out of the main trunk of the tree that was visible protruding out of the black mist to the south, where most of the large branches were coming from. That was where the largest ruined island, the island with the ruined castle on top of it, was. 

“I can follow this branch over to the main part of the ruins, over there. I bet the book is in that castle anyway.” Aegis pointed.

“What about us, what should we do?” Darkshot called out, but as he did Aegis could see Lina was already looking around for smaller branches and leaves that she could use as a foothold to shadowstep her way over to him.

 “There’s a bridge, right there.” Aegis pointed out a stone bridge, in poor condition, that connected the island they stood on to the island where the castle was. The bridge spanned between two large bunches of the tree canopy that were holding both ruined lands up, several meters in length. Rakkan, Darkshot, Pyri and Lina all glanced over to look at the bridge.

 “You guys cross the bridge, I’ll cross using the branch, and we can meet at the cas-” Aegis was interrupted.

 “AEGIS WATCH OUT!” Lina shouted as a large winged gargoyle flew up from the dark mist below. Aegis saw it at the last second thanks to Lina pointing, and jumped out of the way as the gargoyle slammed its stony claws down on the branch where he’d been standing.

 “Be careful, you can’t use magic if it's looking at you!” Pyri warned him as Aegis lifted his shield.

 “I’ll shadowstep to you to help!” Lina said worriedly.

 “No, wait, that’s suicide!” Aegis shouted back to her as he held up his shield towards the gargoyle and it began prowling in front of him, looking for an opening to strike. “It’s elite, it’ll look at you if it sees you using magic, right? If it looks at you guys while you’re trying to use magic to get to me, you’ll just fall.” Aegis said, causing Lina to hesitate with anxiety in her face.

 “I got him, don’t worry.” Darkshot said as he saw her worry, pulling an arrow back in his bow and firing it across the hole in the canopy and hitting the gargoyle in its side, dealing decent damage and causing it to roar angrily as it pounced at Aegis. Aegis braced the attack and nudged the gargoyle backward off of his shield.




	You take 1940 Slashing damage.






 “At least it’s not bludgeoning.” Aegis sighed as he took a few more steps backward. “Come on, let’s meet at the castle, cross the bridge!” Aegis shouted as he evaluated the situation. He could take some hits from this thing, but his armor enchantments and his Aura of Beauty were no longer working, and he wasn’t able to heal himself. The situation was not good.

 “Move guys, I’ll cover him from up here.” Darkshot insisted, and everyone reluctantly nodded, making their way through the ruins as they reached the unstable stone block bridge that spanned the dark abyss between the two treetops. Darkshot stayed near the eastern end of the bridge where he had a good view of Aegis running along the gigantic branch roughly 15 meters below and east of them. The branch went parallel with the bridge though, and wasn’t obscured by any leaves, meaning Darkshot could keep firing arrows at the gargoyle pursuing Aegis.

 It wasn’t going to be that easy, though, as Lina and Rakkan led the charge across the bridge and had to stop midway as a bubbling puddle began to form in front of them, blocking their path. Another Kolz ooze formed and overtook the narrowest, most unstable part of the bridge where very little of its structure remained intact and there was a large hole in the bridge on one side of it.

 “Pyri, Ice it!” Rakkan said as Pyri stopped looking towards Aegis and the Gargoyle and looked forward at the ooze.

 “I’m on it. Multicast! Icelance!” She shouted, firing two icicles out at the puddle and freezing it over. As she did this, it fired out a blob of acid at Rakkan but he was able to sidestep it, causing it to fly off of the side of the bridge and disappear into the mist below. 

Once the surface of the ooze froze, Rakkan took a risky attack with his spear and tried piercing the frozen part of it, hoping it wouldn’t splash acid back at him. It worked, the frozen part didn’t splash him. 

“Lina, we can hit it as long as Pyri keeps freezing it over.” Rakkan said hopeful, and Lina nodded.

“We have to kill it quick!” She replied urgently as she glanced off the side of the bridge to check on Aegis.

“Multishot! Piercing Shot!” Darkshot said, trying to get more damage in on the gargoyle while it focused on Aegis, but it was too smart for that - one simple glance from the gargoyle was enough to cause all of Darkshot’s spells to cancel. “Was worth a try.” Darkshot said in frustration as he went back to firing arrows. 

Aegis continued to run and did his best to avoid taking any hits from the gargoyle as it continued to pounce forward on him, crashing its hand-paws into the wood of the sturdy branch whose rough bark cracked and tore up from each impact. Ahead, Aegis saw the branch would soon be moving into a thick patch of branches and leaves growing out of another of the larger branches of the tree, and he started trying to think of ways to utilize this to his advantage - that is, until he saw that one of the branches started moving and suddenly lunged out at him, causing him to stop running towards it abruptly. He skidded a bit on the bark, but luckily it provided enough friction that he didn’t have too much trouble stopping in time as he watched a sharp needle-like branch stab down into the tree where he was heading. 

He followed the branch that struck out of him to see it went up into a hard to see, but now visible 6 legged stick bug creature, nearly the size of a giraffe. It slowly made its way out of the cluster of leaves and twigs it had been hiding in to step onto the branch, cutting off the path in front of Aegis. [Kolz Stickbug - Level 55].

 “Of course, there’s more enemies.” Aegis groaned as he saw it. Now with the stickbug in front of him, the gargoyle behind him, and unable to use magic, he was in serious trouble.

 “We’ve got company too!” Darkshot shouted from the bridge, pointing behind him. At the start of the narrow bridge that they were now midway across, Darkshot was pointing at two more Kolz Treebugs that were stabbing their sharp stick limbs onto the bridge, approaching them from behind.

 “Okay, everyone, stop!” Aegis shouted as he rolled out of the way and dodged two strikes. “If we keep running around, we’re just going to keep aggroing more enemies. This is getting out of hand.” 

 “So what do we do?” Darkshot asked him.

 “Hold your ground and kill these damn things.” Aegis shouted back with determination as he gritted his teeth. He was no longer a pacifist, he’d spent months using this shield and dodging strikes. These enemies were tough, but he took a deep breath and focused.

 “Stay on the ooze, I’ll handle the stickbugs.” Lina said to Rakkan and he nodded, she then threw a smokebomb at the stickbugs to shroud them in black smoke, then shadowstepped into the smoke. Using it, she was able to deal a lot of damage to them while avoiding their strikes, but she was running low on mana. One more smoke bomb, and she was out completely, and Pyri, whilst casting Icelances at the ooze, saw Lina take a hit from one of the stickbugs and lose a good chunk of her health.

 Pyri had a moment of clarity set over her. She knew that these stickbugs were probably extremely vulnerable to cinderbolt. She also knew that, if she was careful enough, she could manipulate her cinderbolt around the vision of the gargoyle, while simultaneously hiding herself from its vision, so that she could burn it from its back without it being able to stop her spell using its anti-magic gaze. She saw it all play out in front of her, how she could easily burn the gargoyle, and use her cinderbolts to knock the stickbugs off the bridge and the branch, into the abyss. This was such an easy situation for her to get the party out of, and as she thought this, she watched Lina struggling to fight the two bugs at the bridge's entrance. She watched Rakkan desperately trying to kill the ooze where she’d frozen it, and watched as Darkshot desperately fired arrows down at the gargoyle to try and help Aegis, while Aegis was sweating trying to avoid the strikes from two monsters.

 And for a brief moment, she hesitated, with a look of indecision on her face. A look that, as Lina jumped away from the bugs to avoid their strikes, saw. Lina locked eyes and saw the odd expression on Pyri’s face, but Lina didn’t understand what was behind it. The truth was, it was fear. Pyri was suddenly extremely terrified of doing too much in a situation she knew should be impossible to survive. She was terrified of saving the party, she was terrified of what would happen if she used everything she had to survive the seemingly otherwise unsurvivable situation. 

 “We didn’t come all this way to die to some stupid bugs!” Aegis shouted with ferocious determination, snapping her out of it.

 “Come on, Pyri, more icelances!” Rakkan urged her. She nodded, and casted several more at the ooze.

 “I got your back, Lina!” Darkshot turned to the treebugs on the bridge. “Vinerope shot!” He shouted, and managed to hit them without drawing the gaze of the gargoyle across the way. The vines wrapped themselves around the treebugs and tangled them together, causing them to stumble and lose their footing.

 “Handle that shit first Darkshot, I’ll be fine.” Aegis ordered him as he glanced up and saw how effective the vinerope was against the bugs on the bridge up above him. “Everyone has so much fun attacking, but all the fun stops when I attack-” Aegis said angrily as he sidestepped a strike from the tree bug, its sharp leg sticking into the branch where Aegis had been standing. “BACK!” he bashed his shield as hard as he could into the leg of the bug, dealing 700 bludgeoning damage and causing it to let out an obnoxiously loud squealing sound, and following that he jumped backwards to dodge a pounce from the gargoyle, then bashed his shield into its head, dealing a critical 1100 bludgeoning damage. 

After hitting them both, he hopped away and pulled a lynx steak out of his inventory and bit into it, preparing for their next strikes. He did this a few more times, and got into a flow of dodging and striking. The treebug’s pattern was very predictable, and became a joke to Aegis to avoid its strikes. The gargoyle, on the other hand, he had to pay extra attention to, but he noticed it was prioritizing striking at him anytime it thought he was preoccupied. He ended up taking another pounce attack and dropping dangerously low on health, but from there played it incredibly safe.

The ooze was the first enemy to go down. Rakkan was relentless, draining his stamina as low as he could without dying to barrage it with strikes, whilst Pyri did her best to repeatedly blast it with ice. Darkshot and Lina worked on the bugs at the start of the bridge. With his vinerope shot and pinning shot he could stop them from moving, giving Lina time to regenerate her mana, and whenever she had enough to use a smoke bomb, she’d use it to go in and stab them for as much damage as she could. 

Once the ooze went down, Pyri turned to the stick bugs and sent her cinderbolts at them, dealing bonus damage whilst Rakkan did extra damage using his slashing battleaxe, and the two bugs went down quickly. Then, it was just the gargoyle and the stick bug attacking Aegis left. 

Rakkan took out his crossbow and helped Darkshot take down the gargoyle alongside Aegis’ bash attacks, and once it was down, Pyri sent a cinderbolt at the treebug and burned it up, ending the fight and granting everyone enough experience to hit level 51, save for Lina who was already 52.

“Phew!” Aegis shouted with relief the moment the bug collapsed and burned up due to the fire damage from Pyri’s cinderbolt.

“Holy shit, I can’t believe we survived that.” Darkshot sighed with relief as he leaned against a large block on the bridge. Lina looked down at Aegis, and he looked up back at her, the two smiling at each other, and Pyri saw them do this and smiled as well whilst Rakkan grabbed his knees and gasped for air. 

“You guys are all so tough, you didn’t even need me.” Pyri whispered to herself, relieved, but Rakkan heard her say this.

“What’re you talking about, of course we needed you.” Rakkan smiled at her, but as he did, he saw tears swelling up in her eyes. “Ah, sorry, did I say something wrong? Is everything okay?” Rakkan asked worriedly, this caused the others to turn to Pyri.

“Mom, you okay? Was that too stressful?” Aegis shouted out to her worriedly from a distance, unable to clearly see what was happening on the bridge.

“I’m okay… I’m okay. I’m just so happy to play with my son.” She said as she forced a chuckle, smiling while she wiped a tear away. 

“Jeez, mom, weird time to get all mushy.” Aegis sighed as the others giggled seeing Pyri’s overjoyed expression. Aegis dropped to the ground, landing on his bottom as he too needed to catch his breath, whilst lightly tapping his own chest to cast healing wind on himself. “No one moves a muscle until we are full of mana and stamina.” Aegis ordered them all, his voice carrying across the void to reach his party on the bridge many meters away from him. 

No one needed to be told this twice, and they all did exactly that. Eating lynx steak provided by Aegis helped with the recovery process, but it took nearly 5 minutes of idling before everyone’s resource bars were all filled back up. The party then continued forward. Across crossed the branch and entered into the thick branches and leaves, whilst his party made their way across the narrow bridge. 

Once they’d arrived on the other side of the bridge they found themselves standing in front of a large open gate that lead into the courtyard of the ruined castle. It was standing on the chunk of land held up by the largest portion of the giant trees canopy. More importantly, though, is that just outside the walls of the castle courtyard, off the side of the bridge, was a shambly looking stone staircase that descended downward into the thick canopy, overtaken by branches, leaves, and vines.

“Aegis, there’s a staircase up to us, can you find a way to get to it?” Darkshot announced as he took a few steps down the stairs and pulled the nearest branches out of the way to look further down.

“Way ahead of you.” Aegis replied from the bottom of the staircase, as he’d hopped to it from a nearby branch and was climbing up to meet them. Before he’d gotten to the top, though, Lina rushed forward past Darkshot and threw her arms around him, hugging him tightly.

“I was so worried.” She said anxiously. Aegis was caught off guard by this, but lightly hugged her back and watched as Darkshot, Pyri and Rakkan all looked away awkwardly at the top of the stairs. After a moment of this, Lina pulled back with red cheeks. “Sorry.” She said shyly.

“You don’t have to apologize for something like that.” Aegis smiled back at her, making her blush even redder. “So this is the ruined castle of Kolz, huh?” Aegis said as he climbed the stairs to stand on the bridge with everyone else, peering through the gate at the ruined castle beyond.

“There’s definitely ancient runes in there somewhere.” Rakkan said excitedly as they stood side by side, preparing to step through the gate together.
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Before the party stood the barren courtyard of the ruined castle of Kolz. While the ground was at one point made of paved brick paths, they’d been overtaken by patches of grass, weeds and moss. Vines, bushes and other forms of vegetation had found its way into the corners and were dangling down the walls of the light blue stone blocks. Time and the elements had done much to wear down the structural integrity of the walls and the castle as well.

 There was evidence that towers once stood along the wall, two flanking the gate that Aegis’ party stood in front of, but the towers were ruined and mere shadows of what they potentially once were. They were broken off at the tops and now barely taller than the walls themselves. 

 As the party stepped through the gate and entered the courtyard, Aegis turned back and could see the interior of the tower to the left of the gate - the inner wall of it had collapsed as had most of the interior floors. Inside were broken, decrepit pieces of sun bleached furniture scattered about. Wherever the sun didn’t reach, cobwebs were strewn about mixed in with the wild plants that had taken over. Everything about the ruins screamed out that it’d been abandoned and sitting here untouched for a very, very long time. Aegis’ remembered reading in the game manual that the Shattering had supposedly occurred 250 years prior to the games launch, meaning these ruins were likely designed to be that old.

 “I reckon we’re the first players to step foot in these ruins, ever.” Darkshot said as he scanned the courtyard for anything interesting.

 “I reckon? What are you, from Texas now?” Aegis replied with a raised eyebrow. 

 “What’s wrong with saying reckon?” Darkshot grumbled back. 

 “I reckon nothings wrong with it.” Pyri replied with a grin. 

 “How do you suppose the ruins ended up here on top of this tree?” Rakkan asked curiously.

 “No idea.” Aegis replied.

 “If we’re the first ones here, that means that any traps inside will not be triggered.” Lina said.

 “Okay, let’s stick together and take it slow. We know about three types of enemies in this dungeon so far, and they’re all annoying. This isn’t the sort of place you go to gain experience, so let’s find the book, do a quick search for treasures and runes, then get out of here.” Aegis said to the group and everyone nodded. From there, Aegis stepped forward through the courtyard up to a pair of double doors that lead into the castle itself. The castle was huge, made up of multiple floors and towers stacked on top of one another, though many of the walls were cracked and broken apart making the interior of some rooms visible from the outside.

 Aegis stepped through the front door of the castle first, with Lina and Rakkan behind him on either side, then Pyri and Darkshot further back. The doors themselves had broken off the hinges and laid flat on the stone brick floor overtop of a moth-eaten rug that led further into the main hall of the building. Aegis walked across the doors as the dried and deteriorating wooden planks cracked and crunched under his weight.

 Inside the main hall was a broken copper chandelier that had fallen from the roof and landed on the center of the room in front of him in several pieces. There were multiple pillars holding up the ceiling, though some of them had broken and collapsed, laying on their side in several pieces scattered about.

 There were windows allowing some light inside, high up on the walls of the wide open hall, but most of the light was coming in through a large crack in the ceiling, and cobwebs were strewn about much more densely here. A damp musty smell filled their nostrils, and the sound of the wind passing through the ruined castle whistled and howled around them as the sounds of birds chirping outside became less noticeable.

 Their footsteps echoed off of the interior walls as they all stepped inside and looked around curiously, but there wasn’t much of interest in this main hall save for a suit of old rusted copper armor that had collapsed and was scattered about on one side of the room.

 Before them were three doors on the ground level. One door leading left, one right, and one straight ahead, and then a pair of staircases on either side of the door straight ahead of them that curved upwards until they converged in the middle above the door on a second floor walkway that overlooked the lower floor. The walkway itself had three separate doorways leading further upstairs, but none of the 6 visible doorways had any actual doors on them. They were all open, as if beckoning adventurers forward to explore their long lost secrets.

 “Okay. Which way first?” Aegis said as he looked at the six paths curiously. The group stepped further into the hall to get a better view of what was beyond each, but it was too dark to make out very much detail as they tried to look further in. Pyri snapped her fingers and created a cinderbolt, then motioned it forward through the center door that sat between the two staircases, illuminating the central room to reveal what looked to be a gigantic dining hall. There were rows and rows of tables and chairs, all in very poor condition, and on the far end of the room was an elevated platform with a table and stone chairs facing the rest of the room. Aegis imagined that must’ve been where the nobles or royalty sat.

 “I guess if we build a castle in Rene it's going to need its own dining hall like that too huh?” Aegis said as he and the others stepped forward and looked through the doorway more closely while Pyri moved her cinderbolt around and flattened it to grant better lighting. 

 “Of course, it’s where you host all the festivities and stuff.” Darkshot said in agreement.

 “Look.” Rakkan pointed at the largest chair at the far end of the room, where in it sat a skeleton of a humanoid creature, cobwebs strewn about it.

 “Suspicious…” Pyri whispered as they all eyed the skeleton.

 “Why’d he just sit in his chair like that and die, why are there no other skeletons?” Aegis asked rhetorically. 

 “Should we check it out?” Rakkan asked with a glimmer of excitement in his eyes that Aegis’ couldn’t say no to.

 “I guess.” Aegis shrugged.

 “Wait.” Lina stopped them from stepping forward through the door and into the dining hall. She then knelt down and gently ran her fingers across a thin wire that was strung taut across the doorway. “Traps.” She said as everyone saw it now, despite not noticing it before. “Clear the doorway.” She said as she motioned them away. Then she herself stood off to the side of the door, pulled out a dagger, and cut the wire. Immediately after she had, a set of copper spikes swung down into the doorway pointed out towards them, from above the inside of the door, making a loud metallic clanking sound as it did.

 They all went quiet for a moment, waiting for the noise to settle - half expecting something else to happen, or a monster to react to the sound, but it remained silent.

 “That doesn’t look that deadly, I mean, how much damage can a copper trap really do?” Darkshot said as he looked at it carefully. 

 “Engineers get bonuses to trap crafting, and the damage on some of them get ridiculously high. You should never underestimate traps, especially because of this…” Lina said as she tapped the copper spikes end's with her dagger, and there was a strange black goo on the ends of them.

 “What is that?” Pyri asked curiously as everyone got closer to inspect it.

 “It’s a type of poison. If a Chemist class player makes it, they can be very deadly too.” Lina explained.

 “There’s Chemist classes?” Aegis asked curiously as he stepped forward and pulled an empty bottle out of his inventory. “I want to see if I can figure out how to make some poisons myself.” he excitedly scraped some of the goo off into his bottle. 

 “There’s a class for almost everything in this game, I think.” Rakkan shrugged. Once Aegis had finished he put the bottle with the goo back into his inventory. 

 “Okay, stay quiet and walk slowly, and keep an eye out for traps. Wires, pressure plates and stuff, right?” Aegis asked Lina, and she nodded back. With that, he ducked underneath the copper trap and walked through the doorway, entering the dining hall, and the others followed behind him.

 “Don’t forget our inventories are gonna be stuffed already with all that leather, so only grab stuff that looks like it's worth a lot.” Aegis said as he spotted several pieces of old silverware and goblets scattered about on the broken dining tables.

 “What about this?” Darkshot said as he pointed at an old goblet.

 “That looks like junk to me.” Rakkan replied. The group fanned out through the room, traveling separately through the rows of tables to try and find anything valuable, but in the end, it all looked worthless. 

 “I guess you can’t expect much treasure in the dining hall. Unless it’s up there.” Aegis said as he motioned to the elevated platform with the table and chairs facing the rest of the room, where the skeleton sat. The group nervously looked at each other and grouped together, staring up at the skeleton.

 “You reckon he’s got some treasure on him?” Darkshot asked.

 “Reckon.” Aegis mumbled to himself while shaking his head. “I reckon, he might have the text we’re looking for.” Aegis replied. 

 “Who wants to go up there and check?” Pyri asked, looking at the others, and everyone quietly waited for someone else to volunteer.

 “I guess I’ll check.” Rakkan eventually shrugged, then cautiously stepped up onto the elevated platform and stood across the table at eye level with the skeleton. He was clothed in what looked to have been fine clothing, but had decayed a great deal and was covered in holes now, revealing the ribcage of the skeleton underneath. 

 More interesting to Rakkan, though, was an old musty tome that the skeleton had resting on its lap, and a chain around its neck with an old iron key hanging off the end of it.

 “He’s got a book, and a key.” Rakkan whispered to the group as they watched him with baited breath. “Should I take it?” He asked.

 “Yeah, of course.” Darkshot replied in a whisper.

 “Carefully! Look for traps!” Lina added, also whispering.

 “Why are you guys whispering? It’s not like you’re going to wake him up.” Pyri whispered as well, but got no response as they all held their breath and watched Rakkan carefully lift the necklace up over the skeleton’s skull.

 “There’s the key…” Rakkan whispered, holding it behind himself so that Aegis could take it from him. He then carefully leaned over the table and gently lifted the hands of the skeleton up off of the tome, and moved it to the side. As he did, the arm fell off the rest of the body and collapsed onto the floor beside the chair, causing Darkshot to let out a loud squeal and Lina a loud squeak. Truthfully, Aegis couldn’t tell which sound came from who. Rakkan froze in place and waited to see if anything else would happen, due to the noise, but nothing did, so finally reached down and picked up the book.

 “Got it, no problems.” Rakkan whispered, and everyone let out sighs of relief as he hopped back down to join them off the elevated platform.

 “So, a key and a book. Can you read it? Maybe it says what the key is for.” Aegis asked as Rakkan opened the book and carefully looked over the dried out, hardened pages. He had to be very gentle not to damage them, but luckily they were still readable.

 “Yeah.” Rakkan’s face lit up with joy as he looked at Aegis with a gigantic childlike smile. “I can read it, because of the Rune Knight skills.” He said excitedly. 

 “Nice, what’s it say?” Aegis asked as the others huddled around to look at the pages with Rakkan, despite none of them being able to read it.

 “Hmm…” He spent a few minutes scanning over the pages. “Whoa I’m getting a lot of experience in my Ancient Languages skill for reading this… okay…” He mumbled as he went over a few more pages. “It’s a journal, this guy was the King of Kolz. It seems like when the world shattered, they went up with Kalmoore, but the land they were on was unstable, so everyone left for Kordas. But this guy didn’t want to leave his castle so he stayed with it, and eventually the castle collapsed and fell, but landed in an ancient Fyonial Tree.” Rakkan said as he turned a few more pages.

 “He thought he was lucky, because even though the Fyonial Tree’s roots were shrouded in darkness, a river flowing off of the island of Kalmoore continued to sustain the tree's growth. He’d hoped that one day the tree would grow big enough to carry his castle back up into the sunlight.”

 “He was right about that, but I guess he didn’t live long enough to see it happen.” Aegis commented as he looked at the skeleton with sympathy. 

 “He also says that without his custodians to keep the cleaning oozes in check, they’ve been running rampant and taken over most of the castle. He tried to control their population by awakening the castle’s guardians, the gargoyles, but they wouldn’t listen to him and they ran rampant as well. He mentions that the custodians used to have a secret way to control the cleaning oozes, though he couldn’t get to it, and ended up confining himself in the dining hall… then… it looks like he ran out of food.” Rakkan finished as he closed the book. 

 “That key unlocks whatever it was that was used to control the oozes.” Rakkan pointed at the key that was now in Aegis’ hands.

 “Cleaning oozes? They used those things to clean?” Darkshot said in disbelief.

 “It makes sense, I guess. Living acid puddles would be a good, sanitary way to disinfect and clean a hallway.” Aegis shrugged. “Any idea where to use that key?” Aegis asked Rakkan.

 “Dungeons.” Rakkan pointed downward. 

 “Of course.” Darkshot sighed. 

 “Let’s find the stairs to the basement, then.” Aegis replied as he started leading the group back out from whence they came.

 “It’s so much easier to explore a dungeon when someone can read the ancient language.” Lina smiled at Rakkan.

 “Yeah, good thing you took Rune Knight instead of Battlemaster, or we’d probably get stuck here forever.” Darkshot agreed as they all walked ahead of Rakkan who followed behind them with a big proud smile on his face. “Anything about an ancient book, or treasure?” Darkshot added with a quick glance back at Rakkan.

 “Nope.” Rakkan shrugged.

 “Guess we’ll have to find that stuff ourselves.” Aegis concluded. A few moments later the party found themselves back in the main entry hall, with five other doors to choose from. “The three doors upstairs probably don’t lead to the dungeon. So, we’ve got door number one, or door number two.” Aegis said as he stepped back and looked down each doorway whilst Pyri pulled her cinderbolt out of the dining hall and motioned it down one of the doors, illuminating the hallway ahead with a dark red glow. 

 “Ah, I see it. It’s this way.” Lina said as she had moved close to the door to get a better view down the hallway.

 “That was easy.” Pyri replied. Lina cautiously led the way through the door into the hallway. The hall continued ahead a good distance, and light could be seen making its way into the hall through cracks in the wall from outside, but a staircase leading downward was on their immediate left upon entering the hall, giving them no reason to continue further down the hallway to explore. The group of five moved to the top of the staircase and looked down it, while Pyri waved her cinderbolt downward to light up the dark passageway. 

 A cold breeze could be felt blowing up at them from down the stairs, but no sound could be heard. It looked dark and ominous, but at the same time inviting, as if screaming out at them to explore it, and Aegis took the first steps down the stairs with his shield held in front. Without needing to be told, everyone went as quiet as possible, walking with light steps as they descended down the stairs into the Kolz Castle dungeons. 

 18 steps later, Aegis touched the bottom and found himself standing in a chilly, damp and musty hall, but there was not a spec of dust or patch of moss to be seen anywhere - the walls, roof, and floor were spotless. The hall split to the left and the right. Aegis knew it’d be faster to split up and explore, but he also knew the enemies in this dungeon were too much of a pain to risk fighting them while in smaller groups.

 “Let’s start with this way.” Aegis said as he picked left, and began walking forward. Pyri moved the cinderbolt ahead of him and they walked on a few meters with nothing but the sound of their feet tapping on the stone floor.

 “Isn’t this a bit too easy? I mean, it’s a dungeon, but there’s hardly any monsters.” Darkshot whispered after they had walked a bit, but the moment he had, the sound of bubbling and dripping began to echo off the walls, as a viscous gooey liquid began to seep down from the ceiling in front of them. A few seconds later, a similar sound could be heard behind them, and within seconds, two Kolz Oozes began to form puddles on the floor of the dungeon hallway, both in front of them and behind them.

 “Seriously?” Aegis glared at Darkshot, as if he was the reason they had appeared. “Bless, Aura of Beauty.” Aegis said, quickly buffing everyone and activating his glowing white aura, which emitted enough light on its own that Pyri could get rid of her cinderbolt. “It’s going to be hard to dodge them, kill the one behind us first before we run out of room between them.” Aegis said, and everyone nodded enthusiastically. 

“Multicast, icelance.” Pyri said, shooting an icicle forward and backward to freeze over both of them at the same time. Once she had, everyone went all out with their attacks on the ooze behind them, focusing their strikes on the frozen part of it. Aegis couldn’t get close enough to strike it with Lina and Rakkan taking point, so instead he focused on keeping an eye on both of the oozes. They were close enough to use their melee ooze punches, but Aegis knew better than to try and block that with his actual shield. He relied instead on using guard when he needed to in order to protect his allies. With guard, he couldn’t use brace, so he was talking much more damage, but he didn’t want to risk the durability of the shield dropping any lower as it was already well below half.
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Aegis took a lot of acid hits throughout the fight using his guard, and as result had to repeatedly cast heal on himself to keep his health up. The oozes acid attacks hit extremely hard, on average for 2500 acid damage. Luckily, all the points in his spirit were paying off and his mana recovery was keeping up with his expenditures on his heal spell rather well. With his skills trained up from fighting the lynxes, taking hits from two of these oozes was manageable, and after about a minute of fighting, his party was able to kill the first one, giving them room to back up from the second that had appeared in front. After that, it was another minute of teamwork before the second went down.

“Those things aren’t so bad once you know how to handle them.” Pyri commented.

“Yeah, and there isn’t a gargoyle staring you down.” Rakkan added as Aegis walked forward a few steps to look around, utilizing the light from his aura to see clearly. Up ahead was a doorway off the side of the hall that he peered through to see a large room filled with broken glass cages, resembling aquariums, lining the walls on both the left and right. On the far end of the room was a table, a broken chair, and a shelf filled with old books, as well as a door made of iron that had signs of rusting on the corners.

“This looks like where they kept the oozes.” Aegis said curiously as he stepped inside and looked around. The others took notice and followed him in, Lina rushing to his side.

“Be careful, traps.” She said as he cautiously scanned the floor and the walls around them. 

“It’s spotless down here. Any traps were probably triggered or destroyed by those oozes puddling their way around.” Aegis replied as he approached one of the glass cages. “So, the NPCs that lived here managed to tame those ooze monsters, used them as pets to clean the castle, then kept them in glass cages? Pretty creative.” Aegis said, impressed as he looked at the broken shards of glass from one of the nearby cages.

“Guess the glass broke when the keep fell down from Kalmoore onto the top of the tree.” Pyri commented as she looked at the cage opposite Aegis. Rakkan made his way to the back where the table and books were and started checking them, while Darkshot watched Lina glance at the three of them anxiously, terrified someone might recklessly trigger some sort of trap.

“Relax, my tracking has leveled up a bit since we got in here, I’m starting to spot signs of those oozes being nearby. There aren’t any here.” Darkshot tried to reassure Lina a bit.

“They’re probably afraid of this room, since it's where they were caged up.” Aegis replied as Rakkan opened a book and started reading it, then lost interest and moved onto the next.

“Patrol schedules… They kept a log of who was escorting the oozes, what days to do it, and what time. So the old Kolz guards would escort them through the hallways late at night to act as garbage collectors and the acid would just dissolve the junk.” Rakkan said as he went through a few more books.

“Here, this book is about training new recruits, and training new oozes.” Rakkan flipped through the pages quickly as everyone stopped what they were doing and approached him. They patiently waited in silence until he reached the end, and as he did he put the book down and turned towards the iron door.

“I think the key is for that door… whatever is in there is how they got the oozes to listen to them.” Rakkan said as he motioned to it. Aegis gave a nod and took the key they’d taken from the skeleton's neck and used it on the door. It fit, and made a loud clicking sound. Everyone waited excitedly as Aegis slowly creaked open the iron door to reveal a small room the size of a closet with a weapon rack on the back wall of it. There were hilts of several swords hanging from the rack, but the blades of most had rusted away.

“Those aren’t really going to help us, they're just old weapons. They controlled them with swords?” Darkshot asked as he saw the ruined blades.

“No, not quite. We only found all of this because Rakkan could read the ancient languages,” Aegis stepped forward and picked up one of the hilts. “To someone who can’t read runes, these swords look like junk. But I imagine to a class that can read them, it’s worth something.” Aegis grinned as he tilted the bottom of the sword's handle towards Rakkan so that he could see a rune etched onto it of a half triangle engraved over a square with a cut through the middle, and a small circle with three dots in the center.

“That’s… That’s a rune! A new rune!” Rakkan said excitedly as he looked at it carefully. 

“It’s on the bottom of the handles of all of these rusted old swords, so it must be how these swords were used to tame the oozes, right?” Aegis said as he looked at the other old sword handles. “I wonder if I can somehow craft weapons with these runes.” Aegis pondered.

“I think that only works if you are an enchanter with arcane magic.” Lina replied.

“Oh, bummer.” Aegis shrugged, all while Rakkan’s grin grew wider and wider.

“Guys! New rune unlocked.” He said proudly as he held his longsword out in front of himself. “Rune: Frostbrand.” He shouted, and the same rune that had been on the rusted swords appeared at the base of Rakkan’s sword’s blade. As it did, a wave of frost shimmered over the metal and a burst of cold air began to emanate from it.

“Nice, now we’re really going to kick those ooze’s asses.” Darkshot said as he saw the blade.

“That’s really useful.” Lina smiled encouragingly at Rakkan.

“Yeah, and we’re gonna need it.” Rakkan nodded with enthusiasm. “Cause there’s one more thing that was in that book back there.” He said while motioning to the book he’d set down on the table. “They were breeding the oozes using a King Ooze. And they kept it caged in the highest tower of the castle, to guard the King’s vault.” Rakkan said.

“You think the ancient shiva text is in the king's vault?” Aegis asked the group.

“Probably.” Pyri replied.

“Yeah, and a bunch of other treasure too, I bet.” Darkshot smiled.

“Then.” Aegis walked forward out of the room, leading the group onward. “Guess we gotta go kill a King Ooze.” He finished, and they all eagerly followed behind him.
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                Chapter 119: Ruins of Kolz Pt.4


“Okay guys.” Aegis paced behind the party as they stood in one of the upper hallways of the Castle of Kolz. To their left was a giant hole in the wall that allowed bright sunlight to shine down on them. Looking outside the hole as Aegis paced, he could see they were on the third floor of the castle and had a good view of the top of the outer walls and courtyard below, but that wasn’t what he was interested in. In front of him stood his four party members, and beyond them, a Kolz Ooze. It was slinking towards them through the hallway, shooting acid fists at them, and they had all unequipped their leather armor to take the hits.

“It hurts, but it's necessary. A King Ooze will not hold back.” Aegis explained as a fist of acid smashed into Rakkan and he gritted his teeth, taking the damage. “Heal.” Aegis tapped him to recover the health he’d lost from the hit. “Therefore, it would be irresponsible for us to not take advantage of these slow moving enemies, to prepare ourselves.” Aegis continued.

“I take it all back, there’s no way you’re enjoying this game.” Darkshot mumbled under his breath before he too got hit by an acid attack from the ooze.

“No complaining. Heal.” Aegis healed Darkshot up. “The higher our acid resistance is, the easier the boss will be. This is necessary training for our future in this game world. Who knows how many acid enemies we’ll encounter?” Aegis asked rhetorically as he continued to pace. Pyri was reading a book with her back facing the ooze, she was wearing a common shirt in place of leather armor, of which the acid had completely destroyed the material on the back of the shirt. The others looked similar. Rakkan too, had a book to read, while Lina looked at Aegis with determination, and Darkshot kept glancing back at the ooze and wincing.

“Why aren’t you getting hit with us?” Darkshot said as he watched Aegis pacing.

“I need to be the healer, but once everyone has level 10 resistance, it’ll be my turn.” Aegis reassured Darkshot. 

“Only 10? That’s a bit low. I’d like at least 15.” Pyri replied to Aegis.

“You guys are masochists. Seriously.” Darkshot shook his head in disbelief at them. “Can I at least lower my pain threshold?” 

“That will only make it take longer.” Aegis shook his head at Darkshot. With only one enemy hitting his allies, even though they took more damage than him, Aegis could heal them back up with one spell cast after each strike, and he had enough mana to sustain casting a heal every few seconds, so the party opted to take advantage of it. It was far from fun, but certainly a rewarding experience to see the damage numbers of the Ooze on his companions slowly go down as the sun set that evening.
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Once all of them had gotten to level 15 Acid Resistance, Aegis took his turn standing in front of the acidic ooze. By this time, his healing spells had improved a significant amount. Due to his Light of Eirene skill, he was able to reach level 15 acid resistance much faster than the others, and opted to go further than that, given that he would be the one needing to take the hits of the King Ooze.

“This might be inappropriate for younger viewers, please avert your gaze. But I can’t resist the urge when I see such a great experience opportunity in front of me.” Aegis said as he unequipped his leather pants, and common pants, so that he was in his underwear. Pyri and Rakkan didn’t even bother paying attention, they were so into reading their books at this point that they’d taken positions beside each other, leaning against the wall opposite the hole, in order to use the last bits of sunlight to read the words on the pages.

Darkshot shook his head in disbelief at what he saw Aegis doing, while Lina shyly looked away. Aegis stepped forward into the attacking ooze and placed his feet inside of it. It hurt, a lot, and he began to take a continuous stream of acid damage as he felt as though the skin on his feet was melting off.
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It was hurting him at intervals of three seconds, in addition to the punches the ooze was landing on him in between. He had to make sure to keep a Healing Wind active on himself, and repeatedly cast heal. He also kept his gloves equipped, and his shield on his back, in order to get the healing enchant bonuses on them. But it did not take long at all before the damage numbers went down due to the massive amounts of experience he was gaining in his acid resistance skill. Unfortunately, though, through all of the acid punches he was taking, it was inevitable that several would hit his behind, burning away his underwear.

“Aw, dude, seriously? I can see your-” Darkshot winced and looked away.

“It’s just my character. And, why are you looking? Better yet, is your profanity filter turned off?” Aegis turned to face Darkshot, giving him a full frontal view of Aegis’ character. Aegis looked down at himself just to confirm, and sure enough, all he could see was a blank canvas - it was all his stream could see as well, thanks to his profanity filter.

“What the hell, man?! At least warn me when you’re going to do that!” Darkshot shouted as he'd glanced back towards Aegis to answer his question, saw him standing bottomless, and threw his hands over his eyes. He then spun around to see Lina's face reddening as she stood beside Darkshot in the hallway looking away as well, but she had an expression that said she really wanted to turn around and check, but was resisting the urge.

“That's what you get for turning your filter off. To me, I’m a Ken doll. Nothing weird about bathing in acid like this.” Aegis put his hands on his hips proudly and wiggled them.

“Okay, okay, I’m turning it on.” Darkshot replied as he frantically went through his interface to turn the filter back on. Once he had, he looked back at Aegis and saw the filter doing its job - even though Aegis was nude below the waist, there was nothing between his legs. He truly looked like his character was a Ken doll. “Nope, it still looks weird.” Darkshot turned away, seeing that Rakkan and Pyri were still not paying attention, both completely immersed in their respective books. Looking at Lina, though, he saw her face was still flushed bright red.

“Why are you only giving me grief? Lina’s got her filter off too.” Darkshot ratted her out after seeing her expression.

“No, no I don’t!” Lina replied flustered, staring at Darkshot in a panic while refusing to turn and look at Aegis, while Aegis casted heals on himself a few more times. 

“She’s just really shy and modest, don’t pick on her.” Aegis defended her.

“Too bad her boyfriend isn’t. Sitting there butt ass naked in the middle of a dungeon.” Darkshot shook his head again in disbelief.

“Boyfriend?” Pyri suddenly looked up from her book, interested in the conversation. Lina looked wide eyed at Pyri with an expression of horror, and quickly looked down at her feet to break eye contact with her.

“Yup, we’re dating now, don’t make it weird.” Aegis declared on behalf of Lina, drawing Pyri’s gaze onto himself.

“Why would I make it weird? And why are your pants off?” Pyri asked him curiously as she eyed him up and down. “And did you really not customize your character's body at all? That looks just like in the real world.” She motioned to his lower body.

“Mom! Seriously?!” Aegis shouted out in disbelief, flushing his face red. To this, Darkshot put his hands on his mouth and struggled to hold in a burst of laughter. “Why isn’t your profanity filter on?”

“I told you, I’m an adult. Never mind that. I don’t make things weird. I think you and Lina are adorable together.” Pyri shrugged as she went back to looking at her book.

“Hear that Lina? If you turn your filter off and look now, you’ll get a preview of what Aegis is rocking in the real world.” Darkshot nudged her with a mischievous grin. For a moment, he could see the temptation in Lina’s eyes, but she remained stoic, staring down at the floor of the castle.

“Can’t a guy bathe in acid ooze without being treated like a piece of meat?” Aegis grumbled back at them in between several more heal casts. 
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“Ok, it’s 25, that’s enough.” Aegis declared as he stepped out of the ooze. It bubbled angrily at him and tried to attack a few more times while he used guard to block the acid hits and put his armor back on. At that time, Aegis watched Pyri and Rakkan put their books away and everyone drew out their weapons.

“Rune:Frostbrand.” Rakkan said proudly as his longsword began to glow light blue. He took a clean swing at the ooze, and where the sword cut into it, it left a frozen slash mark imprinted on the creature, and Pyri followed it up with some icicle strikes. It wasn’t long before they’d killed the ooze, but at this time the sun had long since set.

“Everyone ready to go hunt a King Ooze?” Aegis asked the group, and he received a few nods. With that, the party continued their exploration of the ruined castle. They knew their destination was up, so they just kept exploring rooms in search of staircases. As they got to the upper levels they began encountering more gargoyles, but the party took it slow as to not get overwhelmed by more than one or two enemies at a time. The castle was huge, though, and it wasn’t until sunrise that they’d found themselves in front of a spiral staircase leading to the top of the uppermost tower.

“It’s gotta be up there, right? This is the last tower.” Rakkan said as he pointed out a nearby window, showing that they were now nearly on the highest floor of the ruined castle. They also got a nice view of the sun peeking up on the horizon over the sea of black mist that surrounded the ruins far below. 

“Guess so.” Aegis shrugged. “Everyone, eat a lynx steak for stamina buffs.” Aegis instructed them, and once they had, he did the rounds and gave everyone a bless buff. He double checked they all had full health, stamina, and mana, then led the way up the stone spiral staircase. The stairs were not in the best condition, with several chunks of stone missing on some steps, but they were stable enough that they could get to the top without issue.

Aegis had used his spare materials and his crafting skills to repair the durability on all of their items in preparation for this fight, including his shield, but he was still apprehensive about using it to block acid attacks. Unlike when he started out and carried multiple shields with him, he only had one shield right now, and had grown rather attached to it. He worried about its fate in the upcoming boss fight as he reached the top of the spiral staircase. It lead through the roof of the round tower they were climbing, and once they stepped off the top step, they were on the floor of a large room with curved walls.

Aegis knew they were in the highest tower of the castle now, as he could see light beaming inside from multiple windows on all sides of the room, in addition to a large crack in the roof where light shone down on them from the morning sun. Along the walls were shelves filled with various treasures, including gold trinkets, weapons, tomes and the like. Each and every shelf was encased in a glass cage, to protect it from being dissolved by oozes, and Aegis was grateful for this. 

There was no sign of any King Ooze, though, and as the others joined Aegis in stepping into the room from the top of the stairs, he spotted an eye-catching lectern in the center of the room encased in glass. On it stood a very large book with a fancy colorful cover, with the symbol of a trident embedded on it.

“That’s gotta be it, that’s the ancient book. It’s got the symbol of Shiva on it.” Aegis said as he motioned to it.

“I see the book, and I see all the treasure… but what I don’t see…” Darkshot said as he panned his eyes around the room cautiously. “Is the big bad ooze that’s supposed to be guarding it.” 

“It’s here somewhere…” Rakkan said as he joined in looking around for it.

“Maybe it’s out on its lunch break?” Pyri grinned.

“Yup, probably eating some steaks somewhere.” Darkshot replied sarcastically as they all spread out from each other slowly.

“I don’t see any pressure plates.” Lina commented as she carefully scanned the floor. “But it’s clean here. No dust or moss or anything.”

“It’s definitely here somewhere, waiting for something to happen before attacking.” Aegis said as he found himself staring at the book on the lectern a few meters in front of it. Eventually everyone stopped moving and looked at Aegis and the lectern as well.

“What are you thinking, that it's going to attack as soon as we break the glass and try to take the treasure?” Darkshot asked apprehensively.

“Yep.” Aegis nodded as he walked closer to it. “Weapons out, get ready.” He said as he took the last steps and arrived right in front of the glass box. At first he tried lifting it up, but it wouldn’t budge, so he decided to go with a less civilized method of getting at the book inside. “Ready?” Aegis turned to his party behind him and saw their weapons and spells were all prepared. Rakkan had casted frostbrand, then echoed it to have two frostbrand longswords. Pyri was holding her staff, Lina her daggers, and Darkshot his bow, all glowing with the bless buff.

Once they’d all nodded at him, he took a deep breath and thrust his shield forward into the base of the glass, smashing it and causing it to shatter to pieces. He then reached for the book and lifted it up carefully and quickly, expecting the boss to come at him at any moment. There was immediately a loud humming sound that rang throughout their ears, and the tower they stood in began to shake violently for a moment, then stopped.

The group looked around, expecting more to happen, but it went silent. Aegis took the time to try and add the book to his inventory to keep it safe, but it didn’t work, prompting him to properly check the item card for the book. 




	
Name: Book of Shiva
Type: Book
Quality: 83%
Durability: 16/20
Option 1: This item cannot be added to a players inventory and must be carried.
Description: An ancient book containing the teachings of the God Shiva of the Shattered World.








 “Uh, slight complication. I can’t put this in my inventory. The quest says we can’t let the text be destroyed, and we’re in a dungeon full of acid monsters that like to dissolve things.” Aegis said as he waved the book around.

 “It’s fine… nothing’s coming.” Darkshot replied as he pointed his arrow around the room, jerking his head around looking for signs of movement, but there were none.

 “You’re sure they said there was a King Ooze?” Pyri confirmed with Rakkan.

 “Yeah. Well, basically.” Rakkan shrugged.

 “What do you mean by, ‘basically’.” Darkshot looked at him with a raised eyebrow.

 “The book downstairs said that they captured a big King Ooze, and then they made the smaller oozes by feeding the King to make him grow, then splitting off parts of him to create the small oozes.” Rakkan explained, and everyone froze to stare at him.

 “You mean to tell me…” Pyri said in disbelief, but as she did, Aegis ran to one of the windows to get a look at the rest of the castle below them. “That all of the smaller oozes are actually just parts of one monster?” Pyri confirmed, and Rakkan nodded awkwardly.

 “Yeah.... Basically… Why, is that bad?” He replied nervously while Lina ran to the top of the spiral stairs to look down them.

 “Here they come. The humming sound must’ve been an alarm.” Aegis called to the others as he looked out of the window. Outside, sliding up the walls outside the castle were hundreds of ooze puddles, all slinking their way up towards the party, many of them merging together to form larger oozes.

 “The bottom of the stairs is already flooded with them, we can’t go back down that way.” Lina shouted to Aegis worriedly after backing away from the stairs. Darkshot moved to the window to look out as well.

 “Oh man…” Darkshot panicked as he saw nothing but green liquid overtaking the rooftops and walls of the castle. “We really should’ve killed more of them on our way up.” 

 “I don’t think it would’ve mattered, they were respawning. This was going to happen no matter what.” Aegis replied as he started scanning the room for anything they could use to get out of this situation.

 “What’s the plan?” Pyri asked Aegis calmly, despite everyone else beginning to panic.

 “Uh… we need to somehow either kill them all, or get out of here without this book getting destroyed. I’m thinking we’re going to have to make a run for it.” Aegis said as he looked out the window again and saw them getting closer, some of the oozes were arriving at the base of the tower already and making their way up the walls. 

 “They’re speeding up, look.” Darkshot panicked as he pointed at them. “The more they group together, the faster they get.”

 “Okay.” Aegis took a deep breath. “Here’s the plan.” He spoke loudly to try and calm everyone down, and it worked, they all turned to him. “That’s easily over 100 oozes, we’re not equipped to fight them all, so we’re making a run for it. Break the glass cases and pocket everything you can.” Aegis said as he motioned to the other shelves around the vault. “Mom, take the book and fly it out of here.” He said as he handed it over to her, but she shoved it back in his hands.

 “Nuh uh.” She motioned out of the window down a few floors of the castle to point out several gargoyles in their rock form, staring up at the tower. “Think of something better.” She added, and Aegis let out a frustrated sigh while Lina, Rakkan and Darkshot got to work on the glass cases. 

“I’m all for getting treasure, but it’s pointless if we all die. We need a way out.” Darkshot said as he stuffed some expensive looking, jewel encrusted goblets into his inventory.

“They’re at the top already!” Lina pointed at the top of the staircase where a puddle of ooze began to bubble over the top step, with [Boss] floating above its head in red text. 

 “What are we doing?” Rakkan asked as he and Lina had finished looting their side of the room and rushed to Aegis’ side. Together, the party regrouped on the far end of the room furthest from the stairs they’d used to enter. From there they watched anxiously as the puddle of ooze filled the farside of the room and began to grow upward. It was joined by a stream of ooze that began flowing inside the room from multiple windows.

 “Wow, that thing is huge.” Pyri said with wide eyes as it got bigger and taller.

 “Living here for 250 years unchecked and eating everything will do that to an ooze.” Rakkan said as he swallowed his saliva. 

 “If we try fighting that thing, the chance of this book surviving the battle is really slim.” Aegis said as he did another one last desperate look around the room. 

 “If we stay up here, that thing’s gonna get big enough to just drown us in a bit.” Darkshot replied. Hearing this, Aegis moved towards a nearby window and looked down once more.

 “I guess there’s only one choice, then.” Aegis sighed as he tightly clutched the book to his chest and moved to stand up on the windowsill, looking down at the oozes climbing the walls up towards him. “Even when I’m fighting a boss made out of acid, it’s still always bludgeoning damage.” He said reluctantly, then jumped. 

 “Aegis!” Lina shouted, shocked as she saw him do it.

 “Crazy ass-” Darkshot mumbled in disbelief as the four of them moved to the window and watched Aegis catch himself using his shield projection.

 “I noticed when we fought the gargoyles before, they don’t dispel guard. It’s not considered magic, but a physical ability.” Aegis declared as he stood about a meter below the window, staring up at them.

 “That’s good for you, but what about the rest of us?” Pyri said with a raised eyebrow.

 “If we jump from this height, we’ll die from the fall damage. And if we try to use magic, those gargoyles will cancel it.” Lina explained to him anxiously as she glanced back into the room to see the King Ooze bubbling towards them.

 “Well...” Aegis paused to snap his fingers and recast his guard after a little hop. “Here me out.” Aegis said as a devilish grin grew across his face. “Rakkan, gimme a hug.” Aegis instructed him, pointing downward at his shield projection to imply he wanted Rakkan to jump on his projection with him.

 “Huh? There’s not enough room for two people to stand on that.” Rakkan protested.

 “Just, trust me, we don’t have any time.” Aegis insisted, recasting his projection in between. Rakkan looked at the King Ooze and did a double take. “Come on, hurry, this skill eats my stamina crazy fast.” Aegis urged him.

 “Ah, fuck it.” Rakkan nervously jumped out the window with his arms wide, and Aegis caught him and held him in place as his feet landed on the shield. He and Aegis huddled together with their arms around each other, the Shiva book squeezing between their chests.

 “Okay, easy. Next.” Aegis let the shield projection cancel. “Guard.” He said, recasting it beneath his and Rakkan’s feet to catch them a meter lower. “Darkshot, jump on our shoulders.

 “You’ve gotta be joking.” Darkshot looked down at Rakkan and Aegis in disbelief, as they awkwardly looked up at him with their heads side by side.

 “Just do it, no time!” Pyri nudged Darkshot out of the window and he fell awkwardly on top of their heads, blocking their view above.

 “Aw, ow, seriously, I can’t even see anymore.” Aegis said, his voice muffled as Darkshot wiggled around on top of them. “Guard.” He recasted it, but it was delayed and he and Rakkan fell a few centimeters, all while several puddles of ooze that had been climbing up the tower wall were stopping and preparing to strike out at the three as they hovered mid-air a few centimeters away from the tower.

 “We’re next, let's go.” Pyri said to Lina, and Lina nodded. The two girls jumped out of the window and landed awkwardly on top of Darkshot, causing him to let out a groaning sound. 

 “I’m slipping, I’m slipping!” Darkshot shouted, but Rakkan heard this and released one arm from Aegis to grab Darkshot’s thigh and stop him from falling off. The result was a big ball of 5 players all tangled with one another, barely balancing on Aegis’ shield projection.

 “Ok, everyone hang on tight, we’re gonna drop lower to the ground a few meters at a time.” Aegis announced to them, his voice muffled still by Darkshot’s leather armor squishing his nose.

 “This has got to be the stupidest shit anyone has ever done in this game.” Darkshot shouted as Aegis’ guard projection faded, and they dropped down several meters before he casted it again.

 “You mean coolest, right?” Aegis forced out sarcastically. 



“What in the hell am I looking at right now?” Tommy said as he watched the livestream of 5 players struggling to balance on top of Aegis’ shield projections.

“Clever… use… of game mechanics?” Shinji replied awkwardly through their Simbox call as he worked on editing the stream.

 “What Aegis lacks in coolness, he makes up for in creativity.” Hae-won said with an awkward smile as she stood casting in front of Aegis’ stream.



 “Uh, the boss man is not happy that we’re escaping. He’s looking like he’s about to shoot acid at us.” Pyri said from atop the pile as she looked up and saw the Boss partially pouring itself out of the window that they’d jumped from, and a gigantic fist of ooze was beginning to form.

 “Can you do something about it?” Aegis asked desperately. 

 “Nope, got gargoyles staring.” Pyri replied nonchalantly. 

 “Okay, give us a countdown when the attack is coming. Me and Rakkan will jump to the side. Got it Rakkan?” Aegis’ muffled voice declared, still unable to see what was happening.

 “Got it.” Rakkan replied with a strained voice.

 “Big fist of acid coming in three… two… one… jump!” Pyri shouted, and Rakkan and Aegis leapt off of his shield projection to the side a few meters just in time as a gigantic fist of acid shot down at them, just barely missing them.

 “Guard!” Aegis shouted once they were in the clear, trying to catch them from falling. Unfortunately, the forward momentum created by their leap was not so easy to stop given the odd balance of weight from their pile of 5 people, and Rakkan and Aegis continued forward, stumbling off the side of the shield projection.

 “Oh shit.” Aegis shouted as they began to fall.

 “Ah, we’re falling!” Rakkan declared.

 “Fucking hell, I knew this was a dumb idea!” Darkshot squealed, while Lina let out a panicked gasping short scream, and Pyri let out a loud high pitched woo as they dropped down nearly 80 meters before Aegis’ guard came off cooldown 2 seconds later.

 “Guard!” He shouted desperately. At this point, their dogpile had tilted sideways during the fall. All the guard served to do was slow their fall and break them apart, blocking their downward momentum as they all lost grip on one another and rolled off the side of the shield projection, landing on the ground of the castle’s courtyard a few meters below.




	You take 4620 Bludgeoning damage. 






 “Oww…” Aegis groaned as he struggled to get back up, the others landing nearby and slowly standing up as well. He double checked to make sure the book was safe and dusted it off.

 “Healing wind, healing wind, healing wind…” He casted it on everyone one by one to help them recover from the bludgeoning damage they took as they all looked up to see the King Ooze quickly sliming its way down the tower towards them.

 “It worked, we made it.” Aegis declared with a proud smile as he looked at the others.

 “We’re never doing anything like that, ever again.” Darkshot replied.

 “That thing is moving really fast.” Lina said nervously.

 “Yep, we’re not out of danger yet. Let's get the hell out of these ruins.” Aegis nodded as he looked up and saw the Ooze suddenly began to vibrate violently, making a loud echoing bubbling sound. “Uh…” Aegis slowly backed away while he looked up at it, moving in the direction of the gate leading out of the courtyard.

 “What’s it doing?” Darkshot asked as he did the same, and a few seconds later, the King Ooze ballooned itself, forming a giant bubble of air on its inside as it began to look like the highest tower of the Kolz castle had a giant green pimple bulging out of its window.

 “Oh no, I don’t like the look of that…” Pyri gasped as she saw it, and a moment later, the ‘pimple’ popped, exploding acidic ooze over the entire sky around the ruins, raining it down on them. 

            

    
        Chapter 120: The Ancient Text

    
    
    
    
                Chapter 120: The Ancient Text


“RUN, NOW!” Aegis shouted as he clutched the book tightly to his chest, wrapping his arms around it. He was more concerned with protecting it than himself. No one needed to be told twice, the five of them took off running towards the gate of the courtyard as large and small droplets of ooze began to land all around them. The party was sprinkled with tiny bits of acid damage, each not causing much on its own, but the amount of droplets was dangerous.




	You take 95 Acid damage.
You take 132 Acid damage.
You take 116 Acid damage.






The numbers scrolled across their peripheral vision as Aegis felt the burning sensation on all parts of his body. Worse yet was that when the acid plopped down onto the ground around them, it started moving. Some droplets formed together quickly, and were large enough to start launching acid fists of their own at the party, forcing them to dodge and roll away from them as they ran through the acid rain. 

The largest formation of ooze, the King, hadn’t completely exploded itself into nothingness. It was still dangling out of the window of the highest tower, but just as the party had reached the gate out of the courtyard, it launched itself with great elasticity off of the tower through the sky, casting a dark shadow over the party as it splashed down violently near the entrance of the courtyard. 

The party just barely passed the threshold of the gate and got onto the bridge as it landed, its body flowing out of the gate after them, portions seeping out and off the sides of the bridge, but it didn’t completely stream off down into the abyss, it began pulling the drooping streams of ooze back up off the edges of the bridge to form up the main body into a large towering blob of ooze. 

Aegis and the others were not interested in stopping to try and challenge it, they continued running across the bridge, jumping over and dodging smaller ooze formations that had rained down on the bridge itself, but on the opposite end of the bridge they saw that a large ooze had already formed there and was blocking their path.

“I’ll freeze it out of the way!” Rakkan shouted as he charged in front, preparing to swing his swords at it, but just as he got close enough and tried casting Frostbrand with a finger snap, the spell failed. Turning back, He saw two gargoyles on the walls of the castle courtyard glaring at him with glowing red eyes. “Fuck! This dungeon sucks!” Rakkan shouted angrily.

“How do we get through that thing without magic?” Darkshot asked as they had to stop running, now caught between the King Ooze behind them and the large ooze in front of them. Just as Aegis started to scan his surroundings to try and think, the bridge shook violently and several of the light blue blocks broke off, falling down into the abyss below.

Looking around, Aegis saw it wasn’t just the bridge that shook, the entire chunk of land the ruined castle was sitting on had tilted, as well as the ruined land they were running towards. He couldn’t figure out why for a moment, until he spotted it - the acid rain hadn’t just poured on the ruins, it had landed all over the exposed branches and was burning through them.

“I think the ruins are going down!” Aegis declared as he pointed out the large branch that he’d used to travel to the castle was beginning to bend downwards, spots of acid melting through the bark and damaging its structural integrity. 

“I really, really hate this dungeon.” Darkshot sighed as he saw it. Lina turned and saw Aegis looking around for a solution, but they were running out of time fast as both of the oozes closed in and the land began to tilt more and more, shaking and quaking.

“I might have an idea.” Lina said, and suddenly dashed forward at the Ooze in front of them. Without stopping, she ran full speed into its body just as it tried to punch her. The punch would’ve hurt, but as Aegis had learned, standing in the acid only did damage every few seconds. Lina swimmed through the ooze’s body and came out the other side. By the time she had, her leather armor and most of her clothing had burned off save for her undergarments, but she didn’t seem to care. Her health was only half full, but it was enough.

“Come on!” She urged the others through. Pyri shrugged and jumped through, then Rakkan. 

“Aw man.” Darkshot groaned as he psyched himself up, and they all took a lot of damage but managed to swim through the ooze, losing nearly all durability on their armor and clothing in the process.

“Aegis, throw the book over, then run through. We'll catch it!" Lina urged him. 

“Right.” Aegis replied hesitantly as he prepared to throw it overtop of the bubbling ooze in front of him, whilst the King Ooze closed in behind him fast.

“C'mon!” Rakkan shouted as all four of them watched Aegis anxiously. Aegis wasn’t sure about this, but didn’t have much choice. He took a deep breath, held the text back above his shoulder, then with all his strength prepared to throw it. Just as he launched his arm forward with the book, the bridge shook violently, throwing him off his balance mid toss, and the book flew through the air wide at an angle, going towards the abyss. Aegis just barely managed to catch himself from falling off the bridge as it began to tilt sideways, both chunks of land tilting along with it as the branch that was holding up the land his party stood on began to bend downward towards the abyss.

“No!” Aegis shouted out with a gasp of air. There was no one near the book, no possible way they could retrieve it. He watched in slow motion as it spun through the air. Rakkan, Lina, and Darkshot all reached out towards it, desperately running to where the book was flung with determination in their eyes, but it was hopeless. They couldn't get it, not without jumping into the abyss themselves.

Pyri, on the other hand, froze in place as she saw the book flying off. The gargoyles on the courtyard walls were still staring at them, blocking Darkshot from using grappling shot to retrieve the book, and blocking her from using fly to catch it. But, Pyri knew she could still get it, if she used cinderbolt. She planned it all out in her head, she could duck behind a wall to cast her bolts, move one bolt under the bridge, using the bridge to hide it from the gargoyles view, and ultimately hit them with it from behind as a distraction. She could then use her second cinderbolt in that time to catch the book and propel it back towards the land without burning it. The amount of micromovements she’d need to make with her fingers to manipulate the cinderbolts in that way, that fast, without being able to clearly see what she was doing was immense. But she was sure she could do it.

She thought this as she watched the book spin one more time, then another, and fear crept up in her heart.



“We don’t understand each other anymore.” David’s voice rang through her ears. 




As she heard this echo in her mind, she turned and looked to see the despair on Aegis’ face as he watched the book plummeting towards the abyss. So many emotions and thoughts rushed through her head in those few seconds before the book fell below the chunk of land, out of their line of sight. 

I’m going to let my son and his friends fail this quest, because even though I was able to save it, I didn’t. If I save that book, they’ll know, won’t they? They won’t want to play with me anymore. I won’t be able to play with my son anymore. The livestream, there’s 31 000 viewers, they’ll all see it won’t they? She thought to herself as she tried to organize her thoughts. Then, a second voice rang through her mind.



“Isn’t that a bit insulting to Aegis?” Trexon’s voice echoed in her head. 




She looked more closely at him, at his companions staring at where the book had fallen, half naked due to the acid having burned away all of their durability. With tears swelling up in her eyes, she took a deep breath, and dashed behind the walls of a nearby ruined building.

“Multicast cinderbolt!” she whispered to herself, then shot one out like a bullet from the wall downward, using the ruins to block it from the gargoyles view she manipulated it along the bridge, underneath it, extremely fast, and once it was close to the opposite end she split the bolt up into two spheres around and behind the King Ooze, back through the gate of the courtyard and up the back of the wall to get behind the gargoryles. She pressed the cinderbolt spheres onto the backs of the gargoyles, causing them to burn and screech out, jerking their heads around to try and cancel the spell that was behind them.

While carefully maneuvering the two spheres to constantly stay out of the peripheral vision of the gargoyles, she moved her second cinderbolt off the side of the chunk of land like a bullet, down after the text, and caught it just before it fell into the black mist of the abyss below. She bounced it up carefully by splitting her cinderbolt into multiple small flat spheres, making sure it didn’t sit on any sphere for too long so as to not accidentally burn the book.

As Rakkan, Darkshot and Lina looked off the side of the island nearest to where the book had fell, they looked on in disbelief as the book flew back up from the abyss towards them, Lina reaching out to grab it in utter surprise.

“What the hell, the book came back?!” Darkshot said in disbelief.

“What just happened?” Aegis shouted confused as he saw the book in Lina’s hand.

“I don’t know, but we got it! Come on Aegis, we gotta get outta here!” Rakkan shouted at him urgently. Aegis didn’t need to be told twice, he climbed onto the side of the now heavily tilted bridge, unequipped his shield, then charged at the ooze, swimming through its viscous body and taking massive acid damage before making it out the other side.

“Get to the rope!” Aegis shouted, spotting that Pyri was split from the group, standing with her back up against a ruined wall. When Aegis turned to look at her, he saw the look of fear on her face, and didn’t understand it. “Come on, we gotta go!” Aegis urged her, and she nodded, following behind the others as they all darted through the streets of the tilting ruins. 

The canopy of the tree and its branches made an ominous deathly creaking sound as the wood began to crack and break, and the ground made several downward jerking motions.

“Grab it, grab it, grab it!” Aegis shouted urgently as they got to the rope that was suspended above the abyss between Kalmoore and the ruins. Lina didn’t hesitate to jump on top of the rope with the book in hand and sprinted across it well ahead of the others.

“We’re out of range of the gargoyles now!” Rakkan declared to Pyri and she nodded.

“Fly!” She cast on herself and began levitating up away from the ruins. As she did, the land made a heavy jutting motion downward, knocking Rakkan, Aegis and Darkshot off of their feet.

Aegis grabbed the rope, then Darkshot, and lastly Rakkan, but as they had, the branch that held up the chunk of land they stood on gave way, snapping completely off of the main section of the tree and freefalling into the abyss, pulling the rope down with it.

“Cut it!” Aegis shouted at Rakkan who quickly freed a hand from the rope to use his longsword to slash at the rope, disconnecting it from the pillar. 

As the land and the canopy it sat on plummeted down into the the dark mist below, Darkshot, Rakkan and Aegis swung on the rope through the air towards the Island of Kalmoore.

“Oooooh shiiiiiiiiiiiiit!” Darkshot shouted as he saw the bottom jagged chunks of earth sticking out of the island of Kalmoore getting closer and closer. The three held on as tightly as they could and prepared for impact, and a few moments later they all slammed violently into the side of the island of Kalmoore, but well below the black mist, submerged in the abyss several dozen meters.

“Aegis!” Lina shouted worriedly at them as she put the book down and desperately began pulling the rope up from the ledge. Not long after, Pyri landed beside her and joined in. Melon and Snowflake were idly watching, confused about what was going on, but it wasn’t long before Snowflake clued in and rushed over to Lina, grabbing the rope in his beak and yanking it up alongside them.

“Can we breathe this stuff in?” Darkshot asked as he dangled from the rope alongside the other two boys. The mist was so thick they couldn’t even see their hands in front of their faces, let alone each other.

“I think so.” Aegis replied. “Let’s climb back up before some reapers sniff us out though.” he said urgently. Between them climbing, and Pyri, Lina and Snowflake pulling, they managed to get the rope all the way back up onto the land a few minutes later. Aegis, Darkshot and Rakkan relieved to be back on the land beside the others. Everyone rolled around and grabbed their knees to catch their breath as their stamina recovered.

“Good thing we have all that leather, because our direwolf armor is toast.” Aegis said as he looked at everyone standing about, still partially nude.

“We really should’ve unequipped the armor first, huh.” Rakkan sighed.

“No, I don’t think we could’ve survived the damage without armor on.” Aegis replied as he stood up and looked at the book. Checking the item card, he saw that it had lost 10 durability, but he wasn’t aware of why it happened. With the book in hand he turned to look back at the tree and the ruins. 

The castle, and chunk of land it was on was still standing up on the main portion of the canopy, but the bridge had snapped and the treetop that was closest to Kalmoore was now gone. They could see in the distance the King Ooze still angrily slinking around the castle, but after a bit it began splitting itself off into smaller oozes and disappearing back inside the structure.

“Someone else can kill that thing. I’m done with that dungeon.” Aegis waved at it dismissively.

“I agree, let’s never go back there again.” Darkshot nodded.

“Still…” Rakkan paused and looked at Aegis and the book in his hand. “How the hell did that book not fall down into the abyss? Did you do something Lina?” Rakkan turned to her, and Lina herself turned to look at Pyri. She thought about the situation, played it out in her head entirely, and recalled that she felt a small window of time before the book returned that the gaze of the gargoyles had disappeared from them. The only possible explanation was that Pyri did something to make them look away, then used the time window to pull the book up. Lina knew this, but as she came to these conclusions she saw on Pyri's face a look of utter terror - Pyri's skin was going pale. It wasn't too unlike the expression that Pyri had on the bridge when the party was being attacked by the stick bugs. Lina held off answering Rakkan's question, waiting for Pyri to answer herself, and tell them all what an awesome thing it was that she had just done. But she didn't. She remained staring back at Lina, terrified. 

"Was it you, Lina?" Aegis asked, curious as well as he waited alongside Darkshot and Rakkan for her response, all eager to understand what had happened.

"Yeah..." Lina said weakly, causing Pyri's expression of fear to turn to shock, tears swelling up in her eyes. Lina knew just from that reaction, she was on the right track, though she didn't fully understand what was behind Pyri's expressions. "Yeah, uhm..." Lina turned her attention back on the boys, trying to make sure they looked at her rather than Pyri. "When the ground shook, the gargoyles looked away for a second, so I shadowstepped down, grabbed it, threw it back up, then shadow stepped back up to to catch it." Lina fumbled the words out quickly.

"Really? Damn." Rakkan looked at her with an impressed nod.

"That's fricken awesome. Nice thinking." Darkshot smiled as he patted her on the shoulder.

"You saved our asses. If you hadn't done that, this whole quest woulda been over." Aegis said with a huge sigh of relief. "Thank you, Lina." Aegis smiled at her.

"Mhm." Lina nodded back, forcing a smile towards them. Once they stopped staring at her, she turned to look back at Pyri, seeing Pyri smile back at her before she sighed with relief as well. Lina couldn't say she fully understood why, but, she was happy with the outcome.

“You wanna see what it says? Maybe there’s another rune in it.” Aegis suggested as he held the book out to Rakkan who excitedly took it and began carefully reading through the pages. Once he had, Aegis looked to Snowflake while Darkshot moved to check on Darkwing, and Pyri went to stand by herself away from the group.

“Good job buddy, you helped me out there.” He ruffled the feathers on Snowflakes head, while Lina moved to stand beside Aegis, watching him interact with his gryphon. She felt the urge to say something to Aegis about Pyri, but she decided against it, and remained silent. Aegis gave everyone a bit of time to relax as he went and dug up their hidden chest, then called everyone over and handed out the leather until all of their inventories were full.

“Okay guys, the quest is complete, and our bags are full. It’s time to return to Kordas.” Aegis declared as the party gathered together and began their journey back north. It was rather uneventful, following the river until they reached their old camp, but there they spotted a new camp that had been set up, filled with members of the Blades of Kalmoore in the lower level 30’s and 40’s, and Aegis saw Miranda among them.

“What are they doing here?” Darkshot asked as they spotted them, steering clear of the camp of roughly 15 players. A few of them spotted Aegis and his party, but didn’t pay much attention to them as they passed by. 

“Most likely, they’re copying us.” Lina said.

“Copying us?” Aegis asked her.

“Yeah… they probably saw the lynx den and how we were using it for experience through your stream. They probably waited until we left, and now they’re using it.” Lina explained.

“What? But that was our spot, and our strategy.” Darkshot complained.

“That’s the downside with streaming.” Rakkan shrugged. 

“But isn’t that boring?” Aegis asked as he looked between Rakkan and Lina. “I mean, instead of playing the game for themselves and discovering and exploring, they’re just copying us?” Aegis explained his question, but this made both Lina, Rakkan, Pyri and Darkshot all smile at him.

“That’s why you’re the one with 31,000 viewers.” Darkshot patted him on the shoulder.

“Shinji’s investments are starting to make a lot more sense.” Pyri put her finger on her chin as she went into thought.

“Huh? I don’t get it.” Aegis looked at the two of them confused. 

“As someone who barely plays games or watches other livestreamers, I doubt you ever will.” Darkshot shook his head in Aegis’ direction before walking forward past him. 

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Aegis replied, frustrated now. 

            

    
        Chapter 121: Promise

    
    
    
    
                Chapter 121: Promise


“Ahhh…” Darkshot stretched out his arms as the party walked into the shadows cast by the walls surrounding Kordas. “It’s good to be back.” he added. The sun sat securely in the middle of the cloudy sky that afternoon, and as they approached the gates they heard the familiar sounds of wagon wheels turning, beasts of burden grunting, and players and NPCs shouting. All of it coming from within the grand city before them.

A few of the nearby players and NPCs that were going about their business had stopped to stare curiously at Snowflake as he proudly strutted along behind the group beside Melon. Despite the large variety of beasts that were typically present within Kordas, gryphons were not a common sight, and for many players it was their first time seeing one, period. Snowflake was loving the attention, keeping his beak held high with his eyes closed, allowing his beautiful white feathers to reflect the sunlight. 

That all came to an end when they were stopped by the guards out front of the Kordas gates, though.

“Halt. An untamed gryphon cannot be permitted to enter the city. Do you have a tamining license for that beast?” The Kordas guard said as he moved to stand in front of the party. Aegis turned around to look at the others, confused.

“Taming License?” he asked, hoping to get an answer from either Rakkan or Lina.

“Yes, for uncommon wild beasts, you need to prove to a Stablemaster that it will listen to you, so that you can get a license for it. You need to show that license to the gaurds before they will let it walk around in the city.” Lina explained, and as she did she motioned to the nearby stables that sat along the road near them, just outside the gate a few meters away. 

“Right.” Aegis sighed, turning to head to the stables.

“And, also… you might want to consider dressing more appropriately.” The guard continued speaking, but Aegis ignored him, leading the others as he arrived at the stables. 

“I guess Melon should wait here too.” Pyri said as she hopped off the back of her horse. Aegis approached a stablehand he saw unloading a barrel from a cart just outside of the stables.

“Excuse me sir, are you able to take care of a gryphon for a bit?” Aegis asked him.

“Not going to look for a Stablemaster?” Rakkan asked Aegis.

“Nah, we’ll work on training together back in Rene. For now I just want to turn in this quest.” Aegis shrugged back at Rakkan, while Snowflake let out an acknowledging squawk. 

“Ah, yes, we have room for a variety of beasts at our stables. Of course, it will be more expensive than taking care of a horse. How long will you be staying in Kordas?” The stablehand said as he looked between Aegis and his gryphon.

“Not long… You’ll stay here in these stables for a bit, okay? We won’t be long, then we’ll head to our new home.” Aegis said to Snowflake, and Snowflake squawked. “No cages, though. He doesn’t like cages.” Aegis turned to the stablehand and he nodded apprehensively.

“Please take care of Melon as well, she’s a sweetie.” Pyri handed the reins of Melon to the stablehand and he bowed politely, but not before Darkshot took his nest pack off of the side of Melon’s saddle, then carefully lifted out the now dark gray feathered Darkwing out of the nest to cradle it in his hands. The party waved to the two animals, then turned back towards the gates and approached, but they watched as the guard once again stood to block their path, eying their acid-burned clothing up and down.

“Look, we’re going to get new clothes as soon as you let us in the city.” Aegis grumbled at his gaze. The Kordas guard hesitated for another moment before he reluctantly stepped aside and let them pass. The five of them walked together through the southern gate of Kordas, entering the streets where, once inside, despite their low durability attire, barely drew attention from any other players walking the streets.

“Look how big this guy is getting. He’s such a big lil’ fella.” Darkshot said in a babying voice as he gently tickled under Darkwing’s chin, which he seemed to enjoy.

“Sounds like you’re getting along with him. Even though he’s a pigeon.” Rakkan commented with a smirk.

“He’s not just any pigeon. He’s a Kalmoorian pigeon.” Darkshot replied with confidence.

“What’s special about a Kalmoorian pigeon?” Lina asked curiously.

“Well…” Darkshot hesitated. “I don’t know yet. But, we’ll find out. I bet you’ll all be jealous of it, too.” Darkshot finished. Rakkan just shook his head in disbelief at this. 

“Whatever, I gotta log for a bit. I promised my parents I’d do some stuff around the house once we finished our quest. Are you guys gonna still be around Kordas tomorrow?” Rakkan asked as he stopped to talk to the others, everyone huddling around off to the side of the Kordas street.

“Yeah, I think I should craft us some new armor and clothes before we head back to the Temple of Shiva. Going like this is a little disrespectful.” Aegis motioned down to his patchwork armor.

“Aite, cool, I’ll catch you guys later.” Rakkan waved before logging out from the gameworld.

“While you are doing the boring crafting, I…” Darkshot motioned to himself with a big smile. “Am going to show my new bird to someone. How’s my hair?” Darkshot asked Aegis as he turned his head to the side for Aegis to look at it closely.

“Uh, fine… I’d be more worried about your clothes.” Aegis shrugged.

“Nah, the acid burns add to the dark mysterious look.” Darkshot replied. “Cya later.” He waved excitedly before rushing off into the city, leaving just three of them now.

“Speaking of breaks.” Pyri said as she stepped forward. “Would you mind picking up groceries for us before you start crafting? The fridge is getting empty.” Pyri asked Aegis.

“Uhm…” He thought on it, he didn’t really want to, but ultimately he knew someone would have to do it. “Yeah, sure,” he shrugged. “Be back in a bit then, I guess.” Aegis waved, half to Lina and Pyri, half to his audience which was now holding steady at 33,000 viewers. Lina smiled and waved to him, watching as he disappeared from the game world, and it was only once he’d gone that she realized she would be alone with Pyri.

“So.” Pyri turned to Lina. The two were staring at a large decorative wagon that passed by them in the street nearby. It had a noisy bard player singing a Yumily song horribly off tune sitting on the roof of it. “You’re dating my son now, huh?” Pyri turned and smiled warmly at Lina, surprising her.

“Uhm… yes.” Lina avoided her eyes and looked down at her feet as she began fidgeting with the hilts of her sheathed daggers. 

“Since when?” Pyri asked curiously.

“Well… he asked me out at the fountain, just before we left for the quest.” Lina replied awkwardly.

“I see.” Pyri nodded, and it went awkwardly silent for a moment. “Why did you lie?” Pyri asked her, now also avoiding looking at her.

“Huh? I didn’t!” Lina replied flustered. “He really asked me then, I swear!” She said defensively. 

“No, not about that. I meant, about the book, back in Kolz.” Pyri answered.

“Oh…” Lina slowly began to calm down, thinking of an appropriate answer for a moment. “I saw your face. It reminded me a bit of me, when I’m scared of people finding out I did something weird.” Lina shrugged. “I always wish that someone would come and save me from the situation… so.. I thought, ‘I should do that.’” Lina explained as she went back to twiddling her dagger hilts. 

“So, you saw what I did?” Pyri asked her timidly.

“No… I even went back to watch it in the livestream viewer, on our way back here,” she motioned to the Kordas streets around them, “but Shinji kept Aegis’ camera pinned on Aegis during that time, so no one could check how it happened.” Lina shrugged, and saw Pyri let out a sigh of relief. “But I guessed… I felt when the gargoyle gaze effect dropped from us for a moment, I even thought about actually shadowstepping to get the book, but I chickened out.” Lina giggled softly. 

“Shadowstepping off a cliff would’ve been crazy.” Pyri nodded. 

“So it was you?” Lina looked at her curiously and Pyri looked back hesitantly.

“Yeah…” Pyri answered reluctantly. 

“With cinderbolts? Without burning the book? That must’ve been really hard to do. Aegis said you were pretty good at games, but that is really high level stuff!” Lina said with adoration in her eyes as she looked at Pyri excitedly, but Pyri looked anything but happy to hear this praise. “Or…” Lina toned her expression down after seeing her reaction. “Did you do something else? Like a cheat, or an exploit?” Lina asked in a whisper.

“No, nothing like that. It was with the cinderbolts.” Pyri confirmed, and Lina nodded, followed by another silence.

“But then, why were you so scared of everyone knowing it was you?” Lina asked her with sincere curiosity. 

“It’s just…” Pyri looked at Lina hesitantly, then looked down at her feet and began tapping them on the paved ground nervously. “Can you promise not to tell Aegis?” She asked.

“I promise.” Lina nodded without hesitation.

“I just…” She let out another deep breath. “I don’t want Aegis to know I can do stuff like that. Or anyone, really. The last time I showed what I could do, it ended badly.” Pyri explained as her voice went softer and quieter towards the end of her sentence.

“Oh…” Lina replied as she began to ponder what Pyri was talking about, and slowly but surely she pieced it together in her head. It took awhile for either of them to speak again after that. “Okay, I understand. I have some stuff I don’t want Aegis to know too… so, I promise to keep it a secret.” Lina smiled at Pyri, and Pyri looked back at her and returned the smile. 

“Thank you.” Pyri replied. After a few moments of peaceful quiet, though, curiosity began to creep up on Pyri. “What sort of stuff are you hiding from Aegis?” She raised her eyebrows at Lina deviously. “You know, since we’re keeping secrets together now.” She added a shrug.

“Well…” Lina looked back down at her feet. “It’s really embarrassing.” Lina sighed.

“Oh, those are the best sort of secrets.” Pyri rubbed her hands together. “I promise not to tell.” 

“Okay…” Lina sighed. “When I remade my game character to play here with him, I couldn’t think of a good name, so I just named myself Silentwire.” Lina replied.

“Hm? What’s weird about that?” Pyri asked.

“I really like using anagrams for game character names…” Lina replied shyly. Pyri took a second to process this in her head, then her eyes went wide with shock.

“Oh. Oh wow. That’s a bit creepy.” Pyri said with a nod of disbelief, but as she did she spotted Lina’s embarrassed expression. “Or sweet, you know. Depending on how you look at it.” Pyri tried to soften the blow. 

“Please don’t tell him, he’ll definitely think I’m creepy.” Lina pleaded with Pyri.

“I won’t, promise. Do kids still do pinky swears nowadays?” Pyri said as she held out her pinky finger to Lina.

“Mhm, sometimes.” Lina nodded, and quickly wrapped her pinky around Pyri’s.

“I promise I won’t tell Aegis about your character name.” Pyri nodded.

“I promise I won’t tell him you are really good at this game.” Lina nodded back, and the two girls smiled at each other. 

“Phew. I feel a lot better. I’m glad my son picked a girl like you.” Pyri patted her on the shoulder, causing Lina to blush. “Well.” She turned towards the city in front of them. “I’m going to return some of these spell books and try to get a portal spell book. If I had a Kordas portal, we would have avoided a lot of issues in Kolz.” Pyri declared.

“They’re really letting you borrow intermediate spell books from the Wizard Tower?” Lina asked curiously.

“Eh, more or less. I’m not sure if it’ll work a second time, but it's worth a shot.” Pyri shrugged as she started walking in the direction of the Wizard Tower.

“I’ll come help! If they don’t let you borrow the portal book, I can just steal it for you.” Lina said cheerfully.

“I like your style.” Pyri replied as the two walked side by side into the city. 



Darkshot found himself in the central market square of Kordas. Not far from the city's busy auction house, set up around a fountain, were countless stalls and kiosks of various merchant players and guilds, as well as NPCs. They were selling items of all sorts, from special furniture, to interesting foods, to rare armors and weapons. Darkshot wasn’t interested in any of that, though, he was specifically looking for one stall in particular, and it didn’t take him long to find it.

He approached the Night Hunter’s stall with a strut as he spotted Sherry behind the counter, speaking to a customer about purchasing one of Tullan’s many crafted weapons. Darkshot waited patiently for her to finish before stepping up to the counter himself.

“Hey.” Sherry smiled at him warmly with a look of recognition. “It’s been awhile, I thought you forgot about me.”

“Forget about you? Of course not.” Darkshot replied, trying to speak in his manly theatrical voice.

“What’s wrong with your voice?” Sherry asked him with a raised eyebrow - having spent plenty of time with him in the training grounds, she knew what he normally sounded like.

“Nothing.” Darkshot faked a cough, returning to his normal voice. “Look, I got a baby bird for completing my class quest.” He said as he excitedly held out Darkwing over the counter. It curiously poked its head up to look at Sherry and let out a light peep.

“Aww… he’s so cute. He doesn’t look like a Darkwing, though.” She commented on the name as she gently stroked the top of the baby bird's head. 

“What do you mean? He’s totally a Darkwing. Like Darkshot. Perfect team.” Darkshot motioned to himself.

“I think with a name like Darkshot, you should go with some contrast. Name him Lightwing.” Sherry smirked.

“Nah nah nah.” Darkshot shook his head at this. “Darkwing is the best. Right lil’ guy?” Darkshot turned to the baby bird and it let out another peep. Darkshot watched as Sherry smiled wide at the baby bird and couldn’t resist staring into her beautiful star-shaped pupils. “So, I bet you’re wondering what happened to this armor, right? I could tell you all about the epic adventure I just went on, over dinner? At a restaurant?” Darkshot said as he motioned to the nearby restaurant buildings lining the city square. 

“Oh, no need. I saw it all on the livestream. Night Hunters are all pretty big Aegis fans.” Sherry replied with an uninterested shrug.

“Oh… really?” Darkshot replied with a hint of disappointment. “You sure? You saw how I shot those arrows across the abyss at the gargoyles? How I bravely ran through the ooze in the face of certain death?” Darkshot asked, trying to talk up his heroic acts.

“Yup. I also saw how you bravely inched your way over the rope like a cute little inch worm to get to the ruins.” Sherry smiled at him mischievously. 

“Well, you know… it was the smartest way to do it.” Darkshot replied defensively.

“Mhm. But my favorite part of your adventure was just before that, you know, when you went to visit the temple of Aphrodite, with your profanity filter turned off.” Sherry said, and her smile completely faded in place of a glare.

“You saw that?” Darkshot said anxiously as he avoided her eyes. 

“Mhm.” Sherry replied while crossing her arms. 

“Well, you know, it was just for Aegis’ quest. I only went there to help out my friend.” Darkshot replied flustered.

“Mmmhmmm.” Sherry shook her head at him. 

“It’s true, I swear! And, my profanity filter is on now. So I can’t see anything anymore.” Darkshot said hastily.

“Riiight.” Sherry shrugged. 

“C’mon, give me a chance. We had so much fun training together, right? I’m only in Kordas for a little bit, let me take you out to dinner.” Darkshot pleaded with her as Sherry spotted another player approaching the Night Hunter stall over Darkshot’s shoulder. She looked between the tiny bird, Darkshot’s desperate eyes, and the customer, and didn’t answer for a moment. Eventually, she let out a reluctant sigh.

“Fine, but I pick the restaurant, most of these places here suck. And you’re paying. The stall closes at sunset.” Sherry motioned to the virtual sky above them without looking back at Darkshot as she said all of this. 

“Yes!” Darkshot pumped a fist in the air while the other hand carefully held Darkwing. “I’ll be here to pick you up at sunset.” He spun around excitedly as he walked off into the crowds of nearby players, a skip in his step. Sherry caught a glimpse of him skipping away and couldn’t help but smile at his goofiness. 



Eli stepped out of the shower, dried off his hair and got dressed as he normally would. It felt strange, putting his shoes on and stepping out of the front door of his house. The real sun should’ve felt differently to him than the virtual sun of the game world did as it shined down on his real skin, but it didn’t. As he walked down his driveway to the sidewalk and looked up and down the street of his neighborhood, it felt barely more real than he had felt walking around the streets of Kordas.

The primary difference was simply that everything around him just looked plain, and boring. Sure, it was all practical - the streets, signs, houses, and gardens were all built with an optimal amount of materials. The bare minimum required for them to perform their functions. But it all looked so boring. There were no strange, unknown beasts pulling along carts of goods down the road, only cars and autopods driving by.

There were no orcs, satyr, or lizardfolk walking about the streets alongside Eli as he made his way to the grocery store, it was just humans, Boring, plain old humans. They couldn’t use magic, either, they just had their implant chips, two hands, and two feet. It wasn’t long before he arrived at the nearly empty parking lot of the grocery store, walked across the asphalt and arrived at the automatic sliding doors that opened with a dinging bell for him as he stepped in front of them.

He entered the shop and felt the cool air conditioned atmosphere take over. He looked at the shelves to see all the prepared meals in cans and boxes on one side of the store. The frozen and refrigerated meats lined up in rows of refrigerated shelves on the other side of the store. 

He didn’t need to hunt direwolves or lynx, or boars to get his food. He didn’t need to farm, gather herbs, and make a campfire to cook it. It was all right here, already done for him. All he had to do was put it in a shopping cart, and pay for it. It was simple, easy, convenient, but, most importantly…

“Boring.” Eli mumbled to himself as he thought about it. As he grabbed a shopping cart and started filling it up with food for himself and his mom to eat over the next weeks, he couldn’t help but just feel bored. He looked out the front windows of the shop and just knew, nowhere in the world was there ever going to be a dark looming threat like the abyss or the Avatar’s of Darkness. There was no goddess of Eirene out there who needed his help. No matter how long he looked out the window, a dragon was never going to fly by across the sky above.

As he used his wrist implant to pay for the food and loaded it into grocery bags, he headed out of the shop quickly, a skip of urgency in his step as he excitedly headed back home. He was eager to get back into the game world to spend more time with Lina, his mom, Rakkan, and Darkshot, and keep exploring and getting stronger. For that brief moment of time as he rushed back home from the shop, he’d completely forgotten about why he’d started playing the game entirely. When he got back home, Eli kicked off his shoes and quickly unloaded the groceries into the fridge, freezer, and pantry, but just as he was finishing putting away the last few items, he got a ring on his ear implant, and a notification appeared through his eye implant in his peripheral vision, notifying him that Shinji was calling him.

“Hello?” Eli answered as he tapped his ear implant to accept the call, crumpling up the empty grocery bag and throwing it into the plastic recycling bin in the corner of his kitchen. 

“Hey there, it’s Shinji. Do you have some time to talk?” Shinji asked him through the call.

“Uh, yeah, sure.” Eli replied.

“Good, but this will be an important discussion that I’d rather do face to face, at least through VR. Would you mind joining me, Hae-won and Tommy in an office meeting simulation?” Shinji asked, his voice sounding serious. 

“Yeah, okay…” Eli replied hesitantly, curious what they could possibly want to speak to him about. “Just send me the meeting invite and I’ll hop in my Simbox.”
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“It’s good to finally meet you, Eli Winters.” Tommy said as Eli logged into their office meeting simulation. They were moving at simulation speed four, standing around in what looked to be a modern coffee shop with no other customers or people around. Eli hadn’t met Tommy before, but he looked important with his black suit and tie. He had dark skin and warm welcoming smile under his short black hair and was reaching his hand out to shake Eli's.

“Nice to meet you.” Eli said as he shook his hand, then turned to shake Hae-won’s hand as she stood in her typical v neck red dress, and Shinji as he stood in a gray business suit.

“I’m the owner of the Fanta-See Network, and of course you’ve met our chief broadcaster, Hae-won, and chief editor Shinji.” Tommy said as he motioned to the other two. “Please, have a seat.” He said, and shortly after the four of them sat in chairs around a simple round white table in the middle of the coffee shop. 

“So, the reason we called you to this meeting is to give you an update on how your stream and our network have been growing these past few weeks since you’ve signed on with us.” Tommy said as he waved his hands around and began making several different charts, graphs and spreadsheets appear in the air around them on floating screens, so that everyone could see them. 

“Your streaming style is quite unique, but with Shinji’s editing skills and Hae-won’s broadcasting skills, we’ve not only managed to make it work, its quickly becoming a style of streaming in its own right. Several of the other major networks are attempting to replicate your success.” Tommy explained.

“A player who can just play without having to try and entertain an audience by stopping what they are doing to interact with them the whole time is very refreshing. The downside of that is that the audience begins to feel ignored, unable to form parasocial relationships with the streamer. I’ve been able to offset that myself by inserting my personality as an extension of yours.” Hae-won explained as she waved her hands around, and brought up a few livestream viewers for Aegis to see.


“I think it’s great, it feels like I’m watching a movie, but with a real person as the main character, you know?” Aegis watched a reviewer talking about his stream, with a clip of Aegis’ stream playing in the background behind the speaker.



 


“There’s a real human element to it. It makes me feel young again to watch him, like I'm back in high school, but with magic battles instead of tests.” Another reviewer said, as Hae-won briefly skimmed through multiple clips for Aegis to see.



 


“I love the natural romance, I was really rooting for Yuki, but Lina is cute too.” Another person spoke in a differet clip.



 

“Seriously?” Eli raised his eyebrows at Hae-won after seeing this clip. “They’re treating it like a drama or something. We’re real people, they know that, right?” Eli complained.

 “Yes, exactly, that’s what elevates it to the next level.” Tommy nodded. “Where the competition is falling flat is when it comes to the broadcaster and the streamers relationship, but since Hae-won has been watching you from the beginning, she knows you better than anyone, so it isn’t an issue.” Tommy explained as Hae-won smiled proudly.

 “Yeah, I got that from our interview. Was a little weird.”

 “I’m your biggest fan.” Hae-won winked at him deviously. 

 “So, here’s what we wanted to talk to you about.” Tommy said as he waved his hands once more, displaying a screen in front of Eli of numbers. It simply read out ‘63,738.34$’. “This is the profits from your first month of streaming.” Tommy said nonchalantly, and watched as Eli’s eyes went wide with disbelief.

 “What the fuck?” Eli blurted out from the shock.

 “Yeah, it’s a bit low due to us not monetizing the stream much, and we've been letting other networks play your clips freely, but that’s better for long term growth.” Shinji explained.

 “Also, the large viewership numbers didn’t start coming in until last week. They should carry over nicely into next month's paycheck, though.” Tommy added.

 “What, are you kidding me, a bit low?” Eli looked at them all like they were crazy, causing Hae-won to smile at his innocence.

 “You realize that, collectively, all of your Hrath’mir and Arallian clips have gotten several billion views? They’ve been replayed countless times, nonstop really, over the past weeks.” Hae-won explained.

 “That’s… that’s enough money for my mom to take the whole year off work, in just one month.” Eli said, having trouble catching his breath as his mind went rampant with thoughts and emotions. 

 “We’re competent at our jobs. I was able to secure good sponsorships and utilize the Averon Ad Agreement to maximize our profits from your great gameplay - not just for you, but for our network.” Tommy explained. “But…” He said in a stern voice, getting Aegis’ attention back on him as he saw both Shinji and Hae-won taking on serious expressions now as well. “That’s why we wanted to have this meeting with you today.” Tommy paused as he waited for Eli to calm down.

 “There’s a problem?” Eli asked him curiously.

 “No, not exactly.” Tommy tapped his finger on the table. “We understand that you plan to begin your studies in university at the end of the summer. I’ve also come to understand why you started playing this game in the first place. Now, make no mistake, we will respect the contract, and your wishes, but we-” Tommy explained, but was interrupted.

 “He.” Shinji interjected.

 “I,” Tommy threw a look at Shinji. “Believe this would be a big mistake. If you keep streaming as you are, the projected growth and profits would far surpass this.” Tommy motioned to the screen displaying 63,738.34$. “But if you stop streaming, that’ll end abruptly. The adventures of Aegis, the Shattered Healer, would lose its momentum, and fall off, possibly into obscurity. These things move quickly nowadays… if you aren’t constantly online, you are forgotten.” Tommy said as he stopped tapping his fingers and they all silently looked at Eli, waiting for his response.

 “So you’re suggesting I don’t study in university, and keep streaming instead.” Eli asked them as he leaned back in his chair, eying the three of them carefully.

 “Not give up on university all together, that’d be ridiculous. Simply put off your studies for one year, or a semester, even. Think of the amount of money you could make in that time, if this trend continues. You’d easily be able to reach your goals, and there’s a good chance your mom wouldn’t need to work another day in her life.” Tommy said as convincingly as he could as he tapped the number again, making sure to keep Aegis’ attention drawn to it.

 “And what if I say no, and that I’m going to study anyway?” Eli asked curiously.

 “Nothing. We’ll stick to the contract as is, and just make the most of the next six weeks before semester starts in September.” Shinji replied quickly, before Tommy could say anything. 

 “Please say you’ll do it, I hate broadcasting for these other guys. It’s so fun watching you and casting for you.” Hae-won pleaded, but Aegis could never tell if she was being genuine or not as he looked her in the eyes. Eli then panned his eyes over the various graphs, spreadsheets and other screens they had out for him on display, showing metrics and demographics of the views on his stream and various clips of his.

 “We could handle the paperwork with your university and explain to them on your behalf why you’d be delaying your enrollment by a semester.” Tommy said, trying to nudge Eli over to his side of the fence, but Eli remained silent.

 “It’s up to you, it’s your future, so make sure you consider all of the options. I will say that I am very much enjoying working as your editor, though.” Shinji said as Eli met his eyes. Shinji, Aegis could tell, was being genuine. This caused Eli to sigh and lean back in his chair, deep in thought, many ideas ran through his head - but the large amount of money was jumping out at him more than anything else. 

 “Can I have some time to think about it?” Eli asked them.

 “Yup, of course, take all the time you need.” Tommy smiled at him with a nod. 

 “Okay. I should probably discuss it with my mom as well.” Eli said as he stood up, the rest standing up as well to be respectful. 

 “Of course. And whatever you decide, it’s a pleasure working with you and we’re happy to have you with our network.” Tommy smiled as he reached out and shook Eli’s hand, and Eli shook Hae-won and Shinji’s hands shortly after.

“Thanks.” Eli bowed politely. “And that money…”

“It should already be on your account.” Tommy smiled.

“Wow.” Eli whispered under his breath, still in disbelief. “Okay. I will let you guys know as soon as I’ve decided.” Eli said before preparing to log out of the simulation.

“Wait, there’s one more thing…” Tommy stopped him, and this caused Shinji to throw Tommy a nasty glare, which Eli saw, whilst Hae-won suddenly looked nervously away from the group.

“What? What is it?” Eli asked curiously. 

“It’s a clip, from an interview. Shinji said I shouldn't show it to show you, but I thought it’d be better if you saw it.” Tommy said while looking between Shinji’s glare and Eli’s curious face.

“You don’t have to see it, it’s not important.” Shinji said dismissively.

“Show me…” Eli said, curiosity getting the best of him. Tommy waved his hands and made a livestream viewer appear in front of the four of them, displaying the VGN studio, with an interviewer sitting in a chair, and Makaroth standing center in a livestream broadcast screen on display behind the interviewer. The video was currently paused.

The moment Eli saw Makaroth’s face, he clenched his fists, and this did not go unnoticed by Hae-won, Shinji, and Tommy.

“It’s really nothing.” Hae-won said, trying to discourage Eli from watching it.

“Start it.” Eli said to Tommy. Tommy didn’t hesitate to press play and allow the interview to roll.


“So what do you make of this new up and coming streamer who goes by the name of Aegis, the Shattered Healer?” The interviewer asked Makaroth.

“He’s nothing special. Probably some kid who’s just enjoying his summer holidays, I doubt he’ll be around much longer.” Makaroth shrugged.

“Really? You’re not worried he’ll be joining you on the top 10 list soon? Many people are expecting him to be the one to save the Shattered World from the Avatars of Darkness.” The interviewer asked excitedly.

“Hah, not a chance. Someone who runs around with a skill like pacifism can surely level up fast, but they’ll never have what it takes to get to the top.” Makaroth replied dismissively.

“Do you have any thoughts about the pacifism skill, and how Aegis might have obtained it?” 

“Probably something ridiculous, like dying to a boar over and over again.” Makaroth smirked. This caused the interviewer to laugh.

“That reminds me, there are rumors that Aegis is actually your son, Winter. Care to comment on that?” 

“The rumors are false.” Makaroth replied quickly with a head shake.

“Well, that’s pretty cut and dry.” The interviewer shrugged towards the camera. “Any words you have for a streamer like Aegis then, before we move on?” 

“Yeah.” Makaroth turned to stare directly at the camera. “Being a big fish in the small Kalmoore pond is great and all, but you should quit while you're ahead, before the sharks come.” Makaroth said with a serious expression, glaring at the camera, though how it was positioned, it felt as though he was glaring right at Eli. 

“Whoa ho ho. Makaroth gets scary when he’s serious, but it sounds like he’s not intimidated by the Shattered Healer at all.” The interviewer took over. “Rather, it sounds like the Shattered Healer might need to watch out for more than just Avatar’s of Darkness.” The interviewer joked as the clip cut off.



Eli just stared up at where the clip had been played above the coffee shop’s table, despite the screen disappearing once the clip had ended, and Hae-won, Tommy and Shinji all watched him intently.

“His lawyers would’ve informed him when you signed the contract with us, so he knows you changed your name.” Tommy explained.

“That doesn’t mean he knows what you changed it too.” Shinji interjected.

“Nah, he knows who I am.” Eli grinned. 

“How can you tell?” Hae-won asked.

“Because the moment the interviewer said Aegis, he got mad.” Eli said as his smile grew wider. “I’ll get back to you guys in a bit.” Eli added before quickly pressing a few buttons to exit the simulation. He then climbed out of his Simbox and stood in his living room, staring over Jillian’s Simbox.

He tapped his eye implant to bring up a screen in front of his vision that only he could see, and navigated through it to open up his banking menu and saw that indeed he now had over 62,000$ on his account. It caused him to let out a gasp of air in disbelief as he stumbled over to his moms Simbox and hit the screen to turn on the communicator.

“Mom, can you come out of the simulation?” Eli asked her.

“Huh? Is everything okay?” Pyri replied.

“Yeah, I just want to talk.” Eli said excitedly.

“Uh, okay, sure, one second.” Pyri replied. A few moments later her simulation ended and the Simbox opened, and Jillian stepped out in front of him. “What’s the matter?” Jillian asked him curiously.

“Have a seat, mom.” Eli motioned her over to the couch, and she slowly sat down while staring at him apprehensively. “I just had a meeting with the guys at the Fanta-See network. And they gave me my first paycheck.” Eli said and he saw Jillian’s face light up with curiosity.

“Really? How much is it?” She asked him.

“Sixty two thousand dollars.” Eli said, trying to keep a straight face as he watched Jillian’s jaw drop. 

“From just one month?” Jillian asked, Eli nodded. “Oh my goodness.” She gasped in shock as she began fanning herself with her hands.

“That’s not all… they asked me to postpone university to keep streaming. They think that if we keep this up for a few more months, it’ll keep getting higher.” Eli explained as Jillian took a moment to let the facts settle in. 

“Well.” Jillian took a deep breath to collect herself. “It’s your money, and your future.” Jillain sounded just like Shinji for a moment.

“What do you think I should do? What’s the smartest decision?” Eli asked her for advice.

“The smartest decision?” Jillian put her fingers on her chin to ponder. “No one can tell the future… but one opportunity will still be there in six months, the other likely won’t. The more important question you should be asking yourself though is, what do you want to do?” Jillian asked him, putting Eli now deep in thought as he took a seat on the couch beside her and leaned back.

“Well, if I’m being honest…” Eli hesitated as he looked into his moms eyes and saw her intrigued expression. “The first thought I had was, with this money, you wouldn’t have to work anymore.” Eli shrugged. Jillian rolled her eyes to this while at the same time leaned in and kissed his forehead.

“Oh sweetie, come on. That much money, you can’t just want to spend it on your mom, right? You could do a lot with it. I don’t hate my job or anything.” Jillian sighed at him.

“I know, I know… it’s just… it’s what he should’ve done.” Eli said with a hint of annoyance. “And I saw how much fun you’re having playing together with us, and I’m having fun too. Wouldn’t it be great if we could just keep doing that?” Eli asked her, and saw a big smile slowly creeping up on her face. 

“It would be a bit of a dream come true…” Jillian mumbled to herself as her eyes trailed off into a daydream. “But.” She shook herself out of it. “This is your money. And what about your university studies?” She asked him with concern.

“It’s like you said, it’s still going to be there in six months, right?” Eli replied.

“Hm.” Jillian nodded hesitantly. “But… even with this money, I can’t quit my job to play all day so easily. We have bills to pay, and we’ll keep having to pay them long into the future.” Jillian reasoned.

“Not if we use the money to pay off the rest of the house, and then save it all up.” Eli interjected.

“Oh Eli.” She groaned at him. “It’s your money, you shouldn’t be spending it all on your mom. Don’t you have things you want to buy for yourself?” Jillian looked at him with a raised brow.

“Well…” Eli pondered, seeing her judgemental stare. “A new Simbox for Derrick?” Eli shrugged.

“That’s not for yourself.” Jillian rolled her eyes at him again.

 “It kind of is, since you guys are in my party.” He said, and he suddenly had a new train of thought to follow with this logic, snapping his fingers excitedly. “Yes, see, I can’t make the money without my party, so if you don’t play with me, it doesn’t work. So basically, I have no choice, I have to use the money for our bills.” Eli reasoned. 

"Eli." She said with a serious tone, making sure he focused on her for a moment as she gently put her hands on his arms. "You've been working hard to go this university for a long time. I just want you to be sure this is really want you want to do. Don't let me, or the Fanta-See guys sway your decision." She said commandingly.

"I know. I still want to continue my studies. But I think this is the smarter decision right now. With money saved up from this, I could study without needing to worry about you, or anything." Eli replied back, equally serious, and the two stared deeply into each others eyes for a moment, as if to try and understand what each other was thinking beyond their words.

“Okay." Jillian looked away with a nod. "I’ll try and take more time off. My boss won't like it, but it’ll help us see how realistic this plan of yours is.” Jillian relented. “You’re sure you want to do this though? A few weeks ago you wanted nothing to do with this game.”

“Yeah, but that was before I knew how easy it was to get rich. Can’t believe it took David so long.” Eli shook his head to himself, and Jillian had to hold back a burst of laughter by throwing her hands over her mouth. It was the first time he’d seen her laugh about David since everything had happened. 

“Don't talk badly about your father.” She shook her head to herself while patting him on the shoulder.

“So it’s okay if I tell them I’ll put off studying for a semester?” Eli asked her.

“If you are okay with it, I am okay with it. Just make sure it’s what you want to do.” Jillian replied. 

“Got it.” Eli nodded as Jillian got up off the couch and walked towards the bathroom. When she came back out she found Eli furiously fiddling around with his eye and wrist implants.

“What’re you doing now?” She asked him curiously.

“I told Shinji that I’m delaying the start by one semester, and now I’m ordering a Dreamstate Simbox for Derrick and Renault.” Eli replied excitedly.

“Wah- Eli, seriously?” Jillian looked at him in disbelief. “You barely know that Renault boy, and you just gave Derrick your old Simbox.” 

“Yup, they’ll get a cash-in for their current Simboxes so they can just pay that back to me. It’ll be fine. It’s an investment for the stream.” 

“Okay, stop, at least ask them first. How do even know where the Renault boy lives?" Jillian grabbed his wrist. "Something like that you shouldn't do without talking to the person first. Don't get overly excited." Jillian shook her head at him.

"Yeah... good point, let's log in first and ask them if they want one." Eli stood up eagerly and began walking towards his Simbox.

"Can you please buy something for yourself first? Anything?” Jillian sighed at him.

“Like what? I don’t need anything.” Eli shrugged.

“Fine, I’m buying you something.” Jillain huffed at him as she began fidgeting with her own wrist implant, pulling up various browsers on her eye implant in her peripheral vision. She clicked buttons on her virtual keyboard for a few moments silently across the room from Aegis, as the excitement of their circumstances began to finally, fully settle in for her.

“Ooh, my son is rich, and we get to play together all day!” She squeaked with giddy joy, causing Eli to chuckle. 

“Don’t buy me something weird though.” Eli protested as he saw an odd twinkle in her eye.

“Oh it’s going to be extremely weird, and you’re going to love it.” Jillian replied. 
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Aegis logged back into the gameworld that evening just as the virtual sun was setting. He was standing near the southern gates of Kordas exactly where he had logged out, but no one of his party was anywhere near him. He saw that they were all online, though, and all still within the city. 

He felt the urge to send messages to Rakkan and Darkshot right away about the Dreamstate Simboxes, but decided to put it off and wait until he saw them again in person.

“Right.” He said to himself excitedly, looking down at his destroyed leather armor. “First thing is first.” He headed for the crafting district of Kordas. When he got there, he spotted the standard long line of players eagerly awaiting their turn to utilize the public forge, and he couldn’t help but feel relieved that he’d never have to worry about something like that again. He then made his way to the leatherworking hall and got to work on the lynx leather, while his stream remained steadily at 33 000 viewers.

He couldn’t imagine he was that much fun to watch as he worked the leather, and pondered what Hae-won was doing to keep it entertaining, or how Shinji was editing it. This continued for quite some time as Aegis had a boatload of leather to go through. He thought about putting off crafting the armor until he was back in Rene, but given that the public leatherworking building in Kordas wasn’t that populated and he had little to no competition in using the facilities, he decided to make the most of his time to do it here while he waited on his party members to finish doing whatever it was they were doing. 

 “Hello there.” A familiar voice spoke to Aegis as he was working on treating his sixth batch of lynx leather. Aegis looked up towards the entrance of the leatherworking hall to see Christoph standing in the doorway alone, walking towards him.

 “Ah, you’re the leader of the Blades of Kalmoore, right?” Aegis asked him.

 “Oh, you remember me, that’s great.” Christoph smiled, but something about his smile felt fake.

 “I’m still not interested in joining.” Aegis replied shortly.

 “Of course not, I wasn’t here to talk to you about that.” Christoph said as he continued to walk closer, arms behind his back as he curiously watched Aegis work. “We in the Blades of Kalmoore are all big fans of your stream.” 

 “Yeah, I got that when I saw your members at the lynx den.” Aegis nodded back at him.

 “Yup, we don’t steal grinding spots here in Kalmoore, but it’s a waste to let such a good one go unused, so, we waited until you were done with it.” Christoph shrugged shamelessly. “We also noticed that you had acquired a deed after you defeated the Beastmaster, is that correct?” Christoph asked, causing Aegus to stop what he was doing and look at him curiously. “I can only assume, since you hide your user interface from your stream.” Christoph added.

 “Yeah, you’re correct. I was planning on selling it. You interested?” Aegis asked him as he crossed his arms and looked at Christoph curiously.

 “Of course. It’s in an interesting area with some decent farming spots nearby.” Christoph responded by crossing his arms as well. “I’m prepared to offer you 20 000 gold for it. It’s the standard price, given that I’ll still have to pay the registration fee myself.” Christoph explained. Aegis suddenly got very nervous, he wasn’t good at bartering or marketing stuff in general, and in fact hated it entirely. Luckily, though, he remembered he had a guy for stuff like this now.

 “Give me a moment, let me discuss it with my merchant lead.” Aegis replied.

 “Of course.” Christoph nodded. Aegis quickly went to his friends list and was relieved to see that Chax was online, and promptly sent him a message.


 “Chax, someone wants to buy a land deed from me in a level 40 to 50 area. They’re offering 20 000 gold for it. Should I take the deal?” Aegis asked him quickly, and it didn’t take long for Chax to reply.

 “20,000 is the standard for land that already has some infrastructure on it. Does it?” Chax asked.

 “A bit, a poacher camp surrounded by palisades. It's in a level 50 area.” Aegis replied.

 “Hm. That doesn’t sound like much, but that level range is pretty high value lately, that’s where the bulk of players are right now.” Chax replied, paused, then sent another message. “If he approached you then he's probably desperate. See what he says about 40,000.” Chax sent the message. Aegis read it, looked at Christoph and took a deep breath.



 “My merchant lead informs me that the land is worth 40,000 gold.” 

 “Hah, your merchant lead’s skills must not be working properly.” Christoph shook his head in disbelief. Aegis just shrugged awkwardly back at him.

 “He’s pretty good at his job.” Aegis replied.

 “Alright.” Christoph huffed. “I can do 30,000.” Christoph replied. “You won’t get a better deal from anyone else.” He added.

 “One second.” Aegis hastily relayed this to Chax.


 “Oh, he only went down to 30,000? We can easily get another 5,000 out of him then. Tell him 35,000 to buy it from you now, otherwise he’ll have to wait for you to see what the Night Hunters will offer for it.” Chax replied quickly.



 “35,000 if you want it right now. Or, you’ll need to wait for me to get a bid from the Night Hunters on the deed first before I sell it.” Aegis replied, trying to repeat what Chax had said to him in his own words. Christoph didn’t reply at first, instead just curiously eyed Aegis up and down for a moment until he finally relented.

 “Okay, deal. 35,000 for the deed.” Christoph said as he sent a trade request. A few moments later, the trade concluded, and Aegis had 35,000 gold added to his inventory. “Pleasure doing business with you, keep up the great stream.” Christoph bowed politely before leaving.

 “Thanks.” Aegis waved as he left the hall, then quickly messaged Chax. “Sold it for 35,000, thanks.” Aegis wrote to him.


 “Nice. See? Bartering can be pretty fun, right?” Chax replied.

“Nope.” Aegis quickly messaged him back. “By the way, I’m about to make a ton of leather items, any recommendations on what to craft for profits while I level my leather working?” 

“Gloves, bags, and shoes are the easiest to sell at lower qualities, NPCs buy those up quick. When you move on to the high quality stuff, go for quivers, armor, leggings and helmets. Leave it in the Kordas storage hall and I’ll sell it for you next time I’m in the city.” Chax replied.

“Gotcha.” Aegis answered him, and with that information he got to work.



 Through the night and long into the following day, Aegis made the most of every available crafting station inside the Kordas leatherworking hall to treat the lynx leather and begin making it into bags, gloves, and shoes to sell enmass. He made sure to put off using any leather that came out above 40% quality until he’d finish using up the lower quality stuff to craft gloves, bags, and shoes as Chax suggested. At various times throughout the process, each of his party members had stopped by to drop off their leather. Rakkan was busy trying to read through the Shiva text before they had to turn it in for the quest, Pyri was reading a new spell book on portals, and Darkshot was trying various tricks to help turn Darkwing into a stronger companion before it grew into an adult. Lina, on the other hand, just patiently waited while Aegis worked, watching over him with no complaints. 




	Level Up!: Tanning has reached Level 57!
Level Up!: Leatherworking has reached Level 55!







Once he’d finished with the low quality stuff, it was time to start making use of the higher quality leather to craft armor, quivers, leggings, and helmets. It took another long 8 hours of work to get through all of that, but Aegis was able to work undisturbed.




	Level Up!: Tanning has reached Level 66!
Level Up!: Leatherworking has reached Level 65!







 The experience began to slow down significantly once Aegis had reached level 60. He imagined it was due to the fact that most of the leather had come from level 45 beasts, and if he wanted to keep raising these skills he’d need to hunt higher level ones. For now, though, it was certainly paving the way for big upgrades on all of his party’s equipment. He’d saved the highest quality leather for last and got to work on crafting the best leather armor he could for himself and his companions. 

 By the time he’d finished, he’d ended up with four sets of lynx leather armor, all within the 50% quality range with much higher armor than the direwolf sets, bringing Aegis’ armor reduction up to 43% total once he’d put his set on. He did his best to make all of the sets match in appearance, but he didn’t have the resources needed to dye them presently, so they all looked of a plain tan color. After completing all of them he'd gained another level in each skill as a result, leaving him at 67 Tanning and 66 Leatherworking. 

The next step was to make his way to the Enchanting tower to buy enchanting orbs using some of the gold he had gotten from selling the deed, and promptly enchanted his now higher level Healing Wind spell into every piece, granting a 25 health per 5 seconds recovery on each item, and gaining two levels in his enchanting skill in the process.





	Level Up!: Enchanting has reached Level 32!






 When he stepped out of the enchanting tower he saw that his entire party was waiting outside for him, now the 2nd morning since they’d arrived back in Kordas, and they were all still wearing acid-burned clothing.

 “Finally, I’ve been feeling naked walking around like this.” Darkshot said excitedly as Aegis began handing out the armor to everyone but Pyri, and she pouted at him.

 “Sorry, we’ll have to wait until we’re back in Rene for yours.” Aegis replied.

 “It’s fine, I bought a dress.” Pyri shrugged as she suddenly equipped a bright blue sundress and spun around to show it off.

 “It’s really pretty.” Lina smiled at it as she equipped her lynx leather armor.

 “This stuff’s good, better than any armor I ever got on my sage.” Rakkan looked down at it, impressed as he checked it out. 

 “What do you think, Darkwing, you like it?” Darkshot asked the bird that was now sitting perched on his shoulder. Aegis just now noticed that Darkwing was a baby no longer, instead a fully grown pigeon. 

 “Oh wow, he’s an adult now!” Aegis said enthusiastically as all eyes turned to Darkwing, and it let out an excited coo. 

 “Did it get any special powers?” Lina asked excitedly.

 “Can it breathe fire?” Rakkan asked. 

 “Guys, guys.” Darkshot shook his head at them. “I’m not someone who needs something silly like a fire-breathing super powered bird. I’ve got all the power I need in my bow.” Darkshot replied with his theatrical voice.

 “Huh.” Rakkan made an unimpressed stare at him.

 “But, if I had to say his super power, it's probably being cute.” Darkshot replied confidently, to which Lina and Pyri both stared at the bird with blank expressions.

 “I guess it’s kind of cute. In a plain, pigeon kind of way.” Pyri shrugged.

 “Ah, see?” Darkshot pointed out Pyri to Rakkan, trying to sway his expression, but it didn’t work and Rakkan just shook his head again and looked away. “Just ignore them, Darkwing, we’re going to be awesome together.” Darkshot said to it in a babying voice, and he let out another coo. 

 “By the way, we all cashed in the treasure we found in Kolz. We were waitin on you to see what we should do with it though. Couple thousand gold per person.” Rakkan explained to Aegis as everyone finished settling into their new armor sets.

 “Eh, just keep it for now. I got some gold for selling the deed. Speaking of cashing in though, I'd like to buy you two both Dreamstate Simboxes.” Aegis pointed at Darkshot and Rakkan, and they looked at each other confused for a moment.

 “What?” Darkshot asked him in confused disbelief.

 “Well, I got my first pay from the Fanta-See Network, so I thought I’d send you guys both a present, so we can keep playing together.” Aegis shrugged. “You know, since you guys were the only ones needing to log out to sleep, it didn’t seem fair.” 

 “Shut up, no way. How much did they pay you?” Darkshot shouted out excitedly as Rakkan’s eyes went wide with disbelief.

 “Enough.” Aegis smiled at their reactions.

 “Yo, Aegis, seriously? Those things are crazy expensive though, ain't they?” Rakkan replied apprehensively.

 “Yeah, don’t worry about it. If we do a trade-in for the Simboxes you guys already have, you can just send me whatever you get for your old ones and we’ll call it even.” Aegis replied as Lina joined in smiling at the two of them.

 “That’s great, then we can keep leveling together really fast.” Lina said excitedly.

 “Yeah. I mean, assuming it’ll be okay with your parents.” Aegis said to Rakkan.

 “Hah, yeah, hell yeah, of course, they won't mind. They said I could play all summer if I aced my classes last semester, and I aced ‘em. Holy shit man, this is huge.” Rakkan said excitedly as he ran forward and gave Aegis a big orcish hug. “Are you sure about this? I mean, I don’t feel like I deserve this, you know. I was such a dick…” Rakkan stepped back and looked at Aegis and the others apologetically.

 “Water under the bridge. Don’t worry about it. We’re going together.” Aegis pointed up at the sky, and Rakkan nodded back at him.

 “Thanks man.” Rakkan said as he began to tear up a bit, but quickly shook it off.

 “Shoot, where were you six months ago, we’d already be at the top.” Darkshot smirked as he gave Aegis a hug as well.

 “Let's sort out the details on the way to turn in that book finally, shall we?” Aegis said as he motioned to the book now hanging from Rakkan's belt by leather straps. From there, the party quickly made their way through the streets of Kordas towards the temple district, and into the temple of Shiva. They followed the same process as last time. They waited for Vihaan to finish meditating at the central altar of the temple where they’d found him when he arrived, and once he had, they moved to intercept him as he traveled amongst the pillars surrounding the prayer floor.

“Here it is, the book you requested. We retrieved it, intact, perfectly readable.” Aegis said as he held the book out for Vihaan. Vihaan took the book from Aegis’ hands with a smile

“I am impressed. You are not the first to take on this task, but all those who have attempted it before you have failed. Shiva respects your efforts greatly. You shall have his favor.” Vihaan replied with a polite bow.




	
Quest completed!
 You gain 2500 Favor of Shiva.
 You gain 5,000,000 Experience!
Congratulations, you have reached level 53!: 5 attribute points available, +411 health, +103 mana!








“Thank you Vihaan. I was hoping that you would be able to teach me some of Shiva’s divine magic. I’m a priest of Eirene, walking the path of the stars.” Aegis explained. 

“Place your hands in mine.” Vihaan said as he carefully tucked the book under his arm and held his palms out. Aegis put his hands in Vihaan’s palms as Darkshot, Lina, Pyri and Rakkan watched excitedly. Vihaan closed his eyes for a moment, his eyes visibly moving under his eyelids.

“I have not heard of a star walker in many centuries. It pleases me to be able to grant you one of Shiva’s divine magics. Which would you like to learn?” Vihaan asked after opening his eyes once more. A big grin grew across Aegis’ face.

“The paladin skill, Virabhadra.” Aegis replied.




	Skill Learned: Virabhadra(Path of the Stars)









	
Virabhadra(Path of the Stars) - Level 1 (Intermediate)

Required Deity: Shiva
Release an explosion of light centering around your shield, damaging all enemies within 2m of the caster. Must have a shield equipped to use this ability. The damage dealt by this skill is based on the amount of damage that the caster has taken in the last 5 minutes. The damage is split among all targets hit by the skill. Damage and mana cost increases with each level.


Cooldown: 5min
Cast Time: Instant
Range: 2m
Manacost: 1500mp [+10mp per level]
 Damage: 10% of all damage taken in the last 5 minutes [+0.5% per level]








 The moment Aegis had said the name of the skill and he got the notification, Lina, Rakkan and Darkshot all began pressing buttons in their interface to look up the skill in the games database to read what it did.

 “Never heard of that skill.” Rakkan commented excitedly.

 “Not a lot of Shiva Paladins.” Aegis shrugged. “I took a long time trying to pick which damage skill to go after, there were a lot of good ones to choose from, but this one seemed the best considering our group.” Aegis explained as he watched them.

 “I look forward to seeing the world change under your light.” Vihaan bowed politely before walking away from the group. The party made their way back to the streets of Kordas, exiting the temple grounds.

 “Anyone need anything else in Kordas?” Aegis asked as he lead them towards the Kordas storage hall.

 “Nope, I’m excited to get back to Rene.” Pyri smiled.

 “Same, I haven't seen Amlie in awhile.” Rakkan replied. “I mean, not like I miss her or anything, just worried. She’s like a little sister.” Rakkan replied flustered, causing Lina and Aegis to glance at each other and smile. 

 “I just hope the Arallian’s haven’t trashed the place.” Aegis said. Once they'd arrived at the storage hall, Aegis dropped off his excess leather crafts while instructing the NPCs to allow Chax to take it out on his behalf in the future. Aegis was glad to finally have a much less weighted down inventory. The party then made their way to the southern gate to retrieve Snowflake and Melon from the stables before heading westward, beginning their journey back towards Rene.



"They're gone." Simon said as he sat atop the Skyport, his legs dangling off the side of an empty pier as he looked over the city of Kordas. There was now only one Airship docked, the Sky Darling, as Yumily's ship had departed. The guards stood around the top of the tower as usual, paying no mind to the long haired, oversized robed wearing human boy. As he spoke, his words were directed to his party interface, and not those immediately around him. "On their way to Rene. You didn't need me, he streamed the whole thing." Simon yawned as he leaned back.

"Better safe then sorry. Thanks." A voice replied back to him through the party interface. "It's time to begin step 1." The voice continued, this time speaking less directly to Simon, but rather the other members of the party of which Simon briefly glanced to see there were 6 including himself. 

"Sounds fun, will you be needing my services anymore?" Simon asked unenthusiastically. 

"Possibly in the future, but not right now." The deep voice answered him.

"Okidoki boss man, I'll stick around. You know where to find me." Simon said with an aloof voice, then promptly left the party to be by himself. He hopped up from his seated position, stretched his arms towards the setting sun, then made his way down the ramp of the Skyport tower. Halfway down the ramp he stopped abruptly, though. "Don't need this thing anymore." He said as he suddenly stuck his finger down his throat, forcing himself to gag a few times, until the gold coin with Aegis' signature came back out and he caught it in his hands. As he did, though, he looked and saw the High Priest of Aphrodite, Sashana, staring at him from below curiously.

"Are you alright, dear?" Sashana asked him worriedly, but Simon looked down at her with disgust.

"Aha, yes, I have to be touching something of his for the spell to work, you see. But I hate having to hold things in my hands." He sighed.

"Oh... okay?" She looked at him anxiously, but seeing her expression, Simon just rolled his eyes.

"Too bad you are elite..." Simon said, as suddenly all 10 of his fingers began to glow various colors from under his elongated sleeves, and multiple high level spells appeared all around Sashana. Before she could even react and draw out her weapon, she was hit by lighting, fire, ice, poison, and various other elements, killing her instantly. "Elite's are too smart to let live. Haha." Simon shrugged as he looked at her lifeless body. He then did a final wave of his hand and a black cloud of mist shot out from it, enveloping her body and disintigrating it into dust over the next few seconds. He then continued down the rest of the ramp, walking out of the tower past the guards and into the streets of Kordas as if nothing had happened, putting Aegis' signed gold coin in his pocket. 
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The party of five traveled with their new pets along the road over the next day, making a short pitstop in Orm before finishing their journey towards Rene. Along the way, Aegis and Pyri were sure to continue their unarmed combat training. Darkshot was so thankful for the news of having a dreamstate Simbox delivered that he thought it was time to start teaching them new, more advanced training poses, which the two quickly added into their strange walking-punching-kicking-posing movements.

 When they finally arrived at the ledge overlooking the land, Aegis was blown away by what he saw. It was almost unrecognizable. The town square was surrounded by large shops and filled with market stalls. The eastern side was packed tightly with houses, some single story, some two story, and most with small gardens and farm fields around them. He knew right away just from looking that they had built slightly outside of his owned territory. The west, northwestern and northern areas were still open fields, leaving space around the training grounds and crafting halls for more buildings, but Aegis could see all of the crafting buildings fully in use.

 The forge was puffing out smoke as various blacksmith NPCs and players hammered away on their crafts. The sawmill was spinning endlessly as they cut their logs into usable planks. People were going in and out of the tailoring hall, leatherworking hall, alchemy hall and scribe’s hall.

 Most noticeable, however, was the large shop across from the giant tavern around the town square. The shop had the name ‘Yuki’s Threads’ hanging above the door, with a small group of players waiting eagerly to get inside. Aegis could see even from this distance that Yuki already had glass windows on the front wall with mannequins set up inside, displaying the fashion options she had shown Aegis back on the Airship. 

 Waiting for Aegis on the bridge, as if watching his stream in anticipation of his arrival, stood Ruffily, Tullan, Chax and Amlie. Once the four spotted Aegis’ party, they all looked up and waved excitedly with big smiles, and Aegis’ group looked down and smiled back. The group quickly rushed down the ramp and crossed the bridge to meet them.

 “You’re back!” Amlie cheered excitedly at Rakkan. “Congratulations on your intermediate class, I watched you guys fighting in Kolz, it really suits you.”

 “Thanks.” Rakkan smiled awkwardly at her.

 “Come on, you have to check out what I did with the house, and the farm field!” She motioned Rakkan away excitedly and he followed her.

 “Cya guys around.” Rakkan waved to the others and they gave him a nod as he left.

 “Things look a lot different around here.” Aegis commented.

 “Yup, woof!” Ruffily cheered with her wagging tail as she turned around and motioned to all of the buildings. “I am going for an intermediate builder class now, woof! I am having so much fun building here with all of the hard working Arallians. I hope that is okay, woof!” Ruffily said excitedly.

 “No, that’s perfect, you’re doing a great job.” Aegis replied.

 “We’re already pulling in decent profits due to the crafting goods the workers are producing. Ruffily constructed a granary and connected it to the public dining hall, and that’s been storing excess food we’ve traded for with Orm, thanks to Tullan. The rest has been going into the treasury funds. I wasn’t sure what you wanted to do with the gold, so I’ve been holding onto it for now.” Chax explained as he motioned to Tullan.

 “Aye, and Josephine has been showin’ us the way to the Iron. Ye’ weren’t kiddin’ when you said it was a good place teh’ farm.” Tullan grinned. “Not teh mention yer forge is good stuff, we’ve been borrowin’ it to smelt the iron down before takin’ it back with us.” He motioned to the forge where Aegis could see a couple of the people using it currently were low level crafting players sporting the Night Hunter’s tabard. 

 “Good…” Aegis looked over the other crafting halls as they spoke. “I might need to use some of the crafting buildings sometimes though…” He added apprehensively.

 “No problem, everyone here knows that if the Lord of Rene comes, he gets to use whatever he needs, no questions asked. Woof!” Ruffily smiled. “You could also buy some clothes from Yuki, her shop is amazing. Look!” Ruffily spun around to show off her stylish dark blue outfit with yellow stars of Eirene sewn into it. “Isn’t it pretty?”

 “Yeah, it’s really nice. I need to pick some out too.” Pyri said excitedly as she and Lina eyed Ruffily’s outfit up and down with twinkling eyes. 

 “I’ll be gettin’ back to work, good seein’ ya again.” Tullan waved as he separated from the party, heading towards a market stall in the town square with the Night Hunters symbol on it. 

 “There’s a lot of other players here now.” Aegis commented as he followed Tullan with his eyes and saw the crowded players around the market stalls in the town square. It was interesting for Aegis to see the diverse mix of high and low leveled players standing around his fountain, not unlike the town square in Orm or Kordas.

 “Yup. Since the Tavern was built, quite a few quests and bounties for the surrounding area started popping up. Eriskon and Josephine have done a good job managing them, and it’s been great for business.” Chax answered him.

 “There’s a lot of requests for a portal site to get set up, but I didn’t want to start on that until you got back. Woof!” Ruffily added.

 “A portal site, like a place where wizard players can open up portals, so they can teleport here?” Aegis confirmed.

 “Yes. Tullan said once we’d built the base altar for it, he’d get one of the Night Hunter sages to enchant it for us. You’d have the option as land owner to disable and enable its usage, but otherwise it’d allow wizards to transport people quickly to Rene, it’d be great for business.” Chax explained.

 “So you think it’s a good idea to build one?” Aegis looked at him.

 “Yes. It has its security flaws, but its pros outweigh the cons. We don’t have many issues with thiefs, PKers or bandits in Kalmoore anyway. And worst case, you can just disable its usage. You’re pretty active and online often, so the chance of something happening and you not being on to change the portal status in your management menu is pretty low.” Chax reasoned.

 “Okay, makes sense… We still need a barracks for the guards right?” Aegis asked as the six of them began walking forward through the city, taking in the scene around them. Aegis spotted a few of the Rene guards patrolling the streets wearing leather armor designed by Yuki. 

 “Yeah, that’d be good. The guards have their own homes, and the training grounds, but having a proper barracks and a jail would help things out. Woof!” Ruffily replied. “I also drew up some plans for constructing walls around the city to protect it, just in case. But we should wait until the land ranks up a bit more and you expand the territory before we decide where to build the walls.” Ruffily continued.

 “Okay, that sounds good. Let’s build the barracks over there,” Aegis motioned beside the training grounds, “and once it’s completed, we can set up the portal altar beside it. Having it next to the barracks should discourage any wizard funny-business.” Aegis said and both Ruffily and Chax nodded.

 “One problem with building more is, well… You explained to us that we couldn’t use any more stone from the ruined keep.” Chax motioned to the ruins on the north side of Rene. “Should I use the profits from the other trade goods to import high quality cut stone for the remaining constructions?”

 “Yeah, do that for now. We’ll be sorting out the problem with those ruins soon, I think.” Aegis turned to Lina, Darkshot, and Pyri and they nodded at him. 

 “The boss, right? Woof!” Ruffily cheered. “Josephine told those of us on the council about it. So we made sure no one goes up the mountain besides Tullan, and he also knows about it too.” Ruffily said.

 “So, they all know now, huh? Savika must’ve not liked that.” Aegis replied nervously while scratching the back of his head.

 “She didn’t seem bothered, I think they all trust you to handle it.” Chax shrugged.

 “Right…” Aegis mumbled to himself with uncertainty. 

 “Josephine also wanted to talk to you about a certain Drow NPC. Her name is Luryala, and she was trying to give out a quest that would send players below ground into the ruins to save her people, but Josephine convinced her to stop for now. She’s staying at the tavern, so you should probably go and talk to them about that.” Chax said as the group arrived at the town square. It became more difficult to communicate given the loud chatter of players all around them that were discussing trades or recruiting for parties.

 “I never imagined Rene would look like this.” Aegis said in disbelief as he took it all in.

 “Me either.” Lina added as she too looked quite amazed at what had become of it.

 “You know what they say.” Pyri shrugged. ”If you build it, they will come.” She smiled and gently patted Aegis’ shoulder. 

 “Very true, woof! And you built it with good quality!” Ruffily cheered. 

 “Where’s Princess Savika now?” Aegis asked, and Chax motioned towards Yuki’s shop where a line had formed outside, very similar to how it’d been in Arallia. Aegis saw that standing out front, keeping watch over the line stood a level 55 Celestian, stoically attentive with his spear at his side.

 “She’s been helping out Yuki as an apprentice tailor, in between managing her people’s needs, but the Arallian people haven’t had much to complain about, they’ve all been pretty busy and enthusiastic about rebuilding their lives here.” Chax explained.

 “That’s good to hear.” Aegis nodded. “They look a little busy though, maybe we should talk to them later.” Aegis said apprehensively as he caught a glimpse of Yuki working on sewing something inside the shop through the front window. He saw her spinning around and casting her tailoring class skills with glows on her fingertips, smiling at Savika as Savika sat in a chair admiring her work.

 As he watched her, he couldn’t help but recall their conversation on the airship, and her confession, and he still wasn’t quite sure how to act around her yet. 

 “You sure?” Chax asked him curiously.

 “Yeah, we can catch up with them later. I’d like to head to the tavern first to talk to Erikson and Josephine about Luryala.” Aegis replied.

 “I’m going to stop by the stables with Melon, should I take Snowflake with me?” Pyri asked as she motioned to the black mare and the gryphon following behind them, the latter of which was getting a lot of stares from nearby players and let out a squawk.

 “Sure, he’ll need a place to get settled in.” Aegis nodded.

 “I’ll come too, we can make a special gryphon resting spot just for him in the stables, woof!” Ruffily smiled, and with that, both Pyri and Ruffily headed off towards the Rene stables with Melon and Snowflake in tow.

 “Ah, wait, I’ll come too. I need a special spot for Darkwing. He needs a special nest too!” Darkshot said urgently as he rushed after the two of them, Darkwing cooing excitedly on his shoulder.

 Chax led Aegis and Lina into the tavern to see the interior for the first time. Aegis was blown away, thinking that just a few weeks ago this same spot was just a patch of grass. Now, it had a large bar on the far wall with a huge open floor, and a mezzanine on the right side. A staircase to the right of the door led up to the mezzanine, and there were doors and hallways leading further into the building where it looked like rooms for guests had been built.

 Tables and chairs were scattered about and filled with many patrons holding wooden mugs, drinking and chatting it up. A bard player sat on a small stage on the right side of the tavern under the mezzanine playing a peaceful tune, but wasn’t getting much attention.

 On the left wall of the tavern, flanked by two windows allowing sunlight in, sat a large bounty board. On it were dozens of parchments pinned to the board, some depicting images of scary looking monsters, others just written with plain text with titles like ‘WANTED’ or ‘HIRING’. A large number of players were spread out in front of the board and perusing its contents, being respectful of each other in giving enough space so that no one was blocking others from being able to read it. 

 Behind the bar taking orders, cleaning mugs and serving drinks, Aegis saw Erikson wearing a dirty apron with a great big grin on his face, talking cheerfully to a few patrons that sat at the bar. Aegis recognized that some of the players he was chatting with were other former White Flames members.

 “It’s always pretty lively here, even though it’s only been in operation for about a week.” Chax said as he saw Lina and Aegis’ bewildered expressions. “I set up an arrangement with Erikson and Josephine so that 5% of their profits get added to the treasury. I think they’d be open to give more, but, I’ll leave that to you.”

 “5% sounds fine, right?” Aegis asked Chax, and Chax shrugged. “It’s good for growth, which I assume is what you’re most interested in right now.” Chax replied.

 “Yep, I guess. I mean, if we want to expand the territory we’re going to need a bigger population.” Aegis replied as the three walked through the tavern towards the bar and took seats. As they did, Erikson spotted them and broke off his conversation to approach.

 “Aegis! You’re back! What do you think?” Eriskon said excitedly as he motioned to the tavern around them.

 “This is pretty amazing. It’s just like the tavern I saw in Kordas.” Aegis said with an impressed look.

 “I know, right? It’s not bad! This is so much more fun than being a guild leader and fighting off bandits all day. I do not envy those Night Hunters.” Erikson replied. “I can’t thank you enough for this opportunity, Josephine and Elric are also having a blast. We’re meeting all sorts of friendly and interesting players, and getting some interesting NPCs in here too.” Erikson motioned to the general vicinity of the tavern.

 “Chax mentioned something about Luryala and Josephine?” Aegis asked him.

 “Oh, right, yeah. The ‘you know what’, under the land.” He paused to nod at them suggestively. “Have a seat over there, order something if you’re hungry - I’ll let her know you're here and she’ll be out in a second.” Erikson said as he motioned to an empty table in the corner of the tavern, then began pressing buttons around in his interface. Aegis looked to Lina and Chax, and they shrugged, so they headed for the table and took a seat.

 “The food is not bad. As Lord, if you need a place to level cooking, you can probably just hop in the kitchen and help out. Honestly, I’m jealous, you’ve got so many opportunities to level all of your crafting skills in a land like this.” Chax said as he sat across from Aegis, Lina sitting in a chair between the two which she pulled a bit closer to Aegis. “Though I guess I shouldn’t complain.” He motioned up to his level on display above his head with a smile, showing that he was now level 63.

 “It’s just the issue of time.” Aegis replied as he opened up a menu on the table, it didn’t have much on it in the way of food or drink to choose from though. “Even with opening work projects, it’s hard to decide on what to improve next. Blacksmithing, cooking, architecture… or should we just go and level up.” Aegis pondered out loud.

 “Do you know if you will need all of the same skills leveled up for your advanced class, as you did your intermediate?” Lina asked him curiously.

 “No idea… I only know that I’ll need to find the Silver dragons.” Aegis sighed. “No clue where to start with that. You two wouldn’t happen to have any information about silver dragons, would you?” Aegis looked at Chax and Lina hopefully.

 “Nope, hadn’t heard of them before your Hrath’mir quest. I can try and look into it though, barter for information, ect.” Chax shrugged.

 “That’d be a good start.” Aegis replied hopefully as he leaned back in his chair and looked around the tavern. He began pondering on what his next steps were going to be to keep getting stronger. Even with his strong experience bonuses, he still had a long way to reach his goal - Makaroth was already above level 150. And not just Makaroth, over the last few weeks, notifications had been popping up from multiple players that had been reaching advanced classes for the first time. It was slowly becoming more and more common, and less surprising to see the notifications. 

 “We’ve got decent leather armor now, but iron is still just iron.” Aegis looked at the hilts of Lina’s dagger on her belt, as his shield was currently unequipped.

 “Your iron is really good quality though.” Lina tried to encourage him with a smile, but as she did the tavern doors suddenly burst open. A player rushed inside and drew all eyes on himself while the sound of a loud bell could be heard ringing from outside in the distance.

 “They’re coming, with an army!” The player shouted out urgently, causing all players in the tavern to turn and look at him in surprise. The player shouting out had the name [Quiver - Level ??] above his head. He had short wavy brown hair and a brown goatee. A human player with a muscular build wearing high level black leather armor and a very expensive looking bow over his shoulder, and a Blades of Kalmoore tabard overtop of his armor. Josephine and Luryala, who Aegis spotted across the tavern heading towards them, both stopped walking to look between Aegis and this player as the bard stopped playing music and the tavern fell silent.

 “Who is coming with an army?” Aegis asked him as he, Lina and Chax all stood up, and Erikson stepped forward from behind the bar.

 “Gnolls, from the west. I was scouting the area for dungeons when I spotted them.” He replied urgently, and thanks to the quiet, Aegis could now discern that the ringing bell was coming from the belltower in the monastery of the stars that he’d built up on the mountain. Aegis quickly rushed out of the tavern into the town square where he saw many players looking around confused, unsure of what the ringing bell meant, whilst Lina, Chax, and then most of the other occupants of the tavern all flooded out of the building behind him.

 The mountain and land around the monastery to the north was clear of any gnolls. Despite it being evening now and the sun setting, it was still easy to see the surrounding lands around the mountain above their eye level, but there were too many players around to see anything clearly in the surrounding fields.

 “Smokebomb,” Lina shot it up at the roof of the tavern. Once it exploded she shadowstepped into the smoke on the roof to get a better view of the surrounding area. “Aegis, he’s not lying, they’re coming from the west.” Lina shouted down to him, and all of the other nearby players listened in, looking up at her worriedly. 

 “How many?” Aegis asked her as he started pushing his way westward through the crowd. 

 “A lot…” Lina looked down into Aegis' eyes worriedly. Aegis glanced around to see if he could spot his companions in the crowds of players in the town square, instead he spotted Yuki and Savika as they stepped out of her shop to look back at Aegis worriedly.

 “What should we do?” Celestian asked Princess Savika, and Aegis saw that several of the Arallian NPCs were turning their attention to her as Yuki shielded her from them.

 “We do not need to worry, because the Lord of Rene has returned. It is lucky he came back just in time.” Savika smiled at him, turning attention onto Aegis - not just the NPCs but the players as well began looking at him expectantly.

 “Yeah… lucky…” Aegis said with suspicion as he glanced around the crowd of players.
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“How much time do we have, Lina?” Aegis called up to her.

 “Uh, I’m not sure… they’re forming up at the treeline. They’re not charging yet, they might be waiting for nightfall, gnolls get damage bonuses at night.” Lina explained, causing Aegis to look up at the setting sun. 

 “Ok, that gives us a bit of time to prepare. Chax, round up the council in the town hall.” Aegis instructed him and he nodded, doing a waving motion to the council members he had visible to him around the town square. This included Josephine, Erikson, Yuki, Savika, and Celestian. They all gave nods and made their way towards the town hall building, north of the town square.

 “Whatcha thinkin’ we oughta be doin’? We got a lotta goods sittin’ around here. If those gnolls get to the town square, it’ll be a really big loss of money.” Tullan asked as he stepped forward out of the crowds. Aegis didn’t answer him right away, instead he turned to the player who had announced the gnolls, Quiver, who was watching Aegis eagerly for instructions.

 “What level were the gnolls?” Aegis asked him.

 “Most of them looked to be around level 40.” Quiver replied. After hearing this, Aegis did a wide scan of the nearby players around the town square, seeing some players high enough level to handle enemies like that, and others not. He’d also spotted Farlion approaching him, making his way past several players by bumping their shoulders.

 “Can you keep things calm out here for a bit, until we’ve got a plan?” Aegis asked Tullan and Farlion.

 “Ay, I’ll do what I can.” Tullan nodded.

 “Yes sir.” Farlion nodded, then began waving hand motions at the nearby Rene guards to give them instructions.

 “Lina, can you get Darkshot, Pyri, Clara, and Rakkan to the town hall?” Aegis called up to her on the roof.

 “On it.” Lina replied before shadowstepping out of his sight. 

 “Everyone else, please stay calm while we come up with a plan. Everything should be fine. Arallian’s, consider returning to your homes and locking the doors for now.” Aegis shouted to the surrounding crowds of players and NPCs that were still staring at him expectantly, and this was enough to get some reaction out of them as the crowd began to slowly disperse of NPCs, though the players remained around as if it was an exciting film that was about to start. Seeing this reaction, Aegis looked and saw his viewership spiking up above 60 000.

 He shook his head to himself and made his way towards the town hall building, a few buildings north of the town square. It was a large, simple square structure made for practicality more than anything else. There was a small set of wooden stairs leading up to a porch half a meter above the ground, which led into a pair of plain double doors. When Aegis walked through the doors he found himself in a small rectangular entryway with a few empty frames on the walls, a plain dark blue carpet, and then another pair of doors. Beyond that, he was in a large square room with a round table in the center, chairs set all around it.

 There wasn’t much in the way of decorations, it was clear not a lot of effort had yet been put into this building's construction. There were several bookshelves lining the wall with a few books on them, a carpet, and a single tapestry on the far wall of dark blue with a large yellow star of Eirene in the center, but that was it.

 Already sitting in the room waiting for him to arrive were those that were at the town square a few moments ago. He saw Savika, Yuki and Celestian sitting together, then Josephine and Erikson beside them, and Chax a few seats away. Aegis looked around and saw their concerned expressions, Savika having a look of panic on her face that she tried to hide the moment she saw Aegis enter.

 Aegis paced around the table on the side of the room, going deep in thought as he waited for the others to arrive. With a single window on each wall of the room high up on the wall, he found himself repeatedly glancing up at them to keep track of the setting sun.

 It wasn’t long before Pyri, Darkshot, and Ruffily entered, followed by Rakkan and Amlie, and then lastly Lina, and Great Prophet Clara.

 “That’s everyone.” Lina said as she entered and looked around.

 “What’s going on?” Darkshot asked, confused.

 “We’re being attacked by gnolls.” Chax replied.

 “Seriously? But we just got back.” Darkshot groaned.

 “Yeah, take a seat.” Aegis motioned everyone to sit and they all quickly complied, but he himself remained wandering around the room. “I don’t think it's a coincidence that they’re attacking as soon as we got back to Rene.” Aegis declared as he motioned up to his live streaming icon.

 “You think they were waiting for you to come back?” Yuki asked him.

 “That doesn’t make sense. If you wanted to attack a city, it’d be easier to do it when the Lord was away.” Chax explained.

 “Yeah, exactly.” Aegis nodded at him, causing everyone to go silent and think on his words. “Clara?” Aegis looked at her, seeing a particularly worried expression on her face.

 “I sense a great deal of darkness coming from the west, something very evil is traveling with those gnolls.” Clara replied to him, and this caused Aegis to snap his fingers and point at her. 

 “Thought so.” Aegis nodded.

 “You think this is related to the Avatars of Darkness in some way?” Amlie asked him worriedly.

 “Most likely.” Aegis said, then stopped pacing and let out an annoyed sigh. “Owning land is such a pain in the ass. The question is, why are they targeting Rene, and me. Why’d they wait until we were back to attack it?” Aegis said as he put his hand on his chin, going deep in thought.

 “You still don’t know that all of those things are fact. You’re making a lot of assumptions.” Chax said with a doubtful expression on his face. “I mean, it’s just a game right? Monster invasions happen sometimes.” Chax answered him with a shrug.

 “Chax is right… we had events happen like this quite often back in Arallia.” Erikson joined in, and Josephine, Yuki and Savika nodded.

 “Okay…” Aegis paused and looked at them. “Maybe I’m wrong, maybe it is just a coincidence that they’re attacking tonight.” Aegis said as he looked at Lina, Pyri and Rakkan who stared intently back at Aegis. “Either way, we’ve got an army of gnolls on our doorstep and I’m not about to let them come here and destroy my crafting halls.” Aegis grumbled as he took a seat in his chair finally and leaned over it with his elbows.

 “We’ve got about 30 minutes still until sunset, and the gnolls damage bonus will be active.” Lina said to Aegis and he nodded at her.

 “Okay.” Aegis began tapping his fingers on the table, trying to think, looking at Pyri as she stared back at him with sympathy. “I’m not a war commander or something.” He sighed at his mom and she smiled back. 

 “Don’t think of it as a war… think of it like a hard question on a test. A puzzle, or a riddle. What would be the solution, given the variables you have under your control?” Pyri replied, and this gave Aegis a hint of confidence as he quietly went into thought again. He had to deal with the gnolls, there were a lot of them, and they didn’t have any proper defenses built in Rene yet. There were a lot of possible ways to deal with them, but he would be leaving himself vulnerable to many possible ulterior motives that might be hidden behind this attack. He didn’t have enough time to consider all the possible vulnerabilities someone might be looking to take advantage of, though.

 Am I just being paranoid in the first place? Why would Clara tell me that the darkness is strong with the gnolls? I only have 30 minutes. He thought. He could only cover so many bases while still making sure the general threat of the gnolls were dealt with. He had no choice but to go after the simplest, most obvious ulterior motives.

 “Okay. If there’s something sinister behind this attack, the most likely target is going to be Princess Savika, or Prophet Clara.” Aegis pointed at the Princess and Clara. “Pyri, Yuki, Erikson, Josephine and Celestian, I want you guys to take Princess Savika and Prophet Clara to a secure location and protect them at all times. Pyri, use multicast invisibility on them to keep them hidden.” Aegis ordered them.

 “You sure you don’t want us helping with the defenses? We’re the highest level players of the group, no offense.” Erikson asked.

 “Yes, exactly, that's why I need you to make sure that our most valuable NPCs are protected. The attackers might be trying to draw out our defenses to leave them vulnerable, and we don’t have the proper infrastructure to secure them yet.” Aegis replied.

 “Okay, got it.” Pyri smiled at Aegis obediently.

 “I’ll keep them safe.” Yuki smiled at Aegis with determination.

 “Okay.” Aegis nodded at them once he’d seen they were all on board. “Lina, work with Farlion, Chax, and Tullan and secure the trade goods around the town square, and keep an eye on the shops. The second most likely target for this attack is thievery. They draw out the players and soldiers so that they can steal trade goods, and trade it for real world money.” Aegis explained and Lina nodded back at him.

 “You still think this is related to the Harbinger of Darkness player, and abyssal invasions?” Josephine asked him worriedly, and this prompted Aegis to look at Clara.

 “I’ve no idea, but I’d rather play it safe.” Aegis shrugged. “Darkshot, I want you to find the highest point, and use your tracking to keep an eye on things. You can support the battle against the gnolls, but keep an eye out for any suspicious activity. Keep yourself hidden for as long as possible.” Aegis said, and Darkshot nodded back at him.

 “So what you’re saying is, you want me to shoot… from the darkness.” Darkshot grinned, and Aegis rolled his eyes at him.

 “Yeah, I guess that’s what I’m saying.” Aegis replied, and this caused a few people to chuckle. 

 “Amlie and Ruffily, get started on digging a defensive trench on the west side of Rene. We don’t have time to build a wall, but using the skills of crafting players should be able to get that much done in a short amount of time.” Aegis said, and they both nodded at him.

 “Chax, you said we’ve got some gold in the treasury, right?” Aegis asked and Chax nodded. “Savika, as Mayor, can you issue a quest to all players that they’ll get paid 5 gold coins for every gnoll they kill? That should be a good motivation to get the players nearby to help with the defenses.” Aegis asked her, and Savika looked between Aegis and Chax.

 “I might have to go into my personal funds to pay them for that, if there’s too many gnolls…” Chax replied to him worriedly.

 “I’ll pay you back for it if it comes to that. I’ve got the gold from selling the deed.” Aegis replied and Chax gave him a nod.

 “I can create a quest for other-worlders, but you will need to approve it as the land owner.” Savika replied to Aegis.

 “Through the land management menu.” Erikson explained when he saw Aegis’ confused expression.

 “Right.” Aegis fidgeted into his interface. “Do it.” Aegis said to Savika, and she nodded. A moment later, he got a prompt in his Land Management interface.


 The appointed Mayor of [Rene] is requesting permission to utilize treasury funds to issue the following quest to all active players presently within the land of [Rene]:

Quest: Defeat the gnolls laying siege to the land of Rene. Each gnoll defeated will reward the defeating player 5 gold. 

Objective:  Gnolls Defeated: 0

Quest Giver: Princess Savika, Mayor of Rene, Kalmoore

Reward: 5 gold per gnoll

Difficulty: Medium

Restrictions: If the village of Rene is destroyed, the quest will not be completable. 


[Approve] [Deny]

 Aegis hit the approve button, and a moment later the quest popped up for not only him, but he’d seen that every player in the room got the notification and they used their index fingers to accept the quest that had appeared for them in their peripheral visions.

 “Okay. That leaves Rakkan and me to handle leading the players against the gnolls.” Aegis said as he turned to Rakkan and Rakkan gave him a nod.

 “Come, let’s get started on the trenches. Woof!” Ruffily said to Amlie and she nodded, the two being the first to leave the building. 

 “Everyone’s got their assignments. We’re running short on time, so let’s get to it.” Aegis ordered, and with that, the rest of them made their way out of the town hall together.

 Once back in the streets, Aegis saw Pyri, Erikson, Josephine, Yuki, Clara, Celestian and Savika head off towards the residential buildings. Aegis thought it best he didn’t show where they were heading to hide out on his stream, so he made sure to quickly walk in the opposite direction from them towards the town square. 

 The square was now nearly empty, with only a few merchant players still standing around. Included amongst those players though was Tullan. The players were primarily loading goods onto carts and trying to secure them, while all the NPCs had already retreated to their homes.

 “Ay, hope yeh got a plan. Not gonna be able to get all this stuff outta here if things go south.” Tullan said as he saw Aegis approaching.

 “Lina and the guards are going to focus on securing the shops and their wares. Would you mind helping out with that?” Aegis asked Tullan as Tullan looked around and saw the Rene guards begin to position themselves around the shops and stalls of the town square.

 “Nah, aint got a problem with it. If ye’ had a portal altar, the Night Hunter’s would be able to get here right quick though.” Tullan replied with a shrug, and his words flicked a light bulb on in Aegis' head.
 “Maybe that’s why they chose to attack now, before we build the portal altar?” Aegis suggested to Lina as she walked beside him.

 “You’re still being paranoid?” Darkshot asked him with raised eyebrows. “Aegis, this sorta thing happens in this game. It’s just one of the downsides of owning land. Monsters invade.” Darkshot shrugged, and this caused Aegis to turn to Rakkan, locking eyes with him as if asking for his opinion without using any words.

 “I don’t know.” Rakkan replied apprehensively to Aegis’ gaze. 

 “I don’t believe in coincidences.” Aegis mumbled to himself anxiously.

 “Don’t worry. I’ll be protecting the land from any harm. I will be shooting evil, from the Darkness.” Darkshot said as dramatically as he could, and a moment later Darkshot ran off into the darkness behind the buildings of the town square. Once he was gone Aegis turned his attention westward, down the roads past the crafting buildings where he saw that all of the other players were gathering and preparing for the battle.

 “Let’s get to it.” Aegis said, and Rakkan nodded before the two of them headed west, leaving Chax and Lina behind with Tullan and Farlion. 

 When Aegis and Rakkan reached the west end of Rene where the road ended and the gathering of players had formed, they cleared a path for Aegis and Rakkan to move to the front respectfully. Aegis looked on and saw nods and stares of recognition from the mix of present players. Some were as low as level 10, while others high enough that he couldn’t see their levels at all.

 There were fighters, wizards, druids, warlocks, thiefs, archers, priests, and many variations of their intermediate classes standing about staring at him. Some gave looks of excitement as they motioned to his viewership, now at 70 000. He heard whispers of players motioning to him and talking about becoming famous for fighting on stream alongside Aegis, others nervous about fighting in their first big PvE siege battle. Aegis wasn’t concerned with any of that, he was only concerned with protecting his investment, and the NPCs he’d worked so hard to save and get here from Arallia.

 Whether this was a random, coincidentally timed monster raid, or something more sinister, he wasn’t about to lose all of the stuff he’d built up over the past few in-game months. Not without doing everything he could to protect it. As he thought this, he and Rakkan arrived at the front of the players to see Ruffily, Amlie, and many other crafting class players working together under Ruffily’s instruction, using powerful spells and skills to dig out a long, 2 meter deep, 2 meter wide trench between the defending players and the gnoll army that Aegis could now see forming far to the west.

 Across the grassy fields, right at the edge of the western forest’s treeline, Aegis saw the burning torches of the army of gnoll creatures as they gathered together, forming into multiple battalions. For monsters, they looked extremely organized in their formations, each formation had a gnoll standing at the front, pacing and staring out in Aegis’ direction. They were illuminated by many torches being carried intermittently throughout their ranks. 

 The gnolls themselves looked like giant hairy hyenas that stood upright on their hind legs. They had hunched backs with dark brown manes going down their spines, and wore many variations of armor while wielding an assortment of weapons, primarily crossbows, swords and spears. 

 From this distance he couldn’t make out much of the finer details beyond that, such levels, and could only get a rough idea of their numbers. Aegis looked them over as he did a quick glance up at the sun, it was mere minutes now from fully setting and turning the games daytime status to night.

 “They’re waiting on their leader. The gnoll raiding parties always have a leader, usually on a mount.” A voice said to Aegis from behind, drawing his attention. Aegis turned to see a player wearing high level iron armor, covered in Eirene stars, approaching from behind with a large sword and shield strapped to his back. He wore no helmet and had short shaved black hair and dark eyes, a few scars on his face. Something about him reminded him of Darkshot, but [Finley - Level ??] stood above his head.

 “How do you know that?” Aegis asked him as both he and Rakkan eyed the player up and down curiously. 

 “Fought against a few raids back in Lanusk. Usually player raids, but plenty of gnoll raids as well. Gnolls usually target small settlements to steal all their livestock.” He explained with a shrug as he saw their curious stares. “Name’s Finley, I’m here to do my advanced paladin class quest. I was sent here because of the monastery. Figured I’d help out.” He smiled as he reached his hand out to shake theirs.

 “I’m Aegis.” Aegis replied, shaking his hand.

 “Rakkan.” Rakkan joined in.

 “Yeah, I know, you’re quite famous among Eirene players now. Wish I knew about all that Hrath’mir stuff before I settled into the intermediate paladin class.” He smirked as he motioned to Aegis’ live streaming icon.

 “What sort of mount?” Aegis asked him as he turned back towards the formations of gnolls.

 “Uh, varies, I guess. Depends on what beasts are in their area. Just hope it isn’t a Beulgadine.” Finley replied as he joined them in looking ahead over the quickly forming trenches.

 “I think that’s all we can get done, Aegis, We’re out of time, woof!” Ruffily called out to him as they finished the trench right up to the river, stretching quite a ways north.

 “Okay, no problem. Take the crafting players back to the town square where it's safe, we’ll handle the rest.” Aegis called back to her, and she and Amlie nodded, motioning the other players along with her.

 Rakkan and Amlie gave each other anxious looks before Rakkan watched her disappear into the crowd of players, heading back towards the center of Rene.

 “Digging a trench, not a bad idea, slows down their charge, gives more time for ranged damage dealers to do their thing.” Finley nodded impressed as he eyed the trench.

 “Any advice that might help?” Aegis asked him. “You know, since you’ve fought these before?” 

 “Well…” Finley turned and looked over the crowds of players as they began to quiet down and ready their weapons, seeing that the sun was mere seconds from setting. “Lot’s of low level players, and it’s not very well organized. I’d suggest you get everyone in a raiding party, so they can buff each other easier.” Finley replied.

 “Yeah, ok, good idea.” Aegis nodded as he remembered his Aura of beauty, and how beneficial it’d be to all of the lower levels to have more stamina recovery. “Alright everyone, listen up!” Aegis shouted as he turned to face the players, getting their attention.

 “Thank you all for volunteering to help defend the Land of Rene. This raid is a bit unexpected and Rene isn’t prepared for it yet. This’ll be my first time fighting against something like this, so I’m counting on all of you to help protect the buildings and the NPCs.” Aegis said as all eyes turned to him and he began pacing in front of them.

 “As the quest says, every gnoll you kill will earn you 5 gold, and while we’re mostly strangers, it’ll be best if we try to work together on this. Anyone who doesn’t currently have a party and would like to benefit from auras and other group buffs, please form up a line, and I’ll invite you all to join my raiding party. I expect anyone that joins to follow my instructions though.” Aegis said, trying to sound as commanding as he could.

 “As long as we work together, we should make it through this. So please join me in showing these gnolls that Kordas, and Rene, are not places they can easily mess with.” Aegis ended his speech and he got a few excited cheers from the players. He wasn’t sure how effective it was, but he got a level up in his leadership skill from it and saw the enthusiasm on many of the players' faces. 

 Without wasting any time he removed Lina, Pyri and Darkshot from his group to keep them hidden, then quickly began inviting everyone nearby that stepped forward. It wasn’t long before he had a raiding party filled with 132 players strong, and he turned to offer an invite to Finley.

 “Oh, no.” Finley declined. “I’ve got a few friends I’m here grouped up with, but don’t worry, we’ll be handling plenty of gnolls.” Finley reassured him with a smile.

 “Got it.” Aegis nodded back at him curiously, and Aegis and Rakkan exchanged looks briefly.

 “Alright, ranged damage dealers form up in the back, melee fighters in the front. Players with high defense, take point. Form a line in front of the trenches and hold them here. Once they’re in range to be hit by your ranged spells and attacks, don’t hold back. I’ll give the signal to open fire.” Aegis ordered them, and as he did, he watched as all the players began to excitedly comply, moving about between one another, bumping shoulders as they all got into their positions. In the center stood Finley, Aegis, and Rakkan, and they watched as the sun finished setting, and night time began within the Shattered World. The moment it had, a loud horn began to blow from the gnoll raiding party in the distance, and a few seconds later, the ground began to shake. Then, the sound of loud stomping footsteps came from beyond the treeline, slowly getting closer.

 Aegis could see the trees shifting violently as something big was clearly approaching, mixed in amongst the formations of gnolls. It wasn’t long before the big, stomping creature knocked over several trees at the edge of the forest as it poked its head out amongst the gnoll army.

 It was a huge, dark green skinned creature. Its back legs looked like giant gorilla arms. Its torso then curved downward from the height of the towering back legs, almost in the shape of a slide, though its skin looked anything but smooth with gnarly looking spikes and crusty scales spread across its body. Its front legs were small, but with oversized talons extending out from them that dug into the ground as it stepped over the gnoll army to stand in front. 

 For eyes, it had two large toad-like bulging black bulbs on the left and right side of its flat head that barely extended beyond where its front arm’s shoulders would be, and its mouth was wide and flat, extending from one side of its head to the other with overgrown razor sharp white teeth. 

 Most importantly though, on its slide-shaped back, nestled between its large tall back legs and its short, small front legs, was a huge leather saddle fastened to it, on it of which sat a heavily armored, angry looking gnoll holding a horn in his hand, which he promptly blew again as he arrived at the front of the gnoll formations.

 “What the hell is that thing?” Aegis said as he saw it.

 “That…” Finley sighed. “Is a Beulgadine.”
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The Beulgadine beast let out a strange cry that sounded like a mix between a dolphin and a howling wolf, baring its fangs towards the land of Rene. Once it had, the Gnolls behind it all let out their own battlecries, sounding eerily similar to the hyenas they resembled. Following that, with the mounted Beulgadine in front, they charged forward towards Aegis and the other defenders.

 “Anything we should know about Beulgadines?” Aegis asked Finley anxiously as he stood on the front lines of the defending players, all falling silent and eagerly watching the charging army of gnolls approaching.

 “Uhm. Yeah, Beulgadines are dragon eaters, and imitate some of their attacks. Particularly their breath attacks, I think green Beulgadines breathe acid.” Finley replied, though he sounded unsure of himself. Thankfully that fact was clarified as Aegis watched a thick, viscous bright green liquid begin to seep out of the sides of the mouth of the Beulgadine.

“Focus on the smaller enemies first.” Aegis commanded his raid party with a loud shout. “Aura of Beauty. Bless, Bless.” Aegis quickly blessed himself and Rakkan as the light from the aura exploded outwards from him. He could see that many of the nearby players began to benefit from its effects. “Let’s make sure the leader and his pet don’t wipe anyone out with big attacks.” Aegis said to Rakkan, and Rakkan nodded.

 “Rune:Echo, Rune:Frostbrand.” Rakkan cast, creating a copy of himself, both versions wielding frostbrand longswords.

 “Shit, I think it’s charging up its breath already.” Aegis said anxiously as he watched the torso of the Beulgadine begin to bloat upwards like a balloon. “OPEN FIRE!” Aegis shouted as he jumped over the trench. Rakkan jumped over after him as arrows and magic flew over their heads and crashed into the surrounding fields, most of the attacks missed but some made it far enough to hit the charging army of gnolls.

 “This is going to be a really short fight if I let that thing breathe acid on all these players.” Aegis shouted as he ran forward as fast as he could to intercept the charging beast, and Rakkan followed after him. Just as it got close enough to breathe its acid breath on the players, Aegis got close enough to block the majority of its wide flat mouth with his shield as it burped up a huge stream of viscous green liquid that shot outwards in a cone.

 “SHIELDWALL!” Aegis shouted as he held his shield in front of himself. Due to his proximity to the monsters mouth he was able to prevent the cone from passing him with the shieldwall ability of his Shield Mastery Skill, successfully protecting the players behind him from the attack - but he had another problem.




	You take 5210 Acid damage.
Enchanted Iron Shield of Eirene’s durability has dropped by 100.







 “Hyah hyah hyah!” The leader gnoll laughed from atop the Beulgadine as it watched the acid blast against Aegis’ shield with a great big smile. The other gnolls swarmed around them towards the players.




	You take 5193 Acid damage.
Enchanted Iron Shield of Eirene’s durability has dropped by 100.







 Three seconds later the breath dealt damage to him again, and the stream of green liquid didn’t stop coming out. In that time, Aegis looked up and saw that the gnoll on top of the Beulgadine looked different than the others. It had a distinct black bulge of skin on its neck that was pulsating. It resembled the ghouls of suffering and anger that he’d seen back in Hrath’mir - the same sort of corruption that turned the Hrath’mir defenders into minions of darkness. 

 “HYEEEAAAAHAHA!” The [Gnoll Warlord(Elite) - Level 60] continued to laugh mockingly down at Aegis.




	You take 5116 Acid damage.
Enchanted Iron Shield of Eirene’s durability has dropped by 100.
Enchanted Iron Shield of Eirene has been destroyed. 







 “How long does this thing breathe for?!” Aegis shouted in disbelief as the acid continued to spew out of its mouth, and his shield vanished from his left arm.

 “AEGIS!” Rakkan shouted out as the time between damage intervals counted down and Aegis’ health sat below 1000 remaining. At the last moment, before Aegis’ skin was burned through by the acid breath, Rakkan’s echo jumped into the breath in front of Aegis and pushed him out of its path. This destroyed Rakkan’s echo and redirected a portion of the damage back to him, bringing Rakkan to nearly half health, but the breath continued and spewed beyond them, over the trench, melting a large portion of the lower level players’ health bars away and cutting down the amount of players defending Rene drastically. Luckily, though, the breath ended a few seconds after that.

 “15 seconds, I guess.” Aegis stood back up in disbelief at how fast the situation went horribly downhill.

 “BURN IT TO THE GROUND!” The Warlord shouted in a high pitched laugh as he motioned over Aegis and Rakkan towards Rene, ignoring them. The [Beulgadine - Level 60] took two steps forward and prepared to charge past them as it let out another disgusting small burp of acid.

 “Challenging Roar!” Aegis cast at the beast, drawing its attention onto himself. “You might be elite, but your little dog here isn’t.” Aegis shouted at the Warlord as the Beulgadine stopped stepping forward and turned to glare at Aegis with its large bulging black eyes.

 “Hrmmm.” The Warlord grunted angrily as he watched his mount do this, yanking its reins to get it back on course, and it worked for a moment.

 “Challenging roar!” Aegis cast again, getting the Beulgadine to disobey the Warlord a second time. 

 “Baldskin gets in my way, baldskin loses head.” The Warlord cackled angrily as he let go of the reins and hopped off the back of the Beulgadine as it stomped towards Aegis. Aegis was now becoming more accepting of the fact that he no longer had a shield and he took a few steps backwards as the Beulgadine gnashed its fangs together menacingly in his direction. 

 “Heal, Heal,” Aegis quickly began casting on himself. “Healing wind, Healing wind.” He cast the spells on himself and Rakkan, but he didn’t have time to get any more spells off. In the time he took to cast those, both he and Rakkan watched as the Warlord drew out two longswords in both of his hands, then, slowly, one by one, more longswords began to appear floating above the ground behind the Warlord until there were a total of five.

 “NPCs can be battlemasters too?” Aegis asked Rakkan as they both saw it happen and watched a big grin grow over the Warlord’s face.

 “Yep.” Rakkan took a deep breath. “Rune:Echo!” He copied himself again quickly just as the Beulgadine and the Warlord lunged forward at Aegis. Aegis rolled to the left to avoid a gnashing bite attack while Rakkan moved to intercept the Warlord with his echo, making sure to have a spear and longsword in the hands of both himself and his echo, and began attempting to strike out at the Warlord while avoiding his 7 swords. 

 Arrows and spells from the other players flew through the air all around them at the army of charging gnolls while this was happening. The other players that survived the acid breath attack were still fighting the gnoll army with determination, following Aegis' orders. But there were just so many gnolls that Aegis knew he and Rakkan weren't going to be getting any help with the Warlord and the Beulgadine anytime soon. 

 “Heal, Heal!” Aegis shouted, continuously casting it on himself as he tried to get back to full health while the Beulgadine continued to lunge out at him with his chomping fangs and gnarly front claws, stomping around the battlefield as it did so. He saw that Rakkan, too, was taking a lot of damage from the Warlord, even though he was able to parry most of the sword attacks. Aegis found a few time windows in between the strikes to get in close enough to cast heal spells on Rakkan as well, keeping them both alive despite the massive amounts of damage they were both taking from these two enemies. 

 “BREATHE!” The Warlord suddenly shouted at the Beulgadine, and after he had, Aegis watched as the Beulgadine’s body began to balloon up once more as it prepared to use another big acid breath attack. This time, Aegis didn’t have a shield to try and stop it, and the Beulgadine turned to face the remaining players that were fighting to defend Rene from behind the trenches.

 “Oh no you don’t.” Aegis shouted anxiously as he dashed behind the Beulgadine to get on the side of it that was closer to the forest and the army of charging gnolls. “CHALLENGING ROAR!” Aegis cast at the last second, causing the Beulgadine to quickly jerk its head around right before it blasted out a stream of acid, in order to try and face Aegis. Due to this, the blast of acid spewed back behind the beast and towards the army of approaching gnolls.

 Aegis ran to the side of the beast's mouth, grabbing onto its smaller front legs to steer clear of the front of the mouth as it continued to turn to the side in an attempt to breath on Aegis. The end result was that it hosed down the entire left side of the gnoll army, decimating their forces. Aegis was running out of room to turn though, and the stream of acid kept coming. It was only a few seconds of spewing before he’d inadvertently need to turn the beast towards the players, or else dive in front of the breath himself to stop the Beulgadine from rotating towards them.

 Just as Aegis was trying to think of a solution to this situation though, an arrow whistled through the sky from the rooftops of Rene and plunged itself into the side of the Beulgadine. Seconds later, it shot out vines into the earth all around the beast, binding its legs and preventing it from turning anymore. Somehow, from somewhere within Rene, Darkshot had hit the beast with a pinning shot and saved Aegis.



 “I’m so fucking cool.” Darkshot whispered to himself excitedly as he sat atop the Forge of Rene’s roof, using the darkness of the rooftop and the contrast of the bright red flames of the forge below him to make it hard for anyone to see him. He nocked another arrow as Darkwing cooed excitedly on his shoulder, as if cheering him on, and this time fired the shot at the Warlord. “Pinning shot.” Darkshot whispered, and the arrow flew true, hitting the Warlord and wrapping him in vines that bound him to the earth for a moment. 

 Darkshot watched as Aegis and Rakkan took advantage of these binding attacks to back up from the two enemies and heal up, eat steaks, and regroup.

 “I shoot from the darkness.” Darkshot grinned proudly, but suddenly another player hopped up onto the roof of the forge beside him with a bird on his shoulder.

"Nice shots." Quiver said with his bow drawn, sporting the Blades of Kalmoore tabard. "Mind if I join you?" He added as he nocked an arrow and took aim at an approaching gnoll, shooting it as he crouched a few meters away from Darkshot on the rooftop. 

"No... not at all." Darkshot watched him curiously, particularly eying the bird on his shoulder, a hawk named [Sharpclaw - Level 50]. As he stared at it, Quiver pulled another arrow out and turned back to glance at Darkshot, noticing him staring. He then turned to eye the bird on Darkshot's shoulder.

"Oh, a pigeon? You don't see those often." Quiver said with a look of surprise before turning to fire another arrow.

"Yeah, but he's not just a pigeon. He's a Kalmoorian pigeon." Darkshot replied in his deep theatrical voice as he nocked another arrow and shot it as well.

"Oh, neat. What's their special skill?" Quiver asked curiously as he also shot an arrow over the city towards the battlefield.

"Special Skill?" Darkshot asked curiously.

"Yeah, you know. Every bird type has a unique skill. Like Sharpclaw for example," Quiver whistled and Sharpclaw took off from Quiver's shoulder and suddenly began spinning like a drill rapidly as his body began to glow red. "Hawkshot!" Quiver shouted as he fired an arrow at Sharpclaw. Sharpclaw spun into the arrow and seemingly merged with it, then the two crashed into the field in the middle of 15 gnolls, exploding in a burst of red energy and releasing a huge shockwave, killing all 15 nearby gnolls. "Like that." Quiver grinned as he watched Sharpclaw emerge elegantly from the dust and debris of the explosion and begin soaring through the night sky back towards his shoulder.

"Oh... well... I'm not sure yet." Darkshot replied apprehensively as he turned to look at Darkwing. 

"Hm. Well, I'm sure you'll figure it out. He's still only level 1, right? Maybe he hasn't unlocked it yet." Quiver replied with a look of pity as he shrugged, but this look annoyed Darkshot and he turned to Darkwing. 

"Can you do something cool? Like, you know, Pigeonshot or something?" Darkshot whispered to his pigeon. It just cooed back at him and turned its head sideways curiously "Bah, whatever, we don't need something like that." He grumbled as he nocked another arrow, preparing to fire it over the battlefield.



Rakkan and Aegis continued to engage the Warlord and the Beulgedine as the battle raged on around them. Once the pinning shots had worn off they were forced to re-engage, but moments later they watched as the Warlord leaped back away from Rakkan to get some distance and grabbed a gnarled horn that hung from a chain around his neck to blow into it. The sound of the horn echoed loudly across the battlefield and the land of Rene.

“What’s he doing, sounding a retreat?” Aegis asked Rakkan as they both listened to the warhorn blow, looking at each other confused. But that was far from what happened next, as suddenly a line of completely black gnolls rushed out of the western treeline towards them. They were incredibly fast. 

“Challenging Roar!” Aegis shouted as they got close, but they ignored him and Rakkan completely. Aegis could only briefly catch a glimpse of their nameplates as they ran by, [Gnoll Raider(Elite) - Level 55]. There were 10 in total and they were moving with purpose towards Rene.

“Shit, what are they after?” Rakkan asked as he watched them jump over the trench and quickly maneuvered around the distracted players that were engaged with the other gnolls.

“I don’t know, but we’ve gotta stop them.” Aegis shouted as he started running to pursue the dark gnolls, but suddenly 3 swords plunged into the ground in front of him, blocking his path.

“No. Hyah hah hyah.” The Warlord cackled as he charged at Aegis.

“Don’t think he’s gonna let us.” Rakkan shouted as he turned and moved to cut off the Warlord from charging at Aegis with his echo, the Beulgadine stomping towards them as well with a loud screeching dolphin howl. 

“Then we gotta kill these two quickly. Can you handle the battlemaster gnoll?” Aegis asked Rakkan.

“Yeah… I’ll try.” Rakkan took a deep breath as he engaged with it.

"Darkshot, Lina, heads up, you guys got company." Aegis quickly messaged them through the friends list interface as he leapt backwards to dodge a claw strike from the Beulgadine.



Darkshot watched from the forge rooftop as the 10 raiders ran down the street towards the town square of Rene. He saw that Lina had gotten the message, too. She and Tullan positioned themselves in front of a line of Rene guards that included Farlion. They were lined up in front of the town square, preparing to protect it from the approaching raiders. As Darkshot followed them with his eyes, Quiver moved to stand beside him and did the same.

"We oughta help them out, huh?" Quiver whispered and Darkshot nodded, nocking an arrow and aiming carefuly at the charging raiders.

"Yeah." Darkshot replied. He wanted to wait until the raiders engaged with Lina and the guards, so he held his shot patiently. However, suddenly Quiver fired an arrow well before they engaged the guards, hitting one of the raiders and dealing massive damage. This revealed their location, causing 5 of the 10 raiders to stop charging and turn and glare up at them on the rooftop.

"Shit, they found us." Quiver replied anxiously.

"Yeah no shit, you shot too early!" Darkshot groaned at him.

"Oh, my bad, I was trying to get 'em before they got to the guards." Quiver said apologetically as they watched the 5 raiders use their hyena hind legs to jump with great height up towards them, the nearest one drawing out a halberd and striking it downward towards Darkshot. Darkshot leapt backwards and avoided the strike, causing the weapon to crash into the roof of the forge, then hopped back again and released an arrow at the gnoll. 

"Pinning shot!" Darkshot shouted, hitting the gnoll at nearly point blank range and causing the shot to bind the gnoll to the roof using an explosion of thick vine-like ropes. With it stuck in place, Darkshot backed up and fired a multishot to hit it easily, while two other raiders jumped up at Quiver, forcing him back away on the opposite side of the curved forge roof and cutting him off from Darkshot's line of sight. He had to have faith that the high level guy would be fine taking on two of them, though, because the other three were engaging with him. 

As Darkshot hit the pinned gnoll with six arrows, the other two raiders jumped up onto the roof beside, and behind him, surrounding him. Normally, a ranger caught in this situation would be in big trouble, a huge disadvantage. Having three higher level elite enemies surround him in melee range was tough, but Darkshot took a deep breath and did his best to remember his unarmed training. As one gnoll thrust a spear out at Darkshot, he deflected it with his bow, then sidestepped the other's sword strike and jumped off the roof to the ground to avoid further attacks while Darkwing cooed and took off into the air out of fear.

The moment Darkshot hit the ground, he spun his bow around and fired an arrow back up at the roof behind him. "Multishot, pinning shot!" He shouted, this time splitting his multshots so that two arrows hit each gnoll, pinning them to the roof above. It was a big drain on his mana, but all the shots landed, giving him a few seconds to fire arrows relentlessly at them as they were bound to the roof. Darkshot focused first on the initial raider, landing a good stream of arrow shots on him and killing him by the time the raiders wielding the sword and spear broke free and jumped down from the rooftop to reingage him. 

This time, they were extremely aggressive. The one with the sword maneuvered behind Darkshot quickly as the one with the spear came at him from the front. He repeatedly thrust his spear forward at Darkshot from multiple angles, forcing Darkshot to dodge and deflect the strikes with his bow. Then, once flanking, the second raiding gnoll joined in attacking Darkshot with his sword. It took all of Darkshot's focus to dodge their strikes. He wanted to look for a chance to leap away and get distance so that he could fire his arrows at them, but they weren't giving him an opportunity to do it, they were relentless. Just from dodging repeatedly, he was running low on stamina, and this continued for a bit longer until Quiver reappeared atop the roof of the forge nearby, nocked an arrow, and shot it down at the two gnolls attacking Darkshot.

"Multishot!" Quiver shouted, splitting his arrow into 20 seperate arrows. Nine arrows hit one gnoll, and ten hit the other. One arrow, however, hit Darkshot, dealing 7210 damage and nearly killing him in one hit. "Oh, shit, sorry! I'm not so good at controlling so many arrows." Quiver replied flustered.


"Son of a bitch." Darkshot winced in pain as he looked at the arrow sticking out of his abdomen, yanking it out as the arrow disintigrated and the pain faded two seconds later. 

"My bad." Quiver continued to apologize, bowing awkwardly.

"That hurts, man, I'm at pain threshold 10." Darkshot shouted frustratedly at him.

"You're still alive though, right? Phew." Quiver said with relief. 

"Barely." Darkshot sighed. "You're lucky I didn't take any hits from those gnolls, or I'd be gone and you'd be a PKer." Darkshot shook his head in disbelief at this clumsy, high level Ranger staring down at him from above. But when Darkshot's eyes met his tabard again, he understood. It was a Blades of Kalmoore member, so Darkshot didn't expect much from him, and sighed. 

"Really, that's impressive. They were elite, and higher level than you. Not even a single hit?" Quiver looked at Darkshot with a surprised expression that Darkshot ignored as he hopped back up onto the roof. 

"Come on, let's focus and cover our allies." Darkshot said dismissively as he looked over the battlefield and saw that the battle had ended both in the town square and to the west of Rene.

"No need, I think we won." Quiver replied with a smile, and as he did, Darkwing fluttered down from the sky and landed back on Darkshot's shoulder, letting out a cheerful coo.

"Oh sure, now you come back." Darkshot grumbled at the pigeon.



A few moments earlier, on the western edge of Rene...

It was hard - Rakkan was decent at controlling his echo now, but it only gave him access to four weapons versus the seven that the Warlord had. Even though it was only an Elite NPC, it was utilizing its seven longswords to repeatedly flank Rakkan and his echo. He was able to parry most of the strikes as they were clearly telegraphed, but it kept him on the defensive and he could barely deal any damage himself.

This was just an NPC Battlemaster, and it was only using longswords. A real battlemaster would be way stronger, he thought to himself. As Rakkan failed to block several more strikes, Aegis was forced to stop what he was doing with the Beulgadine and heal Rakkan’s health back up.

“If only I had a damn shield!” Aegis shouted out angrily as he jumped backwards to dodge a claw strike from the Beulgedine. If it wasn’t for Aegis’ support, Rakkan would’ve lost to the Battlemaster Warlord Gnoll a long time ago. He wasn’t good enough, not by a longshot, and as this fact settled into Rakkan's head, he got progressively more frustrated with himself. The anger only made it harder for him to control the echo, though, and things just got worse from there and he started to take more damage.

“Come on Rakkan! I can’t heal that fast!” Aegis shouted anxiously as he watched Rakkan start to take sword strikes repeatedly, his health dipping dangerously low as Aegis skidded his leather shoes across the dirt to get close enough and cast another heal on him.


“Sorry, it’s just… he’s so damn fast!” Rakkan shouted in frustration.

“Here!” A familiar girl's voice called out from behind them, and Aegis and Rakkan turned to see Amlie running towards them. Once close enough, she flung a fist full of soil at the Warlord. The Warlord, Rakkan, and Aegis all stopped what they were doing to look at her confused. “Sprinkling Sprout!” She shouted as her fingers began to glow blue, and suddenly tiny trickling streams of water shot out of her fingertips towards the Warlord as she stood between Aegis and Rakkan a few meters away from him, and they all continued to look at her, dumbfounded.

“Amlie, what are you doing?” Rakkan asked her.

 “He’s a Warlord, not a garden.” Aegis said.

 “Are you sure about that?!” Amlie smiled as she waved her hands towards the Warlord. “Rapid growth, rapid growth, rapid growth.” She repeatedly cast a farmer skill, revealing that what she had thrown at the Warlord wasn’t just a handful of soil, it had seeds in it as well, and large thorny vines began to explode out of them, entangling the Warlord. 

"I need to be able to beat this guy on my own." Rakkan protested her actions as they watched the Warlord begin slashing out at the thorny vines, taking minimal damage and easily cutting through them.

“Why? It’s my village too! We're all playing together, aren't we?!” Amlie hit Rakkan in the shoulder angrily. His initial reaction was annoyance, and he opened his mouth to shout back at her until he saw the determined, desperate expression on her face. He paused and took a deep breath to regained control of his emotions in that small reprieve that Amlie had granted him, and rather then let his frustration take over he forced himself to remain calm and think logically.

"Aegis, I can't take this guy by myself." Rakkan admitted reluctantly.

"Of course not, we're only level 50. You only have two runes." Aegis patted him on the shoulder. "But we'll get there." Aegis said reassuringly as the Beulgedine began to balloon its stomach upward again, preparing another breath attack. “I still need a goddamn shield!” Aegis shouted.

 “I got some! Woof!” Ruffily shouted from behind them. Aegis turned to see Ruffily tossing four iron shields towards him like frisbees, and he jumped up and caught one in the air. Without looking at its stats, he threw it on his left arm to equip it. 

 “Let's try this!” Aegis lunged forward to stand between the bloating Beulgedine and the Warlord. “VARIBHADRA!” He shouted out, and a huge blast of white light erupted out from Aegis in a dome shape, engulfing the two creatures as four transparent red arms briefly appeared sticking out of Aegis’ shoulders, and two other red versions of Aegis’ face shimmered on his left and right side overtop of his ears momentarily. 
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Level Up!: Varibhadra has reached Level 3!
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 It was a lot of damage, it meant that collectively in the past 5 minutes Aegis had taken and healed over 50 000 damage. But it wasn’t enough to kill either of them, and the Beulgadine continued to balloon its stomach upwards, preparing to bellow out another stream of acid.

 “That’s enough of that!” Finley shouted as he appeared from the side of the Beulgedine, piercing his fancy enchanted longsword into the side of the beast and dealing 9340 damage in a single hit. He then pulled his blade back and struck it several more times, causing it to cry out in agony as the scaly green beast collapsed onto the ground, disintegrating due to hitting 0 health.

 “Where the hell has that guy been this whole time?” Amlie watched with wide eyes.

 “You told us to kill the smaller ones first, so…” Finley shrugged as he motioned around the battlefield and Aegis saw that nearly all of the other gnolls were now defeated. Behind them stood only high level players remaining, most of which Aegis recognized to be ex-White Flames members. All of the lower level players had been killed, but there were easily 20 to 30 defenders still standing. Aegis wasn’t the only one who saw this, though. The Warlord looked around nervously as he took in the fact that his army was now gone, and he was the last one standing.

 “Want me to handle that one too?” Finley asked nonchalantly as he motioned to the Warlord.

 “Yeah, if you don’t mind.” Aegis nodded with relief. Finley gave a shrug, and as he charged forward at the Warlord, the Warlord attempted to turn and run away, but wasn’t fast enough. After a few slashes from the Level ?? paladin, the Warlord went down. 


"There's still the gnolls that ran into the city." Aegis said as he hastily opened his interface to check on Darkshot and Lina, seeing them both alive and well. "Are you guys okay?" Aegis messaged them.

"Yup, nothing Darkshot can't handle." Darkshot replied proudly.

"We're okay, the raiders are all dead." Lina replied. Hearing this, Aegis took one last look around the battlefield and confirmed that all the gnolls were dead - the raid was over and Rene was safe. 

"I think we won." Aegis let out a sigh of relief, which was contagious. Ruffily, Rakkan and Amlie all smiled with relief as well. "That was close."

"Yeah, we're lucky all these high levels were around." Amlie said as she looked between Finley and the other high level players hanging around the trenches. Rakkan and Aegis heard her say this and looked at each other, both with an identical expression on their faces. 

"We need to get way stronger." Aegis said, and Rakkan nodded back at him in agreement. 



A few moments earlier, at the town square of Rene...

"I'm just going to hide over here." Chax said awkwardly as he quickly ran behind one of the market stalls lining the square, while Lina, Tullan and Farlion formed up the line of guards to block the western road into the square. They saw the group of 10 raiding gnolls charging towards them, then watched as an arrow was shot from the forge nearby, drawing five of them away.

"Well that's lucky." Tullan smirked as he watched them split up.

"Don't let the guards die, okay?" Lina said to Tullan.

"Aye, I got it, Aegis loves his NPCs." Tullan nodded as he pulled out a blacksmithing hammer and took a fighting stance.

"Ready your weapons!" Farlion said as the guards all drew out spears and held them forward. Lina looked around at the guards, then ahead at the level 55 elite gnolls charging forward, and got anxious. She knew from experience that even though they had the numbers advantage and were close in level, the difference between Elite NPCs and non-elite was too great. If she let them fight outright, the guards wouldn't all survive.

"Smokebomb!" Lina cast, throwing out a ball of smoke towards the five charging gnolls to blind their vision. Once she had she shadowstepped into the smoke and began slashing out at them rapidly, dealing as much damage as she could as fast as she could. "Flurry!" She said to increase her attack speed, but still, despite her efforts, it wasn't enough. Once the smoke faded, two of the raiders turned to focus on her, while the other three charged forward at Tullan and Farlion.

"I got 'em!" Tullan shouted as he charged forward. "Wall of Iron!" He said as his fingers began to glow silver, and he encased one gnoll in an Iron cage, preventing it from moving as it angrily slammed into the bars that had manifested around him. "That'll keep him trapped for a bit. And you!" Tullan turned to a second raider and bashed it in the head as hard as he could with his hammer, drawing its attention onto himself. The gnoll retaliated by thrusting its spear at Tullan, which he failed to dodge. Luckily, though, Tullan had plenty of health and armor and could take many hits from these enemies before he was in any real danger.

The fifth gnoll, however, made it past Lina and Tullan and charged into the line of guards. With a wide swing of its longsword that it wielded, it was able to break up their spear formation, then shoulder checked its way through the line, knocking over two guards and pushing Farlion to the side. It then quickly spun around and began thrusting its sword out rapidly at the back of the guards, who were slow to react and turn around. Lina wanted to do something to help, but the two gnolls attacking her didn't give her any room to breathe - she knew if she shadow stepped back to the town square near the guards, these two gnolls would follow her and only make the situation worse. She couldn't do anything but believe in Farlion and the guards to handle the one elite raider.

Farlion did his best and fought with everything he had. He had been trained rigorously by Rakkan, and practiced endlessly within the training grounds, as did all of the guards. But in the end, he was still a non-elite NPC, his abilities were limited to what skill assist could do. He wasn't able to think for himself and use creative maneuvers, he was locked into specific attack patterns, as per his programming, and the elite raiding gnoll was not. The raiding gnoll had no trouble identifying Farlion and the other guards attack patterns, and started dealing massive amounts of damage to them.

"Oi, pick on one of us yeh damn brute!" Tullan shouted at the gnoll, trying to taunt it away after he'd seen the Elite raiding gnoll knock Farlion to the ground, Farlion getting dangerously low on health.

"I feast on manflesh tonight!" The raider ignored Tullan as it cackled excitedly with a hyena-like laugh, bearing its fangs as it prepared to lunge down at Farlion and finish him off.

"Not if I can help it!" An unfamiliar female voice suddenly shouted, as a blast of green magic shot from across the town square, hitting the gnoll in the back before it could strike Farlion. They all turned to see a human female Cleric approaching from the southern side of Rene. She was wearing a full suit of armor with a shield and a scepter, the symbol of two snakes intertwined with one another in an S like shape etched into her armor and the front of her shield. She had short red hair with white streaks and bright pink eyes, looking incredibly beautiful as she held her scepter out in the direction of the gnoll. Lina didn't recognize the spell she was casting, but she casted it a few more times and managed to kill the gnoll, saving Farlion. She then quickly turned her attention to the other gnolls that were fighting Lina and Tullan and made quick work of them. 


"Hey, sorry. I just got here from Kordas, they said this is the place to go for adventures and quests in Kalmoore. Boy, they weren't kidding." She smirked sarcastically as she held her hand out to greet Tullan and Lina as they approached, catching their breath. 

"Thanks fer the save." Tullan smiled as he shook her hand.

"Thanks." Lina smiled at her and shook her hand as well while looking to confirm that none of the guards had died. Luckily, they were all okay, despite having taken a lot of damage. Once Lina was sure they were fine, she turned her attention back on this stranger, seeing the name above her head. [Cheryl - ??].

            

    
        Chapter 127: Planning Ahead

    
    
    
    
                Chapter 127: Planning Ahead


“So,” Erikson said as he sat at the round table within the town hall of Rene that following morning. Sitting with him were Aegis, Josephine, Amlie, Ruffily, Pyri, Yuki, Clara, Celestian, Farlion, Chax, Lina, Darkshot, Rakkan, and Princess Savika. Everyone on the council was present. “In the end, it was a typical gnoll raid.” Erikson concluded as Aegis looked at him intently.

 “What about the raiders?” Aegis asked him curiously. 

 “They were looking to steal from the shops while the battle raged on. It’s pretty common for monster raiding parties to have certain creatures that try to sneak behind enemy lines during the battle. I’ve seen it a few times.” Erikson shrugged.

 “But, the Warlord, he had corruption. Like he’d been touched by one of the Avatars.” Aegis explained.

 “Any monster that hangs around the edges of an island, or delves into its depths can become corrupted like that. It’s also not unusual. It’s just a stronger version of a normal monster. It doesn’t mean anything sinister is going on, Aegis.” Erikson continued, trying to lay Aegis’ suspicions to rest. It wasn’t very effective though. Everyone in the room who was looking at Aegis could still tell he was still suspicious about the conveniently timed attack.

 “Look, you made the right call having us protect Savika and Clara. You were right, there was a chance that they were the target. We all got caught with our pants down, and you made the best calls with the information we had. And, we were lucky enough to have so many high level players around that things turned out okay.” Erikson replied with a shrug, but he saw it didn’t do much in the way of changing Aegis’ mood.

 “You did good. Monster raids are tough, even for experienced guilds.” Josephine joined in reassuring him. 

 “Next time we’ll be more prepared, right? You’ve got some experience, you know what to expect now. This was a win. No buildings were destroyed and no NPCs were lost.” Erikson smiled at him as he and Josephine stood up. “We should get back to the tavern, but if you need us for anything else, just holler.” Erikson added.

 “Yes. And Luryala is still waiting, eager to talk to you.” Josephine reminded him with a smile.

 “Right, I’ll be over in a bit.” Aegis nodded back as he watched them leave the building.

 “Thank you for protecting us.” Savika stood up and gave him a big smile. 

 “You saved everyone again.” Yuki joined in, standing and smiling at him as well.

 “I will hand out the gold to the brave adventurers who assisted in protecting Rene now.” Savika bowed.

 “I suppose I should help with that.” Chax stood up too, followed by Celestian.

 “Let me know if you need any extra gold.” Aegis said, and Chax gave Aegis a nod. With that, the four of them left the building. Once they had, silence fell over those who remained for a few moments.

 “So… Even though we won, that kinda sucked, huh?” Amlie broke the silence with these words. Even though she had said it, it was clearly what everyone else in the room was thinking.

 “I can’t believe you benched me.” Pyri pouted.

 “Wha- I didn’t bench you.” Aegis replied.

 “You totally benched me.” She grumbled back.

 “I wanted to make sure Savika was safe, and she was safest with you!” Aegis explained himself.

 “Flattery will get you nowhere.” Pyri huffed back.

 “I apologize for being so weak.” Farlion said, frustratedly lowering his head.

 “It’s not your fault.” Lina said to him sympathetically, then turned to Aegis. “Elite against non-elite just isn’t a fair match up.” Lina explained to Aegis as he watched Farlion stare down at the table in shame. 

 “He’s not the only one frustrated. Iron sucks.” Aegis said as he looked at his borrowed shield that Ruffily had made on his left arm. As he did though, he caught a disappointed look on Ruffily’s face. “Oh, no, I don’t mean your iron sucks. I just mean, iron in general. This is the second time in a row I’ve had to deal with monsters that shred through its durability.” Aegis explained.

 “Oh… woof! Yes, iron is not very good against acid attacks. Or magma attacks… Or void attacks… Oh also, psychic attacks...” Ruffily went on.

 “Exactly what I meant, iron sucks.” Aegis sighed.

 “It’s the best material we have available right now though, woof!” Ruffily replied.

 “What about mithral?” Aegis asked her.

 “No one knows where to find it. Some mithral weapons drop off of random high level enemies, but there’s no consistency to it. Woof!” Ruffily replied. This made Aegis go deep in thought.

 “You got some tier 3 wood though, right? You can make me a sweet new bow.” Darkshot suggested excitedly.

 “But what about the rest of us?” Pyri asked.

 “The Wildwood tree is good for staves.” Amlie answered.

 “Yeah, I read up about that already. We need to convince the keeper of the tree to give us a piece, and they rarely give more than one. I don’t want to waste it on a staff when my woodworking skill is still so low though, we’ll do that when I get it to level 150.” Aegis replied, making Pyri pout at him again. “I’ll make you an Ironwood staff though, it should still be good.”

 “Okay.” She pulled her lips to the side.

 “I need to level up my echo rune, and find more runes. I gotta get strong enough to take on a Battlemaster.” Rakkan said as he drew eyes on himself. 

 “We all need to get stronger and level up.” Aegis joined in.

 “Psh, speak for yourself, I was awesome. Did you see my pinning shots?” Darkshot grinned confidently, causing a few of the others to chuckle at him.

 “Yeah yeah, it was pretty cool.” Aegis shook his head at him with a smile. “I’m worried about leaving Rene again, though. At least leaving it as it is.” He said as he panned his eyes around the room at everyone as they turned to face him. “Farlion, can you round up the guards and Celestian in the training grounds?” Aegis asked him, and he stood up immediately.

 “Yes, sir.” He replied, marching out of the room. Once he’d left, Aegis turned his attention back to the others.

 “I’m going to test out my theory on how to make NPCs elite.” Aegis said.

 “Oh… woof…” Ruffily said timidly. “Doesn’t that involve, you know…” She took one hand and made an O shape, then started to put her other hand’s index finger through it, but Aegis stopped her.

 “No, no. Why does everyone think that?” Aegis shook his head at her and she shrugged back at him innocently. “There’s definitely more to it than that.” He groaned. “I don’t know if my theory will work, but it's worth a shot. In the meantime, let’s get to work on building the walls and barracks. Those buildings should keep Rene safe when we're away."

“What about the Portal Altar?” Pyri asked. “Look,” She took the portal spell book out of her inventory to show it to Aegis. “I can portal us now. So if you build a portal altar, and something happens in Rene while we are away, we can get back in an instant.” Pyri smiled.

“Oh, awesome. Your class can learn portals? Not a lot of Wizard intermediates can.” Rakkan said excitedly as he saw the book.

“Yup.” Pyri nodded hesitantly.

“Okay, we’ll build the Portal Altar too. That’ll be really helpful. I’ll have to talk with Tullan about enchanting it so it works before we leave.” Aegis said as he opened up his interface and started three new construction projects for the Walls of Rene, the Barracks, and the Portal Altar. Once he had, he invited everyone in the room to the projects.

“This will require a lot of stone, woof! And we still can’t use the stone from the ruins.” Ruffily explained.

“Hrm. Tell Chax to start trading our extra gold for cut stone. We’ll have to deal with that raid boss soon, but not yet.” Aegis put his hand on his chin. “I’m not sure if we’ll be strong enough to handle that raid boss right now.”

“We could always invite the other high level players in Rene to help us out.” Lina suggested.

“Okay. We’ve got a lot of work to do before we leave again either way, so let’s get it done quickly. I’ll go talk with Luryala, you guys start on the buildings. Once I’m done, I’ll craft you guys your new weapons,” He motioned to Pyri and Darkshot, “A new shield for myself, then test out my elite theory. I also need some time to tame Snowflake. I'll help with the building once I get that stuff done though. When we finish, we’ll need to decide where we go next to level up. Is everyone okay with that?” Aegis asked, and they all nodded back at him.

“Yes sir!” Amlie saluted him playfully. With that, the group all headed out of the town hall building together and quickly fanned out into the streets around Rene. The morning sun had fully risen now, and players and NPCs were moving about the land as if nothing had happened. From how peaceful and mundane everything looked, it was hard to tell that just a few hours ago the village was a battlefield.

It took awhile for it to settle in, the fact that despite things not going the way Aegis had hoped, no buildings were destroyed and no friendly NPCs were killed. The outcome of the battle was pretty favorable for him. And, like everyone was telling him, the raid occuring, and the behavior of the gnolls was all pretty standard as far as monster raids went. So why couldn’t he shake the feeling in the back of his mind that something was wrong? As he thought this, he caught a glimpse of Tullan loading up goods from his market stall in the town square, with Cheryl helping him out.

“You’re leaving?” Aegis asked Tullan as he approached.

“Eh? Nah, just preparin’ the next load fer transport back teh Kordas fer sellin’.” Tullan shrugged at Aegis.

“I don’t think we’ve properly met.” Cheryl said as she stepped forward to shake Aegis’ hand. “I’m Cheryl. A cleric of Loki.” She smiled as Aegis carefully looked at her symbolism of a strange pair of serpents intertwined in an almost S shape. He reached forward and shook her hand.

“I’m Aegis, of Eirene.” Aegis bowed politely to her.

“Mhm, I know, super famous. Big fan.” She smiled at him warmly. 

“Thanks for helping us out yesterday. Lina told me what you did.” Aegis replied.

“Oh no problem, I’m always happy to help out.”

“She’s Lookin’ fer a guild, she says. I figure she’s got what it takes to be a Night Hunter.” Tullan grinned at her, causing her to blush. 

“Oh, you’re just being nice.” She playfully waved her hands at him to stop. “I hope they’ll let me join, I love going on big quests and adventures.” She rubbed her hands together excitedly.

“Sounds like you’d be a good fit…” Aegis turned his attention back to Tullan. “We’re going to be building a portal altar as soon as possible. Do you think you could send someone to enchant it?” Aegis asked him.

“Ay, I’ll have Trexon head right over. Quinn’s been waitin’ to get a portal up over here since we got back from Arallia.” Tullan smiled.

“Good, thanks.” Aegis bowed politely to him. “See you guys around.” He waved to them and they both waved back as Aegis continued towards the tavern. When he stepped through the doors he was hit with a playful upbeat tune being played by a bard on the small stage, and several people were dancing and chanting along with it. The lyrics of the song were related to defeating an army of gnolls and everyone seemed in a very jovial mood, smashing their mugs together as they chugged back ale.

Aegis’ eyes met Erikson’s behind the bar, and Erikson, who was already back in his apron, gave him a quick nod.

“She’ll be down in a minute, have a seat.” Erikson called out to Aegis and motioned to an empty table in the corner.

“Hey, there he is! The Lord of Rene!” An intoxicated orc shouted across the tavern, drawing attention to Aegis as the music paused for a moment.

“Three cheers for the generous lord! Long Live Aegis! And long live Rene!” Another player cheered as he raised his cup in the air, and Aegis recognized it to be Finley egging them on. Following this, everyone shouted cheerfully towards him three times, and Aegis waved awkwardly back at the crowd of players. Once the cheers died down, the music picked up again and Aegis moved to sit at his table in peace, but it wasn’t long after that before he saw Finley walking towards him, locking eyes and taking a seat at the table across from Aegis.

“I must say, I’m impressed how you handled that Beulgedine. That breath attack of theirs is way overtuned, in my opinion.” Finley said as he plopped his mug of ale down on the table.

“We would’ve died if you hadn’t shown up though.” Aegis smiled politely back at him.

“Nah, I think you would’ve gotten it eventually. You guys had some good team work. Most villages like this, with no defenses, fall to gnoll raids easily. You did good.” Finley gave him a nod of acknowledgement as he drank a few gulps from his cup. 

“Thanks.” Aegis replied modestly.

“My quest will have me around here for a while, so if you ever need help with anything, feel free to ask. Us Eirene followers need to stick together.” He smiled, then prepared to stand up and leave Aegis, but an idea popped into Aegis’ mind.

“Wait, you mentioned you have a lot of experience with these raids and stuff, right?” Aegis asked, causing Finley to sit back down.

“Yeah, a few, back in Lanusk.” He shrugged. 

“Other than walls and trenches, what other sort of precautions do you usually take before a battle?” Aegis asked him.

“Well, it’s not so much about the long term precautions, those always end up being pointless. A waste of time, really. Traps, catapults, spikes, all that stuff….” Finley said dismissively.

“What do you mean?” Aegis asked him confused, as that didn’t sound like good advice at all.

“Here’s the thing,” Finley leaned his elbow over the table, “You’re a nice peaceful village in the middle of nowhere, like many villages in this game.” Finley motioned out of a nearby window to the land around them. “If I want to attack your village, I will do some reconnaissance first. I will figure out what your defenses are, without you even knowing I’m doing it. No matter what defenses you build, the attacker has all the time in the world to plan out and prepare how to deal with them. This is what raiding parties typically call ‘attacker's advantage’.” Finley explained. “Like those gnolls last night, the raiders ran straight for the town square, right? Because they knew where it was, and where to get the treasure, most likely. They probably used spells or animal familiars to check out the area first. It’s not just players that do it, NPCs do it too.” Finley said as he took another drink of ale from his mug.

“But what about being a defender? We’ll have the walls, so shouldn’t we have the advantage in the attack?” Aegis asked with a curiously raised eyebrow.

“Well, yeah, it helps, but if an attacking raid has planned out their attack properly, you’ll always be on the backfoot, because they’ll have a plan to deal with your wall. If you have catapults, they can make a plan for those. Spike traps? Oil traps? Trenches? Smart attackers will always be 10 steps ahead of the defenders. That’s why defending can be so tough in a world of not just siege weapons, but magic as well.” Finley continued.

“Well that sounds pretty pessimistic. The only way a defender can win is to just be a lot stronger than the attacker, is what you’re saying?” Aegis asked him.

“Nah, the real trick is this. If the attackers are always going to be 10 steps ahead of your defenses, then your job as a defender isn’t to catch up to them, it’s to jump right to step 11. Always have a trick up your sleeve that no one is expecting, so they can’t scout it or prepare for it.” Finley shrugged. 

“You mean a trump card? Like what?”

“I dunno. If you told me, or your audience,” Finley motioned to Aegis’ live stream viewership of 34,000, “Then it wouldn’t be much of a trump card, would it?” Finley leaned back in his chair with a smile. “You should still build a wall though, that’s a given. Real pain in the ass to defend a village that has no wall.” Finley chuckled as he patted Aegis on the shoulder and stood up.

“Ok. Thanks for the advice.” Aegis returned a smile.

“No problem.” Finley finished before turning and heading back towards the side of the tavern where the bard was playing music. Just as he was walking away though, Aegis spotted Luryala approaching from across the tavern. She had beautiful dark purple tinted skin with large pointed ears and dark black hair down to her waist. Her ebony eyes reflected the light of the lanterns hanging on the tavern walls and she smiled at Aegis with a look of familiarity as she approached him.

Many of the other players and NPCs around the tavern stopped to stare at her, as her race of Dark Elves were a very, very uncommon sight, but she ignored this and elegantly glided across the tavern floor in her simple white dress robes until she arrived at the seat across from Aegis where Finley had just sat, and slowly sat down.

“I am so happy to see you again, and see that you are well.” She smiled to Aegis politely.

“You look much better yourself.”

“Yes, Clara took good care of me while I remained in Orm. Then I heard she had moved here, and was surprised to learn that you had built on top of this land, and was eager to meet you again, as well as the other brave adventurers who had come to this land.” Luryala replied while scanning around the customers of the establishment.

“I still have the quest that you gave me, I hadn’t completed it yet, so I wanted to apologize. But you’ve been giving the quest out to the other players here, is that right? Does that mean there’s a path to that evil Warlord you spoke of nearby here?” Aegis asked her.

“Yes, the caverns under the old Darxon Hideout are the very same ones that me and my companions used to escape the Warlords grasp.” Luryala answered him with a nod. As she did this Aegis took the time to open up his quest menu to refresh his memory on the details of the quest. 





	
Quest: Luryala has requested that you defeat the Dark Elf Warlord Kur’aktos in the lower depths of Kalmoore, and free as many of her tribe as possible.
Objective: 0/1 Dark Elf Warlord Kur’aktos Defeated0/300 Luryala’s Tribe members saved (Optional)
Questgiver: Luryala, of Kalmoore
Reward: Unknown
Difficulty: Extreme








“Did you have to pass the raid boss?” Aegis asked her. “I mean, you said the Darxon cultists captured you and your kin as you were fleeing from Kur'aktos. Did they capture you before, or after you got past that Raid boss down there?” He clarified.

“Raid boss? I’m not sure what you mean. There was a dangerous presence in the underground lake, but we avoided it. Perhaps you mean that?” Luryala replied.

“Yeah, that’d be it.” Aegis nodded as he began to tap his finger on the table, thinking about her words. It always felt odd talking to an NPC for Aegis, at least the Non-elite ones. He felt like he was trying to solve a puzzle where he needed to ask them the right questions to get the best answers out of them. 

“Between here and the underrealm where Kur'aktos is, how far was it?” Aegis asked her.

“Quite far. It was a two week's journey on foot, though we were weak, injured, and sick.” Luryala answered.

“And was there anything of note between here and there?” Aegis asked her.

“Uhm, I suppose. Yes. The ruins of Belmiure, Reltrak Forest, and the Mosmir Hive, to name a few of the places.” Luryala said as she put her hand on the side of her head as if thinking deeply on her answer.

“Any Shadowspiders?”

“Many.” She nodded with a scared expression appearing on her face, as if recalling a bad memory. 

“What level are the enemies down there, exactly?” He eyed her carefully.

“Level? They vary greatly, but they are all higher than yourself. That is why I perhaps thought it best to request aid from the other many strong adventurers now present in these lands.” Luryala smiled timidly.

“I see… okay, thanks.” Aegis said as he tried to think of anything else worth asking her. “Oh, this is a long shot, but…” He hesitated as he looked her in the eyes and she stared eagerly back at him. “You wouldn’t happen to have seen any mithral on your journey through the underrealm, did you?” Aegis asked.

“No, I never saw any mithral while traversing the Underrealm.” Luryala replied apologetically, and Aegis let out a sigh of disappointment. As he thought about her answer though he recalled how Lina had pushed Clara to get additional information back in Orm about his Shattered Healer class, and he played back Luryala’s answer in his head a few times.

“That answer had a qualifier…” Aegis said to himself, and Luryala looked at him confused. Aegis got overly excited at the potential here, and quickly went into his interface to mute his livestream before asking his next question. “You just said you never saw it when you were traversing the underrealm, but have you seen mithral before that?” Aegis asked her excitedly.

“Yes. The warlord who terrorizes my people wields mithral weapons. He forged them himself. His power to manipulate and wield mithral is what helped him rise to power, and why he is so feared. None know where or how he learned it, though.” Luryala answered him, and a giant grin grew across Aegis’ face.

“So you're saying that the big bad boss of the underrealm that we need to kill is also the only thing down there that knows about mithral.” Aegis paused as he went deep in thought for a moment with his hand rubbing his chin. "That makes things interesting." Aegis said to himself excitedly as a big grin grew across his face. “Don’t tell anyone else this information Luryala, and don’t give out the quest to anyone else. I promise I will save your people.” Aegis looked at her sincerely.

“Okay, I will do as you request. You are my savior and I trust you.” She bowed respectfully to him.

“Good. You’ll be safe here until then, we’ll build a place for you to stay so you don’t need to hang out in the tavern. Okay?” Aegis said as he stood up with her and shook her hand, and she bowed again politely.

“Thank you, you are too kind.” She replied, and with that, Aegis headed out of the tavern with a skip in his step.

“Guys…” Aegis spoke through his party interface as he sat in a party with Lina, Rakkan, Pyri and Darkshot. “Let's hurry up and get these buildings done. Our next stop is the Underrealm.”
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                Chapter 128: Snowflake's Training


“This thing is fricken awesome. God damn. This might be one of the strongest bows ever crafted.” Darkshot said as he held his new ironwood bow in his hand. It was made of the dark brown wood with a thickly woven bowstring made of Shadowsilk that Aegis had bought from Yuki.

 “I asked Trexon to bring some enchanting orbs with him from Kordas, he should be here soon to enchant the portal altar. Once I get them, I’ll enchant the bow with bless.” Aegis watched with a smile as Darkshot continued to fiddle with it. Aegis, Pyri and Darkshot all stood together just outside of the sawmill of Rene that afternoon, and while Darkshot was admiring his new bow, Pyri was waving around her sleek new dark wooden staff.

 “This thing is pretty. I like it, it’s really my style.” Pyri nodded at it, impressed.

 “I know.” Aegis winked at her, and she rolled her eyes back at him. 

 “It’s not really magic enhancing. Like Amlie said… but, whew, I bet this thing is great for whacking stuff.” Pyri smirked.

 “Glad you guys like it.”

 “Imma go test it out. You ready to see me shoot this bad boy?” Darkshot turned to Darkwing on his shoulder, and it cooed back excitedly. “He says hell yeah.” Darkshot said as he strutted towards the training grounds excitedly.

 “What about your shield? That one looks the same as your last one.” Pyri motioned to Aegis’ new shield on his left arm. 

 “Yeah, I didn’t feel like getting too creative with it. I’m hoping to forge a new one after our next adventure. It has higher armor and durability than my last shield though, should be able to take a bit more acid. And, I made a spare just incase.” Aegis replied with a shrug.

 “Okay. Well, good job. I’ll go log out and make us some dinner, any special requests?”

 “Mac and cheese.” Aegis replied with a childlike grin.

 “‘Kay.” Pyri waved as she logged out, leaving Aegis alone on the western end of Rene. He looked further west where he saw Ruffily working with a great number of Arallian architects as they used logs and wooden planks to start building up the framework for the walls of Rene. As he looked on for a bit, he saw himself gaining architecture experience just from being the project lead, without contributing anything himself, and started to feel bad about it.

 He was about to step forward to start helping out, but he was stopped by Chax calling out to him from behind.

 “Hey, Aegis.” Chax said and he turned to face him. “I got a rough estimate from Ruffily on how much stone we’ll need for the upcoming projects. Currently we don’t have enough gold for it all…” Chax said as he held a stack of parchments in his hand and shuffled through them. 

 “I’ve still got around 32,000 gold from the deed.” Aegis replied.

 “Good, we’ll need all of that, and then a whole lot more. Tullan is willing to sell us all the stone we need in advance, but we’ll need to pay him back over time. He won’t charge us any interest, because the Night Hunters stand to benefit from Rene being more secure, given the resources available here. However, it’ll put us in debt for a while. I wanted to run it by you first.” Chax asked Aegis.

 “How long will it take to make enough gold to pay him back?” Aegis asked him hesitantly.

 “If we’re just relying on the craftsmanship of Arallians, probably a few months.” Chax replied hesitantly. “Walls require a lot of stone if you want to build a good one.” Chax added as he saw Aegis wince. 

 “Man, and I was hoping to build a castle or a keep or something after too. If it’s that rough to build a wall…” Aegis sighed as he looked around at the surrounding fields. “A keep would be good for keeping Savika and Clara safe.” 

 “Well, that’s just with standard crafts. If you were to start outputting high quality stuff, and if I sell that leather you left back in Kordas, it shouldn’t be that bad.” Chax shrugged, and Aegis paused to think for a moment.

 “Okay, accept Tullan's offer. It’s more important to get the wall done quickly. We’ll be leaving for the underrealm soon, so hopefully when we come back I’ll have some materials to craft stuff that’ll clear up our debt and buy us the stone for a keep.” Aegis replied.

 “Got it.” Chax nodded before turning to head back into the city, and as he did, he saw Lina approaching.

 “Hi.” Lina smiled and waved at him.

 “How did this happen? I’m running a village now.” Aegis replied to her as he looked on at the land around them in disbelief.

 “Hehe.” She giggled. “You’re doing it pretty good, though. Is it at least a bit fun?” She asked him curiously.

 “Eh, I guess a little bit.” Aegis smiled back at her. 

 “I was helping with the portal altar but it's mostly done already. I think I was really just getting in the way though… I’m not really good at crafting stuff.” Lina said as she began fidgeting with her dagger hilts. “So, could I help you with some stuff instead?” She asked as she looked down at her feet shyly. 

 “Actually, yeah.” Aegis said as he motioned her to follow him and headed towards the stables. “I need to tame Snowflake. He’s a tough level 50 gryphon so I think he’d be a big help if he comes with us on our adventure into the underrealm.” Aegis explained.

 “Oh, my taming and riding skills are pretty good!” Lina replied enthusiastically as they stepped into the pasture around the stables and spotted Snowflake laying in the grass on his back. His wings were spread out and his paws and talons were dangling upwards as he slept under the bright sun, enjoying its warmth. When Lina spotted him, she had to hold back a giggle. “He’s really cute.”

 “Psst, hey lil guy.” Aegis whispered to Snowflake to wake him up as they approached, but he didn’t react. “Snowflake.” Aegis said at normal volume. “Hey, wakey wakey.” Aegis clapped his hands, and still got ignored. Aegis sighed and opened his inventory to grab a raw lynx steak and pulled it out, then waved it in the air near Snowflake. Snowflake sniffed the air and cautiously opened one eye to look at Aegis, showing that he’d just been pretending to sleep the entire time. Once he spotted the meat, he quickly rolled over and hopped to his feet to snatch the steak out of Aegis’ hand and gulp it down, then let out an excited squawk.

 “We’re going to practice flying together, okay?” Aegis said, and Snowflake gave a nodding squawk. “Have you ever flown with anyone on your back before?” Aegis asked him, and he squawked while shaking his head. “Okay, luckily, I practiced really hard with another gryphon before, So I’m going to try and teach you all the important maneuvers, okay? And once I teach them, I want you to practice with Lina too.” Aegis motioned to her.

 “Hi Snowflake.” She waved shyly at him, and he squawked back at her, nudging his head into her stomach. 

 “Okay.” Aegis took a deep breath. “When I did this in Hrath’mir, I had a time loop reset anytime I died. Since we don’t have that here… anytime you are about to fall, just shadowstep to the ground so you don’t die from falling damage, okay?” Aegis said, and Lina nodded back at Aegis with determination. “Okay, good, you guys get acquainted… I…” Aegis said as he started doing pseudo measurements of Snowflake’s wings and the width of his back. “Am going to make my first gryphon saddle, and then we’ll get started.” Aegis turned and left the two alone. 

 By the time Aegis got back about an hour later, he found Lina snuggling up against Snowflake while scratching his head, Snowflake’s eyes closed as he enjoyed the feeling of fingers reaching under his feathers where his own talons and claws couldn’t get to. 

 “You guys are getting along well.” Aegis looked at Lina impressed.

 “I found his favorite spot to be scratched.” Lina replied excitedly as she continued to scratch a particular spot on his neck, and Snowflake let out a soft squawk of enjoyment. Aegis just rolled his eyes at the two before he got to work. The first ordeal was equipping the saddle. Snowflake immediately became fussy and didn’t like having it on his back. Aegis made sure to craft it so that it perfectly mimicked the saddle that the Hrath’mir gryphon had, but still, Snowflake was having none of it. 

 It took a long while just to get Snowflake to stop fussing with it and trying to shake it off, and accept that he had to wear it. Aegis sold him on it once he explained that it would also help protect him from attacks. Then, Aegis started with basic movement commands. Aegis would show Lina how to enact the command, and instruct Snowflake what he should perform, then stepped away and allowed Lina to practice it with Snowflake.

 The initial results were as bad as Aegis was anticipating, and was glad he had Lina do it rather than himself. Nearly every time that Snowflake took off, a few moments later after he’d gotten about 50 meters into the sky with Lina on his back, something would throw him off balance and Lina would get flung off of his back, plummeting out of the sky. She was forced to smoke bomb herself and shadowstep into the shade of the stables to prevent herself from dying to fall damage on multiple occasions.

 “Lunch is ready!” Jillian messaged Aegis through the Simbox communicator.

 “Okay.” He replied to Jillian. “You guys keep at it, I’ll be back in a bit, gotta eat lunch!” Aegis called to Lina.

 “Okay!” Lina waved. Aegis logged out of the simulation and climbed out of his Simbox as Eli to quickly join Jillian in the kitchen, the smell of cheesy deliciousness filling his nostrils as he sat down to a delectable plate full of homemade mac n cheese. He practically licked his lips as he grabbed his fork and dug in, Jillian sitting across from him.

 “So, it’s gonna be quite the journey. But I’m pretty sure it's down there somewhere, in the Underrealm.” Eli said excitedly with a mouthful of food.

 “What’s down there?” Jillian asked.

 “Mithral. Luryala said the boss Warlord knows how to mine and forge it. So we’re gonna have to find a way to make him teach us.” Eli explained.

 “Huh. That’s interesting. So we need to convince a boss enemy to be our friend?” Jillian confirmed as she took a fork full of food into her mouth.

 “Yeah, have you ever had to do that in any games before?” Eli asked her eagerly.

 “Hm. Nope, not really. But I’m sure you’ll figure it out, right?” Jillian grinned.

 “There’s gotta be a way. I figured it out, you know…” He paused to take another mouthful. “These games are just like exams and tests, the people who design them,” He paused to swallow. “They want you to find the solutions, so the answers are always somewhere, hidden in the details. You just gotta find it.” He continued.

 “Slow down.” Jillian shook her head in disbelief at how fast he was eating.

 “What? It’s really tasty.” He replied back with his voice muffled by food. 

 “Mhm, you’re not just eager to get back into the game?” She raised an eyebrow at him.

 “Well, that too..” He said hesitantly as he slowed down. 

 “You need to have a shower first though.” She mockingly plugged her nose, causing Eli to smell his armpits. 

 “Yeah…” He sighed reluctantly. “I should work out a bit first too.” He sighed.

 “Don’t start hating the real world.” She rolled her eyes at him. “If I knew you were going to love games so much, I would’ve gotten you your own Simbox sooner.”

 “Nah, it’s only fun because I get to play with you, Derrick, Selena and Renault. Wouldn’t have been fun trying to play with you-know-who.” Eli replied dismissively.

 “Oh, he’s getting the Voldemort treatment now?” Jillain asked, and Eli just shrugged back at her.

 “So, how do those portals work, by the way? Can you portal to other islands and stuff?” Eli asked her.

 “No, not quite. It costs this consumable called portal dust to open one. I think you can make it with alchemy but don’t ask me how…” Jillian said.

 “I’ll figure that out.” Eli nodded with a mouthful of food as Jillian continued. 

 “The further you are from the portal altar you want to open a portal to, the more dust it costs. Once it’s open, it's channeled and costs mana to maintain, up to a maximum of 1 minute at level 1.”

 “It probably goes up to 5 minutes at higher levels. That’s how long Trexon kept it open.” Eli nodded back at her.

 “Yup, probably.” Jillian shrugged. “Only wizards with enchanting can enchant the portal spell into a portal altar. It costs a lot of the portal dust to then infuse the enchantment into the altar.” She continued to explain.

 “So how’d the portal altar on their Airship work? Any idea?”

 “That wasn’t an altar, that was a portal stone. It’s like a consumable that any wizard can use to cast a specialized portal spell to a specific altar. The altar that it opens the portal to is determined when the stone is created. So, he created a portal stone and linked it to their guild hall’s portal altar. Make sense?” Jillian explained, and Eli nodded. “That’s the jist of it, I think. I didn’t read the finer details in the spell book.” She added.

 “So you could do something like that if you learned enchanting?” Eli asked her, and she huffed while shaking her head. 

“No, hell no. The reason that the portal stone on that airship you rode on was so big is because it was loaded with portal dust, enough to reach the maximum portal distance in the game.” Jillian replied.

“How much would that cost, in gold?”

“Hah, like, 1 million gold or something ridiculous.” Jillian said, and as she did, Eli had to clutch his mouth to stop him from spitting out food, then finished chewing and swallowed it.

“Hang on, you’re telling me that Leonard paid 10,000$ to open that portal to save the Arallians?” Eli asked and Jillian just shrugged back at him. “Just how rich is that guy…” Eli mumbled in disbelief.

“You just better hope he doesn’t come around asking you to pay him back.” Jillian chuckled as she finished her meal. “I’m heading back in, gotta finish reading my last two spell books before our big adventure.” Jillian said as she stood up from the table and made for her Simbox.

“Which ones?” Eli asked her as he tried to quickly catch up in eating.

“Dispel Magic and Greater Invisibility. Don’t forget to clean the dishes.” She instructed him before climbing into her Simbox and going back into the simulation. Eli rushed to clean up, did a quick workout upstairs, hopped in the shower, then headed back inside. In all, he was out of the Simbox for nearly 2 hours, which equated to 8 hours in the game world.

When he logged back in, his stream automatically turned back on at 0 viewers and quickly started climbing back up to the 10’s of thousands as Aegis stood in the pasture of the Rene stables. It was now evening, and he could see Lina was flying above in circles on Snowflakes. She’d clearly made a lot of progress, because she wasn’t falling off and was gliding through the air with a big smile on her face, not even realizing that Aegis was staring up at her from below.

Aegis decided not to disturb her moment and continued to watch silently as a big dumb smile grew on his face as well, and after a few moments of this Lina spotted Aegis and carefully landed Snowflake in the pasture nearby.

“Hi! He’s doing really good, did you see?” Lina said excitedly as she hopped off his back and scratched his feathers, causing Snowflake to squawk excitedly.

“Yeah! You guys are doing really good.” Aegis smiled back at her, and the two found themself locking eyes for a moment, just staring. It was interrupted by a forceful nudge into Lina’s back, causing her to giggle. 

“He doesn’t like the saddle still very much though.” She commented as she gave him another scratch. “I have to log out for a bit now. I’m helping my mom go grocery shopping. So I’ll be back later!” Lina said as she turned to Aegis.

“Okay, see you later.” Aegis waved, and Lina disappeared after a final wave herself.

“Ok, let’s see what’s wrong with this saddle.” Aegis said as he approached Snowflake. He began fiddling with the straps and adjusting how loose and tight it was. “Hows that?” Aegis asked, but Snowflake shook his head and squawked. “Jeez, so fussy.” Aegis sighed in frustration.

“I can help!” Cheryl called out from outside the pasture. She was standing up against the fence looking on at Aegis and Snowflake. Aegis stopped what he was doing to turn and look at her with a surprised expression which didn’t go unnoticed by her. “I used to tame gryphons back on my starting island Alzaera.” Cheryl explained herself.

“Oh, really? Then, please.” Aegis motioned her to come over. “I tried crafting this saddle like the one I saw on another gryphon, but he’s not going for it.” Aegis explained as Cheryl hopped the pasture fence and walked over, then knelt down beside Snowflake to inspect it closely. 

“Hm…” She began fidgeting in her interface and pulled out a cotton blanket. “Here, like this.” She began sliding it underneath the saddle. “Leather is okay for the back half of a gryphon, but the front near the wings is feathers, so you need to use something softer that doesn’t pressure them too much, or he won’t like it.” She explained as she carefully adjusted the cloth to protect the feathered part of his body from the saddle. “How’s that lil guy?” Cheryl asked Snowflake once she’d finished, taking a step back to stand beside Aegis.

Snowflake squawked excitedly and began to hop around in the grass playfully, no longer fussing about the saddle.

“Wow, I guess I should’ve figured that out.” Aegis sighed at himself.

“Nah, it’s tricky, he’s a fantasy monster, so…” She shrugged. “The game has a lot of focus on realism even when it comes to the fantasy aspects. Takes a bit to figure it all out.” She added while smiling at him. Aegis found her bright pink eyes odd, and interesting to look at - he found himself being drawn into them and had to force himself to look away. 

“Uh, so, you’re from Alzaera? I don’t know much about that island.” Aegis said awkwardly as he turned his eyes forcefully back on the playful Snowflake.

“It’s the jungle island, one of the starter ones. It’s pretty fun there, but I like exploring, so I island hop whenever there’s cheap airship transport available.” She shrugged. “Also, I really hated the mosquitos. Of all the things the designers could bring into this game, they went with giant mosquitos.” She shook her head in disbelief, reminding him somewhat of Darkshot as she did. 

“That’s what my friend said about pigeons.” Aegis chuckled.

“Hah, pigeons are funny though, at least.” She smiled back at Aegis with a light laugh. “Kinda cute too.” She added as she thought on it.

“What’s cute about pigeons?” Aegis asked her with a raised eyebrow.

“I dunno.” She giggled with a shrug. “Want some help taming him? I’m pretty good at it.” She offered as she motioned to Snowflake.

“Oh, no it’s okay, I don’t want to trouble you. I’m sorta figuring it out.” Aegis shrugged.

“It’s okay, no trouble! I really like taming gryphons. Animals in general, really. I’m a Veterinarian in the real world.” She explained.

“Oh, you’re a doctor?” Aegis asked her excitedly.

“No, well, yes, but only for animals.” She replied bashfully.

“But that’s still a doctor. Some say animals are harder to treat than people.” Aegis said with an impressed look as he eyed her in a different light. 

“Thank you for saying that.” She winked at him. “So, should I?” She motioned to Snowflake again.

“Uhm, yeah, sure.” Aegis shrugged as he stood back to watch.

“Okay!” She cheered. "Let me put on proper gear for taming a gryphon so I’m not so heavy.” She motioned to her bulky iron armor, then began fidgeting with her interface. A few moments later she unequipped her weapons and armor and was wearing underneath a skin-tight sleeveless light purple shirt with straps holding it up over her shoulders, and very tight fitting short blue shorts. Her armor had hid it well, but Aegis could tell that Cheryl hadn’t held back on the breast size slider during character creation, and he had to look away quickly when she caught him staring at her outfit.

“Is something wrong?” Cheryl asked as she saw Aegis looked away embarrassed.

“Nope, nothing wrong.” Aegis replied awkwardly, forcing himself to look back up at her eyes and nowhere else. 

“Okay.” She smiled. “What have you taught him so far?” She asked curiously.

“Not much, we were just working on steering him so far. Up, down, left, right, you know.” Aegis shrugged.

“Oh, so just the basics. Then there’s still a lot of work to do, huh lil guy?” She said as she excitedly ruffled his feathers and he squawked back playfully. “Let’s get started.” She climbed onto the saddle and grabbed the reins, then leaned down overtop of him first, before doing a hopping motion to instruct him upwards. He listened obediently, and they then began soaring through the sky together.

“Wait, what if you fall?” Aegis asked worriedly as she shot up into the sky quickly with Snowflake. Aegis only just realized that a cleric likely didn’t have something to stop fall damage like a Shadow Dancer had.

“I’ll be okay, this isn’t my first rode-oh!” Cheryl began to brag, but ate her own words as suddenly Snowflake did an odd spinning motion mid air, very fast, sending Cheryl off of his back.

“Shit!” Aegis saw Cheryl begin to free fall out of the sky. He thought about catching her with guard, but she was facing her back downward and wouldn’t be able to catch herself with it. It was a big drop, if she hit the ground from there he knew she wouldn’t survive. “Guard!” Aegis projected his shield in front of himself so he could jump up onto it and get more height, then lept upward into the sky to intercept Cheryl, catching her in his arms as he continued forward. This helped transfer her downward momentum to the side and lesson it, so that she took minimal fall damage as Aegis landed back on the grassy pasture fields with Cheryl in his arms.

“I guess I’m a bit rusty.” She smiled playfully as she giggled up at him. “Thanks for the save.” She added in a soft whisper as the two locked eyes. Aegis accidentally found himself drawn into her dazzling pink pupils once more as he held her, and she made no effort to climb out of his arms as Snowflake landed nearby and approached them with a Squawk.

“AHEM!” A loud female voice called out suddenly, causing Aegis to hurriedly put Cheryl down and turn around awkwardly, whilst Cheryl embarrassedly adjusted her hair and looked away. Aegis saw that standing outside the pasture, near the fence, stood Yuki.

“Oh, Yuki… is everything okay?” Aegis asked her, surprised to see her there.

“Yes, everything is okay. I’m on my way to help Ruffily design the walls of Rene.” Yuki said in monotone, continuing to stare at Aegis and Cheryl intently, her eyes burning holes in their armor. “You should come.” She said in an oddly commanding tone. 

“Yes…. okay.” Aegis replied timidly. “I’m going to go for now, but thanks for the help with the saddle.” Aegis said as politely as he could, and Cheryl smiled back at him shyly.

“No pro-”

“Now.” Yuki interrupted her. Even though she wasn’t shouting, Aegis still felt a little bit afraid of Yuki’s mood, it reminded him of when his mom was angry at him. 

“Right. Come on Snowflake.” Aegis motioned Snowflake to follow, and he excitedly squawked and followed after him, hopping over the pasture fence to join Yuki on the road. It was only then that Aegis spotted Princess Savika on the other side of the road, also waiting for him, and also staring at him with a judgemental gaze. Without any further words, Yuki marched forward towards the west end of Rene where Ruffily and the other Arallian builders were working, Savika following closely behind.

Aegis wasn’t exactly sure why Yuki and Savika seemed mad at him, but he reluctantly followed behind them without any complaints, leaving Cheryl to watch them leave from inside the pasture.
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“Here ya go, the first shipment of stone. More are on the way.” Tullan called out to Aegis as he was working on the framework for the walls of Rene on the western side of the village. Ruffily, Yuki, Darkshot, Rakkan, Amlie, Princess Savika and quite a few other players and NPCs were working alongside them. They were making good progress setting up sturdy wooden logs and planks, but everyone was eager to get started on the actual masonry.

 Tullan approached them with 15 wagons in tow, all being pulled along by various beasts of burden, primarily horses, which were led by a mix of NPCs and low level Night Hunter members.

 “If ye’d like a hand, I’d be happy to help out.” Tullan offered, and as he did he looked up to a strange whooshing sound he’d heard above him, only to see Lina falling out of the sky nearby. 

 “Shadowstep!” She quickly shouted, causing her to teleport out of the air and reappear in the shadow of a nearby building. It was still fairly dark out as the dawn of the following morning was setting in. “Sorry… almost had it that time.” Lina huffed as she watched Snowflake, the gryphon from which she had fallen, slowly land on the street beside her while Tullan watched. Snowflake let out a playful screech and nudged Lina to get her to hop back on his back, and she did, taking off into the sky a few seconds later as Aegis and Tullan watched her soar upwards.

 “Yeah, actually that’d be a great help.” Aegis replied to Tullan, fidgeting with his interface to invite Tullan into the construction project.

 “How much longer until we go on an adventure?” Darkshot asked as he moved to stand beside Aegis, taking a break from working on the framework.

 “Well…” Aegis panned around the surrounding lands as the sun slowly began to creep up over the horizon and set it aglow. “The Portal Altar is finished, we’re just waiting on Trexon.” Aegis motioned to Tullan.

 “Aye, he’s on his way, they ought to be here soon.” Tullan answered.

 “Then, Lina’s making good progress on taming Snowflake.” Aegis motioned up to Lina flying above on Snowflake’s back. “We’ve got the stone and most of the framework done for the wall, so, the quicker we get it done, and the barracks, the quicker we can go.” Aegis patted Darkshot on the back with enthusiasm.

 “Can’t you just wake me up when it’s all done?” Darkshot forced a yawn.

 “Did your dreamstate Simbox arrive already?” Aegis asked him.

 “No.” Darkshot sighed. 

 “Well c’mon, the faster it gets done, the faster we can leave Rene without having to worry about it being unprotected while we’re away!” Aegis tried to encourage him.

 “You’re a slave driver.” Darkshot mumbled as he reluctantly waddled his way back to work, but he stopped when he saw Aegis start walking away from the construction project and towards the townsquare of Rene. “Hang on, where are you going? Why aren’t you helping with the wall?” Darkshot asked him as Darkwing cooed from his shoulder expectantly.

 “Oh me? I’ve got one last secret task to complete. Speaking of that…” Aegis went into his interface again and began pressing some buttons. “I’ll be back in a bit guys, some secrets can’t be revealed.” Aegis winked at his audience before shutting the livestream off.

 “Hooh. Can I ask what the secret is?” Tullan asked with intrigue.

 “Nope.” Aegis grinned back mischievously before heading off further into the city.

 “Hope he doesn’t get himself banned doin’ somethin shady.” Tullan shook his head to himself. 

Yuki, who was working on the wall nearby, had a habit of always having a livestream viewer open in her peripheral vision to watch something while she was crafting, in the corner of her eye. Typically she watched over her friend Yumily’s livestream, but lately she had taken to watching Aegis as well, and this was one of those times. As Aegis turned off his stream a few meters away from her, she looked over towards him and watched him walk away from the wall’s framework they’d been setting up on the western end of Rene, and saw him disappearing into Rene towards the town square.

As she stared at him for a few seconds, she heard the light plop of talons and paws landing behind her, and turned to see Lina on top of Snowflake, walking towards her curiously.

“Hi, Yuki.” Lina smiled and waved at her.

“Hi.” Yuki waved back nervously.

“I wanted to say thank you, for, you know, getting Aegis out of that situation.” Lina replied with a smile.

“Oh. No problem. I remembered Hae-won said he’s bad with girls, so I don’t even think he realized that Cheryl was flirting with him.” Yuki shook her head. “It’s my job as council member, and his friend, to help out with stuff like that. Since he already has a girlfriend.” Yuki smiled as she caught Lina looking over her shoulder to stare off at where Aegis had walked. “But, now his stream is off. It’s going to be tough for you.” Yuki said sympathetically.

“Hm?” Lina wasn’t sure what Yuki meant.

“I mean… Well, when Yumily got famous, a lot of fans started getting really flirty with her. It was really annoying for everyone. She had to hire a high level Samurai player to join her party as a bodyguard.” Yuki explained with a shrug.

“Oh… I’m not worried about Aegis. I trust him.” Lina smiled warmly, and as Yuki eyed her carefully, she could tell Lina was being truthful, and felt a hint of jealousy creep into her heart. “That Loki player, on the other hand.” Suddenly Lina’s expression changed, she gripped the hilts of her daggers tightly, and Yuki could’ve sworn she saw her eye twitch. The only thought that went through Yuki’s mind after that was that Lina was a little bit scary.

“Well, I guess we should get back to work.” Yuki said with a forced smile as Princess Savika waddled over to them, struggling to carry a wooden plank. Yuki quickly helped her balance it.

“Okay.” Lina nodded politely before kicking off the ground with Snowflake and soaring up into the sky.

“What was that about? That was totes sus.” Savika said in a weird dialect.

 “Don’t copy lingo from other-worlders.” Yuki scolded her as a mother would.

“Okay.” Savika pouted.



 Aegis sat down inside the town hall by himself, watching the sun shining in its dark blue morning light through the windows around him. It was nice to be alone and get some peace and quiet, and he found himself missing the days back when Rene was much less populated. As he began to fidget with his interface to open his livestream viewer, he started daydreaming about what sort of keep or castle he should build in Rene to have more privacy, as sitting in the public town hall was far from ideal.

Aegis was searching through old video archives online using his livestream viewer to find videos of interviews with Averon Inc. developers from the early testing days of the Shattered World online's inception. He wanted to find any solid information on how AI worked within the game, to possibly assist him in building up a plan on how to make them Elite. He had a weak theory on how to do it now, but he wanted something more concrete.

Being alone in the town hall with his livestream off and no one to bother him was the perfect opportunity to do that, he thought, and eventually he landed on an interview from the early beta testing stages of the game, titled ‘Meet the NPCs of the Shattered World Online’. Aegis made the livestream viewer big enough that it dominated his peripheral vision.

The start of the video had two individuals sitting across from each other in comfy blue chairs, with a screen behind them playing footage of NPCs interacting with one another in the game world.



“Welcome back everyone, here at VGN we’re continuing our exclusive coverage of The Shattered World Online, an up and coming VRMMORPG that promises to take the world by storm. With me today is one of the lead AI engineers, Thomas Yuselph. Nice to meet you Thomas.” The interviewer said politely to him.

“Nice to meet you.” Thomas bowed politely. “Thank you for giving me this opportunity to talk about our game with you all.”

“Absolutely. So, tell me a bit about what we can expect from the AIs in The Shattered World Online.”

“Well, AI and NPCs are the lifeblood of the game, really.” Thomas adjusted himself in his seat as his eyes filled with excitement. “Our predecessors in this genre have fallen short in bringing their VRMMORPG worlds to life, which is the state we believe they need to be in, in order to fulfill the fantasy of existing in another living, breathing world that our players can explore. It is through the AI system that we hope to solve that issue.” 

“Well, how exactly do the AI NPCs bring the world to life?”

“It’s simple, really. We’re taking advantage of the technology being used in other fields of study and engineering today. We’ve taught our supercomputer to emulate various personalities that real people possess by studying billions of terabytes of data freely available on the internet today. By having our Averon SuperAI, as we call it,  study why people act certain ways to certain situations based on their families, where they were raised, what foods they ate growing up, what clothing they prefer to wear, the music they listen to, and so on - it’s possible to recreate these very same personality traits and simulate them to be so realistic, you can’t tell the difference between them and a real person.”

“Yes, of course, AI has become quite advanced in recent years. But, doing something like that would require massive computing power, wouldn’t it? I assume, from what we’ve seen in your beta tests, that your world will be massive, filled with hundreds of thousands of NPCs.” The interviewer asked curiously.

“Yes, millions actually.” Thomas corrected him. “You’re quite right, even with recent advancements in computing technology, the computing power required to simulate a realistic AI for every NPC in the game just isn’t feasible. And frankly, it isn’t necessary.” Thomas adjusted himself in his chair again, motioning to the screen behind him which displayed a goblin encampment where goblin NPCs were walking about, interacting with each other. 

“We’ve actually separated our NPCs into two types. Normal, and Elite, as fans of the genre may be familiar with these terms. A normal NPC doesn’t use advanced AI systems to simulate a real personality. They simply act out a set of code and instructions. Very low on computing power. It’s what you would typically expect to find in any other VRMMORPG.” Thomas explained. “The Elite NPCs, however, will have more computing power dedicated to them, with fully developed interests and personality traits based on who and what they are in the game world. Who their parents are, where they live, what diet they have in that region, and the threats present there - all of this will help form who they are as an NPC. And in turn, once they start interacting with players, they will learn more about the players and remember them, and be able to form relationships with them, and so on.”

“Could they fall in love with players?” The interviewer joked.

“Very possible, yes. Just as a real person would. Or hate them, depending on how they are treated. The fully functioning Elite NPCs will be indistinguishable from a real person, save for the fact of course that they can still give out quests, and don’t respawn when slain.” Thomas replied with a nod.

“That’s a unique choice to not have them respawn. Doesn’t that open up the potential for bad actors to cause havoc?” The interviewer asked.

“Yes, possibly. But Elite NPCs will be smart, and strong, and there will be consequences for committing crimes against them. In order to make our world feel as real as possible, actions need to have consequences, and the threats of the world need to be threatening. For example, if you were to kill the King of a Kingdom, only to have him respawn an hour later, it wouldn’t be very engaging for the players right? Players wouldn’t feel obligated to protect their king, and wouldn’t be invested in the people of the kingdom.” Thomas explained. 

“But, should the King be slain and not respawn, the city loses its leadership. It falls into chaos. The NPCs you were selling items to, or doing quests for, stop feeling safe coming out of their homes. The facilities of the world lose their workers and stop functioning, and it all falls apart until a new King is put in place to bring order back to the land. It’s a living, breathing world that lives and dies based on the choices made by the players.” He added.

“But let's say the players take it too far. You know how gamers can be.” The interviewer leaned in with intrigue. “They decide they want to run things their way, and don’t like the NPCs, and wipe them all out. What happens to the Kingdom?” 

“There are two sides to every coin. Both good, and evil. If players in a region decide to take a darker, more sinister route in their gameplay, there will be evil NPCs waiting to take advantage of their dark hearts.” Thomas shrugged.

“Very interesting.” The interviewer grinned excitedly as he paused to think on this answer for a moment. “Let’s get back to talking about Elite versus non-elite NPCs. How do you decide which NPCs will be elite, and which will not?” The interviewer asked.

“Great question.” Thomas leaned forward. “When the game launches, there will be a select few NPCs that will be elite out the gate. This will be Kings, Queens, Princesses, Princes, major villains, and such. In addition, the harder dungeons of the game will have a variant of the Elite status where the enemies will be able to fight as a real person would, but won’t exert much in the way of a realistic personality beyond that.” Thomas explained.

“But let's say I meet a shopkeeper, she’s an NPC but she’s really cute, and I really want to get to know her better. Can I do something like that? Will she ever be elite, or will she remain a typical NPC?”

“That’s the most important part about our system. I don’t want to reveal too much information about how it works, lest I risk players gaming the system too much as we both know they love to do in this genre.” Thomas smirked and the interviewer chuckled. “But let's just say that if you show her enough love and care, and involve her enough in your life, the system will possibly begin to allocate more resources to her personality and raise the chance that she is moved from the Basic AI system over to the advanced AI system, turning her from a normal NPC to an Elite NPC.” Thomas explained with a grin.

“So it is possible? Players can decide which NPCs act human-like, and which ones just behave like NPCs?” The interviewer asked.

“Yes, it’s possible. For most NPCs.” Thomas paused. “There are exceptions of course, most basic monsters that respawn out in the open world will only ever be non-elite. This is both a restriction of our technology, and for gameplay reasons - it can be mentally stressful to constantly be battling lifelike enemies. Sometimes you just want to kill some goblins and not feel bad about it.” Thomas explained and the interviewer nodded, the two chuckling.

“Oh I love me some goblin murderhoboing.” The interviewer chuckled. “Still, this all sounds very interesting. I’m eager to see how it all feels to play when the game comes out.”

“Well, we’re still in beta right now. The beta test is limited to a small play area, but anyone who pre-orders the game and has a Simbox that meets the minimum system requirements is able to jump in and play now. We’re looking for any and all feedback as we prepare for launch in the coming months.” Thomas smiled at the camera.

“Well, there you have it folks. Thomas, thank you very much for this interview and this insight into how the AI and NPCs will work in your upcoming title. I wish you the best of luck with the launch.” The interviewer bowed to him.

“Thank you.” Thomas bowed back, and the video cut off.




Aegis closed his livestream viewer and began tapping his finger on the table as he went deep in thought, pondering everything he’d learned so far about Elite NPCs. He knew that if they left Rene before making Farlion and Celestian elite, they’d have a hard time defending it against real threats, regardless of how high level Rakkan managed to train them.

“Clara… Leonard’s spouses… those guys at the Leadership quest. Erikson and Josephine’s kid… allocate more resources to develop their personality, the more they are interacted with. That explains why Celestian and Farlion have names, but no other guards do. They were allocated names because players asked for them.” Aegis thought out loud as he stood up, pacing around the room.

“Clara… priestess of Orm. She had so many players interacting with her, she undoubtedly was forced to have many personality traits assigned to her by the SuperAI. Just like those guards at the Leadership quest…” Aegis said as he scratched his chin. “But there’s something missing. The other NPCs that gave out intermediate weapon mastery quests were not all elite. Some were, but most of them were not. And they get constant interactions with players.” Aegis continued to ponder as he sat back down and scratched his head in frustration, trying to work it out.

“Celestian already exhibits a lot of personality. So does Farlion. They have a lot of resources already allocated to their AI. But they need a trigger. Something to force them to make the switch.” Aegis concluded. “Making love to them seems to work as a trigger, but I’m not about to seduce them.” Aegis leaned back in his chair and stared up at the roof with a sigh. “Clara’s trigger… How does what happened to Clara relate to making love? What do the events have in common? It has to be something that could also have occurred for those guards at the Leadership intermediate quest.” He asked himself as he remembered back on what had happened on the Airship just before Clara stepped out as Elite and began casting smite to save them from the reapers. 

It wasn’t long after that before it all slowly came together in Aegis’ mind, and a big grin grew on his face.

“There’s no way it's that easy, is it?” He said to himself excitedly as he stood up and rushed out of the building, looking to find Celestian and Farlion. 
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“So.” Aegis spoke to Celestian and Farlion as they sat across the round table from him in the Rene town hall that afternoon. Aegis’s stream was still turned off, and he made the rounds around the room to close the dark blue curtains on all of the windows, then made sure the door was securely locked.

“Is something the matter, sir? Celestian asked him respectfully.

“No, no problems. It’s just, your true potential is currently being restricted. And I’m aiming to remove that restriction from the both of you. You must’ve been frustrated, losing to that gnoll raider, no?” Aegis asked Farlion, and he nodded. “And I bet you have a strong desire to grow, in order to protect Clara and Savika.” Aegis motioned to Celestian.

“I regret not being strong enough to save Arallia.” Celestian put his head down to hide his frustration.

“Well, fear not. I have discovered the secret to unlocking your potential. But first, I must determine if you are both ready or not. You must be willing to do anything to reach this goal. Are you both prepared?” Aegis asked them as he took a seat across from them and put his hands together in front of his mouth, elbows leaning on the table.

“I am prepared.”

“I am ready.” They both answered with a sparkle of determination in their eyes. Aegis could see it, they were both exhibiting signs that they had many personality traits already developed. But they weren’t quite there yet, they didn’t have free will to act on their own. They were still stuck on the script.

“Ok. Answer these questions as fast as you can.” Aegis took a deep breath, glancing between them. There was a slight tension building in the air as Aegis paused, and they stared back at him with utmost focus. “Favorite color?” Aegis asked. The two of them were taken aback for a moment, suddenly looking confused.

“Is… that one of the questions?” Farlion confirmed.

“Yes, come on, quickly, we’ve got a lot to go through.” Aegis snapped his finger impatiently at them.

“Uh, blue.” Farlion replied.

“Red.” Celestion said.

“Favorite food.” Aegis asked immediately after. They both glanced at each other hesitantly. “Come on,” Aegis clapped his hands aggressively. “I made a list of traits and preferences you guys probably need, it's long, let’s go!” He rushed them. 

“Raddishes.” Farlion answered hesitantly.

“Scorpish Soup.” Celestian replied.

“Good. Favorite weather.” Aegis asked, this time they both answered more quickly. “Favorite Instrument. Parents' names? What were their jobs? Where did they hail from? Any siblings?” Aegis went through the questions quickly, and the two guards answered without hesitation from henceforth. This went on for nearly an hour. Aegis had a parchment he pulled out of his inventory where he had written down all of the basic personality traits that typical AI’s nowadays used to form a basic personality emulation, and was asking questions related to all of them to make sure both Farlion and Celestian had data that fit into every slot. 

“Okay.” Aegis said once he’d reached the bottom of the list. “You guys are primed and ready to reach your true potential. If there were any missing traits before, you’ve just been forced to develop them.” Aegis said proudly as he stood up. “Now all that we’re missing is the triggering event.” He rubbed his hands together excitedly.

“But, all we’ve done so far is answer mundane questions. Are you sure that was enough?” Celestian asked him curiously.

“I’m sure. Look at you, asking me questions on your own, you’re basically the finished product.” Aegis motioned to him with a grin, causing him and Farlion to look at each other confused. “But nope, still no elite tag. The finishing touch has yet to come.” He cracked his knuckles. “Now, what I’m about to do, I promise you, is for your own good.” Aegis took a deep breath and they both got serious again.

“I want both of you to stand up and draw your weapons.” Aegis instructed them and they both did so obediently, holding their spears at their sides. “The only way for you both to reach your true potential is to kill me. You must both kill me. I am strong, so you’ll need to work together to do it.” Aegis grinned at them as he equipped his shield to his left arm and held it in front of himself.

“What?” Farlion replied, confused.

“Forgive me sir, but I don’t quite understand Kalmoorian humor.” Celestian replied while shaking his head.

“It’s no joke. If you don’t kill me, then I’ll have Tinsel and Clara executed.” Aegis said in a serious tone, turning his grin into a glare as he glanced between them. “I am the lord of these lands, and I’ve grown bored of ruling. I think it might be time to clean this place out. If you don’t stop me, I’ll do exactly that.” Aegis added, as he began tapping his shield with his right hand, waiting for them to react, but they didn’t.

“Sir, I don’t believe you would do something like that.” Farlion replied aggressively.

“Why would you save all of my people, only to have them killed?” Celestian asked.

“10 seconds left before I give the order. 10… 9…” Aegis began counting down, and he could see the conflict growing in their expressions. “8… 7… 6… 5…” He continued to count, with each second, the tension grew. He saw them tightening the grip on their weapons. “4… 3… 2…” He saw the frustration in their eyes. The regret they had on their faces as they both jumped atop the table and charged at Aegis in unison, spears held out towards him.

“I cannot let you harm my family!” [Farlion(Elite) - Level 50] yelled in frustration.

 “I’m sorry, but I must protect Clara!” [Celestian(Elite) - Level 50] shouted.

 “Ok STOP!” Aegis held his hand out to stop them before they’d made it halfway across the top of the large round table. “Just kidding, you passed the test.” Aegis smiled awkwardly. “It actually worked…” He whispered to himself excitedly. “Do you guys feel any different?” Aegis asked them.

 “Huh? Not really… that was a part of the test?” Farlion asked, confused as he hesitantly lowered his spear.

 “Yup, just a test. You guys both passed, good job.” Aegis smiled.

 “So you won’t be harming anyone?” Celestian confirmed.

 “No, of course not, that’d be stupid for so many reasons.” Aegis waved this off, and they both let out sighs of relief. “This is amazing, though. I need to hurry and do this with all the gua…” Aegis stopped as suddenly his vision went blue. He was disoriented by the sudden change in environment, and it took a moment for him to realize what had happened. It wasn’t that his vision had gone blue, but rather he was suddenly in a square room surrounded by blue walls, and a blue tiled floor and ceiling.

 “What the hell?” Aegis said, looking around confused. “Celestian? Farlion? Is this some sort of illusion spell?” Aegis asked, confused. Just then, he realized his shield was also gone from his left arm, as was his armor gone from his body. He was wearing only his basic common clothing.

 A moment later, a floating blue ball of light appeared in front of him, hovering above the ground in the square room. [Game Master Rodrick] stood above the blue ball of light.

 “Greetings. My name is Game Master Rodrick.” The blue light spoke in a friendly male voice.

 “Hello… uhm… where am I?” Aegis asked, confused.

 “I’ve transported you to an administration room, momentarily freezing your game character in place back in the actual game world.” Rodrick explained.

 “Oh… why’d you do that?” Aegis asked him nervously, though he had a strong feeling he knew why, based on what he had just done in the game with Celestian and Farlion. 

 “Have you read through the Averon Inc. Shattered World Terms of Service?” Rodrick asked him.

 “Uh… well… I kinda skimmed through it.” Aegis replied anxiously.

 “I see. Due to this being your first offense in breaking the Terms of Service, I will let you off with a warning, but you will only get one warning.” Rodrick’s voice went serious. “You have forcefully gamed the AI system to intentionally convert two standard NPCs into Elite NPCs within the span of 10 seconds of each other. While this transition is perfectly acceptable through normal gameplay, utilizing your knowledge and understanding of how the Shattered World Online’s AI systems function to intentionally and repeatedly convert Non-Elite NPCs into Elite NPCs its strictly against the ToS, as repeatedly doing so could result in an overload of the Averon SuperAI and the server systems, therefore resulting in the servers crashing and causing irreversible data loss.” He paused for a moment.

 “Oh… I didn’t know.” 

 “Yes. I’m aware, that is why you are being let off with a warning. Please refrain from manipulating our AI systems in this way in the future. Should an AI naturally be converted to an Elite AI in your presence in the future, it will be flagged and be put under scrutiny for the means at which it occurred. If you are found to be abusing the AI systems in this way again, you will be penalized with an account suspension. Further violations will result in account termination. Do you understand?” Rodrick explained.

 “Uh… yes sir. Very clear, sir. My apologies.” Aegis replied timidly.

 “Great, thank you for your understanding. I will return you to your game character now. Enjoy your time in the Shattered World.” Rodrick replied, his jovial tone returning. A few moments later, the blue room disappeared, and Aegis was standing back in the town hall. Celestian and Farlion were still there, and still elite, but no longer standing on the table. 

 “Is there anything else you need from us sir?” Farlion asked him.

 “Nope… that was all.” Aegis said with wide eyes, his mind was somewhere else for a moment, but he was glad to see at least that they kept their elite status. 

 “We’ll get back to our duties then.” Celestian bowed, and the two of them unlocked the door and left the room.

 “Ok…” Aegis shook his head to himself as he opened up his interface and scrolled into his settings, and eventually found a copy of the terms of service. “I should probably actually read this thing before I accidentally get myself banned.” Aegis mumbled to himself. Once he’d finished reading it, he learned that he had very clearly broken one of the rules under the AI section.

 “Well, glad I wasn’t streaming that.” Aegis shook his head to himself as he read through it and realized that if he had broadcasted how to do it publicly he would’ve been immediately banned, among other things. By the time he’d read the whole thing, it was late afternoon. He stepped back out into the streets of Rene to hear the sound of loud chatter coming from the town square, and the sound of hammering and saws coming from the construction of the wall around them.

 “Yo.” Darkshot waved at him as he spotted Aegis and approached.

 “Sup.” Aegis replied as he stretched his arms up towards the sky.

 “Came to check on you. Farlion and Celestian have been walking around Elite for the last while, but you were still missing.” Darkshot shrugged.

 “Yeah, I was just reading something.” Aegis replied.

 “Okay. I should give you a little warning. Rumors have started…” Darkshot looked around at the people nearby awkwardly.

 “Rumors?” Aegis raised an eyebrow.

 “Yeah. You know… you turned off your stream, then disappeared with those two in a room alone for a bit… and the next time they came out, they were elite. Everyone knows the best way to make an NPC elite is… well… you know…” Darkshot hesitated to explain himself.

 “Seriously? Who started rumors like that?” Aegis groaned.

 “Huh, dunno, musta been someone around here.” Darkshot replied while avoiding Aegis’ eye contact.

 “That’s not what I did.” Aegis replied annoyed.

 “Oh, really? Sweet. So can you make Darkwing elite too?” Darkshot motioned to his pigeon excitedly.

 “Nope.”

 “Why not?”

 “Because I’ll get banned.”

 “Ew, dude, I knew it. That’s nasty.” 

 “No, man, I don’t mean because… jeez, get your mind out of the gutter. How could you even think that?”

 “What? You said it.”

 “I didn’t say it.” Aegis sighed.

 “Well, you implied it.”

 “No, you just assumed.”

 “Then tell me how you made them elite, and I’ll do it with Darkwing.”

 “No way, I told you, you’ll get banned. It was against the ToS, I had a Game Master even give me a warning.” Aegis explained.

 “Jesus, what the hell did you do in there?” Darkshot raised his eyebrows in disbelief. “I never knew you were into that sort of stuff.” He shook his head sarcastically. Aegis just rolled his eyes at him, now that he’d realized Darkshot was just messing with him. 

 “Come on, let’s finish the wall so we can get out of here.” Aegis motioned him towards the sounds of construction.”

 “Fine…” Darkshot dragged his feet along as he followed behind Aegis.



One Week Later…




	
Level Up!: Architecture has reached Level 88!
 Level Up!: Stonecutting has reached Level 79!
 Level Up!: Woodcutting has reached Level 61!
 Level Up!: Woodworking has reached Level 70!
 Level Up!: Crafting Mastery has reached Level 45!
 Level Up!: Leadership has reached Level 73!
 Level Up!: Taming has reached Level 40!
Level Up!: Refining has reached Level 45!
Level Up!: Blacksmithing has reached Level 47!
Level Up!: Mining has reached Level 46!









 “Aint she a beaut.” Tullan said as he proudly walked along the top of the wall surrounding Rene beside Aegis. It stood 10 meters tall, 2 meters wide, with battlements to protect those atop it from ranged attacks. The color of the stone was a consistent dark grey thanks to all of it coming from the same Night Hunter quarry. 

 The wall wrapped around the edge of the river with a large gate constructed in front of the Bridge of Rene to allow passage through it. In addition, a gate was built at the ends of the western, eastern, and northern roads. The northern road extended further north towards the mountains where it eventually arrived at the Monastery of the Stars, while the western and eastern roads didn’t go much of anywhere beyond the gates, but Aegis imagined that in the future it would be possible that more people arrived, and farms would be built outside the walls as they had been around Kordas. 

 The wall didn’t have much in the way of details, it was fairly plain but with occasional symbols of Eirene etched into the battlements. Yuki had made plenty of banners using basic cloth to hang off the walls intermittently to give it color. They were dark blue embroidered with a large yellow star of Eirene on them in the center. 

Long before the wall had been completed, the Rene guards started making use of it to keep an eye on the activity within the lands from a good vantage point. It was much easier to see everything going on in his land now, from atop the wall. Aegis still had hopes to add towers, and build a keep within the empty plots of land between the western and northern sections, but for now, what he’d built was enough. The Barracks was completed and now equipped with spare weapons and armor for the guards, and a prison using iron bars, thanks to Aegis having Josephine take over the Jia’nar cavern for a few days to farm enough iron to make them. 

 With the help of all of the high level crafters in Rene, who had only gotten better and better the longer the project went on, combined with Aegis’ high skills and leadership, it turned out better than expected. There was still a dark patch of dirt left behind where the trench had been dug out for the gnoll battle, but it was filled in and Amile was working to regrow the grass to hide that it ever existed.

 The hardest part of the wall was making sure that the wheels of the forge and sawmill would still function and pass through the wall, without disrupting their ability to harness the power of the river to power the bellows and sawmill respectfully. But thanks to Ruffily and Tullan’s help, Aegis was able to sort it out without sacrificing the integrity of the wall itself. 

 In addition to the wall, portal altar and barracks being completed, Aegis and the others had done basic landscaping to push back the cliff face on the other side of the river. It was a shame to get rid of the familiar view that everyone had when arriving in Rene from Orm, but having a large ledge overlooking the wall wasn’t very smart tactically, so they dug it out to have it sit back a few dozen meters and made use of the stone they’d gathered in the process to help with construction.

 In the time that Aegis had been building, Lina worked hard to teach Snowflake a variety of maneuvers. He was just as capable as the gryphon of Hrath’mir two days before the wall had been finished being built, and from that point onward Aegis worked with Snowflake to keep improving their synergy, as well as Aegis’ taming skill, so that he had no trouble flying on Snowflake’s back. 

 Normally, such construction projects would take much longer, especially in the real world - but many of the players and NPCs who joined in were builder and crafter classes and had many skills that helped speed up the process, in addition to Pyri utilizing their magic to help move stone around. Aegis was sure to provide everyone with his Aura of Beauty and as many direwolf and lynx steaks as possible, while he had Darkshot out hunting the wolves to keep their food supply up. Darkshot was glad to be using his new bow rather than moving blocks of stone around for the week.

 Rakkan, on the other hand, spent the week in the training grounds working with Celestian and Farlion. Now that they were elite, it was possible to teach them maneuvers beyond what skill assist had them doing, so he started them out on the very same training regime that Travis had given him and Darkshot. It was brought to Aegis’ attention by Yuki that, now that they were elite, it was possible for them to learn a class as well, just as Yuki had Savika take on the tailoring beginner class alongside her. Aegis hadn’t quite decided what class to set Farlion and Celestion onto yet, though. 

 “So much work, but it paid off.” Aegis smiled back at Tullan as they looked over the lands from atop the wall. “I’m still not even sure if my advanced class will require me to level all of these skills like the intermediate one did.” Aegis shrugged.

 “Eh, I’m bettin’ it will.” Tullan shrugged. “I’m grateful fer the experience, either way. Almost got me ready to go fer my own advanced class.” Tullan grinned.

 “Yeah… I’m still a ways off mine. I think we’re safe to leave Rene now though. If anything else tries to attack, we can portal back. We’ve got elite guard captains, and a sturdy wall.” Aegis said as he stopped walking and stood to get a nice view of the land, enjoying the light breeze as it blew through his hair and overtop the wall that afternoon. 

 “Ay, not to mention the Night Hunters can portal here in a jiffy. Anyone would be an idiot to attack you now.” Tullan replied. 

 “Yeah…” Aegis nodded. “I’d say the final inspection is complete. Let’s join the others and do the official wall quality check.” Aegis rubbed his hands together. He and Tullan eagerly traversed the wall to the southernmost gate, just in front of the Bridge of Rene. Waiting there for them to return were all of the council members of Rene as well as many others that had helped construct the wall. As Tullan descended a staircase on the inside of the wall left of the gate, Aegis moved to stand on the wall above the open gate - the two thick wooden double doors were held wide open to allow anyone who pleased to come and go.

 “Thank you guys all for helping out in building these last days. It’s because of you guys that we were able to complete everything so quickly.” Aegis called out to everyone below as they quieted down and looked up at him. “Now, it’s time for me to check the wall and officially add it as one of Rene’s structures, and see just how well we built it.” Aegis said, and he could feel the anticipation from everyone as he began to fidget around in his interface.

 “If it’s less than 60% quality, we oughta tear it down and start over.” Tullan called out sarcastically.

 “Hah, no way! Woof!” Ruffily replied as a few people laughed. A big grin grew across Aegis’ face once he saw the building in his list, and quickly renamed it to fit its purpose. 




	
Walls of Rene [Rename] [Register] [Abandon]

Quality: 83%
Durability: 5,000,000/5,000,000
Option 1: Increases Eirene's favor of the land owner of any land this structure is registered to by 10,000.
Option 2: NPCs and Players that are employed by Rene, or are residents of Rene receive a 10% armor bonus when standing within these walls.
Details: A sturdy wall built around the Land of Rene to repel attacks and protect the residence within. The wall is adorned by the stars of Eirene. Constructed by Aegis. 








 The moment Aegis registered the building, he gained a massive amount of rank points towards Town, and a buff appeared in his interface without a duration, indicating he was within Rene and had his equipped armor value increased by 10%. It wasn’t just him, everyone who had helped build it got the buff and Aegis looked down to see them all checking it.

 “Wow! 10% is a lot! Woof!” Ruffily called out excited.

 “Dang, it’s as much as Kordas’ walls. What’s the quality?” Chax asked eagerly.

 “83%. Another epic quality building for Rene.” Aegis replied with a big smirk, which was met with loud cheers and applause as everyone who had worked on it began to excitedly shout and hop around, giving each other high fives. “I knew it’d be high, with the best tailor in the game and the best smith in Kalmoore helping. And of course, all you hard workers.” Aegis said as he motioned to everyone respectfully. 

 “He’s talking about me.” Darkshot smirked, getting a few people to laugh. 

 “But, 83% is incredible. You guys are awesome.” Aegis added, and this was met by more excited cheers. Aegis spotted Pyri looking up at him with a proud mom-smile, and Lina excitedly cheering along with the others, atop a screeching Snowflake. 

 “So, what’s next? As long as yer payin’ for it, I’m down to keep buildin’.” Tullan joked, and a few others laughed again.

 “Well.” Aegis smiled as he looked around the land. “Savika is a Princess… and I’m apparently a Lord. I think we oughta have a Keep.” Aegis said, but quickly continued before anyone could start getting excited. “But, we’re already in debt. And I can’t hang around here forever. We need to get stronger if we want to be able to keep fighting off threats, so that’ll have to wait until we return from our next adventure.” Aegis declared, and heard a few insincere awws of disappointment. 

 “What’s the next adventure going to be?” Princess Savika asked excitedly, getting everyone to quiet down and listen for Aegis’ answer. Aegis panned over the crowd, stopping on Rakkan, Darkshot, Pyri, and then Lina.

 “I think it’s time we pay a certain raid boss a visit.” Aegis replied. 
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                Chapter 131: Recruitment


Not long after the Wall of Rene had been completed and the crowd broke up and dissolved within the city, Aegis gathered his four party members in the town hall and had everyone take a seat at the round table, not immediately aware of why Aegis had brought them there. Once everyone was seated, though, Aegis leaned over the table to speak up.

 “Ok. I’m certain that we’ll be heading to the Underrealm for Luryala’s quest. There’s numerous things we need to do, and all of it is down there. But, our path to the Underrealm is behind that raid boss below Rene.” Aegis explained and they all listened intently.

 “I’ll be completely honest here, I don’t know exactly what to expect with a raid boss. While I don’t like the idea of sharing experience and drops with others, I’m also concerned that if we attack it, and fail, it will retaliate and destroy what we’ve built up over the last months.” Aegis said. 

 “So, I thought the best thing to do is to put it to a vote. There’s five of us, so we can come to a decision if everyone weighs in.” Aegis paused as he panned his eyes over them, Darkshot taking time to lean forward over the table while Darkwing looked around the room absentmindedly from atop his right shoulder. “Either we go down there, just the five of us, and try to take it on as we are. Or, we recruit other players to assist us to get it out of the way so we can quickly delve into the Underrealm.” Aegis deliberated the options available for them.

 “I think we should recruit.” Lina spoke up first. “I have experience with raid bosses, I fought two with my previous guild. Even with 45 players, they were extremely difficult, and the battles ended with a lot of player deaths. Raid bosses are not designed for smaller groups.” Lina explained. “If we want to take them on, we will need our own guild, or a group of players we can rely on to help us.” After she’d finished speaking, it went silent as everyone thought of her words.

 “Ok. I’m with Lina.” Rakkan nodded. “I don’t have experience with them, but what she says makes sense. We could probably grind and get strong enough to kill it as 5, but we have things we want to get done in the Underrealm, right? It’ll be an unexplored part of Kalmoore, so no doubt plenty of ruins, dungeons, and treasures. It’ll be enough to have access to those before anyone else.” Rakkan nodded.

 “That settles it, because I’m with them.” Darkshot shrugged.

 “Okay.” Aegis replied. “I’ll try to keep the group limited to people we know. Prepare what you need for the fight, I’ll get started on recruiting.” He stood up, and the others followed suit, heading out of the town hall together. “Rakkan, see if you can find Ruffily and ask if she has time to help clear out the ruins, we’ll need to unearth one of the tunnels in order to safely get the waterfall. Our other method of getting there was a little bit too risky.” Aegis asked him as he briefly motioned to the top of the mountain north of Rene.

 “Gotcha.” Rakkan nodded.

“And, could someone ask Yuki if she’d like to join us? I’d go but…” Aegis remembered her looking at him angrily after the Cheryl incident. “I need to talk with Tullan and some others.” Aegis shrugged awkwardly.

“Yup, I’ll go.” Lina smiled. 

“Ok, see you all in a bit.” Aegis replied, and with that, everyone dispersed through Rene. Aegis’ first stop was Tullan, who he’d spotted at the Night Hunter market stall in the town square. 

 “Aye?” Tullan eyed him as he approached, seeing the eager expression on Aegis’ face. 

 “Tullan, we’re going after the Raid Boss, but we’ve decided it would be best to ask for help. Do you think Quinn and the Night Hunters would be willing to join us?” Aegis asked.

 “Aye…” Tullan replied, fidgeting with his interface, but it didn’t take long for him to close it and look up. “Yep, they’re already on their way. They’re watchin’, all giddy to come along.” Tullan motioned to Aegis’ live stream viewership of 35,000. “They’ll be portaling here in a bit.” 

 “Heh. Okay.” Aegis smiled at him. “That was easy.” Aegis shrugged.

 “Raid Bosses are hard teh find and give a lot of experience and items.” Tullan explained.

 “Good to know…” Aegis thought out loud as he headed towards the tavern next. 

 When he stepped inside he saw the familiar face of Erikson behind the bar who gave him a knowing nod as he entered. A few other players looked towards him as well, but none that he recognized, and they quickly went back to drinking and chatting amongst themselves. He was hit with the familiar smell of ale and spiced foods coming from the kitchen, with the ambient sound of a violin being played by a bard overtop of the murmurs of other players, and clunking of mugs on wooden tables.

Aegis thought about heading straight for Erikson behind the bar to talk to him, but as he scanned the room first he spotted the back of Finley’s head as he stood staring at the bounty board on the far left wall. Aegis walked up behind him but Finley hadn’t noticed him by the time Aegis had looked at Finley from the side to see what he was doing. He was staring at a particular bounty poster on the board, which inadvertently drew Aegis’ eyes towards it.

 

 




	
[WANTED: DEAD OR ALIVE]


Player: SIMON
Class: UNKNOWN
Origin: UNKNOWN
Crime: MURDER
Reward: 1,000,000








 On the right side of the poster was an image of the player, which Aegis immediately recognized. 

 “Oh, shit. I saw that guy.” Aegis said in surprise as he read the poster.

 “You know him?” Finley said, broken out of his gaze. 

 “Yeah. He was sitting on top of the Skyport Tower in Kordas. Do you know how old this poster is?” Aegis asked Finley.

 “Nope. I think a few days.” Finley shrugged. 

 “Hrm… any idea who or what he murdered?” Aegis asked.

 “No clue. That’s a pretty big bounty though. Must’ve been someone important to draw that much attention to himself.” Finley replied.

 “I’ll have to let the guards know to be wary of him.” Aegis said as he recalled portions of his encounter with the player, though his mind didn’t retain much, he was focused on other things at that time. Aegis continued to stand and stare for a bit until Finley stopped perusing the board to look at him.

 “Did you need my help with anything?” Finley asked curiously.

 “Oh, right. Yeah. You helped a lot during the gnoll raid, so I figured I’d extend an invitation. We’re going to be going after a Raid Boss nearby, and wondered if you’d like to help?” Aegis asked him, but was sure to be quiet enough that no one else heard the invitation.

 “Oh, really? Yeah, of course. Sure. Ah, wait, well…” He paused. “My current quest requires me to do it alone, so I can’t join any party. Is it ok if I just tag along outside your raid group?” Finley asked.

 “Yup, no problem.” Aegis shrugged.

 “Okay. Count me in, I’ll be there.” Finley gave him a thumbs up.

“Keep Ruins in 30 minutes.” Aegis instructed him before turning his attention onto Erikson from there and walked across the tavern to greet him.

 “How’s it going?” Erikson asked as he flung a washcloth over his right shoulder and put his hands down on the bar to lean forward over it closer to Aegis.

 “Raid Boss. You down?” Aegis asked with a smirk.

 “Lemme get my gear.” Erikson smirked as he stood straight up again. “You want me to call my old guild members too?” Erikson asked.

 “Yup.” Aegis nodded. “Keep ruins in 30 minutes.” Aegis said and Erikson excitedly spun around and left the tavern to an NPC barkeeper as he disappeared into the kitchen through a door behind the bar. 

 Aegis was pretty happy with himself on how fast he was able to recruit a decent group of players and made his way out of the tavern, heading to the Keep Ruins on the northern end of Rene. When he arrived he saw that Ruffily and Tullan were already working to clear out a path through the rubble, and Aegis didn’t waste any time joining in. One by one, the other members of Aegis’ party as well as Finley, Yuki, Erikson, Josephine and the other white flames members showed up.

 “I think there’s a path this way, I recognize these areas.” Rakkan motioned to one of the underground hallways that had been dug up.

 “Ok, let’s clear out over there.” Aegis instructed them, and everyone participated in helping shift the stones. It went quickly, despite most of the players present not being crafting classes. They all had high strength and constitution stats which aided in moving things around easily. As they worked for a bit, Aegis suddenly heard the sound of many sets of footsteps approaching from the direction of the Portal Altar. He was below ground level in the ruins, unable to see who it was, but assumed it was the Night Hunters. 

 He climbed up out of the ruins to greet them, only to be surprised by a group of 20 high level Blades of Kalmoore members. Aegis recognized a few of them, including Quiver, Christoph, Miranda who was now level 42 with 1500 viewers, and the sage that tried to cast an identify spell on him.

 “Hi there, Aegis.” Christoph stepped forward and smiled as the other members stood behind him, some pointing excitedly at Aegis as if seeing a celebrity for the first time, while others were taking in the scenery of Rene around them, admiring the walls and other buildings. 

 “Hello, Christoph?” Aegis replied curiously as Erikson, Lina, Darkshot and Pyri moved to stand behind him.

 “Heard you had a certain Raid Boss that needs taking care of, and you’re looking for strong able bodied players to help out. We portalled over here as soon as we could.” Christoph smiled and motioned to the members he’d gathered behind him. “It’s all we could gather on short notice, lots of players are spread out around Kalmoore.” He explained.

 “Oh…” Aegis replied with an awkward smile, then turned to Lina and Darkshot with an unsure look. “I didn’t invite these guys… What should I do?” 

 “They just want to help, right? I’m not well versed in Kalmoore politics.” Erikson whispered back to Aegis, but he saw that Aegis' expression didn’t change much from these words. “I suppose it’s a matter of sharing the experience, versus guaranteeing the boss dies and Rene stays safe.” He shrugged.

 “Your call, boss man.” Pyri patted him on the shoulder. “I’d let them stay, better to have more friends than make enemies. If you turn them down you might hurt their feelings.” She whispered.

 “I dunno, that Quiver guy accidentally shot me during the gnoll raid. Those guys aren’t reliable at all.” Darkshot whispered. He now had two votes for, one against, and turned to Lina for the final opinion he had available to him. 

 “We… can’t really stop them from following us without PvPing. It’s hard to keep things exclusive when we are streaming, I guess.” Lina replied as she began to fidget with her hilts. It wasn’t a really conclusive answer, but he could see her getting anxious from him putting her on the spot, so he sighed and turned back to face Christoph.

 “Ok, sounds good, we’re just waiting on Quinn to get started.” Aegis said.

 “Roger.” Christoph saluted him, and in that moment Aegis saw a bright blue portal flash from the hexagonal gray stone portal altar down the street a ways, nearest the Barracks that was built beside the training grounds.

 From out of the portal stepped a large group of players donning the purple Night Hunter tabard, with the standard white owl embroidered on the front. Leading the group was Quinn and Trexon, followed by Renn, Sapphire, Herilon, Travis, Cheryl, Sherry, and numerous other members that Aegis had seen around, but never met.

 “Yo,” Quinn waved with a big smile to Aegis. It’d been awhile since he’d last seen her, and he couldn’t help but smile as she walked towards them, and he recalled everything she’d helped him with back in Arallia. 

 “Long time no see, gerbils.” Sapphire added as she made a loud crunching sound from biting into a carrot. 

 “Heard you got a present for us!” Herilon shouted excitedly.

 “I don’t know if I would call it that…” Aegis smiled back at him.

 “Hey, Aegis, check this out! Beastshift: Gryphon!” Ren shouted excitedly. A puff of green smoke exploded around Ren, and once it had cleared it was revealed that Ren had transformed into a green-feathered copy of Snowflake, and began hopping around excitedly.

 “Ren, cut it out.” Quinn groaned as a few Night Hunters chuckled at him. He replied by squawking back at Quinn.

 “That’s pretty good.” Aegis smirked. 

 “Oh I’ve been dying to visit here!” Travis squealed excitedly. “I absolutely must buy an outfit from Yuki before we leave.” He declared, but his voice carried to the ruins where Yuki was working with Tullan to clear the rubble and she poked her head up.

 “Hm?” Yuki said curiously, and spotted Travis just as Travis spotted her. He immediately blushed red and started fanning his face excitedly. “Did someone say my name?” Yuki asked Aegis.

 “No.” Darkshot replied on Aegis’ behalf. 

 “Oh, yo, sup Travis.” Rakkan smiled as he spotted him and climbed out of the ruins beside Yuki.

 “My little soldiers, how are you two doing? You both look so strong now.” He said as he eyed them up and down.

 “That’s the guy… girl? That taught you guys unarmed combat?” Aegis whispered to Darkshot.

 “He prefers m’am.” Darkshot tried to clarify, but it truthfully didn’t clarify anything. 

 “Look, they accepted me!” Cheryl ran out in front of the other Night Hunters to stand beside the prancing Ren-gryphon so she could put her tabard on display for Aegis, spinning around to show it off. The moment she had, though, both Yuki and Lina quickly stepped forward to stand near Aegis, like guard dogs. Cheryl clearly saw them do this, but pretended she hadn’t. “I’m a Night Hunter now.” 

 “Congratulations.” Aegis smiled at her. 

 “Oh.” Travis turned to the Blades of Kalmoore members that he just now spotted huddled off to the side staring at them. “What are you guys doing here?” 

 “We’re here to help with the Raid Boss. Just like you guys.” Christoph answered.

 “Huh. You invited them too?” Sapphire asked Aegis while squinting her eyes, and he felt as though everyone was suddenly staring at him.

 “The more the merrier!” Finley cheered loudly as he stepped in between the groups of players. “So, do you already have the raid party set up? We ready to go?” He asked excitedly.

 “Uh… no, not yet, we’re still clearing out the tunnel.” Aegis motioned to the ruins behind him where Ruffily and Tullan were still working.

 “Almost got it.” Tullan shouted up in response to this.

 “Well, if you’d like, I can lead the raid for you Aegis. I’ve got plenty of experience.” Quinn offered. 

 “Oh nonsense, you just want control of the item drops.” Christoph groaned at her. “It’s his land, he should be the leader.”

 “I…” Quinn sighed in annoyance. “Don’t care either way, I was just offering.” She shook her head, avoiding looking in Christoph’s direction. 

 “Probably for the best if you take point.” Erikson put his hand on Aegis’ shoulder. “I take it these guilds don’t get along?” He asked in a whisper as he leaned close to Aegis’ ear.

 “Nope.” Aegis whispered back. “Ok, invites going out to everyone who wants to participate.” Aegis declared as he began wandering through the players nearby, inviting everyone individually. It took awhile to do this, and as he did he saw everyone begin making last minute preparations.

Many of the melee weapon users were pulling out whetstones from their inventories to sharpen their blades. Some of the bow, crossbow and dagger users were preparing poison vials on their belts, dipping the tips of their arrows and blades in it to coat them for the coming battle. Magic users started pre-emptively casting buffs on themselves and other raid members. By the time Aegis had finished inviting everyone, the tunnel entrance had been cleared and there was hardly a player who wasn’t glowing with some form of magical aura surrounding them.

Himself included, as Aegis noticed he had received a Wizard buff that increased his maximum mana, a focusing buff that improved his mana regeneration, and a monk buff that increased his critical strike chance, among others. Having such a wide variety of classes present working together provided the group with a massive amount of synergy. So much that Aegis had a hard time imagining that the Raid Boss would be difficult for them at all.

“Aegis, this here is Baffo.” Quinn stepped forward once the invites were done, and walking beside her was a heavily armored Silverscale player - it was the first one he’d really seen. Despite Josephine race changing to a silverscale, she always wore full armor including a helmet outside, so he hadn’t really seen the features of one yet.

Baffo looked like a tall, slender human but with pale white skin and scales that grew around his facial features and major joints. The scales were around his ears, forehead, shoulders, forearms and biceps, and he had short spikey white hair with platinum colored eyes. He was in the process of putting on the rest of his suit of enchanted iron armor as he stepped forward beside Quinn, but stopped to hold out his hand.

“Pleased to meet you.” Baffo said politely, though his face looked rough and serious.

“Nice to meet you, I’m Aegis.” Aegis shook his hand.

“Baffo is our main tank in the Night Hunters. He’s got the best armor Tullan can craft, with the best enchants. A Guardian class player. All of his skills are focused around taking the least amount of damage.” Quinn explained as she motioned to him, and Christoph and Erikson stepped forward to listen as well.

“I’m also a Guardian class player.” Erikson interjected.

“We too, have our own Main Tank, ready to help out.” Christoph turned and motioned to a heavily armored Blades of Kalmoore member behind him. Quinn eyed the others being offered, then shook her head.

“I know you’ve been the primary tank for your party of five, but I thought I’d suggest you make use of Baffo for this boss. He’s very good at what he does.” Quinn suggested. Aegis turned to Erikson who Aegis could tell was eager to be the one in the front, then looked over Christoph’s shoulder at the Blades of Kalmoore tank. It was then that Lina, Pyri, Darkshot and Rakkan all walked up behind Aegis from the crowds of surrounding players.

“It might be a bit strange…” Aegis said as he took a deep breath, then hesitated as he looked over the three guardian players one more time. “But when I saw the raid boss, I couldn’t help but wonder what it would feel like to try and take hits from something like that. I’d like to take on the role of primary tank, even though I've never taken hits from a Raid Boss before.” Aegis said, but to his surprise, Erikson and Baffo smiled when he said this.

“It’s pretty damn fun. You’re gonna love it.” Erikson replied.

“Yeah, once you get used to the pain, of course.” Baffo nodded.

“It’s a rush, having a huge ass monster glaring down at you, and you’re the only thing standing between it, and the whole raid's destruction.” The Blades of Kalmoore Guardian, named Uggard, a tall armored orc, joined in as he moved to stand beside Christoph.

“Hell yeah.” Erikson and Baffo both agreed.

 “But you've never taken hits from a raid boss before... Have you tanked some bosses?” Baffo asked him curiously, his serious expression was gone and replaced by one of childlike curiosity.

 “Yeah, I did a few now. A guardian golem with big fists…” Aegis was preparing to start listing them all off, but they all interrupted him at this one.

 “Bludgeoning damage?” Erikson asked.

 “Yeah.” Aegis nodded his head.

 “Oh man, fuck bludgeoning.” Uggard said.

 “Amen to that.” Baffo held out his fist and Uggard fist bumped it.

 “Seriously. Fucking hate bludgeoning.” Erikson shook his head in agreement, and Aegis immediately felt his heart flutter, like he had finally found kindred spirits that understood his plights.

 “Recently, we were fighting these ooze things, in Kolz, they destroyed the durability on my shield with acid damage.” Aegis said excitedly.

 “Aw man, I hate acid too. Shit just wrecks iron.” Erikson nodded sympathetically.

 “No kidding, we had to fight a black dragon once. A young one, but still, the acid breath was horrible. I think I went through like 10 shields in just that one fight.” Baffo explained and he got sympathetic looks from the other three.

 “Have you fought a void enemy yet?” Uggard asked.

 “Nope, not yet.” Aegis replied, and all three of the higher level guardian players suddenly winced.

 “Oof, Best advice, just let it hit your friends, don’t even bother equipping the shield.” Uggard said, and the others laughed along with this. “Kidding of course.” 

 “That, or just turn your pain threshold all the way to 0.” Erikson said and the others nodded in agreement.

 “AHEM.” Quinn cleared her throat loudly, causing the others to stop talking and stare at her. “We’ve already cast our buffs. Let’s save this for later, shall we?” Quinn suggested.

 “Yeah, yeah. Sure.” Erikson smiled and nodded at her, the others joining in.

 “This Raid Boss had a lot of tentacles, by the way. So I’ll probably need you guys to offtank them if they go out of control.” Aegis explained with a smile.

 “Oh, okay sweet.” Baffo smiled and gently patted him on the shoulder. “I was worried you’d be annoying, since you’re a big streamer, but you’re pretty chill.” Baffo added. “I’ll go give Sapphire and the other healers a heads up to focus on you.” He turned from the group.

 “I’ll do the same with Josephine and the others.” Erikson turned away.

 “Same.” Uggard nodded, leaving Aegis to stand with a grumpy Quinn and Christoph, and his party who were all smiling at the exchange they just witnessed.

 “Tanks.” Quinn shook her head in disbelief. “They’re the only type of player that always get along with one another. No exceptions.” She turned and walked off.

 “Seriously, I don’t get it.” Christoph shook his head as well and left.

 “Masochists. All of you.” Darkshot smirked at Aegis as he turned back around to face them. 

 “It’s all cleared out and ready. Woof!” Ruffily called as she stood atop the ruins with Tullan and Yuki flanking her, dusting themselves off. Aegis had invited Yuki and Tullan to the raid party, but Ruffily wasn’t interested and was planning to stay behind. “I’ll make sure Farlion watches the entrance so no one else wanders down.” She added, and Aegis nodded back before moving to stand atop a pile of rocks near the ruins to get a better view of all the gathered players. Once he had, he cleared his throat and took a deep breath.

 “Alright everyone, the way to the target is cleared out. We’ll be heading inside now. Once we get to the waterfall, we’ll go over formations and tactics, but I’m not sure how close we can get without drawing its attention. So do your final preparations, then follow me inside and keep quiet.” Aegis called out to everyone as they all listened silently. Once he’d finished speaking, they continued to stare at him, but he didn’t know what else today.

 “Okay, let’s go.” Aegis added awkwardly, then hopped down off the tower of stones and descended down into the ruins towards the hallway that had been dug out, that led north, towards the mountain. His party, Yuki and Finley were the first to follow him in, but the others all came shortly after. 
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Rakkan’s memory of the former Darxon Hideout’s lower hallways served them well. They only made one wrong turn in their search for the door that led out into the large open cavern underneath the mountain, with a river flowing quickly towards the cliff that transitioned it into a waterfall. Aegis motioned for everyone to hang back but Christoph, Quinn, Erikson and his party, and the seven of them stepped through the doorway out of the ruined hallway and into the open cavern. 

 It was pitch black, the torches that were once enchanted to light up the cavern had long since been extinguished, but Pyri lit up her staff with a very bright lumina spell which did well to illuminate the cavern around them. Looking around, the group followed the flowing river with their eyes to see where the edge of the cliff was, and where the cave opened up into a giant cavern.

 Aegis motioned everyone over towards the cliff and waterfall where they quietly walked to the ledge to look down over the seemingly bottomless drop below them. They only knew there was a bottom due to the sound of the waterfall below, but the light of Pyri’s spell didn’t reach it.

 “Use cinderbolt along the top, see if you can spot the remains of the ruined tower so we know if we’re in the right place or not.” Aegis whispered to Pyri and she gave him a nod, followed by a few distinct finger movements to cancel her lumina spell and create a cinderbolt. She then waved it upwards into the open cavern ahead of them along the ceiling as it arched higher and higher with a curved roof covered in stalactites. All of it looked dark red due to the glow of the cinderbolt illuminating it. 

It took a bit before the cinderbolt found the highest part of the cavern ceiling, and there, Pyri moved the bolt around and flattened it into a wide ring to illuminate more of the cavern. Sure enough, after a bit of searching, they spotted the hole in the roof with parts of the upside-down ruined tower sticking out of it, though the bottom half was now completely destroyed. Immediately upon spotting it, she canceled the cinderbolt and recast her lumina to light the area around them.

“This is the spot.” Aegis looked to the others and gave them a nod. 

“Alright. You're the leader, so I’ll follow your instructions, but remember Aegis, Raid Bosses are nothing to underestimate. They are designed for large groups, you will need to use everyone to their full potential. Leadership in these fights is arguably the most important thing in achieving success.” Quinn whispered to him.

“He’ll be fine.” Christoph said, trying to dismiss Quinn’s words.

“I’m just saying. You need to have a deep understanding of a lot of mechanics of various classes, even the ones you don’t play, in order to use them all effectively.” Quinn said, and Aegis could see what she was saying, as well as the obvious look on her face that told him she didn’t think he was ready to lead a raid party. 

She had a point, though, Aegis thought. He looked over the class names of everyone in their raiding group. In total they had 60 members, and nearly all of them were higher level than he was.

Yuki was an intermediate tailor, and Tullan an intermediate armorsmith, yet they were in the group with them. What could they do to help, should they be in the front, or at the back?

Cheryl was a Loki cleric, Sapphire was an Aphrodite cleric, and there were several other clerics and acolyte players. Which was more suited for healing who?

There were so many martial classes, Aegis couldn’t keep track of them all. Dragoon, Samurai, Berserker, Seeker, Battlemaster, Brawler, Monk, Rune Knight, not to mention Paladin and Crusader…  

And Warlock players? There were three in the group, and Aegis hadn’t even really seen a beginner one in action before. 

Lina was a Shadow Dancer, an intermediate thief class, but there were other intermediate thieves in the group. Two assassin players, and a Trickster. 

Rangers, Aegis knew thanks to Darkshot, but what was a Sharpshooter, and what could a Bard do with their music? Those were archer intermediates present that he’d no idea what they were capable of. 

And the Guardians, the other tanks… he knew how he would tank as a Shattered Healer, and he knew how shield mastery worked, but apart from that…

Just by reading over the list of classes in his raid, he was quickly becoming overwhelmed. He looked at each of his party members and saw them looking at him, with no doubt in his abilities, but he himself was doubting it, and Pyri could tell.

“You’ve never watched a raid fight before. It’s your first VRMMORPG. If you want to try it out and see how it goes, I think everyone would be willing to follow you.” Pyri smiled and gently put her hand on his shoulder. “But there’s no shame in wanting to watch someone else do it first, just to see how these things usually go.” She added, speaking quietly so that her voice didn’t overtake the sound of rushing water nearby. Aegis nodded back at her, and for that moment was extremely happy that his mom was there playing with him.

“You’re right.” He took a deep breath. “I’d like to watch an experienced raid leader in action, so I can see how things are done. I don’t know what half of these classes can do yet, I haven’t taken the time to study them and memorize their skills.” Aegis admitted.

“It’s fine, it takes a lot of learning and talking with people who play other classes to really understand how they all function.” Erikson shrugged. “Most people aren’t interested in doing that.” As Erikson said this, though, Aegis was only thinking of the fact that he knew Makaroth was the raid leader of his guild. He knew that if someone like that could do it, so could he.

“I’ll learn it all.” Aegis replied confidently. “I’ll watch closely. I’d be stupid not to take advantage of having an experienced teacher offering me a free lesson.” Aegis smiled as he fiddled with his interface and passed over the leadership of the raid party to Quinn. 

“Whoa, a streamer who doesn’t have an over-inflated ego. I’m becoming a bigger and bigger fan by the minute.” Christoph smirked. “But, you know, I’ve also got plenty of experience leading raids. Quinn’s experience is primarily in just running Kordas. By sheer numbers, the Blades of Kalmoore have taken out more raid bosses.” Christoph crossed his arms and tapped his foot, staring between the two expectantly. To Aegis’ surprise, Quinn didn’t refute this fact.

“Well, either way, Quinn has more of her guild members here and is more familiar with my playstyle.” Aegis shrugged. “I’m still main tanking, by the way.” Aegis added.

“Alright.” Christoph shook his head with disappointment.

“I’ll give everyone their assignments. You guys wait here and let me know if you spot any changes in the cavern, but I think we’re safe from aggravating the monster from up here.” Quinn said with a smile before she turned and headed to the door that led back into the ruins where the other players were waiting. 

“I think you’ll be really good at Raid Leading, once you see how it’s done.” Lina said encouragingly to Aegis after she’d gone.

“Yeah, definitely not easy to pull off, but you’re for sure gonna like it.” Darkshot joined in. Aegis was expecting them to be disappointed in him, but their words encouraged him instead.

It wasn’t long before the raid interface was being bombarded with very specific instructions from Quinn for the other members, but Aegis paid attention to every single one of them. He tried to get a sense of what she was prioritizing. They were fighting an unknown enemy, so how she prepared each class for it told him a lot about what each class's most important specialties were.

“Bards, hold off on using your mana and playing music until we know what the primary methods of attack are. Be ready to play songs for mana regeneration or movement impairments.” Quinn sent out. 

“Tullan, Yuki, Sapphire and Cheryl, you’re on Aegis. Tullan, focus on durability upkeep. Yuki, focus on armor buffs. Sapphire and Cheryl healing. Guardians, cover flanks. Erikson, take left for the melee, Uggard take right, we don’t know how many targets the boss will be able to strike at once, or if he’s a damage splitter, so be ready to jump in to help Aegis if needed.” 

“Baffo, cover the healers in case this is a fight where the boss summons multiple enemies. Pull them off as needed. Other clerics cover the melee fighters, acolytes hang back with the ranged damage dealers and be ready to heal them of any raid wide damage.” She continued without missing a beat.

“Sages, use your concentration spell on lighting up the cavern as best you can, spread lights out so there’s nothing that can sneak up on us. Rangers, use your birds to scout out possible entry points for additional enemies, we don’t know if he’s the sort to call for help or if he’s a solo raid boss.” 

“Wizards, Warlocks, and Druids, hold off on using any damage spells until we’ve probed for vulnerabilities. Pyri, you’re capable of casting every element, so try each one out once Aegis has established aggro, and we’ll be able to see what damage types are most effective.” 

“Remember, everyone, conserve mana for the first 2 minutes of the fight until we know what we’re dealing with. We may need to make use of your mana in specific ways depending on his mechanics.” Quinn finished this message as she stepped back out of the ruins to join Aegis, Christoph, Erikson, Lina, Darkshot, Pyri and Rakkan in the cavern. Behind her, this time, followed the rest of the group.

“Hold off damage until Aegis has established threat and Pyri has finished probing. Any questions?” Quinn asked, and no one answered. “Alright, let’s get into position.” She finished, and Aegis felt a tingle of excitement filling him up. He saw his viewership spiking up to 120,000, so he knew he wasn’t the only one excited.

“This is what I’ve been dreaming of. This is why I wanted to play this game with you. Oh man I’m so hyped!” Darkshot whispered excitedly, barely able to stay still, and it was contagious. Aegis could tell Pyri, Lina and Rakkan were all excited as well. Even Darkwing let out an enthusiastic coo and started bobbing his head around curiously. They watched as the full raid of players slowly fanned out in the cavern, remaining quiet.

“Rangers and Marksmen stay up on this ledge for now, as it’s likely the best vantage point.” Quinn motioned to where they were standing. “Final buffs before we activate auras.” She said as she turned to the group. Hearing this, a few more players began casting short duration spells on themselves and others. 

“Here.” Yuki smiled as she walked over to Aegis and lightly tapped his shoulder. As she did, suddenly several threads of silk grew out of her fingertips, attached to Aegis. They were spectral, meaning Aegis was able to pass his fingers through the threads as he tried to touch them. They also extended themselves magically, allowing Yuki to take a few steps back after she’d used the skill. Aegis saw a new buff appear on his interface. [Silkskin(Yuki)]. He clicked on it to see that it was increasing his armor value by 35%. 

“Thanks.” Aegis smiled at her, and she gave him a thumbs up.

“I’ll cover the aura of beauty.” Sapphire informed Aegis when she caught his gaze as he did one last look around at all the players, spotting Lina smiling encouragingly at him.

“Alright. Let’s do this.” Quinn sent this message, and suddenly the tension rose as everyone quieted down. “Mikala, make us a staircase.” She turned to a level ?? Night Hunter Druid player. She was an elf with long green hair with many flowers woven into it. She pulled from her back a gnarled branch and waved it, causing the earth to begin jutting out from the wall of the cliff face beside the waterfall in the form of a staircase. As it appeared, the guardian players and clerics lead the way down the steps to reach the bottom of the cavern.

“Hey.” Quinn approached Aegis, no longer speaking through the interface as she put her hand on his shoulder. “Let Ren take the first hit and pay attention to if he gets any debuffs. Ren’s mirror turtle has a unique skill that drastically reduces the damage of the first hit it takes. It’s great for the first hit, but it has a minute cooldown. So we’ll use that to see what kind of attacks this Raid boss has, to avoid you getting one-hit right out the gate.” Quinn explained.

“Some raid bosses will one-hit a player with high armor?” Aegis asked her with a raised eyebrow.

“Hah. You went with leather, so I wouldn’t call you high armor, even with the shield and Yuki’s buff.” Quinn smirked. “I don’t blame you for wanting a movement speed bonus from leather, rather than a penalty from heavy armor, but you’ll need to use that mobility to dodge some strikes while you are a main tank.” Quinn explained. “Leather armor tanks aren’t usually the type to just sit there and take a beating, they’ve got to take advantage of their speed to dodge sometimes.”

“I know that.” Aegis sighed as he shook his head. He’d decided on leather armor for this very reason, the flexibility to choose when to dodge and when to block attacks. 

“Okay.” Quinn raised her hands with a shrug. “Go gettem.” She nudged him forward down the stairs. Quinn stayed up top with Quiver, Darkshot, and a few other ranged damage dealers, while Aegis made his way down the earthen stairs behind the others, Yuki staying close to keep the threads linked.

Once they reached the bottom, Aegis stuck with the group as several wizard players activated lumina spells to reveal the flat barren cavern floor and the edge of the water. He couldn’t help but stare at the ripples of the water flowing up onto the eroded cavern floor. Even with lumina spells, it was difficult to see much of the ground under the water beyond the very edges.

“Spread out, but be ready to collapse.” Quinn sent through the interface. Once she had, Aegis watched as the raid did exactly that, giving a much better sense to everyone just how huge this cavern was. The eastern side of the cavern, where the river was, opened up into a large still lake that went right up to the eastern cavern walls, leaving the only place with any sort of footing on the western side of the cavern where they all stood.

Aegis made his way to the edge of the water where the rubble of the broken tower was scattered about in pieces, while everyone else took advantage of sections of the cavern that jutted upwards, giving them better vantage points. The melee fighters spread out along the shore in two groups, one gathering around Erikson, the other Uggard. Aegis felt a bit like royalty with how Tullan, Yuki, Sapphire and Cheryl stayed close to him, watching his every movement.

“Alright. Ren, Turtle. Sages, light it up.” Quinn said once everyone looked to be in position. It went incredibly quiet from there, the tension rose drastically and the only sound that could be heard was that of the flowing waterfall. Various sage players held their staves high in the air, and from them came out dozens of tiny glowing white orbs that spread out around the cavern. Within seconds, all of the darkness was gone and they could see almost every detail around them. 

There was only one other way out of the cavern, a downward sloping tunnel on the north side. This put Quinn’s worries to rest about being swarmed and surrounded by additional enemies. 

At the same time, those still up on the ledge beside the top of the waterfall could now see deep down into the underground lake below them.

“I see it. Holy shit it’s huge.” Darkshot said giddily into the interface as he, Quiver, and Quinn leaned over the ledge to look at the Raid Boss under the water.

“Keep the party interface communications clear.” Quinn nudged him half-heartedly.

“Oh, sorry.” Darkshot apologized. 

“It’s still sleeping, its eyes are closed.” Quinn explained.

“What is it?” Herilon asked excitedly.

“No idea, never seen it before. Unique monster, most likely. I see no limbs. Looks like a squid of some kind. Probably immune to water damage, or fire. Okay.” Quinn took a deep breath. “Ren, you’re up.” 

“Beastshift, mirror turtle.” Ren whispered as he walked up excitedly beside Aegis, exploding in a puff of green smoke as he transformed, then emerging from the smoke as a turtle with reflective plates on the shell. With his weird green turtle eyes, he winked at Aegis with a smirk. 

“How did you guys wake it up last time?” Quinn asked.

“Uhm, we flew a cinderbolt really close to the water, I guess heating the water up.” Pyri shrugged as she answered back into the interface.

“Okay. Ren. Try splashing around a bit.” Quinn said. Ren stepped forward to the edge of the lake where the water was still shallow and started excitedly splashing in the water with his big turtle feet. It took about four splashes before the cavern began to rumble.

“Here we go.” Quinn said anxiously, and Aegis heard the sound of dozens of weapons being unsheathed and arrows being nocked. He turned to his left to see Lina and Rakkan staring back at him at the edge of the lake some meters away, and they returned his stare with big excited grins. 

First, one large tentacle shot out of the water and slammed down onto the shore nearby, then another, then a third. Long slimy black tentacles with suckers on the bottom and spines on the top. The creature was pulling itself up out of the depths of the lake towards the shore, and after several more tentacles slammed down on the shore, it lifted its huge body properly out of the lake to reveal its giant red eyes and large gaping maw of teeth. 

It let out a horrendous, gurgling roar, then shot out multiple tendrils from around the rim of its circular maw and shot them forward like spears at Ren. Ren’s shell sparkled brightly as one tendril crashed into it, dealing 421 damage as Aegis saw the damage number appear. As Quinn had explained, Ren could take a single hit very easily, but the ability to do that had a long cooldown, so Aegis panicked when he saw that the boss had multiple other tendrils lined up to follow that attack, and shot them forward.

“Challenging Roar!” Aegis shouted the moment he noticed it, but even then, it was too slow, and Ren took two more tendril hits. These following ones did 2400, and 2300 damage.

Once Aegis had cast his spell, the boss turned its attention to him, and Aegis saw then just how many tendrils this thing had as they began to curl upward around the creatures maw. The larger tententacles were being used to anchor the boss in place on the shore and held it up above the water, while at least ten medium sized tendrils were taking on spear like shapes, and started darting down at Aegis repeatedly. Bracing that many attacks, that fast, was going to be hard.

“Ok, it’s a fast attacker. That’s perfect, we’ve got a leather tank. Use your mobility to dodge as many hits as you can, brace the rest. Pyri, start testing damage. Aegis, keep building threat.” Quinn ordered.

Easier said than done, Aegis gave up trying to speak the spell and started snapping his fingers to repeatedly cast a challenging roar while trying to dodge and brace the barrage of tendrils shooting down at him like bullets.
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 The numbers were scrolling by so fast, the attack speed of this boss was unlike anything Aegis had encountered so far. Each of the 10 tendrils were just relentlessly shooting down at him, then retracting back up and doing it again. He was grateful that it was piercing damage and not bludgeoning, as piercing felt like nothing in terms of his pain threshold, but he knew he could do better. He was not happy with how many hits were landing on him.

 He took a deep breath and did his best to focus. Tanking like this, it wasn’t something special. All the best players could do this, He thought. He knew there were three guardian players in this very raid with him that were able to handle something like this. If he wanted to be at the top, he needed to be able to tank this thing as best as possible AND lead the rest of the raid. With this in mind, he stepped up his intensity. He began sidestepping every other tendril strike, and timing his brace around the ones in between, while maintaining his constant stream of challenging roars.

 “Fire’s no good. Neither is ice. It’s lighting.” Quinn announced as she’d been watching Pyri test different spells on the boss, everyone else still waiting patiently in the wings. “Let us know when you feel you have enough threat built up, Aegis. Keep in mind we have some damage dealers that are much higher level than you.” Quinn said, and Aegis took a moment to glance back at the players around him and see that all eyes were on him. His viewership was at 200,000, and everyone in the raid was waiting for him to give the okay to start attacking.

 “I should be good, go for it!” Aegis announced after his mana dipped below 500 from challenging roar casts. 

 “Start slow!” Quinn shouted, her voice carrying over the cavern, immediately after she gave the command, everyone else in the raid joined in the battle. Arrows began to fly, the melee fighters spread out around the parts of the boss on the shore, and the Wizards, Druids and Warlocks began casting spells. The cavern lit up, and damage numbers began to pop up in red all over the raid boss. But in that time, it never took its eyes off of Aegis.

 “Yara, song of mana, make sure Aegis gets it. Aegis, keep up the roars.” Quinn ordered

 “Okay!” Yara, a level 80 Night Hunter bard, ran up relatively close to Aegis with a lute in her hand and began strumming it, a light tune filling the area around them that provided himself and all nearby players with a massive boost in mana recovery. Aegis didn’t bother watching his mana, he just kept casting challenging roar and let the game decide if he had enough to cast it or not, while focusing on taking as little hits as possible.

 As the numbers flew by, Aegis received healing, and the boss roared ferociously while glaring down on him, Aegis slowly got into the flow of it and started to feel more and more confident. It was a Raid Boss, sure, but it wasn’t elite, it had a style of attacking, and he was getting used to the pattern.

 “You’re tanking pretty good, gerbil!” Sapphire shouted encouragingly as she’d stopped needing to heal him so often.

 “Don’t get too comfy though. These things always have extra tricks, so be ready.” Tullan shouted to Aegis over the sound of the tendrils crashing into the cavern floor around him, leaving tiny craters behind. Aegis knew that much, so he did his best to focus on his surroundings as the battle went on.

 Seeing this many players all working together, using their abilities and skills to help each other and take down the boss as they all fought around Aegis, he couldn’t help but feel it. The true excitement of playing an MMORPG was sinking into him, and against his will a gigantic grin grew across his face that he couldn’t shake off. Despite the fact that this gigantic, slimy black skinned beast was glaring at him with its huge red eyes and relentlessly trying to kill him, he was pumped full of adrenaline and filled with nothing but excitement. It was like the Guardians had said - knowing it was his job to protect everyone from this creature's wrath was exhilarating.

 “This is really fun.” Aegis said excitedly, glancing back at the supporting players behind him. Yuki, Cheryl, Sapphire and Tullan all smiled back at him. 

 “Watch out!” Yuki motioned Aegis to look back at the beast, and he did. As it continued to barrage him with tendril strikes, Aegis and the other raid members saw that from within its maw of razor sharp teeth, a dark purple orb of light began to glow. It slowly and peacefully floated out of the boss's mouth, levitating in the air in front of it.

 “Heads up, it’s using a skill, everyone be cautious.” Quinn shouted as damage dealers slowed their attacks to see what the purple light orb was going to do.

 A few seconds after it had appeared, it suddenly shot out its own tendrils made of light in all directions around the cavern - five in total. Each tendril moved quickly, way beyond anyone’s ability to possibly dodge them. One tendril hit Herilon’s forehead, one hit Quinn, one hit Sapphire, one hit Miranda, and one hit an ex-White flame member. Once the tendrils hit their foreheads, their eyes began to glow red, and in an instant, Herilon turned his greatsword on all of the melee fighters standing near him, doing a wide swing. The closest player was Christoph, who took the brunt of the damage and was caught off guard. 

He attempted to disengage from around Herilon, as did the other nearby players, but Herilon pursued him and began relentlessly striking out at Christoph, doing massive damage. The purple tendril remained attached to Herilons forehead, clearly controlling his actions.

Luckily, before Herilon could land a finishing blow on Christoph, Uggard jumped forward with his shield to block his greatsword strike.

As this happened, Sapphire stopped healing Aegis and instead rushed to attack him from behind with her scepter, but Tullan tackled her to the ground.

“Wall of Iron!” Tullan shouted, creating a cage of metal bars around Sapphire to contain her. 

“Yeh’ve gotta keep Aegis up by yerself.” Tullan shouted at Cheryl, and she nodded as she stepped forward. 

“Shit. Herilon’s gotta be the worst mind control target.” Uggard shouted in frustration as he blocked a few more strikes. In that time, the sound of whistling arrows could be heard over the cavern as Quinn began to bombard the players with volleys from the ledge, her eyes glowing bright red. Baffo reacted quickly and started using his guard skill and his shield to jump around and intercept all of the arrows, protecting the other party members from Quinn’s attacks.

“Someone else, take over, Quinn’s mind controlled.” Erikson shouted as he moved to take hits from the ex-white flame member that’d been mind controlled, doing his best to protect the melee players on the left side of the cavern.

“Give it a shot, if you screw up I’ll take over.” Christoph winked at Aegis as Aegis looked over and saw him hiding behind Uggard’s shield from Herilon. Aegis hesitated, looking at Christoph’s confident expression. He could tell that Christoph already knew exactly what needed to be done in this situation, just from how he looked at Aegis. He wasn’t at all panicking, despite how quickly things had become chaotic.

He clenched his fists and took a deep breath. If Makaroth could do this, so could he, he thought to himself. 
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 “Peace of Mind!” Miranda shouted. Aegis turned to see that she had used a monk skill to break free of the mind control effect from the boss. As she had, the tendril linking her to the purple orb disconnected and disappeared. Aegis then turned his attention to Sapphire in the cage, under control. Despite her being mind controlled, she was only trying to use her scepter to attack, not her spells, so the bars were enough to contain her.

 “Use control effects on the mind controlled players.” Aegis shouted out to the other players in the cavern.

 “We can’t control a berserker with his berserking buff up.” Uggard warned Aegis. “He’s doing more damage than the damn boss.” He added in frustration as he tried to block a few more hits from Herilon’s greatsword.

 “Lina, smoke bomb Herilon so he can’t see what he’s doing.” Aegis shouted, and he watched as a warlock player shot a black stream of lightning up to the cliff where Quinn had been shooting from. Once the lightning hit Quinn, she became paralyzed and stopped trying to hit her allies. Similarly, a druid player shot out a wave of vines that entangled the white flames member that was attacking Erikson. Then, Lina’s smoke bomb erupted around Herilon. Uggard was able to jump out of the smoke, as did other nearby players, while Herilon remained inside of it swinging wildly at nothing.

 “We can’t leave them mind controlled, have you tried knocking them out of it?” Aegis asked, once he saw all of them were under control. It was hard to think while he was focusing on dodging attacks from the boss, but he did his best. 

He noticed his health was spiking much more now that he only had a single healer keeping him alive, and saw Cheryl looking quite strained as she kept her eyes peeled on Aegis’ health bar.

 “Dispel effects aren’t working, the mind control is being channeled.” Trexon replied after trying one on Sapphire.

 “I could break it with peace of mind, it’s a monk skill that makes me immune to control effects.” Miranda said, trying her best to contribute as Christoph gave her a nod of approval. 

 “Try shooting the orb!” Aegis shouted to the damage dealers, and they quickly complied. Darkshot and Quiver up on the ledge, as well as the many other casters and damage dealers on the lower cavern floor began bombarding the orb with attacks, and it worked - damage numbers began to appear over the orb to show that it was something with hit points that could take damage, and therefor be destroyed. 

“Good! Focus attacks on the orb guys, destroy it.” Aegis announced.

A few moments later, the light orb exploded. The mind controls wore off immediately as the light purple tendrils vanished, but the explosion released a shockwave of energy that rippled out throughout the cavern dealing massive psychic damage to the entire raid.
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 The tendril attacks on Aegis kept coming in the midst of the psychic damage, bringing Aegis dangerously low on health, but Sapphire’s mind control wearing off allowed her to join back in healing alongside Cheryl, despite the fact that she was still stuck within Tullan’s cage.

 Just as Aegis was about to drop to 0 health, Sapphire’s healing spell landed on him alongside Cheryl’s, bringing him back up. Aegis looked to see that though the mind control effect had ended, Quinn was still paralyzed by the warlock spell and unable to give any followup instructions.

 “Dispel Quinn.” Aegis shouted, and Trexon quickly complied by removing the control effect from her using a wave of his staff and a cast of a Dispel Magic spell.

 “Good, phew.” Quinn said with relief through the party interface. “Losing control of your body is really trippy.“ She added as she shook her head to herself. 

 In this time, Lina stopped smoke bombing Herilon, Tullan released the iron cage around Sapphire, and the entangled white-flame member was released from the spell that was binding them, setting the raid back to a normal state. This didn’t last long, however.

Another purple orb appeared from inside the creature's mouth and began to slowly and peacefully hover out from its maw of teeth to float in front of it, above Aegis as he continued to brace and dodge tendril strikes.

 “He’s doing it again!” Yuki shouted, and Aegis looked up to see Quinn was still disoriented, but he’d already come up with his own idea to deal with it.

 “Everyone unequip your weapons until the mind control targets have been selected!” Aegis shouted as loud as he could. Without any hesitation, the entire raid group listened. All damage dealers stopped attacking, stepping back from the boss and unequipping staffs, bows, spears, all of it. A second later, the orb shot out 5 more tendrils at random party members, causing their eyes to turn red again. This time, one of them was Ren, but Ren was able to break out of it himself by shifting forms.

 The others who got mind controlled, as Aegis had predicted, couldn’t use skills or spells. And with no weapons equipped, they resorted to trying to punch their nearby allies which did significantly less damage than they would’ve if they’d had their weapons equipped.

 “Good call.” Quinn shouted with a smile at Aegis, but from there, she took over leading again. “Stop damage on the orb until everyone is fully healed. Breaking those orbs causes a lot of damage, I want everyone to be at full health for it.” Quinn shouted to the healers, and they began to quickly top off everyone’s health bars.

“Ok, good, break the orb.” Quinn ordered once everyone had been fully healed. The raid had re-equipped their weapons while using control spells to lock down the unarmed, mind controlled members. Just as this second orb was about to be destroyed, a third orb appeared and began floating out of the boss's mouth, though.

 “As soon as the second orb breaks, unequip your weapons!” Quinn ordered. It broke, and the raid party of players all took another 6000 psychic damage. They quickly unequipped their weapons just in time as the third orb shot out five more tendrils and took control of 5 more members of the group. 

“It’s time based, we need to keep those orbs under control before we get overwhelmed by them. But we’ll never kill the boss if we don’t also hit him. Multiattack the orb and the boss as best you can. Don’t blow up an orb before everyone is fully healed, though.” Quinn instructed the group. 

 “Healers, keep everyone topped up on health, we need to be able to constantly break those orbs. They might start coming out faster and faster.” Quinn added, and the healers began to get more reckless with their mana usage. “All bards fully focus on mana recovery for the healers. Anyone with a crowd control effect, be ready to use it anytime those mind control tendrils come out.” 

 It took a few more mind control orbs for things to stabilize, but slowly everyone got into a flow of how to handle it. After the 5th orb appeared, they managed to destroy the orb and heal everyone back to full health well before the 6th orb came out, giving the raid party a lot of time to deal damage to the actual boss. 

 By the 7th orb, they’d been fighting the boss for a full 5 minutes, and it suddenly began shooting smaller tendrils up at the roof of the cavern from its back and using them to slice stalactites loose, causing them to fall down on the players below.

 “Dodge the falling rocks, pay attention to the roof. We can’t afford to take unnecessary damage!” Quinn ordered as Aegis watched Rakkan and his echo skillfully sidestep a falling stalactite that landed near him, shattering into pieces as it crashed into the cavern floor near the shore of the lake. 

Falling stalactites, randomized mind controls, raid wide damage, and a constant barrage of attacks on a main tank. The more Aegis participated in it, the more he’d realized how suicidal it would’ve been to try and take this thing on as just a party of five players.

There was so much happening, but everyone was individually able to focus on their role, and it allowed the raid party to function as a single unit. Aegis began to grasp the importance of the leadership role, how Quinn was able to direct every player to do what they needed to do in the fight in order for the entire unit to perform. It reminded him somewhat of how he’d studied surgical teams, and how each member was required to perform a vital role to obtain the ideal outcome. This, however, was on a much greater scale. 

He couldn’t trail his mind off in thought too much, though, as he knew it was only a matter of time before the Raid Boss reached its enraged state. 15 minutes after the battle had started, it’s dark slimy black skin began to give off a faint glowing red aura that was impossible to miss.

“Here we go, get ready for a change in tactics. Damage dealers, burn it as fast as you can. Aegis, keep the threat generation up. We’re in the home stretch.” Quinn declared, and he saw all of the damage dealers begin getting incredibly reckless with their attacks.

Within seconds, multiple spellcasters and archer intermediate players began burning their mana pools from nearly full to below half. Glowing auras of various colors began to erupt from the fists and weapons of the melee fighters, and bright flashes of skills and abilities overtook the illumination of the Sage light orbs that had previously been the primary source of light in the cavern.

As the enrage began, Aegis was anticipating a much more violent series of attacks to befall him from the tendrils. Instead, however, the attacks stopped. Then, the teeth of the creature's circular maw began to curve inward. A moment later, Aegis felt a pulling sensation as his hair began to flow in the direction of the boss's maw.

“It’s sucking us in.” Aegis figured it out and shared the information with the group as soon as he had. The force of the creature's inhalation strengthened over the next few seconds as small rocks and broken pieces of fallen stalactite began to flow into the creature's mouth, disappearing into its black maw.

“That’s the enrage mechanic. Kill it before it sucks us all into its mouth!” Quinn announced anxiously. From her vantage point up on the ledge she could see the cloaks, capes, vestments and other loose pieces of cloth and clothing begin to flow inward towards the boss’s gaping maw as its teeth began to wriggle excitedly. Larger and larger stones and rocks were pulled in and began bouncing off its teeth. 

Aegis then saw portions of the ruined towers rubble getting sucked in, and Sapphire’s bunny ears violently flapping towards it as it became harder and harder for those in front of the boss to not be pulled in. But as Aegis took a step to the side, he saw that the creature turned with him - he still had its attention and it was sucking in the direction he was facing.

“I’m going to turn it over here, everyone get beside and behind it!” Aegis declared as he noticed this. He quickly dashed to the left of the boss to cause its maw to face northward, while all of the melee fighters and ranged damage dealers on that side of the boss ran to get out of the front of the beast's mouth.

“Wall of Iron!” Tullan shouted, creating a set of iron bars that shot out of the ground to catch Aegis as he lost his footing and was pulled inward towards the creature. In a matter of seconds, the force of the vacuum became strong enough that it started dealing damage to Aegis.




	You take 101 Nature damage.
You take 131 Nature damage.
You take 173 Nature damage.
You take 211 Nature damage.







The force got stronger and stronger as the iron bars began to bend and give way. The pain became excruciating, the vacuum kept pulling at him and attempted to suck him through the gaps in the iron bars that Tullan had created.

“Guard!” Aegis shouted as the bars gave way, and he formed the shield in front of himself to reinforce them and stop himself from being pulled in.

“All healers, heal Aegis! Keep him alive as long as possible! Everyone else, burn the boss as fast as you can! Go all out!” Quinn shouted anxiously. “Guardians, help him out with Guard, don’t let the vacuum pull him in. If he goes down this boss is going to spin around and kill us all with that attack!” 

“Guard!” Baffo shouted as he, from the side of the boss, formed a projection of his shield in front of Aegis to help protect him and prevent him from being pulled in. Within seconds, Uggard and Erikson began doing the same thing.

With four guards being used, he was safe from being pulled in. The problem then became the damage he was taking.




	
You take 301 Nature damage.
You take 355 Nature damage.
You take 398 Nature damage.
Level Up!: Nature Resistance has reached Level 2!








He was taking damage every second, it kept getting higher, and the boss wasn’t going down. At first, it was manageable. Aegis couldn’t brace the attacks and it was very painful to experience, but his health was staying up. He looked to the side to see the guardians, all of the clerics, and all of the acolyte players standing by and preparing to cast heals on him while safely out of the radius of the vacuum. The bard players positioned themselves behind the healers and began playing melodies to boost their mana recovery, which reminded Aegis to keep using his challenging roar, which he did.

But after about 30 seconds of this, the damage numbers began to get dangerously high, and Aegis’ health began to yoyo.




	Level Up!: Nature Resistance has reached Level 4!
 You take 2,331 Nature damage.
 You take 2,381 Nature damage.
 You take 2,439 Nature damage.
 You take 2,500 Nature damage.
 Level Up!: Nature Resistance has reached Level 5!






 Sapphire and Cheryl were repeatedly casting spells, and it wasn’t long before the other healers joined in. But still, the boss didn’t go down. The damage dealers were getting low on stamina, despite their multiple buffs and auras they had active to offset this. The spellcasters were running low on mana. They were unleashing as much damage as they possibly could.




	You take 5,300 Nature damage.
 Level Up!: Nature Resistance has reached Level 6!
 You take 5,430 Nature damage.
 You take 5,515 Nature damage.
 You take 5,674 Nature damage.
 Level Up!: Nature Resistance has reached Level 7!






 Aegis couldn’t bear to look at his own health bar anymore. It was unnerving to watch. His health would go from full, to almost 0, to full within the span of a second, repeatedly. He had a total of 12 players standing off to the side casting healing spells on him without resting, but their mana bars were starting to get low.

 Not to mention, they were nearing Aegis’ maximum health, and it was only a matter of time before the vacuum would just kill him in one hit. 




	Level Up!: Nature Resistance has reached Level 8!
 You take 9,634 Nature damage.
 You take 9,789 Nature damage






 “KILL IT ALREADY!” Sapphire shouted out anxiously as she got below 10% of her remaining mana. 

 “What do you think we’re trying to do?!” Travis shouted back at her. They were barely audible over the sound of the loud sucking vacuum of the bosses maw. The cavern behind Aegis was completely clean of loose stones and stalactites now as they’d all been sucked in.




	Level Up!: Nature Resistance has reached Level 9!
 You take 11,030 Nature damage.






 

 It was too much for Aegis. It felt like every second was going to be a game over, he was fully reliant on the healing power of the other raid members that desperately healed him with the last drops of their mana. He held it off as long as he could, but once he saw Sapphire's mana empty out, he knew he was out of time and had to use it.

"VARIBHADRA!" Aegis shouted, and a shockwave of white energy erupted in a dome outward from himself, just barely reaching the boss from behind the guards to deal damage.




	You deal 306,430 Holy damage.
Level Up!:Varibhadra has reached Level 6!
Level Up!:Varibhadra has reached Level 7!
Level Up!:Varibhadra has reached Level 8!
Level Up!:Varibhadra has reached Level 9!
Level Up!:Varibhadra has reached Level 10!
Level Up!:Varibhadra has reached Level 11!







He dropped back to the ground as the forward pulling vacuum released its grip on him, and the damage stopped coming as the beast let out an angry, gurgling cry as it curled its head upwards to the roof of the cavern.




	
Congratulations! You have defeated the Raid Boss: Krik’lakgoth the Devourer
 You gain 1000 Favor of Eirene.
 You gain 1000 Favor of Odin.
 You gain 15,000,000 Experience!

Congratulations, you have reached Level 56(+3)!: 5 attribute points available, +356 health, +115 mana!
Level Up!: Leather Armor Proficiency reached Level 62!
Attribute Up!: You’ve gained +3 Constitution 
Attribute Up!: You’ve gained +2 Strength 
Attribute Up!: You’ve gained +2 Agility 
The land status of the Land: [Rene] has changed from [Hostile] to [Peaceful].








 “WOOO!” Several players began to cheer excitedly as the bosses body began to disintegrate and everyone was hit with the notifications. It wasn’t just Aegis - nearly everyone present had gained the experience required to level up. Some players, however, opted to drop to their knees and gasp for air, desperately trying to catch their breath.

 There were very few melee fighters that still had more than 50 stamina remaining, and most were desperately exhausted. He was surprised to see that Herilon, Christoph, and Finley were all just as out of breath and tuckered out as Lina and Rakkan looked, all flopping to the cavern floor together amongst the other melee players.

 “We did it!” Miranda cheered to her audience, prompting Aegis to look up and see he had a viewership of 300,000. Just as he had enjoyed the exhilarating fight, it seemed his audience had a good time as well, and he was relieved that he’d done his job of tanking successfully.

 “Nice job, good thinking on turning it.” Baffo grinned as he, Erikson and Uggard all approached Aegis.

 “Hell yeah. Now you’re one of the big boy tanks!” Erikson cheered as he held up his hand to high five Aegis. Aegis did exactly that, followed by high fives to Uggard and Baffo as well.

 “Was it everything you’d hoped it would be?” Uggard asked with a smirk. 

 “I could’ve done without the sucking part.” Aegis chuckled and they nodded back at him.

 “Yeah, that looked a bit rough, but you hung in there.” Baffo replied. 

 “How did you like my healing?” Cheryl asked as she approached the huddle of tanks, smiling at Aegis.

 “Uh, it was good. Some close calls but, you saved me from dying, especially when Sapphire got mind controlled." He replied. Saying this caused Cheryl to blush and start looking down at her feet awkwardly as Sapphire and Yuki approached.

 “Oi, be careful with this one Aegis.” Sapphire jokingly patted him on the back as she saw Aegis and Cheryl’s interaction, while Yuki moved to stand closely beside Aegis. “She’s a Charisma player.” Sapphire added with a wink.

 “What’s that mean?” Aegis asked curiously as Cheryl suddenly broke out of her blushing act and playfully nudged Sapphire. In this time, Lina had managed to get up on her feet and quickly rushed over to stand beside Aegis. Without thinking or asking, she took Aegis’ hand in her own and held it tight.

 “Loki clerics, their skills benefit from high a charisma stat, so she dumped her bonus attributes in it. She’s getting all the boys.” Sapphire chuckled as she headed off, losing interest in the conversation. “Come, let’s go check out the loot.” Sapphire motioned to Baffo, and he turned and walked behind Sapphire. Uggard followed suit with Cheryl a moment later.

 “Charisma makes NPCs like you more, right?” Aegis confirmed with Erikson, Lina and Yuki, looking between them for an explanation.

 “Huh? No, not just that.” Erikson replied with a shrug, but as he looked over Aegis’ face he could tell he didn’t know what he was talking about. “Hah.” Erikson chuckled at his ignorance. “A high charisma stat makes the game modify the appearance of that player's avatar to be appealing to anyone who looks at them, based on the viewing player's preference. It’s like a guaranteed way to be attractive. It can’t mess with your mind to make you like her, like it would with an NPC, but she’ll always look pretty to you.” Erikson explained.

 “So you’re saying, whatever Cheryl looks like, is what I consider to be pretty?” Aegis asked with a raised eyebrow.

 “Kinda, yeah. At least what the game thinks that you think is pretty. It doesn’t always get it right. Or at least that’s what most guys say.” Erikson said, followed by a laugh as he patted Aegis’ shoulder. “Come on, let’s see what he dropped.” He motioned Aegis towards the item orbs that players had begun gathering around at the edge of the lake. 

 “That doesn’t make any sense. She has pink hair with white streaks when I look at her. And Pink Eyes.” Aegis explained to Lina and Yuki, both of whom were suddenly listening to him intently with looks of determination. “Guys, I swear, I don’t know why the game thinks I like pink eyes and hair. It’s not true.” Aegis shook his head at them.

 “So she doesn’t look pretty to you?” Lina asked curiously.

 “Well…” Aegis anxiously avoided eye contact with the two of them. “Nope. Not really. Come on, let’s go see the loot.” He quickly walked forward, away from the two girls. They both watched him walk away towards the growing crowd of players, then paused to throw each other suspicious glances.

            

    
        Chapter 134: Celebration

    
    
    
    
                Chapter 134: Celebration


From the remains of Krik’lakgoth the Devourer had fallen several pouches filled with gold, many tendrils for crafting, and two high quality items, both above 80%. One of the items was a scepter, and the other was a black slimy robe, but Aegis could tell immediately that none of the robe-wearing players were at all interest in wearing it when Quinn held it up to show the raid party it’s item card.

 “Alright everyone, listen up. Here is how I propose to share the drops, based on our split party. Firstly, I propose the gold be split evenly among all of us. That will total to each of us receiving 1300 gold.” Quinn declared as she climbed up on top of a few remaining broken blocks of the ruined tower. From there, she was easily visible to everyone in the group as they formed around her in a half circle at the edge of the lake.

 By now, most players who were gasping for air as their stamina recovered had gone back to standing normally. The chatter died down as the players listen to Quinns words, and gave each other nods of agreement at her proposed idea.

 “For the scepter and the robes, I propose we free roll for the items between each groups representative. I will roll for the items to go to the Night Hunters, Christoph can roll for the Blades of Kalmoore. Erikson can roll for the White Flames, and Aegis for his party. And, I suppose it’s only fair the individuals roll for themselves.” Quinn motioned to Finley, but he shrugged.

 “Nah, I’ll pass. Not much interest in robes and a scepter.” He replied.

 “We’ll also pass, the gold is enough for us.” Erikson said after looking over his old guild members and getting a few nods from them in agreement, including Josephine.

 “Do you want to wear that robe?” Aegis whispered to Pyri as she and his other party members had moved to stand close to him. 

 “No. No way, that thing looks gross.” Pyri whispered back. “It could be the best robe in the game and I wouldn’t wear it.” She added as she cringed away from it as it dripped several slimy drops off its thick black silky cloth onto the cavern floor near Quinn.

 “Uh, ok. We’re also passing on the items, but I’m interested in the crafting materials.” Aegis replied to Quinn.

 “Fair enough. We’ll split the crafting materials between the guilds, but you’ll get the majority since you’re skipping on these items.” Quinn declared while staring at Christoph, as if asking him for approval, and he shrugged. Tullan let out an audible sigh of disappointment, but no one else seemed to care much.

 “We could split them, Blades gets one item, Night Hunters the other.” Quinn suggested.

 “Sounds good, we’ll take the scepter.” Christoph replied.

 “Ah, nope, I want that!” Sapphire pouted.

 “Okay… let’s roll. Winner gets the scepter, loser gets the robes.” Quinn suggested. She could see Christoph’s hesitation as he, too, eyed the robes with disgust. 

 “Fine.” He relented. Both of them pulled out a pair of dice from their inventories as the other players crowded around in a circle to watch. They stared at each other intently as they both cupped their hands around their plain white dice and began shaking them, preparing to roll them on the cavern floor. 

 Everyone held their breath and watched intently as it fell silent, save for the jingling dice and the rushing waterfall, until finally, they both released the dice and they clamored onto the cavern floor between Quinn and Christoph.

 Quinn had rolled a total of 9 with her pair of 6 sided dice, while Christoph rolled a 7.

 “Yes!” Sapphire pumped her fist into the air excitedly, while the Blades of Kalmoore members groaned and sighed. 

 “It’s fine, the robes have really good stats. They’re just a little slimy is all. I’m sure Yuki could do something about that, right?” Christoph said as he looked towards Yuki with hopeful eyes.

 “I can try.” Yuki smiled awkwardly. Quinn handed the robes over to Christoph and he took them, turned and huddled off to the side with his guildmates, while Quinn moved to huddle off with the Night Hunters, and he could see each group begin discussing who should get the item. 

 “So, how was it? What’d you think?” Darkshot asked Aegis excitedly as his party of five moved to stand off to the side. The players began dividing into their respective groups and talking amongst each other about the battle.

 “That was pretty fun, I’ll admit it.” Aegis grinned from ear to ear.

 “It’s been such a long time since I’ve been in a raid battle. I forgot how I much I loved them.” Pyri said while panning over the other players.

 “You didn’t do so bad, jumping in there when Quinn got mind controlled.” Rakkan gave Aegis a nod of respect. 

 “Yeah… I still need to look up the skills of the other classes though. Monks and Druids can’t be mind controlled? And that paralysis from warlocks looked strong…” Aegis commented as he scratched his chin.

 “Yup. It’s pretty hard to control druids and monks with any control spell.” Lina nodded. 

 “I’ll use the database during down time to learn it all… but we’ve got no time for that now.” Aegis said as he stepped forward towards the broken tendrils at the edge of the lake with the intent to collect them. “Now, it’s time for us to head into the underrealm.” Aegis said excitedly.

 “What’re you on ‘bout?” Tullan asked as he appeared beside him, walking with him towards the crafting materials.

 “The underrealm. We’re going there.” Aegis motioned to the tunnel leading out of the cavern to the north.

 “Are ye’ mad? First of all, underrealm aint no place for low level 50 players. There’s monsters there in the 100’s.” Tullan shook his head at Aegis as he explained. “Secondly, you aint ‘bout to rush off before we celebrate the victory. Everyone knows yeh gotta celebrate after a raid boss.” Tullan added.

 “Really?” Aegis asked with raised eyebrows.

 “Of course.” Yuki added as she moved to walk beside him as well and the three arrived in front of the pile of tendrils. “It would be a really nice celebration for the people of Arallia. Like, a holiday to celebrate Rene becoming peaceful, right?” Yuki suggested.

 “I guess… We’ll be gone for a long time, from what I hear of the underrealm. So I suppose a going away party wouldn’t hurt.” Aegis shrugged as they started collecting the materials. “You can have some of our share, if you’d like Yuki. I bet you could make something nice out of it.” Aegis said as he saw her looking on curiously.

 “Oh, okay. Thanks.” She smiled excitedly as she started grabbing a few of the tendrils.

 “Don’t forget us.” Uggard joined in as he started collecting tendrils for the Blades of Kalmoore. It took them awhile to gather it all and divide it fairly. In the end, Uggard and Tullan took roughly 25% of the tendrils each, and Aegis took 50% of them due to the arrangement with the epic quality items.

 By that time, Aegis saw that Sapphire was now wielding the new scepter, and the sage player of the Blades of Kalmoore was wearing the slimy robes, though not so proudly. Everyone continued to chat amongst themselves though, as if now in a large social gathering.

 Aegis took advantage of this time to climb up onto the tall pile of rocks that Quinn had used to give out the items, so that everyone was able to see him.

 “Excuse me, everyone.” Aegis called out loudly, and slowly everyone turned to look up at him. “I’m new to this game, and the traditions, but it was brought to my attention that it's traditional to celebrate after defeating a raid boss. Given the recent events, and the migration of Arallians to Rene. I also, well, Yuki also suggested that we make this a celebration for the Arallians as well.” He paused to look at Yuki, who gave him a nod. “Thanks to all of you, the land of Rene is no longer hostile, but peaceful. And, since we’ve got the Monastery of Eirene, I suppose today, I’d like to celebrate it as the day of Peace! A new holiday for Arallians and the people of Rene.” Aegis shouted, and following this he got a few cheers and claps.

 “We’ve got plenty of ale to spare in the tavern. Let’s spread the word, get wasted, and celebrate peace!” Erikson shouted up at Aegis, and following this, the cheers got even louder.



 By Nightfall that evening, Rene had turned into a rowdy place. The market stalls were closed down in the town square, and in their place a small stage was set up where bards were playing loud, jovial music. Players and NPCs alike were dancing around the fountain, while those loitering around the outside of the town square had drinks in their hands. It was quite a sight to behold.

 The Blades of Kalmoore members and the Night Hunters were all getting along without issue. The hot topic of discussion was who did the most damage to the raid boss, and many people were picking through Miranda and Aegis’ livestream footage to try and figure it out, while others were just bragging and boasting, swearing it was themselves. 

 Aegis stood beside Lina as they watched the various people trying to dance, some drunkenly, and some skillfully, to the music of the bards.

 Darkshot and Sherry were dancing together, though Sherry was having to cautiously avoid stepping on Darkshot’s feet and kept apologizing - she’d never tried dancing as a Satyr with hooves before and made sure Darkshot was aware of this, but he didn’t mind and was having a blast. The noise had gotten to be too much for Darkwing, though, and he was watching the action from the tavern roof rather than Darkshot’s shoulder.

 Amlie kept trying to get Rakkan to dance with her, but he refused, and eventually Travis offered to dance with her instead, which she accepted. Yuki had taken Savika onto the dancing area and was attempting to teach her to dance as well, and they were both smiling and laughing along with each other.

 Pyri was off to the side with Trexon, Uggard, Quinn and Christoph. They were drinking excessively and playing a card game together, gambling gold coins on one of several tables that had been set up on the outskirts of the town square. They were far from the only group of players and NPCs doing it. Aegis was happy to see how much fun she was having though, as she saw the players laughing and teasing each other as the hands of cards were dealt. 

 “So.” Tullan walked up behind Aegis and Lina with a mug of ale in his hand, and Aegis turned to see that Tullan wasn’t alone - Sapphire was with him, ogling her new scepter. “Yer really headin’ to the underrealm?” Tullan asked.

 “That’s the plan.” Aegis shrugged.

 “Aye, see? Toldya.” Tullan gave a nod to Sapphire. “I brought her to tell ya how crazy that *hic* is.” Tullan replied before taking a swig of the ale in his mug, some running down his beard. 

 “It's a maze down there. A lot of tricky, hard monsters. Really annoying skills. High level.” Sapphire said half-heartedly as she refused to take her eyes off her new scepter.

 “But that means lots of undiscovered things, experience, and treasure, right?” Aegis replied.

 “Yup.” Sapphire shrugged.

 “Oi, yer supposed to talk him out of going.” Tullan groaned at her.

 “What? He wants to catch up to us in levels. Exploring the underrealm in a small 5 player group is a good way to do it, as long as he doesn’t just end up dying over and over.” Sapphire shrugged.

 “Thaz’ what *hic*, thaz what I’m saying. He’s just a wee lil baby level 30. I mean, 50, or somethin’. Bah, whatever.” Tullan waved at Sapphire and Aegis, his cheeks rosy red as he tried to take another drink from his mug, only to find it empty. “I need more ale. Free ale’s the best ale.” Tullan said as he started scanning his surroundings for a keg.

 “I appreciate the concern, but we’ll be fine.” Aegis patted him on the shoulder, but his pat made Tullan burp loudly and start stumbling away, having spotted a keg.

 “It’s pricey to portal out of the underrealm. Easy to get lost. But I’m sure you’ll be fine. I’ll be watching you gerbils.” Sapphire winked at Aegis and Lina, motioning to his livestream icon that was now hovering around 50,000 viewers. Following that, she disappeared into the crowd of celebrating players and NPCs. 

 “Everyone in Kalmoore is so nice. Even the top guilds here.” Lina commented as she watched Sapphire leave.

 “It wasn’t like that on your old island?” Aegis asked her.

 “No… it’s not like that on most islands. A lot of people play this game as their jobs, they take it very seriously and are very competitive. But here, it feels like everyone is just enjoying the game.” Lina smiled back at him. 

 “Excuse me.” Cheryl suddenly interrupted them, approaching them from the surrounding crowd. Aegis saw Lina immediately clench her fists and grit her teeth at her appearance. He initially glanced at Cheryl’s distractingly beautiful pink eyes, but quickly turned back to eye Lina’s fists, which Lina noticed and tried to release the tension, forcing a smile towards the approaching Cheryl.

 “Hi.” Aegis replied to Cheryl, but his mind began to put the puzzle pieces in place. He wasn’t good with girls, but he was good at solving problems, and he’d now seen Yuki and Lina act this way around Cheryl multiple times. He was smart enough to realize that they were perceiving Cheryl as a threat in some way, most likely in a way Aegis didn’t understand.

 And, as he thought this, he spotted Yuki looking across the town square at them, taking a break from teaching moves to Savika.

 “Would you care to dance with me, Aegis?” Cheryl asked him with a smile. 

 “No thank you.” Aegis nodded politely. “I’m going to dance with my girlfriend, Lina.” Aegis added as he turned to look at Lina and smiled at her and took her hand. Lina was caught off guard, she went from looking defensive to blushing red in the cheeks. “If you want to.” Aegis asked, and in an instant his boldness had faded and his face also went red.

 “Okay.” She replied as she looked down at her feet, and Aegis began leading her away from the sidelines towards the center of the town square where other players were dancing to the bards music.

 “Wait, could you try this on, and put on your suit?” Yuki approached them excitedly, holding out a dress to Lina. Lina and Aegis both looked at her confused for a moment. “It’s for advertising.” Yuki explained to them in a whisper that she leaned in to deliver, barely audible over the music.

 “Oh.” Aegis and Lina nodded, and Lina politely took the dress and equipped it while Aegis obediently equipped the suit that Yuki had made for him. Lina was suddenly out of her leather armor and wearing a beautiful dark blue dress with layered cloth below the waist, going down to her knees. The top was a v-neck that transitioned into thin straps with no sleeves, and it made Lina look suddenly much more mature.

 “Wow… beautiful.” Aegis said as his jaw dropped and he looked at her.

 “Thanks.” Yuki and Lina both said in unison, then looked at each other and let out a light giggle before Yuki awkwardly rushed away back to Savika.

 “Actually, well…” Aegis hesitated moving closer to the fountain at the center of the square where most of the other players and NPCs were dancing. “I asked without thinking, I don’t actually know how to dance.” Aegis replied while scratching his head.

 “Oh, it’s okay, I can teach you.” Lina smiled.

 “You know how to dance?” Aegis was surprised, but Lina just rolled her eyes at him.

 “What’s my class?” She whispered playfully.

 “Oh, right.”

 “Come on, once we dance a bit, you will get the dancing skill. Then, skill assist should help out.” Lina tugged his hand excitedly, leading him to the center of the square just as a song was ending.

 “Let’s try a special song for the Lord of Rene and his lovely wife.” The leading bard, which Aegis recognized from their raid party, announced from atop the stage. Suddenly many eyes fell upon the pair.

 For the first time since they’d met in The Shattered World Online, Aegis was redder than Lina. He glanced up to see his viewership had gone up to 60,000, and due to his and Lina’s beautifully crafted Yuki outfits, they’d garnered the eyes of all of the players and NPCs around them.

 But, Aegis didn’t know how to dance. He looked into Lina’s eyes and saw her sympathetic stare as she saw his face reddening. The few moments of silence before the bards began to play music felt like hours, until finally the violin began to play.

 “Like this, here…” Lina shyly took Aegis’ hands for him and lead them to rest on her waist, and he suddenly felt a rush of heat flowing through his body. “When I step forward, you step back. Don’t worry, it won’t take long for you to get the skill.” She tried to reassure him.

 “Okay.” Aegis nodded awkwardly. She then gently placed her hands on his shoulders and took a deep breath, and Aegis could tell it was taking all of her courage to focus on the task at hand. In a way, the fact that she was focusing on a gameplay mechanic helped her overcome her shyness, and with determination she tried to help Aegis through the first few steps to learn the skill.

 “Left back, right back, then reverse. Just really easy stuff until you get the skill.” Lina whispered, and Aegis nodded as he began following her feet movements. It took a few steps, but soon they fell into rhythm with the music as more instruments joined in, and a soft female voice began to sing. 




	Skill Learned: Dancing






 “Oh thank Eirene, I got it.” Aegis sighed with relief, half jokingly. Suddenly the movements felt much more natural to him.

 “Do you want to try more stuff now?” Lina asked him.

 “Uhm, yeah, I guess…. You have to lead though.” Aegis replied nervously.

 “Okay. Like this…” Lina began widening their movements, taking Aegis’ hands from her waist into hers and lifting his hands up to spin herself. She did it skillfully, in a way that made it seem that Aegis had taken the initiative - all compliments of her higher level, intermediate dancing skill which she had learned for her class.




	Level Up!: Dancing has reached Level 2!






 It got easier and easier from there. Several more players and NPCs joined in with the dancing, including Travis and Amlie, Darkshot and Sherry, and Yuki and Savika - then Tullan and Cheryl as well, and soon there was much less pressure on Aegis and Lina to preform.

 As they relaxed from the lessened pressure, Aegis found himself beginning to enjoy himself. He could see in between Lina’s strained, focused expressions while she tried to help Aegis perform moves, that she too was having fun. 

 As the song went on, and Aegis gained a few more levels in the skill rather quickly thanks to his experience bonuses, he found himself able to take lead on the moves himself. Once they’d reached that point, Lina became less stressed and instead focused on having fun. Before they’d realized it, the song had finished, and Aegis had reached level 6 in his dancing skill.

 The spectators clapped at both the music and the dancers, and Aegis quickly lead Lina out from the town square before the next song started.

 “Did you see that? I was dancing. I don’t know anything about dancing.” Aegis exclaimed to Lina once they’d reached the northern street and traveled along it aimlessly away from the crowds of players. 

 “You did really good.” Lina smiled at him encouragingly. 

 “You too, I didn’t know you were such a good dancer. I mean, I guess I should’ve assumed. You’re a Shadow Dancer.” Aegis reasoned with himself as Lina giggled. 

 “I don’t know how to really dance at all. It’s just the skill, and a routine I learned for the intermediate quest.” Lina shrugged.

 “Oh, right, you can’t use skill assist for the quest. So you really can dance?” Aegis asked.

 “No no, just one specific dance. I just memorized it, and the names of the moves.” She replied.

 “What sort of dance? Could you teach me? You know, in case I ever need the intermediate dancing skill?” Aegis asked curiously.

 “Why would you need it?” She chuckled. 

 “I dunno, maybe for my advanced class.” Aegis shrugged. “I mostly just want to see you dancing more.” Aegis admitted shyly. 

 “Oh…” Her face went red. “Okay, I’ll show you a bit.” She began to fidget with her interface to disable skill assist. “You don’t get a dance partner in the intermediate quest in Kordas, so, I started like this -” She spun around and moved her arms elegantly around her body as she did. “Then this…” she continued, doing more movements, and the next few she did without words as Aegis watched her dancing along the northern streets of Rene.

 There were torches lining the streets, and a Rene guard at the northmost edge of it where it led towards the northern gate, but apart from that, it was just them. 

 Aegis became quickly mesmerized by her movements. He wasn’t sure if it was because of how skillfully she was dancing, or if it was the beautiful dress, or just that it was Lina he was watching, but he couldn’t take his eyes off her.

 “Like that, basically.” She stopped halfway through and turned to see Aegis’ mesmerized expression, and couldn’t help but look away shyly. 

 “It’s beautiful, no wonder you passed the quest.” Aegis replied as she began fidgeting back in her interface to turn skill assist back on.

 “It’s nothing… You passed all of the crafting quests. Even Architecture. And you built all of this. That’s way harder.” She motioned at the buildings around them.

 “I still haven’t built a building for Darkshot. Or us…” Aegis added as he too looked down at his feet. “I was thinking we’d live in the Keep, with Princess Savika. If you want to still, you know. We could live in a Keep together.”

 “I want to.” Lina replied quickly. 

 “Great.” Aegis replied with enthusiasm. “Where do you think we should build it?” He asked as he started heading away from the road towards the northern grassy fields. Still within the walls of Rene, he began walking along where the empty plots of land remained.

 “Hm… maybe there? Close to the barracks and the portal altar?” Lina suggested.

 “That’s a great idea…” Aegis nodded as he scanned around the fields, Lina following along behind him. It wasn’t long before they’d walked out of the light of the street torches, and stood only under the light of the moon and stars in the clear skies above. The sound of the music playing in the town square was still faintly audible.

 “What sort of keep should we build? How many towers?” Aegis asked her.

 “Oh, I don’t know… I’m not so good at architecture.” Lina shrugged.

 “But we’re going to live in it together, so you should have a say in what it looks like, right? What do you think makes a really cool Keep?” Aegis asked her excitedly.

 “Well… I suppose a pretty throne room. And then, a big tower that you can see from far away, that would be where the King sleeps.” Lina replied as she put her hand on her chin, and Aegis could see in her eyes the keep that she was imagining.

 “Where would the queen sleep?” Aegis asked her.

 “In the same place.” Lina replied quickly, as if this was obvious, but only realized what she’d implied after the fact. “I mean… in a typical castle, or keep, they would.” She turned bright red and began to fidget with her hilts, and Aegis couldn’t help but laugh at seeing her flustered.

 “I know what you meant.” He chuckled. “But, if you want to sleep in the highest tower together, we can build the tower with multiple bedrooms. You know, for Savika, too.” Aegis shrugged.

 “Okay.” Lina nodded with a smile. It went silent from there, as the two looked around the fields absentmindedly.



 “Oh come on, they’re killing me! I’ve already got the poll up.” Hae-won shouted excitedly as she stood in front of Aegis’ broadcast. “If they kiss, will Lina get forced logged out? Or will she be able to keep it together? Place your votes now people!” Hae-won cheered with a squeal of excitement.



 “I guess this’ll be our last time in Rene for awhile though. Underrealm is a big place, lots to explore, high level monsters. It’s going to be really tough.” Aegis said as he pondered on it.

 “Don’t worry, we’re all strong together. I think we’ll be okay. I’ll stab anything that tries to hurt you.” Lina replied.

 “I’m the one supposed to protect you. I’ve got the big shield.”

 “Mhm, but I went to the underrealm once, so I know what to expect.” Lina shrugged.

 “I can’t wait until I’ve done all the things you’ve done already in this game. Then I can act like the big tough protector that I’m supposed to be.” Aegis smirked. 

 “But, then you won’t need me anymore.” Lina pouted back.

 “What do you mean? I’m always going to need you.” Aegis replied with a shrug.

 “Oh…” Lina smiled while staring at her feet, kicking at a small mound of dirt she’d found in the tall grass. “We can… try…” She whispered weakly, but Aegis couldn’t hear her clearly.

 “Hm?”

 “We can try again…” She said again, slightly louder.

 “Try what?” Aegis asked curiously.

 “You know…” She mumbled as her fidgeting intensified. It took a second for Aegis to clue in.

 “Oh. Are you sure?” Aegis asked as he began to fidget with the buttons on the suit Yuki had made him.

 “Mhm.” Lina nodded.

 “Okay…” Aegis replied, then hesitantly stepped closer to her. The two remained staring down at their feet as he reached forward and took her hands in his own, and slowly but surely they both lifted their heads up until their eyes met. 

 Aegis could see the moonlight reflecting in her eyes, and she in his, the skin on their cheeks flushing red. Then, she closed her eyes as he felt her fingers squeezing his, and leaned forward while lifting up her chin.

 Aegis took a deep breath, closed his eyes, then leaned in and pressed his lips against hers.

 The last two times he’d done it, Lina’s lips had vanished from the game world in an instant. This time, however, they remained, as her grip on his hands loosened. For the first time, he was able to hold his lips against her and feel the softness of them.

 But, he didn’t know what else he was supposed to do. Sure, he’d seen it in movies, how adults typically kissed - it wasn’t just a simple peck like this, but he’d never done it himself. He felt an urge, a desire to do more with his lips against hers, but talked himself out of it as he pulled away. He didn’t want to press his luck with Lina’s Simbox.

 Once he’d moved his head back, they opened their eyes and smiled at each other.

 “I did it.” Lina said excitedly to herself. Her innocent smile, and the pride in overcoming her shyness that lit up her face - it was irresistible to Aegis, and he couldn’t help himself. He leaned in and kissed her again, both of them quickly closing their eyes. This time, he didn’t keep his lips still, and neither did Lina.

 Whatever it was that had forced her out of her Simbox before, she had overcome it, and the two were able to kiss passionately under the moonlight, uninterrupted.



 “I can die happy. The story ends here. Shinji, cut the stream.” Hae-won fell back into a chair in her broadcasting studio, pretending to smoke an imaginary cigarette in her hand as she watched Aegis’ live stream chat going wild. 

 “Hell no,” Shinji grumbled back. “Forget the romance stuff, the next adventure is going to be epic. I hope this game has balrogs.” Shinji replied excitedly through a call to Hae-won, as he worked hard in his editing simulation. 
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“Aye, you said you want how much rope?” Tullan looked at Lina with a raised eyebrow the following morning. She, Pyri and Aegis stood in front of the Night Hunter’s market stall in the town square of Rene. 

 The stage from the previous night of festivities had been cleaned up, and the members of the other guilds had returned to Kordas through portals a few hours earlier, leaving Rene to return back to normal.

 Despite this, though, Aegis could tell the celebrations had had a positive impact on the moods of the NPCs of Rene. He heard them repeatedly discussing the celebration with one another as they walked around him in the town square. 

 “1000 meters. Please.” Lina replied with a serious expression.

 “I don’t have that much rope.” Tullan shook his head at her in disbelief.

 “500 meters.” Lina replied.

 “I’ve only got 300 on hand. I could craft yeh more, but, it’ll take a bit.” Tullan sighed.

 “300 is good.” Lina quickly pulled out a pouch of gold coins for Tullan and handed it to him.

 “Alright.” Tullan shrugged as he began to take the rope out of his inventory. It took a cartoonishly long time for Tullan to hand it all over to Lina, but she patiently grabbed it all and added it into her inventory. 

 “Okay, I’m all ready for the journey.” Lina turned to Aegis and gave him a nod.

 “Good. We’ve got food, repair materials, some nets and cages for some spiders. I’ve got plenty of tools, vials, bottles, spices, and a few extra shields just in case.” Aegis declared.

 “I have enough portal dust to portal us back to Rene twice, no matter how deep into the underrealm we go.” Pyri smiled.

 “Darkshot and Rakkan are having their dreamstate Simboxes installed as we speak, and I think they’re all ready to go too.” Aegis replied. “All that’s left is to grab Snowflake and say our goodbyes.” Aegis added.

 “You’re bringing Snowflake? I think I’ll leave Melon behind. Underrealm sounds dangerous.” Pyri replied.

 “Yeah… just in case we need to fly. Snowflake is level 50, so he should be okay.” Aegis shrugged.

 “He should also gain experience as long as he stays with you.” Lina added. 

 “Perfect.” Aegis answered.

 “Yer serious about it? I still think yer underestimatin’ how dangerous it is down there.” Tullan shook his head in disapproval. “But I suppose if you were crazy enough to go up against an army of the abyss on yer own, this’ll be like a typical day for yeh’s. Good luck, hope yeh come back nice ‘n strong.” Tullan smiled.

 “Thanks. Take care of Rene for me while I’m gone.” Aegis replied.

 “Aye, dontcha worry. If anythin’ fishy start’s goin’ on, I’ll send ya a message right quick.” Tullan replied. With that, Aegis and the others made for the stables where Yuki, Savika, and Celestian were already standing within the pasture.

 “Oh, hi!” Yuki waved as she spotted the three approaching. “Princess Savika heard that you would be leaving on an adventure, so she suggested we make a going away present.” Yuki smiled.

 “It’s not ready yet though.” Savika hurriedly worked on fastening some straps to Snowflake’s legs and neck as Celestian watched them from a few meters back. “There, I think it’s ready.” Savika said as she looked up at Yuki for approval, whom nodded back. “Taadaa!” Savika stepped to the side to present Snowflake to Aegis, Pyri, and Lina.

 Snowflake was now equipped with a mix of leather and iron armor on his his head, neck, and the front of his knees. Aegis could tell Yuki put a great deal of consideration into making sure it was comfortable to wear, because Snowflake wasn’t fussing with it at all, rather he proudly began to strut to put it on display.

 “It looks great, that will help keep him safe.” Aegis smiled at Princess Savika, causing her to grow a gigantic childlike grin across her face. “You ready to go, Snowflake?” Aegis asked him, and he let out an excited squawk before quickly trotting towards them and hopping over the pasture fence. “We’ll be on the look out for those spiders for your tailoring. I’ll make sure we don’t come back without one.” Aegis said and Yuki nodded.

 “I can’t wait.” She replied. 

 “Good luck. I will keep order in Rene with Farlion while you are away, so do not worry.” Celestian spoke confidently with a polite bow. Lina, Pyri and Aegis gave them final waves before they made their way away from the stables and towards the keep ruins.

 “Are you sure you’re okay with that?” Savika asked as she and Yuki watched Aegis’ group disappear down the road. “I thought you liked him.”

 “No, it’s okay. We’re just friends now.” Yuki shrugged. “Yumily’s advice was the best. It’s better to confess early before your feelings grow too much, so it’s easier to get over it.” Yuki advised Savika. 

“Hm. So the moment I think I like someone, I should confess to them?” Savika asked Yuki curiously.

 “Well… maybe wait a day or two first…” Yuki replied apprehensively once she’d spotted a strange look in Savika’s eyes. 

 “Do you think I’ll be a master tailor by the time they get back from their adventure?” Princess Savika asked as she, Yuki and Celestian began walking out of the pasture.

 “Maybe. Let’s train hard. You can become intermediate, and maybe I’ll be able to reach advanced.” Yuki smiled with determination. 



 When Aegis, Pyri, Snowflake and Lina arrived at the entrance to the keep ruins they spotted Chax, Ruffily, Farlion and Amlie waiting for them on the paved northern road that passed by the ruins and continued towards the northern gate of Rene. 

 “Hey, woof! We wanted to see you off before your great big adventure.” Ruffily smiled.

 “Rakkan still hasn’t logged back in yet?” Amlie asked as she looked over the group.

 “Not yet, but I’m sure he’ll be here soon.” Aegis replied.

 “Any special instructions for us before you leave?” Chax asked.

 “Uhm. Not really. Don’t let any suspicious players in. If you have any doubts, let me and Erikson know right away.” Aegis explained, and they all nodded.

 “I’ll be off for my intermediate quest, woof! I want it before we build the keep when you get back.” Ruffily smiled with her tail wagging.

 “Me too. I’ll be an intermediate farmer the next time we meet.” Amlie smiled.

 “I’ll make sure Rene stays safe. I’ll keep training hard to protect these lands.” Farlion bowed.

 “Good. Also, make sure no one else follows us down. Maybe block it off. It’s dangerous down there, don’t want any NPCs accidentally wandering through into the underrealm.” Aegis added, and they nodded, while hearing the sounds of talking and footsteps from behind them. Aegis turned to see Darkshot approaching with Sherry beside him, and Darkwing on his shoulder with a little black bow tie around his neck.

 “What’s with the bow tie?” Aegis asked as he motioned to it.

 “It’s a going away present, from Sherry.” Darkshot smiled at it.

 “I’m not really a good crafter, so, I just got something simple.” Sherry shrugged as her and Darkshot’s eyes met for a moment and they both smiled. A few seconds later, Rakkan could be seen rushing towards them, much to Amlie’s delight.

 “Yo, Aegis, this Simbox is sick. You got yours too?” Rakkan said, looking from Aegis to Darkshot.

 “Yeah, it’s sleek as hell, I sent the cash-in money to you already.” Darkshot replied, nodding towards Aegis.

 “Same.” Rakkan added. 

 “Ok, cool.” Aegis replied. “Are you all ready to go?”

 “Yup. Got everything I need. 25,000 arrows oughta be enough right?” Darkshot asked.

 “I hope so. If not, I’ll make more.” Aegis replied.

 “Wait.” Amlie quickly walked over to Rakkan and took out of her inventory a bracelet made of flowers and green stems. “I made this for you, as a going away present. It helps with health recovery.” She said as she shyly held it out for him. 

 “Oh, thanks.” Rakkan smiled as he took it and quickly equipped it.

 “It suits you. Really pretty.” Darkshot smirked, causing Rakkan to throw him a nasty glare. 

 “Nice bow tie.” Rakkan commented as he spotted the accessory on Darkwing, and this caused Darkshot’s smirk to fade. 

 “Alright.” Aegis clapped loudly to stop their bickering and get all eyes on him. “It’ll be a long time before we see the sun again. We have a lot of goals to achieve in the underrealm.” He said as he looked over his party members and Snowflake. “Get stronger. Find Shadowspiders. Explore ruins. Get better crafting materials. And stop an evil Dark Elf Warlord.” Aegis declared.

 “Good luck.” Chax cheered.

 “I’m excited to see what you find, woof!” Ruffily joined in.

 “I’ll be watching the adventure.” Sherry smiled as she motioned to Aegis’ live streaming icon, with a viewership of 37,000. 

 “I’ll train hard following your instructions, so that I am much stronger by the time you return.” Farlion bowed. 

 “I’ll be the best farmer in all of Kalmoore when you get back!” Amlie gave a thumbs up.

 “Take care, guys.” Aegis smiled as he headed into the ruins.

 “Bye, everyone. See you when we get back.” Lina added as she and Snowflake followed behind him.

 “See you all later.” Pyri waved.

 “When we get back, another date.” Darkshot winked at Sherry as he and Pyri followed Aegis and Lina.

 “Maybe.” She rolled her eyes at him playfully.

 “I’ll let you know as soon as we’re back.” Rakkan nodded at Amlie.

 “Okay.” She smiled, and with final waves, Rakkan turned to follow the others. They remained watching Aegis’ party as they traversed over the ruined rocks of the keep and made their way into the cleared out hallway, until Aegis’ party had disappeared inside the ruins.

 “Lumina.” Pyri cast, causing her staff to light up the hall around them as the party of 5, plus Darkwing and Snowflake, quietly but excitedly traveled through the ruined hallway until they reached the door that lead into the cavern that the world boss had been fought in.

 “So realistically, how long you thinking we’re going to be down here for?” Darkshot asked as they walked towards the ledge beside the waterfall. Aegis was relieved to see that the stone staircase made by the Night Hunter druid was still there, making it easy for them to descend down the cliff to the lower cavern floor.

 “Well, Luryala said it took her people two weeks to reach here. And all they were doing was walking. We’re going to be doing a lot more than that.” Aegis answered.

 “So basically, the rest of the summer?” Rakkan asked with a smirk.

 “Basically.” Aegis shrugged, and the others chuckled.

 “Nothing like spending my work holidays exploring damp, dark caverns with my son and his friends.” Pyri shrugged, and Snowflake screeched excitedly along with her. The group descended the stone stairs to reach the lower cavern floor and made their way northward towards the sloping tunnel out of the cavern. 

 Slowly, the sound of the rushing waterfall faded from their ears, leaving them only with the sounds of their leather shoes tapping on the cavern floor, until they reached the top of the slope. 

 The Lumina spell allowed them to see down the wide sloping tunnel a few meters, but not much. It was roughly 6 meters wide with a 4 meter tall arching ceiling, with jagged walls and stalactites hanging down from the top.

 “Here we are. From this point on, we’re going where no player has gone before. A completely unexplored region of the underrealm.” Aegis said as he took a deep breath, then made the first steps down the slope. The others didn't hesitate to follow behind him. 

 The tunnel went on for much longer than any of them expected, all the while it continued to slope downward, at an increasingly steep angle. It got to the point where Aegis was having trouble believing they were still on the island of Kalmoore, as he knew the island was floating in the sky and had to have a bottom eventually.

 After a few minutes of walking like this, though, the slope evened out into a flat tunnel, and they spotted something shining on the tunnel wall up ahead a few dozen meters. It gave off a light blue glow, but was hard to discern from their distance what it was.

 “Any idea what that is?” Aegis turned to the others, but saw no look of familiarity on their faces. “Heh. Really, no one knows anything about what we’re going to encounter down here?” Aegis confirmed, and both Lina and Rakkan shrugged.

 “Never been to the underrealm.” Rakkan replied.

 “Didn’t explore it much…” Lina replied.

 “I can…” Darkshot squinted, using his tracking skill. “Make it out a bit… It's a bunch of tiny blue balls. It looks like a plant, some sort of patch of moss that the balls are growing out of.” Darkshot explained as the group slowed their step. 

 “Let’s take it slow.” He added as he took the lead, fastening his shield to his left arm. Lina drew out her daggers, Darkshot his bow, and Rakkan his longsword and spear, while Snowflake continued forward behind Aegis with his head down, slowly prowling forward with the others. Once they’d gotten within 15 meters of it though, Aegis held his hand up to signal everyone to stop.

 “If the enemies down here are really as high level as everyone has been implying, we’ll need to play it extra safe.” Aegis said as he turned to Rakkan. “You mind checking it out with an echo?” Aegis asked.

 “Sure. Rune:echo.” Rakkan said, and a second copy of himself appeared beside him. He then motioned his echo to walk toward the patch of moss. The dark green moss was growing on the left wall of the cavern, and mixed in with its green strands grew the occasional round blue bud that was creating the glowing blue light they had seen from far away.

 As Rakkan’s echo closed in on the moss, they watched silently, holding their breath to see what would happen.

 “It could just be moss, you know.” Darkshot whispered.

 “From what I remember, everything down here tries to kill you.” Lina whispered back just as Rakkan’s echo moved to stand in front of the moss.

 “Doesn’t look like anything is happening.” Rakkan said.

 “Can you see it close up, through your echo?” Aegis asked.

 “Nope, can’t see through my echo.” Rakkan shrugged.

 “Try poking it.” Darkshot suggested, but Rakkan looked to the others for approval on this suggestion. No one seemed opposed to the idea, so they all leaned forward to curiously watch as Rakkan’s echo reached forward and started poking into the patch of moss.

 Nothing happened.

 “It’s really just moss.” Pyri giggled as she started walking forward.

 “Worried for nothing.” Darkshot said as he followed behind her. 

 “Well, better safe than sorry.” Aegis grumbled as he followed behind them with the others. 

 Once Aegis reached the moss he leaned towards it and tried touching it as well. It was cold and damp to the touch, with tiny dark green grass-like strands blanketing the surface and a dark brown underside that was spongey to the touch. The blue orbs grew intermittently across the surface on the tips of thick white stems.

 First, Aegis tried pulling one of the orbs off, but the moment he did, the orb stopped glowing. Then, he tried digging through the moss to see underneath, only to find that the rocky wall of the cavern underneath the moss was damp and soft. Not quite dirt, but not quite rock, closer to a clay like substance.

 He tried grabbing a solid bundle of it and added it to his inventory just to get some sort of item card for it, and it displayed in his inventory as [Underrealm Soilstone]. Afterwards, he tried doing the same thing with the moss to get a sense for its properties. It didn’t show any alchemic properties, but had the name [Reltrak Moss].

 “Reltrak Moss… Luryala mentioned something about a Reltrak Forest. And it’s all damp, so there’s gotta be some sort of water source up ahead. Let’s keep going.” Aegis said once he’d finished his investigation with the others watching.

 The party continued forward through the tunnel, though they didn’t need to go very far before the tunnel abruptly opened up into a gigantic cavern with bright blue, green, and yellow lights visible from a distance.

It wasn’t immediately clear what the sources of lights were until they walked forward out of the tunnel to stand on a ledge overlooking the gigantic cavern. Despite them being deep underground, there was plenty of light that allowed them to see just how vast the cavern in front of them was.

The floor of the cavern was about 8 meters below the ledge they stood on, with a jagged path to their right leading downward to the floor in the form of a ramp. The cavern floor was blanketed with the same dark green moss Aegis had just inspected, sprinkled with tiny blue orbs that illuminated it. 

Additionally, spread about the floor were large white tree-sized stalks that reached varying heights, and atop them stood various colored and shaped mushroom tops. Some of the mushroom tops were bland and boring, and difficult to see due to lack of light, but others had glowing stripes and spots that gave off the varying shades of yellow and green glows. Together, the bioluminescence of the blue moss orbs and the mushroom tops allowed Aegis’ party to view the mushroom forest in its entirety, despite its vast size and the otherwise dark cavern.

It was impossible to see just how large the mushroom forest was, due to the height of some mushrooms reaching the roof of the cavern and preventing them from seeing very far into it. In addition, there was a light green misty fog that had settled on the floor of the forest.

They could hear the sounds of running water echoing off of the walls some distance away, but couldn’t see it, and spotted several strange plants mixed in with the moss and mushrooms.

There were other living, moving creatures amidst the moss and mushrooms. Some were hard to make out from their vantage point, but Aegis clearly saw a snail slinking along atop one of the glowing mushrooms, eating it.

The snail was huge, its shell made of a rocky gray stone-like material with a spiral in the center, and what looked to be stalagmites growing out of the tops of the shell. The slug portion of the snail was transparent, making it possible to see what it was eating - parts of the glowing mushroom it was consuming could visibly be seen glowing inside the snail's body as it digested it, and [Rockrub Snail - Level ??] sat above its head. The ?? indicated to Aegis and his party that this creature was at least 50 levels above theirs.

“It’s really pretty.” Pyri said with wide, excited eyes.

“Yeah, but, it’s a bit above our level still.” Darkshot replied as the voice of reason. Suddenly, there was an obnoxious slimy suction sound coming from their left. They all quickly turned to see another Rockrub Snail slowly sliming its way up the cavern wall, up from below the ledge they stood on. 

Atop the head of the snail were two eyestalks with tiny black eyes in them, which it pointed in their direction as it continued to climb. The party apprehensively held their weapons towards it, preparing to fight, but the snail had no interest in them and just continued its vertical climb towards the ceiling of the cavern. Snowflake continued to keep his head down and stare at it intently, but apart from that, it seemed harmless.

Aegis couldn’t help but wonder why it would climb up the cave wall, so followed its potential path up to the ceiling of the cavern. It was there, now that he knew what to look for, that he spotted dozens of the stony snail shells camouflaged along the cavern roof, pretending to be stalactites. As he tilted his head up to look at them, the others in the group noticed what he was doing and did the same.

“Look, over there.” Rakkan pointed at one of them that was lowering itself down from the cavern roof. They watched as it extended itself down as much as it could until it abruptly released its grip on the cavern roof, dropping down on top of a spotted, green glowing mushroom, and started munching.

“Hm. That’s how they get on top of the mushrooms to eat them.” Aegis pondered as he put his hand on his chin. “They’re not hostile, like the lagnoks. But why go from the top, rather than the bottoms which would be easier, to get to their food? There’s probably a reason. I bet the underside of those mushroom tops are poisonous or something.” Aegis suggested.

“Oh, yeah, good point.” Darkshot nodded as he thought about it as well. 

“So, what’s the plan?” Pyri asked Aegis curiously as she watched his pondering expression.

“It’s like everyone is saying, the enemies down here are probably all high level. We need to find something easy to grind, like we did with the lynx enemies. That’s our first priority.” Aegis replied.

“Why not the snails?” Darkshot suggested as he drew attention back to the one slinking up the wall. “They’re slow, probably easy to kite.” He shrugged.

“Yeah, they’ve likely got skills to offset that though. And probably really high health and defense. It’s an option, but they’re leaving us alone so let’s search for something weaker first.” Aegis replied, and the others nodded. Aegis then began walking down the ramp to their right. 

It wasn’t a smooth, flat, continuous ramp. There were cracks and jutting rocks and tiny ledges, but it served its purpose as giving them a relatively safe path down to the cavern floor.

A good meter before the ramp had reached the bottom, the moss had already begun growing on it and overtaken the cavern floor.

“It seems possible to dig up this underrealm soilrock. I wonder if there are special plants and farms that only grow down here.” Aegis wondered out loud as he took the first steps onto the spongy moss floor, but as he did, Snowflake let out an aggressive squawk and stopped walking forward alongside them.

“What’s wrong?” Aegis turned to Snowflake to see his head down, his eyes squinting at the patch of moss at the very bottom of the ramp. Aegis wasn’t sure what to make of it, but Snowflake hadn’t reacted to the other moss like this. He turned to the others who simply looked back at Aegis anxiously.

“Echo?” Rakkan asked.

“Echo.” Aegis nodded. Rakkan then sent his echo down the ramp ahead of the party slowly while they all watched intently.

The moment Rakkan’s echo reached the base of the ramp, suddenly a large hole opened in the moss floor, enough that Rakkan’s echo’s foot fell into it and got bit, showing a red 17320 damage, destroying the echo instantly and sending the damage back to Rakkan. Luckily for Rakkan, the maximum damage he could take from his echo was half of his health, and thats exactly what it did.

A moment later, a large, dog sized insectoid creature lunged upwards out of a small burrow in the ground that it had been concealing itself in, below the mossy cavern surface. It landed on its six stony, thin legs and turned to face them. 

It had a flat-topped head covered in the green moss to mimic the floor of the cavern. Its three eyes were barely discernible from the blue glowing orbs that were scattered about the mossy cavern floor as well - they were only slightly larger than the actual blue orbs and had black pupils in them. Its mouth, and lips, appeared in an opening in the center of its mossy head, revealing several sharp teeth and feelers on the inside, but it quickly closed its mouth again when it landed and turned to stare up at them on the ramp. When closed, it was possible to see where the creature’s mouth was - it was hidden perfectly within its mossy face. [Reltrak Mosstrapper - Level 76] sat above its head and it let out a horrendous hissing sound towards them.

“It hit for 17320 damage.” Rakkan warned Aegis as Aegis stepped forward to stand in front.

“Good, it shouldn't one shot me. Level 76 is manageable. Let’s try killing it.” Aegis replied as he began blessing the party.
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The Mosstrapper scurried up towards Rakkan on the ramp but Aegis moved to stand in front of it. While bashing his shield into its head to get its attention, he released a burst of white light to activate his aura of beauty.

 “Avatar of Eirene.” Aegis shouted, erupting into an explosion of white light. With his recent favor boosts from the wall's construction, this granted him a lot of armor. But he was still nervous when he watched the Mosstrapper pull back from his shield bash and prepare to attack him.

 He was good at math, but not that quick with it. He knew he’d take less damage than Rakkan’s echo, but by how much was the unknown factor. As it slammed the front of its mossy head into Aegis’ shield, gnashing its mouth open and shut, he had that question answered.




	You take 9321 Slashing damage.






 Aegis was relieved it was significantly less. With his current health, he’d be able to take 3 hits before he died from this creature.

 “Healing wind, heal!” Aegis quickly cast on himself. “Won’t need to roar on this guy, it’s going to be rough to heal through. Kill it!” Aegis shouted to his party, and they all sprang into action. Darkshot began shooting bless-enchanted arrows. Pyri sent two cinderbolts onto the creatures back. Rakkan moved to stand on Aegis’s left and right sides with his real body and his echo respectively, and activated frostbrand on his longsword. Lina Shadowstepped behind the creature to stand near the bottom of the ramp and stab it’s backside.

 Snowflake, to Aegis’ surprise, flapped his wings to angle himself in the air off the side of the ramp, then settled his back legs into the stony side of the ramp and began thrashing his talons out at the beast as well.

 “Heal.” Aegis cast a second time, before the Mosstrapper was able to lunge out at him again.




	You take 9225 Slashing damage.






 “Healing wind, Bless.” Aegis cast healing wind this time on Rakkan, then made sure to bless Snowflake and watched as his talons began to glow with holy light. “I’m not going to be able to keep up with this damage. What happens if you pinning shot it and I back away?” Aegis asked as he started casting another heal on himself.

 “Enemies who can’t attack their primary target will resort to attacking whatever they can. If it has a ranged attack, though, it’ll use that.” Lina explained.

 “Ok, when I call for it, use pinning shot and everyone back off until I’m back to full health.” Aegis replied, and the others nodded. He got another heal off before he got struck by the monster again, bringing him dangerously low on health. “Now!” Aegis shouted. 

 “Pinning shot!” Darkshot cast, and his arrow began to glow green before piercing into the top of the creature. It then burst out several vines that dug themselves into the surrounding stone, locking the monster in place. The moment he had, Aegis, Rakkan, Lina and Snowflake all backed away from the creature - Snowflake flapping his wings in the air beside the ramp.

 “Heal. Heal.” Aegis began the repeated casts to get his health back up as the others all waited from a distance, save for Pyri and Darkshot who kept attacking it. 

 The Mosstrapper, however, wasn’t one to stay idly bound in the pinning shot effect. Rather than struggle against it, it began to vibrate the moss on its head in an odd manner, causing it to release a big puff of green mist.

 “That’s probably poison, don’t breathe it in.” Pyri warned as she spotted the cloud of mist begin to quickly grow outward from the creature's head.

 “Buffet it away.” Aegis said to Snowflake, and Snowflake screeched in acknowledgement. He landed on the ramp behind Aegis and Rakkan and pulled his wings back, then violently flapped them forward repeatedly, forcing the air downward off the ramp, past Lina, who held her breath as it happened.

 “Snowflake is awesome.” Rakkan commented with a big grin.

 “Eh, Darkwing coulda done that too.” Darkshot replied. 

 “Ok, I’m back to full health. I’m going back in.” Aegis said after he’d finished casting a 5th heal on himself in a row. He lunged forward and bashed the Trapper in the head again just as the pinning shot wore off, and once he had, the others moved in to join in attacking again.

 From there, they repeated the same strategy over the next 5 minutes. Aegis mana was getting dangerously low and so Darkshot had to fire some extra pinning shots to buy him more time for healing and mana recovery, but eventually the creature went down.




	
Reltrak Mosstrapper Defeated!
 You gain 14 330 Experience!








 “That wasn’t so bad. Not nearly as annoying as those things in Kolz.” Aegis said as he grabbed his knees, gasping his air to recover stamina alongside the others.

 “Our damage is really high. Especially with Snowflake helping out.” Lina smiled. 

 “Still…” Pyri began fidgeting with her interface. “We’d need to kill about 450 of those just to reach level 57.”

 “Yeah… leveling slows down a lot.” Rakkan sighed.

 “I don’t think we’re going to find many enemies as easy as those though, based on how Tullan was talking. We just need to come up with a plan to grind them efficiently.” Aegis replied while he took out his creature harvesting tools from his inventory and walked over to the creature's body.

 “The first problem is going to be finding them.” Darkshot said as he moved to the ledge of the ramp and looked out over the sea of moss in front of them.

 “Yeah. Then I’ll need a safe route to kite them where the poison attack isn’t an issue.” Aegis nodded as he started harvesting it. A few moments later, a small item came out - a crafting material for alchemy titled [Mosstrapper Poison Gland]. “No leather.” Aegis pouted.

 “What’d you expect? It’s a bug.” Pyri shook her head at him. 

 “We also don’t know if there are other enemies spread around the forest. They could be camouflaged anywhere, like the snails on the roof and the trappers on the ground.” Lina said as she joined Darkshot in looking over the forest. 

 “Uhm… I think I know why the snails don’t like climbing up the mushrooms from the stalks.” Darkshot said anxiously as he motioned to the now visible undersides of several nearby mushrooms.

 Hiding within the frills of the mushroom top’s undersides were long, coiled up worm-like white creatures. The only reason they were noticeable was because of the three visible, one had moved slightly and revealed the red name above its head, [Reltrak Fisher - Level 103].

 “Figures. So, snails up top. Trappers down low. And Fishers in the middle. Lovely forest.” Aegis shook his head as he looked on at the Fishers. “That means running around the cavern would be suicide. What would happen if we just lure the trappers back to the room where we fought the raid boss?” Aegis suggested.

 “They would likely leash. If you run non-elite enemies too far from their normal location, the game will eventually instruct them back and reset their health. It’s to prevent players from exploiting the simple AI of non-elites.” Lina explained.

 “Hrm.” Aegis sighed as he scratched the back of his head, trying to come up with a decent plan. “Unlike Kolz forest, there’s just no good space to kite them around safely.” He concluded.

 “Yep. It’s like Tullan said, leveling down here is a pain in the ass.” Darkshot replied. Aegis wasn’t ready to give up yet though, he looked between his party members, including Snowflake, and carefully considered all of the variables at his disposal. 

 “Maybe…” Aegis thought as he moved to the hole that the Mosstrapper had jumped out of, then knelt down beside it and felt the ground. It was soft - undoubtedly more of the Underrealm Soilstone. He then moved to the wall next to the bottom of the ramp and felt around it as well, only to find that it too was soft.

 “All of this cavern is made up of Underrealm Soilstone. It’s hard, but not that hard…” Aegis said to himself as he pulled out his pickaxe and swung it down at the wall of the cave. It easily pierced through the rock and took a large chunk off of it. Seeing how easy it was to dig into, a big grin grew across Aegis’ face.

 “Oh no.” Pyri groaned as she pieced together what Aegis was thinking.

 “What? I’m not a cleric, I’m a shattered healer. What’s the point of having all these crafting skills if I’m not going to use them?” Aegis smirked as he pulled the pickaxe back and started swinging at the wall relentlessly, digging out a tunnel.

 “Don’t tell me you’re planning on doing what I think you’re planning on doing…” Darkshot, too, figured out Aegis’ plan and was not excited about it to say the least. 

 “If there’s no good place to kite the trappers, then I’ll just make a good place to do it.” Aegis shrugged, as if this was a perfectly reasonable solution. “It’ll go faster if you help.” He stopped to take a pair of extra pickaxes out of his inventory. Lina and Rakkan both stepped forward and took one each without any complaints.

 “I’ll level up my tracking so I can spot them easier.” Darkshot sighed.

 “I’ll pet Snowflake.” Pyri replied as she moved beside Snowflake and started scratching the feathers around his neck, causing him to screech softly and close his eyes to enjoy it. 



 Aegis, Rakkan and Lina spent the next two hours digging out a tunnel that ran through the cavern wall to the left of the bottom of the ramp, and curved back around to the base of the ledge on the opposite, high side of the ramp where they’d entered the cavern from. 

 Using the pickaxes they were able to dig it decently wide with a high ceiling, curving it with zigzags to not give the pursuing enemies a chance to lunge straight at Aegis while he was kiting them, similar to how the trees had allowed him to stay ahead of the lynx beasts back in Kolz forest.

 In the time that they worked on this, Darkshot had leveled up his tracking skill simply by working with Darkwing to single out the blue orbs that had pupils in them - it was the only way to distinguish the heads of the Mosstrappers from the actual moss, but he was getting better at spotting them as the skill leveled up.

 Pyri took this time to continue to practice her unarmed combat training by punching and kicking at the air as a curious Snowflake watched her.

 “There, that wasn’t so bad.” Aegis said as he came out of the tunnel on the opposite side they’d started digging it from. He, Lina and Rakkan dusted themselves off, happy with a +1 strength attribute gain from their hard work. “Can’t really dig it bigger, the Soilrock doesn’t go that far, and the stone beyond it is a pain to dig.” Aegis explained to Darkshot and Pyri as they moved to the edge of the ledge above and looked down at them.

 “We’re going on an adventure, and the first thing you do is dig out an obstacle course.” Darkshot shook his head at him, then did a waving hand motion to the mushroom forest in the cavern ahead of them. “There’s about 40 Mosstrappers in range of my arrows. It’s hard to see further, due to the mushrooms and the green mist. The one we killed initially -” Darkshot explained, taking time to point back down to the base of the ramp. “After 30 minutes, it didn’t respawn in the same spot. Also, the tiny burrow it created disappeared. So we have to assume they respawn in random locations after 30 minutes, and their burrows disappear with them.” Darkshot continued.

 “Ok, good. I think I can make a lure using the poison gland.” Aegis said as he made his way to the base of the ramp and the entrance of the tunnel. “The problem is that if the stragglers come at me from the other end of the tunnel, they’ll cut me off. We need to make sure they all group up outside so they chase me in the same direction as each other.” Aegis explained. “Use smoke bombs, vinerope shots and pinning shots to hold them at the entrance until they’ve gathered together. Once they have, I’ll start running the circuit with challenging roars and the lure.” Aegis said, getting nods from both Darkshot and Lina. “Pyri and Rakkan focus on damage. Snowflake-” He turned to the gryphon who excitedly squawked upon hearing his name. “I need a poison free area to catch my breath. It’s likely that this whole area will get covered in the poison mist from those Mosstrappers, so keep the bottom of the ramp clear with your wings so I can breathe on each pass. Everyone else, stay up on the ramp to avoid the mist.” Aegis added, getting a few more nods and a squawk.

 “Good. That’s the plan. Any questions?” he asked them as he watched them biting into steaks for food buffs and drawing out their weapons.

 “How long are we going to be doing this for?” Darkshot asked.

 “Let’s see… if we average 40 at a time, and they respawn every 30 minutes… it’ll be about 5 hours until we reach level 57.” Aegis said as he opened up his interface and started checking information on experience requirements for subsequent levels. “Based on how the experience fell off with the lynx beasts, and how the requirements go up, it should remain efficient to grind these things until level 85. If we only rest while they are respawning, and take into account the time it takes to kill them, let's see…” He fidgeted around a bit more. “Three to four weeks. About one week in the real world.”

 “Wow, nice.” Rakkan replied excitedly.

 “Nice?!” Darkshot groaned.

 “It’s really fast… all things considered.” Rakkan replied to Darkshot, with much less enthusiasm though. 

 “Insanely fast.” Lina said excitedly. 

 “We’ll probably be strong enough for the snails after that.” Pyri shrugged as she looked up to see them slinking around on the roof of the cavern.

 “At the very least we’ll be strong enough to explore deeper into the underrealm and check out our options. As we are now, we’ll likely die if we try to walk 30 meters into this forest.” Aegis replied, and Rakkan and Lina nodded in agreement.

 “Alright. Alright.” Darkshot relented. “I’m all about getting stronger. Let’s do this.” He creaked his neck and started psyching himself up.

 “That’s the spirit.” Aegis grinned as he pulled out the poison gland from his inventory and began mixing it into the lure bottle. Everyone watched with excited anticipation as he finished it and jiggled the liquid in the bottle. He then made the rounds and blessed everyone, activated his aura, then moved to stand at the entrance of the tunnel.

 “Remember, don’t let them in until they’ve grouped up properly. Let me know when I’m clear to go.” Aegis said before taking a few steps into the zigzagging tunnel they’d dug out.

 “Got it.” Darkshot nocked an arrow while Lina prepared to shoot smoke bombs, Pyri created her cinderbolts and Rakkan formed his echo. 

 “Hope this isn’t suicide... Initiate the Gray Hair strategy.” Aegis declared as he poured the lure over himself. Not more than a second after the liquid drenched his leather armor, he heard the hissing sounds of dozens of Mosstrappers as they launched out of their burrows.

 In a way, it looked like odd mossy fireworks. Aegis watched as all across the mossy cavern floor the insectoid creatures flew up out of the ground and landed on their legs, scattered randomly around between the large mushroom stalks. They varied in size, and the shapes of their mossy heads and positions of their blue eyes were different. The only thing they all had in common is that they’d all landed facing in Aegis’ direction, and immediately began skittering across the cavern floor towards him.

 “I don’t think I’m ever going to get used to this.” He mumbled to himself as he took a nervous deep breath as the sounds of their hundreds of feet echoed off the cavern walls nearby. He held his shield up in front of himself, waiting patiently at the entrance.

 “Vineropeshot!”

 “Smokebomb!” They both cast the moment the first wave had arrived at the entrance, tangling them up and blinding them. There was less than two meters between Aegis and the front row of 5 Mosstrappers, but the other Mosstrappers were still too far back and scattered throughout the cavern - he had to wait, lest they run to cut him off from the other entrance.

 Immediately upon the vinerope shot entangling them in place, they all began wiggling their mossy heads and releasing clouds of poison mist.

 “I’ll hold my breath, don’t bother buffetting yet. Tell me when I can go.” Aegis shouted before sucking in as much fresh air and sealing his mouth shut, just as the green mist from the Mosstrappers overtook him. 

 “Vineropeshot!” Darkshot shouted again.

 “Still a few more.” Rakkan called out.

 “Smokebomb!” Lina cast, mixing in her black smoke with the poison to blind the creatures and slow them down. Thanks to the smoke, Aegis could no longer see his enemies, only green and black mist. He held his ground and his breath, trusting in his companions to not let them through.

 “Multishot, pinning shot! Vinerope shot!” Darkshot cast, his mana dipping to half.

 “Three… two…” Rakkan counted down. “One, they’re all there, go, go!” Rakkan shouted. Without hesitation, Aegis turned and sprinted down the tunnel, and 2 seconds later, the vineropes and pinning shot effects ended. 

 The sound of the Mosstrappers scurrying down the tunnel behind him echoed off of the narrow, winding walls. Aegis was sure to memorize the turns so that he didn’t need to slow down. A sidestep left, then right, then left. The turns were abrupt enough that he wouldn’t need to slow down, but still cause trouble for the cluster of enemies as they chased after him, bumping into each other. 

 He managed to keep a decent lead on them once he made it out of the tunnel on the other side, and glanced up to see Pyri, Rakkan, Lina and Darkshot all looking down over the ledge at him, weapons ready. As he curved around the base of the ledge and ran along the bottom of the ramp, the enemies came rushing out of the cavern behind him.

 “Go nuts!” Aegis called out to his party members, and they did exactly that. Pyri shot down both of her cinderbolts and flattened them so that they applied burning damage to all of the Mosstrappers at once. Darkshot began casting multishots with piercing shots and Redirecting them to repeatedly pass through as many as possible. Lina shadowstepped down to the cavern floor and began using her Shadow Dance skill to repeatedly teleport around and slash at them, while Rakkan jumped off the side of the lower part of the ramp with his echo and began swinging at them.

 Lina and Rakkan made sure not to stand in their path and accidentally take damage, and Snowflake positioned himself on the edge of the ramp to buffet the poison mist away from them and Aegis as he ran by, allowing Aegis to catch his breath so that it didn’t affect his stamina.

 “Good, it’s working. Keep it up!” Aegis said before disappearing back into the tunnel entrance at the bottom of the ramp. A second later, the swarm of Mosstrappers scurried into the tunnel behind him, but once he came back out the other side, he was a good few meters ahead of them again.

 The damage his party was dealing was quite high, and Aegis knew the lure had limits on the attention it would hold, so he made sure to use his mana to repeatedly cast challenging roar as he ran his loops.

 On each loop, the Mosstrappers would gain on Aegis as he ran along the ramp outside of the tunnel, but he’d get further ahead while in the tunnel thanks to the zigzagging nature of it that prevented them from running straight at him.




	Attribute Up!: You've gained +1 Agility.






 It took longer than it had to kill a single Mosstrapper, but after 15 minutes of running his circuit, they were all defeated. Aegis ran up the ramp to wait for the poison to dissipate, as the others joined him to catch their breath.

 “Nice, this’ll actually work.” Aegis grinned as he looked over his party to see everyone was unharmed.

 “You’re more of a marathon runner than a tank.” Pyri smirked.

 “That’s why I took leather armor.” Aegis shrugged back. 

 “This is awesome.” Rakkan smiled. “I didn’t think we’d reach level 100 by the end of the summer, but if this really works out, we might be 100 with a real world month to spare.” 

 “Good.” Aegis stretched his arms out, then retrieved his creature harvesting tools from his inventory, spotting the poison mist dissipating. “I’m tired of seeing question marks.” Aegis said as he walked down the ramp to the nearest Mosstrapper.

 “Yeah but… three weeks straight?” Darkshot raised his eyebrows. Immediately all of them, including Snowflake, turned to look at him with ‘of course’ stares. “Ok, fine. I’m the weird one.” Darkshot raised his hands as if surrendering. 

 “Coo!” Darkwing cheered, drawing Darkshots attention to him to see he was now level 9. 

 “Oi, don’t be leeching experience. Lazy pigeon.” Darkshot grumbled at him when he spotted it, and this caused Aegis to look at Snowflake and see he’d reached level 51. 

 “Feeling stronger, lil guy?” Aegis asked him, and Snowflake nodded excitedly with a soft screech. “Good.” Aegis smiled before going back to harvesting the rest of the Mosstrappers. He was only getting poison glands from them - no edible meat or usable leathers, much to his disappointment.

 “I guess that’s the trade off.” Aegis said once he’d finished harvesting the last one. “They’re pretty high level, but relatively easy to kill. The downside is that they don’t drop anything good.” Aegis said as he joined the others back on the ramp, waiting for the Mosstrappers to respawn.

 “You still want to grind them?” Lina asked him curiously, noticing the disappointment on his face.

 “Of course.” Aegis replied with a smile.

 “Look, the holes in the moss that they left behind are starting to disappear.” Rakkan pointed out across the cavern floor, and the party all spotted the holes from the dead Mosstrappers being magically filled up and covered over by moss. Once all of them had disappeared, there was a weird shimmering, shifting motion to the moss all along the visible cavern floor.

 “Ah, there, I see some. They just respawned amidst the moss. That’s really trippy how they respawn.” Darkshot commented as he pointed a few of them out.

 “Ready for round two?” Aegis asked, tightening the straps of his shield on his arm. 
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                Chapter 137: Under the Mushrooms


As much as Aegis’ party would've liked to say that the following three weeks in-game flew by, they did not. Killing Mosstrappers over and over again using the exact same strategy got dreadfully boring and repetitive towards the end, even for Aegis. 

 Use a lure, group up the enemies, kite them while casting challenging roar, then creature harvest them all. The party got fast enough in killing them after the first week that they had plenty of downtime between their respawns to play around. 

 Darkshot and Rakkan invested time in helping Lina, Pyri and Aegis improve their unarmed combat using the training methods that Travis had taught to them. Surprisingly, Darkshot and Rakkan were interested in learning dancing, so Lina gave them basic dancing lessons in return, but that didn’t last long.

 Once Rakkan’s Rune:Echo skill reached level 75 after the second week, he’d gained the ability to create a second echo, and he was having a very difficult time controlling it. Meanwhile, Darkshot’s Multishot had skilled up high enough to shoot 15 arrows and he was having difficulty redirecting all of them properly, so they started using their downtime to practice utilizing those skills. 

 Rakkan was practicing controlling his two echos by having them fist fight each other, while Darkshot was practicing shooting and controlling his arrows by trying to weave them around the mushroom stalks nearby that hadn’t a Fisher hiding in them.

 During the 1st week, Pyri’s multicast gained enough experience to allow her to up her simultaneous cinderbolts to three, then four. Casting and maintaining three, and then four cinderbolts became very taxing on her mana upkeep though, and she wasn't able to do it for very long. Even though her multicast got high enough to cast 5 cinderbolts in the 3rd week, she didn't bother with it. Instead she stopped investing points into intelligence in place of spirit for mana regeneration. Four cinderbolts was plenty, though, and massively improved their kill time on the Mosstrap swarms. 

 Lina’s Shadow Dance skill control also improved massively. She’d gotten so fast at teleporting around in the darkness that it was difficult to keep track of where she was, and was leaving behind shadow after-images as part of her skill after each dagger strike.

 Once Aegis had reached level 70, he’d taken to asking his party to leave one Mosstrapper alive to level up his shield mastery and leather armor proficiency, then finishing it off with a cast of Varibhadra. At level 70 he had much more health to safely take their attacks despite the reduction in his armor’s effectiveness. The damage reduction of his armor was based on whatever his current level was, so anytime he’d leveled up, it slowly scaled down, signaling to him that he’d need to keep improving the quality of his armor to keep up his tankiness. 

 Despite starting on leveling his skills later than the others, due to waiting until he’d hit level 70 to start, his skills quickly surpassed his party members thanks to his Light of Eirene skill. The skill's levels also very quickly surpassed his actual level. Unfortunately, though, due to the level of the enemies being in the 70’s, all of them saw a massive drop off in experience gains once their skills and spells reached level 90.

 By the end of the third week, the party had hit their goal of reaching level 85. They had no sense of what time of day it was when they got the last notifications - they had seen nothing but bioluminescent glows for the past 21 days. They were only able to keep track of time through leaving the Simbox for meals and showers.




	Congratulations, you have reached Level 85!: +5 attribute points available, +401 health, +126 mana!






 “YES!” Darkshot dropped to his knees from joy as he saw it appear. He stopped dealing damage to the last few Mosstrappers in their current pull to rejoice, leaving Lina, Rakkan and Pyri to finish them off. “We survived, lil guy. We made it.” He turned to Darkwing on his shoulder who was now sitting at level 50 - he was only gaining a portion of the experience that Darkshot had been earning. Similarly, Snowflake, who was still at work buffeting the poison mist away, was now level 75.

 “We’re done, right? We’re strong enough to explore the Underrealm?” Darkshot asked with desperation in his voice.

 “Not quite!” Aegis shouted up at him as he ran along the base of the ramp on his current loop. “Leave one alive, there’s still one more thing we should train on these guys before moving on.” Aegis declared.



 “Games are supposed to be fun, you know.” Darkshot complained as he stood in a cloud of poison mist, breathing it in and taking poison damage while Aegis repeatedly healed him through it.

 “What do you mean? This is fun.” Aegis shrugged.

 “You’re making me breathe in poison, on purpose.” Darkshot crossed his arms.

 “Yeah, look at all that experience you’re gaining though.” Aegis replied with enthusiasm. “If these things use poison mist, chances are this area is filled with poisonous enemies. Better to be prepared.” 

 “He’s right.” Rakkan nodded as he stood up the ramp, waiting for his turn. Aegis had discovered a use for the Mosstrapper poison glands - when he ripped them open, they released a temporary cloud of poisonous mist. It didn’t deal much damage, or last very long, but it was perfect for training up their resistances. The group spent several hours intentionally breathing in the mist until all of them had reached level 15 in poison resistance, then Aegis continued further to get his up to 25.

 “Okay, now we’re done, right?” Darkshot asked expectantly once Aegis had hit his level 25 poison resistance goal.

 “Yup, now we’re done.” Aegis stretched his arms up to the cavern roof excitedly.

 “Finallllly!” Darkshot re-enacted his relief, dropping to his knees again and tilting his head back to the ceiling.

 “That was incredibly fast.” Lina smiled.

 “FAST?” Darkshot glared at her.

 “It was pretty fast…” Lina mumbled back timidly. 

 “Should we take a break and go see the sun? We’re still pretty close to Rene.” Pyri suggested.

 “Nope! Now it’s time for adventure!” Aegis pointed forward towards the forest excitedly.

 “Not even a little bit of sun?” Pyri pouted.

 “Finally. There’s gotta be some ruins down here somewhere. There’s always ruins in the underrealm.” Rakkan rubbed his hands together as he headed down the ramp, the others following behind him, but they stopped behind Aegis as he only made a few steps forward into the cavern.

 “It feels a bit weird.” Aegis said as he looked around at the forest. “We’ve been here for three weeks, staring at this forest from this spot, running loops and fighting the enemies here. Now we’re finally stepping out into the forest, and even though we leveled, it still seems really dangerous.” Aegis said.

 “Look.” Lina pointed up at the cavern roof at the snails. “We can see their levels now.” She added. Sitting above the heads of the stony snails on the ceiling were their nameplates, all in the range of levels 110 to 115.

 “Any player that is level 135 or below, we’ll be able to see now. Most of the high level players are stuck at 150 doing their advanced quests.” Rakkan explained.

 “We’re getting closer.” Aegis replied as he turned back to the others with a big grin on his face. Aegis took this moment to fidget with his interface to see how he’d grown over the last few weeks in this cave. 




	
Name: Aegis
Title: Lord of Rene [Land Rank: 3 (Village)]
Race: Human
Gender: Male
Marriage Partner: Lina [+25% Experience While Grouped]
Level: 85
Class: Shattered Healer
Health: 32,711/32,711
Mana: 7860/7860
Stamina: 1230/1230
Hunger: 100/100
Armor Rating: 4236 [34.35% DMG Reduction]

Strength: 75
Agility: 60
Constitution: 155
Intelligence: 61
Spirit: 250
Charisma: 13

Favor:

Eirene: 40,270
Aphrodite: 4,260
Odin: 3,500
Shiva: 2,500






	
Equipment

Chest: Lynx Leather Armor [978 AC][ENCH: +25HP/5s]
Legs: Lynx Leather Pants [445 AC][ENCH: +25HP/5s]
Feet: Lynx Leather Boots [303 AC][ENCH: +25HP/5s]
Hands: Lynx Leather Gloves [278 AC][ENCH: +25HP/5s]
Back: Vestments of Eirene [1 AC] [O1: +25MP/m]
Accessory[2/3]: Simple Ring, Aegis' Bane[ENCH: MindShell]
Mainhand: Iron Shortsword [51-59DMG][ENCH: +16-20HLYDMG]
Offhand: Iron Shield of Eirene [1327 AC][O1: +250FVR(Eirene)][O2: -5% ABY][ENCH: +25HP/5s]





	
Class Skills [Shattered Healer]

Heal(Intermediate): Level 90 [+7924HP, 480mp]
Smite(Intermediate): Level 12
Cleanse(Intermediate): Level 1
Bless(Intermediate): Level 90 [15m, +111-113 dmg, 215mp]
Healing Wind(Intermediate): Level 90 [+871hp/3s, 39s, 449mp]
Aura of Light(Intermediate): Level 1 [1mp/3s, 1m]
Avatar of Eirene(Intermediate): Level 60 [7m55s, +40.2%AC, 40.2%HE, +20.1%Aura]
Path of the Stars: Passive [Eirene]: Passive [3/3]
->[1/3]Aura of Beauty(Intermediate): Level 75 [8.5st/5s, 39mp/5s, 4.7m]
->[2/3]Challenging Roar(Intermediate): Level 90 [21,470threat, 256mp, 22.8m]
->[3/3]Varibhadra(Intermediate): Level 30 [24,5%dmg, 1790mp]
Gentle Touch: Passive [Eirene]
Light of Eirene: Passive [Eirene]





	
Basic Skills

Shield Mastery(Intermediate): Level 90 [+35%]
   Abilities: Brace, Shieldwall, Bash[796-804dmg]
Sword Mastery(Beginner): Level 2
   Abilities: Parry
Unarmed Combat(Beginner): Level 25
Leather Armor Proficiency(Intermediate): Level 90 [+45%AC, +7MS]
Shadow Resistance: Level 10 [10% DMG Reduction]
Fire Resistance: Level 30 [30% DMG Reduction]
Nature Resistance: Level 9 [9% DMG Reduction]
Acid Resistance: Level 25 [25% DMG Reduction]
Poison Resistance: Level 25 [25% DMG Reduction]
Riding(Intermediate): Level 45
Land Vehicle Mastery(Intermediate): Level 30
Leadership(Intermediate): Level 74
Taming(Intermediate): Level 45
Dancing(Beginner): Level 7





	
Crafting Skills

Mining (Intermediate): Level 36
   Proficiencies: [Copper][Iron]
Woodcutting(Intermediate): Level 30
   Proficiencies: [Pine][Birch][Ironwood]
Herbalism(Intermediate): Level 61
Creature Harvesting(Intermediate): Level 91
Weaving(Intermediate): Level 33
Sewing(Intermediate): Level 33
Refining(Intermediate): Level 45
Blacksmithing(Intermediate): Level 47
Woodworking(Intermediate): Level 70
Alchemy(Intermediate): Level 32
Tanning(Intermediate): Level 66
Leatherworking(Intermediate): Level 67
Artistry(Intermediate): Level 43
Architecture(Intermediate): Level 88
Scribing(Intermediate): Level 30
Cooking(Intermediate): Level 45
Enchanting(Intermediate): Level 32
  Abilities: Enchant Object
Stone Cutting(Intermediate): Level 79
Farming(Intermediate): Level 30
Crafting Mastery(Intermediate): Level 48








 Seeing how high everything had gotten, his confidence slowly built up. He’d started spreading out his attributes from leveling up between spirit, strength, constitution and intelligence. The intelligence was helping improve the power of his spells beyond what the skill level ups alone could do, but stamina and mana were still his biggest issues. Regardless, he was much stronger than he had been several weeks ago.

 “Alright. Are we going for the Fisher…” Aegis motioned to the nearest worm-like creature hiding in the underside of one of the giant mushrooms. “Or, one of the snails?” He pointed at the ceiling of the cavern where the snails were hanging amongst the stalactites.

 “I kinda like the snails. I think they’re cute.” Pyri commented.

 “Really? Snails?” Aegis raised his eyebrows at her.

 “What?” They’re just slinking around, having a good time. I don’t want to hurt them.” Pyri replied.

 “Okay. fine. Fisher first.” Aegis sighed as he took a few steps forward towards the nearest one. Walking away from the cavern wall and into the mushroom forest felt surreal, but he continued forward nonetheless. 

 “How do you reckon we get it to come down?” Darkshot asked.

 “I reckon you could just shoot it.” Aegis suggested.

 “Yeah. Okay. I reckon I will.” Darkshot huffed back as he nocked an arrow, and Aegis quickly spread his bless buff to the party. With weapons drawn they all looked up eagerly at the worm-like creature and waited for the arrow to hit.

 When Darkshot fired at it, the creature immediately let out an aggravated chittering sound and uncoiled itself, then lashed downward at them using its body like a whip. The back of its worm body remained connected to the underside of the mushroom through several large hooks it had growing out of its tail that were dug into the mushroom.

 Its skin was a pure, milky white with a round mouth that opened to reveal circular rows of thin sharp needle-like fangs. Rather than eyes, its mouth was surrounded with feeler-like stingers that Darkshot had to jump back and avoid. [Reltrak Fisher - Level 103] stood above its head as it pulled its head back and prepared to lunge out again at Darkshot, before Aegis moved to stand between it and him.

 “Challenging Roar!” Aegis shouted to get its attention. Once he had, the party began dealing damage with their various attacks and spells. Aegis was anxious to see just how dangerous this enemy would be - even though they were now level 85, the Fisher was still significantly higher level than them.




	
You take 13,213 Piercing damage.
 Iron Shield of Eirene has been afflicted with Petrification and is no longer usable.








 “Huh?” Aegis said as the front of the Fisher crashed into his shield with its stingers, and a second later, his shield suddenly got incredibly heavy and turned into dark gray stone. “Shit.” Aegis panicked as the creature reeled its body back and prepared to strike again, while the others looked to see what was going on.

 “It’s petrifying?” Rakkan asked.

 “Yeah, the stingers, don’t let them touch you!” Aegis shouted as he quickly unequipped his stone shield for another one, but rather than block another hit he opted to sidestep the strike. The forward momentum of the Fisher’s lunge attack carried its body past Aegis, but as it pulled back again it swerved itself outward to try and hit him with its stingers. “Guard!” Aegis shouted at the last second, creating a shield projection in front of himself just in time to block the stinger tendrils from lashing out at him as he recovered from his dodging motion,




	You take 16210 Piercing damage.






 “Healing wind. Heal.” Aegis began casting as he watched the creature coil back. “This thing is nasty, kill it fast please.” Aegis said as he saw Pyri’s four cinderbolts burning it, Rakkan and his two echoes striking at it, and Darkshot and Lina relentlessly hitting it alongside Snowflake. 

 “Try running away, you know? Kiting it!” Darkshot suggested.

 “No, if I get out of its attack range it might turn on you guys.” Aegis replied as he prepared to dodge another lunging attack. This time he was prepared for both the forward strike, and the backward strike, and jumped wider to avoid it. As he did though, he spotted the stingers dragging along the mossy floor of the cavern. The moss too turned into hard stone just from touching them, and it quickly spread out across the floor to touch Aegis’ leather boots.




	Lynx Leather Boots have been afflicted with Petrification and are no longer usable.






 “Son of a…” Aegis said as his feet suddenly got stuck to the floor. His boots had become cemented to the stone moss around them and he could no longer move his feet at all. He saw this a bit late - as the Fisher prepared to lunge at him again, he anxiously moved into his interface and unequipped his shoes just in time to free his feet and allow him to jump out of the way of the Fisher’s lunging attack, then rolling a second time as it pulled its body back towards the stalk of the mushroom it was hanging from. 

 It dragged its stingers long the mossy cavern floor again, though, and this time Aegis had no shoes to protect him. He anxiously ran away from the petrification as it spread out from the point that the Fisher had touched it for two meters before it stopped. 

 “No wonder the snails don’t go near these things.” Aegis commented as he felt the strange spongy moss beneath his bare feet - it was not a good feeling to walk along it without shoes on. He was forced to dodge its strikes a few more times barefoot, but after that he got a better sense of what the fisher was capable of and managed it okay. 

When the Fisher had taken enough damage, it let out one final chittering screech as it released its hooks on the underside of the mushroom and dropped to the petrified mossy floor of the cavern below it, coiling in on itself as it died.

“From my perspective, that thing was really easy to fight.” Darkshot shrugged with a smirk as he looked over at the annoyed, out of breath and bare foot Aegis who glared back at him.

“I need a new pair of shoes. Gimme yours.” Aegis held his hands out to him expectantly.

“No way, I’m not walking barefoot on that stuff.” He motioned to the green slimy stains on Aegis’ feet from walking on the moss. Aegis just sighed as the others gathered around and he took his petrified shoes and shield out of his inventory.

“Anyone know how to remove petrification?” Aegis asked them.

“Nope. I remember dispel magic didn’t work on it, back when I was a sage.” Rakkan shrugged.

“What about cleanse?” Aegis asked rhetorically as he went into the database in his interface to look up cleanse. “No… higher levels remove poison, diseases, and curses.” Aegis sighed.

“Petrification is one of the worst status conditions. I think there’s elixirs and oils that get rid of it from alchemy…” Lina shrugged.

“Hm.” Aegis said as he closed out his interface and took out his creature harvesting tools, getting to work on the Fisher. Once he’d finished, all he’d gotten from it was some decent quality Fisher Meat, and showed it to the group. “Doesn’t look that tasty…” He commented, then spotted Snowflake practically drooling over it, and hucked a piece towards him which he caught in his mouth and gulped down excitedly.

“Maybe there’s something in this forest that helps remove petrification?” Pyri suggested as she looked around at their surroundings at the various odd fungi and other plants growing amidst the moss.

“Yeah, I’ll gather a bit of it all and mess around with it.” Aegis nodded as he joined her in looking. “What happens if one of us gets petrified?” Aegis asked Lina.

“When you are petrified, you get an option that appears on your screen - you can choose to kill your character and be logged out for 24 hours in-game time, or wait for someone to remove it. Also, if your stone statue form is broken in any way, you’ll die instantly.” Lina explained.

“Jeez, talk about rough.” Darkshot shook his head.

“The upside is, it’s a monster only debuff - players don’t get access to it.” Lina shrugged.

“You sure about that?” Rakkan asked her curiously.

“Yes.” Lina nodded. “An Averon developer said so.” She added. 

“Let’s avoid walking near any mushrooms with those fisher things then, at least until I can figure out how to unpetrify my shoes.” Aegis replied as he started walking forward, deeper into the mushroom forest. The others didn't hesitate to follow along behind him.

It wasn’t long before they got deep enough into the forest that they could no longer see any cavern walls around them, making it hard to tell that they were underground at all. Darkshot utilized his high level 90 tracking skill to easily spot out any of the Mosstrappers that were hiding along the cavern floor, while the rest of them kept their heads tilted upwards at the undersides of the mushrooms to avoid walking near any of the mushrooms that had Fishers hiding in them. All the while the ceiling of the cavern above them remained dotted intermittently with the snails that hung amidst the stalactites in their stony shells.

The sound of running water got louder the further they walked into the mushroom forest, as did the ever-present green fog that hovered over the surface of the moss. It thickened the further into the Reltrak Forest that they went, and they began hearing sounds of odd squeaking creatures and cricket chirps, creating a strange, underground forest ambience. They didn’t encounter the creatures making the sounds until they finally spotted a gap in the green fog - it was a sign that they’d finally found and reached the river. There was a strange looking collection of round gray insects gathered on the bank of the river that fluttered away as they approached, and the chirping sounds stopped once they had.

Walking closer to the river, they were all surprised to see just how wide it was. The moss of the cavern floor grew right up to the edge, then a second, dark blueish moss could be seen growing along the riverbed under the clear water that spanned 6 meters across. It was deep, but the dark blue moss in the water had aquamarine colored orbs growing from white stems, allowing them to see the bottom easily.

Aegis and his party walked right up to the edge of the running water and looked around curiously.

“Swim across?” Rakkan suggested. Aegis turned to Snowflake and saw Snowflake sniff the water, then pull his head back. 

“Better not, looks like something is funny with this water.” Aegis said after seeing Snowflake’s behavior.

“You’re not going to make us rope it again, are you?” Darkshot asked.

“Nope. We’ve got Snowflake with us.” Aegis grinned as he motioned Darkshot towards Snowflake’s saddle, and Snowflake obediently knelt down to let him climb on.

“You sure he’s not going to drop me in the water?” Darkshot asked as he approached the beast with caution.

“Snowflake would never do that. He’s a good boy, right buddy?” Aegis said in a babying voice as he ruffled his feathers, and Snowflake squawked back excitedly.

“Alright.” Darkshot hesitantly climbed onto the back of Snowflake and held on awkwardly.

“Just fly him across the river, okay?” Aegis instructed Snowflake, who nodded back, then with a big leap and several violent flaps of his wings, he took off into the air and landed on the opposite side of the river. Lina shadowstepped across, Pyri flew across, and Aegis and Rakkan got quick rides from Snowflake as well.

As Aegis flew over top of the river last, however, he spotted a strangely shaped stone object amidst the blue moss under the water.

“Whoa, hang on.” Aegis pointed it out as Snowflake landed beside the others. He hopped off of Snowflakes back and moved to the edge of the river, now on the other side, and motioned to it. “Do you guys see that? There’s something in the water.” Aegis pointed it out as the others moved to stand beside him and looked.

“Oh yeah…” Darkshot squinted. “Looks like a face.” 

“A mask, maybe?” Rakkan added, also squinting. 

“Hard to say, there’s a lot of moss growing on and around it.” Pyri shrugged. “Should I swim down and grab it?” Pyri offered. 

“I dunno, that water is pretty shady. It looks too clean, in a forest filled with moss and mushrooms and poison bugs.” 

“I’ll be fine.” Pyri shrugged as she took a step in the water, and immediately pulled her foot back out after having taken 6340 damage and winced from the pain, hopping around for a bit until two seconds later, the pain vanished and she put her foot back down. “Ow.” She declared as she stomped the foot back down on the moss. “Acid.” She announced to the others.

“Of course it’s acidic.” Aegis sighed.

“You weren’t kidding when you said everything down here is trying to kill us.” Darkshot said with a nod towards Lina and she shrugged back at him. “Well, I guess the mystery of the underwater mask will have to go unsolved.” Darkshot turned to Aegis, only to see he was already unequipping his armor.

“I’m going in.” Aegis declared, already nearly half naked. “Profanity filters, on.” Aegis ordered them.

“I’m not going to see anything I haven’t already seen.” Pyri waved this instruction off, while Rakkan, Darkshot and Lina all looked away. Once he’d unequipped it all, he took a deep breath and prepared to dive in. 

“Nothing like taking a swim in a river of acid.” He grumbled to himself, then quickly dove into the water towards the moss-covered mask.




	You take 5,430 Acid damage.






It burned horribly, all over his body. It felt as though his skin was melting, but he fought through the pain as he swam with his eyes open through the clear liquid towards the mask. 




	You take 5,360 Acid damage






The damage came a second time after three seconds of being submerged, but in this time he’d reached the mask and reached out to grab it, only to find that it wasn’t a mask, but attached to a full, humanoid body that was covered in the dark blue moss. As he took a third hit of acid damage, he worked furiously to rip the moss off of the humanoid creature and get it free from the ground.

It was a struggle, and the statue was heavy, but Aegis had a strong feeling that this wasn’t just a statue, so he was determined to break it free. By the 5th hit of acid damage, his health had gotten dangerously low, but he managed to free the statue and swam up with it to the surface. He had to release it near the river bank though to get out of the acid fast enough before the next hit of damage on him.

As he emerged from the acid, he gasped for air and shook his body violently to work through the pain of the acid damage.

“Fuck me, that hurts.” Aegis shouted angrily as he began casting heals on himself. Hearing his voice, the others instinctively turned around to look, only to see that Aegis was still completely naked and turned back away from him again.

“Put some clothes back on.” Darkshot complained.

“Yeah, yeah, I got it.” Aegis replied as Pyri reached into the acid river to grab at the statue near the bank and pulled it out the rest of the way for Aegis. A few moments later, Aegis was fully dressed, and Pyri had stood the statue upright so that they could all look at it.

The statue of the creature had a head that resembled a tree stump, with an opening in the bark for its eyes, and nose. Under the nostril holes the bark-like skin faded and transitioned into a normal looking human chin, but it had no ears and instead had several broken branches growing out of the upper half of its tree-stump head in place of hair. 

It was short, the height of a child, and had leather armor and leggings indicating that it was civilized, or at least smart enough to wear equipment. Its skin on its hands looked bumpy, with an odd texture, and its fingers had stubby, mushroom-like endings. It was hard to make out more details than that, though, as the statue was all one color and solidified.

“What is it?” Darkshot asked as they eyed the humanoid creature up and down.

“I don’t know. It’s humanoid, but it’s not any of the playable races.” Lina replied.

“Looks like a kid.” Rakkan added.

“Is it friendly?” Pyri asked.

“Only one way to find out. Guess it’s time I start acting like a doctor and find a cure for petrification.” Aegis grinned as he cracked his knuckles and began scanning the surrounding forest for useful herbs.

            

    
        Chapter 138: Tuugal

    
    
    
    
                Chapter 138: Tuugal


Not far from the acidic river, Aegis had set up a small stone altar beside the statue of the strange creature that they’d recovered from the water. His party had cleared out a small area around them of moss, constructing a campfire to keep Snowflake and Darkwing warm in the cold underrealm air. 

 Atop his stone altar, which was more or less just a large stone with a flat top, he’d neatly laid out a collection of flowers, herbs, and fungi that he’d managed to collect from the surrounding ecosystem over the previous hour he’d spent seeking them out.

 “So, any clue which ones can be used to cure petrification?” Pyri asked as she looked over Aegis' shoulder. He was staring down intently at the rows of alchemy ingredients. 

 “Each has a unique property, when I mix them with others, they bring out varying effects. Some mixtures produce nothing. There’s no limit in the amount I can add, or other ingredients, but a lot of it just negates the power of the elixirs.” Aegis explained.

 “So you could even just throw in the Soilstone? Or the poison glands?” Darkshot asked as he moved to stand on the other side of Aegis and looked over his shoulder as well.

 “Hm.” Aegis replied, quickly going into his interface and plopping down a Mosstrapper Poison gland alongside the other ingredients. He then added a chunk of the Fisher meat. The moment he plopped down the Fisher meat, Snowflake began licking his beak and walking forward towards it, though. “Nope, not for eating.” Aegis commanded the hungry looking gryphon, much to his disappointment. 

 “This could take awhile…” Aegis said as he took out a mortar and pestle, a few vials and various other mixing utensils, placing them nearest to him on the flat rock before dropping to his knees to prepare to work. “Not the most ideal environment, but… here goes nothing.”

 “I’ll try to find more ingredients for you to work with.” Lina said as Aegis got started.

 “Ok, but, be careful.” Aegis said with concern.

 “I will, don’t worry. I’m sneaky!” She replied with an excited smile, and a moment later she shadowstepped away from the party. 

 “I’ll keep practicing with the echo.” Rakkan shrugged as he summoned his two copies and started making them fight each other.

 “Guess I should work on my multishot control.” Darkshot joined in as Pyri watched the two boys begin practicing. “You don’t need to practice controlling your spells, Pyri?” He asked curiously, turning to see her watching Aegis.

 “Oh, me? Uhm… Sure, I guess I should practice controlling them too.” Pyri replied awkwardly. “Four cinderbolts is really hard to control, after all.” She nodded at him as she began snapping her cinderbolts into existence. Darkshot continued to watch her move them around for a bit.

 “Just a tip, you can control them just by bending your finger joints. Look,” Darkshot stepped to Pyri and shot an arrow past her, then demonstrated himself wiggling his fingers to redirect it repeatedly, so that it flew in circles around them. “See? Pretty cool, right?” Darkshot smiled proudly at her.

 “Yup, that is really cool.” Pyri forced a smile. “I’ll try that.” She added as she forcefully imitated his movements and shifted her cinderbolts around herself. Darkshot continued to watch her a bit before giving her a nod of approval, then went back to practicing his own spell control. 

 Two hours of work went into creating a series of mixtures in vials that Aegis set down before him on the flat stone. He hadn’t run out of ingredients, as Lina had repeatedly returned with some that she’d gathered as she shadowstepped around the cavern. But he was running out of ideas and possible combinations.

 “Man.” Aegis sighed in frustration as he leaned back, getting the others' attention. They all stopped what they were doing to walk over and see Aegis had three filled vials in front of him. One was filled with red liquid, one clear, and one green. 

 “How’s it going?” Pyri asked.

 “This, it’s a variation of a healing potion. Not very strong, but I think if I mix it with a basic healing potion recipe, it’ll become really potent. Right now it just heals 250 health.” Aegis tapped the red vial to add it to his inventory. 

 “This one…” Aegis tapped the green vial.

 “It’s poison, right?” Darkshot said as he looked at it.

 “No, it improves crop yields if you mix it with soil and spread it on a field or garden.” Aegis sighed as he tapped it and added it to his inventory.

 “And what’s the clear one?” Rakkan asked.

 “That one is poison. Only works if you ingest it though, no good for weapon coating.” Aegis tapped it and added it to his inventory as well. “It doesn’t do enough damage yet to bother with using, but I’m pretty sure I can add other ingredients to improve its potency.” He said as he leaned back, and just then Lina arrived with a few more mushrooms and herbs, setting them on the stone for Aegis.

 “I got these ones. Running out of things to gather nearby, though.” Lina said as she set them down. “How’s it going?” She asked, seeing the frustrated look on Aegis’ face.

 “None of this stuff works to get rid of petrification. But the way this game works, it always has the solution nearby, right?” Aegis asked, looking between the others, and got a few shrugs. As he was looking up at them, his eyes caught a glimpse of a snail in the process of dropping down from the cavern roof onto the top of one of the large yellow glowing mushrooms.

 “Ahah!” He suddenly shouted as he pointed up at the snail. “We didn’t try them.” Aegis motioned up to the snail excitedly.

 “The snails? You mean we need to kill one?” Pyri asked with a sad face.

 “No.” Aegis replied, but paused. “Well, maybe, but first.” Aegis pointed more towards the yellow glowing mushroom it was landing on. “Look, the Fishers are only hiding in the undersides of the mushrooms with yellow glows.” Aegis pointed out that there was indeed a Fisher hiding in the underside of the very mushroom that the Snail had dropped down onto.

 “So?” Darkshot replied confused.

 “Everything that Fisher touched with its stingers turned to stone. My shield, my shoes, the moss, and presumably this guy.” Aegis motioned to the petrified statue beside the campfire. “But, they sit up in that mushroom all day, and it never turns to stone. Also, the snails have stone shells, and they only want to eat that mushroom. The key has got to be that big yellow mushroom.” Aegis declared as he started walking around and casting bless on everyone, giving them a good idea of what he was planning.

 “Aura of beauty.” He cast, erupting in a burst of light as he walked barefoot towards the nearest yellow mushroom stalk. “Come on, let's kill that Fisher so I can chop it down.” Aegis said, and the others followed behind him, drawing out their weapons.

 It took a few minutes of work, but now that Aegis had a sense of how they attacked, he was able to avoid getting struck by the Fisher while keeping its attention using challenging roars. Once it died and fell to the cavern floor, he used creature harvesting and tossed some of the meat to Snowflake before pulling out his iron axe, and got to work on chopping the stalk of the yellow mushroom. 

 “Just be careful, I’ve never really chopped a mushroom before. Don’t let it fall on you.” Aegis called to the others, prompting them all to back away as he took a few swings at the thick stalk of the mushroom. It was a lot thicker and harder to cut through than he was expecting, but after 30 or so chops, its structural integrity gave way and it began to teeter, much to the dismay of the snail snacking on top of it. 

 From there, it tilted to the side and crashed down onto the cavern floor, sending up the green mist and fog alongside puffs of dust. The top of mushroom broke apart into spongy slices as it impacted, sending the snail atop it rolling away as it quickly retreated its slug body into its shell.

 “Oh, spores!” Aegis excitedly pulled out a bottle and ran towards the settling mist that had exploded out of the broken mushroom fragments, mixing in with the everpresent green mist of the forest. He took a swipe at the air with the bottle open, attempting to capture some of the spores inside. Once was sure he had some, he sealed the bottle.

 “What do you need spores for?” Darkshot asked.

 “Aren’t those dangerous? You shouldn’t breathe them in.” Pyri commented. She, as well as the rest of Aegis’ party and Snowflake were sure to stand far back from the dusty, misty cloud as it settled around the point of impact. 

 “It’ll be fine. If this really is the cure to petrification, we’ll want some spores so we can grow them ourselves.” Aegis explained as he put the bottle in his inventory. “I think this stalk can be used as a tier 2 wood material. Kinda cool. That means it's possible to build mushroom houses.” Aegis said as he looked at the stalk he’d chopped curiously.

 “Building a house out of fungus?” Darkshot stared at Aegis disapprovingly.

 “I’m not saying it’s a good idea, just, it’s possible.” He shrugged. He waited a few moments for the mist to finish settling before he approached the broken fragments of the mushroom’s head.

 “You better hurry, I think you rang the dinner bell.” Rakkan said as he pointed out several snails excitedly slinking their way across the mossy cavern floor towards the broken mushroom. 

 “Yeah.” Aegis nodded as he used his axe to break off a few pieces, then lugged it away from the rest of the mushroom towards their campfire. By the time he had, 4 snails had already arrived and began munching on the mushroom. Aegis watched carefully at how the snails were only eating the top of the mushroom, and avoided eating the stem or the underside of the mushroom head.

 With this in mind, he used his creature harvesting knife to slice off several pieces of the mushroom, prioritizing the yellow glowing portions that were quickly dulling.

 “I’ve got a feeling that once it stops glowing, whatever useful properties it has will be gone.” Aegis said as he began to work quickly on the flat stone top, mixing in the ingredients with several variations into different vials. He’d managed to complete 5 combinations over the next 10 minutes as the others watched, after which point the yellow glow had completely faded from the mushroom.

 “Got it.” Aegis shouted excitedly as he pumped his fist into the air. He read the item card on the vial of one of the mixtures, combining the yellow glowing mushroom top with two other grinded up herbs, and a small bit of acid from the river.




	
Name: [De-Petrification Oil]
Type: Consumable
Quality: 17%
Duration: 5m
Effect: Applying this oil to any creature or object that has been petrified will remove the petrification effect. 
Description: The petrified object must have a significant amount of the oil applied relative to its size over the course of 5 minutes in order for the oil to take effect. Failure to apply enough of the oil in time will cause the de-petrification process to fail, possibly resulting in creature death, or object destruction. 








 “Hm.” Aegis read the item card on the vial, then took out his petrified shoes and placed them on the stone altar. He quickly popped the vial open and smeared it all over the shoes, making sure not to miss a spot, then waited. “Says it takes 5 minutes.” Aegis crossed his arms when he’d finished, leaning back and staring at the shoes alongside the others. Sure enough, once the five minutes were up, his shoes became de-petrified.

 “Finally!” Aegis cheered as he grabbed and re-equipped them. “This spongy moss floor was really starting to weird me out."

 “Good job.” Lina smiled at him encouragingly. 

 “Not enough for your shield, or this guy, though.” Rakkan pointed out.

 “Nope, which means…” Aegis scanned their surroundings until he’d spotted another yellow-topped mushroom. “We’ve got some farming to do.” He cracked his neck before stomping towards the mushroom with determination, his party in tow.

 Over the next few hours Aegis and his party worked on decimating the Fisher population in the area. They’d accidentally set off a few Mosstrappers in the process but were able to take them out without much difficulty. The bigger issue was how aware the snails had become of what they were doing.

 While the snails remained friendly and never attacked, Aegis was starting to get annoyed by how quickly they reached the mushrooms when they were felled, and how fast they began munching on them and stealing his resources. 

He wanted to not only harvest enough to make oil for the creature they’d found in the river, but also to have plenty to spare for themselves in case anything went wrong in the future. The time limit between once the mushroom had been felled to when he had to make it into an oil was making it difficult, though.

 Eventually, he’d filled nearly all of the vials that he’d brought with him for their underrealm adventure with the de-petrification oil.

 “Ok, that should be enough.” Aegis stood up from his flat stone altar, turning to the statue of the strange creature. “Let’s put out the campfire before we de-petrify this guy. He looks planty, he probably doesn't like fire.” Aegis suggested as he motioned to the campfire and Rakkan quickly stomped it out. Aegis then handed out a vial of oil to each of his party members.

 “We need to cover him completely in this oil in under 5 minutes, or it won’t work. When I say go, everyone get to oiling.” Aegis said as they all positioned themselves around the statue, hands at the ready. “Ready. Set. Go.” Aegis called out, and immediately they popped the vials open and began spreading it on the creature. Lina and Pyri went for the legs, Darkshot and Aegis went for the arms, and Rakkan got his head. It took awhile to make sure they got every spot, and Aegis had to resupply everyone with more vials, but after about three minutes, they’d all met in the middle at his torso.

 “I think we got it all.” Pyri said as she took a step back.

 “Wait! The underside of his feet!” Lina thought as she was about to step back as well. Rakkan quickly lifted the statue up and Lina was fast with her hands, spreading oil to the bottom of his soles. “Ok, got it.” She nodded as she stepped back with the others.

 “Okay. Everyone, be extra friendly if it works.” Aegis said to the others and they all nodded, including Snowflake.

 “What if it attacks us?” Darkshot asked, and Aegis looked at him hesitantly. 

 “What if it’s a really high level, too?” Rakkan added. 

 “Bless…” Aegis began buffing everyone, and as he did, they all drew out their weapons. Darkshot nocked an arrow and pointed it at the creatures head from mere centimeters away, while Pyri hovered four cinderbolts around it. Rakkan created his echoes, Lina drew out her daggers, and Aegis held his shield up in front of it. 

 In these positions, they all waited patiently, counting down the time for the oil to take effect.

 “What if… it’s really just a statue.” Pyri suggested. They all awkwardly glanced at each other as they considered this possibility, and the longer the time went on, the more plausible it seemed. Luckily, though, around the five minute mark, the stone began to thin out and melt away under the oil, slowly bringing color to the creatures body.

 Over the course of 15 seconds they watched as the top branches and bark on its head turned dark brown, the skin on it’s chin went pale blue, and the leather armor it was wearing turned an odd orange. It’s eyes opened to reveal bright white pupils in the otherwise black eyes, and the color of its stumpy mushroom fingertips turned dark green.

 The first thing it saw was Aegis, and it quickly opened its mouth while raising its hands up in the air.

 “Please do not hurt me!” the young boy called out, looking terrified, [Tuugal(Elite) - Level 15] appeared above his head. The others all looked to Aegis hesitantly, and he gave a nod to lower their weapons. 

 “He’s only level 15. What are you doing here? How’d you end up in that river?” Aegis asked him as Darkshot put his arrow back in his quiver, Pyri removed her cinderbolts and Lina sheathed her daggers.

 “The Fishers cannot swim. One of them tried to attack me, so I dove into the river for safety. Unfortunately, it got me with a stinger as I jumped. I was too careless.” He explained, speaking with an odd accent that resembled Russian in Aegis’ mind. 

 “You weren’t worried about the acid in the river?” Aegis raised an eyebrow at him.

 “No, the river acid does not affect me.” Tuugal replied with a shrug.

 “Really?” Darkshot replied apprehensively.

 “Yes. It is what we drink.” Tuugal explained, but he saw them still looking doubtful, so he walked over to the nearby river, scooped it up with his hand and drank it. “See?” He smiled.

 “Weird.” Pyri commented.

 “You said ‘we’. There are more of you?” Aegis asked him, and as he had, Tuugal looked as though he had a sudden realization.

 “Yes! My family, they must be worried! How long was I petrified for?” He asked worriedly.

 “Uh. No idea, pretty long I guess, you had moss growing on you.” Aegis shrugged.

 “Please, you must help me return to my village. I left to seek help, they are in danger.” Tuugal pleaded as he stepped forward and clasped Aegis’ hands in his own. 




	
Quest: Escort Tuugal back to his family in the hidden village of Pakro’Vielle
Objective:  0/1 Tuugal Escorted
Quest Giver: Tuugal, Pakro’Vielle, Kalmoore
Reward: 100,000 Experience, 100 Favor with Pakro’Vielle
Difficulty: Medium
Restrictions: Tuugal must survive.








 The quest notification appeared for everyone in the group and they all quickly hit accept.

 “We’ll take you back, but you’ve got to lead the way.” Aegis shrugged, and Tuugal bowed gratefully.

 “The forest looks a bit different than I remember it, but I still remember the way. Come,” He motioned them to follow as he took the lead, walking away from the river, but almost immediately walked towards a Mosstrapper.

 “Ah!” Darkshot quickly grabbed Tuugal’s shoulder and pulled him back. “How about you let me lead, and just point us in the right direction.” Darkshot suggested as they all anxiously noticed the blue pupils of the Mosstrapper staring excitedly at them, despite the rest of its body remaining completely still as it camouflaged with the mossy floor of the cavern.

 “Yes, perhaps that is best.” Tuugal nodded back awkwardly. 

 With that, the group headed deeper into the Reltrak forest. They walked on for several hours, without seeing the walls of the cavern even once during their journey. 

 Often times it felt like Tuugal was lost, but then he’d point out a landmark on the roof of the cavern and used it to re-oriented himself. He was clumsy, almost walking under Fishers, or stepping on Mosstrappers, to the point where Aegis and the others were amazed he’d manage to make it all the way to the river before being petrified, given how far of a journey they were making.

 Aegis did his best to take note of the landmarks Tuugal was using at first, in the hopes that he’d be able to make his way back to Rene if they needed to, but after a while he’d given up. The size of the Reltrak forest was well beyond what he’d imagined. 

 They spotted a few other unique, peaceful beasts moving about. One such creature was a large blue frog with glowing yellow spots on its back that hopped away from them when it spotted them. It was named [Reltrak Irthofrog - Level 120]. Another was a very tall creature with four needle-legs and a head on its back that it used to nibble on the edges of the non-glowing mushrooms. The strangest thing about that creature was its many tendrils hanging off the sides of its body, and the frilly mushroom web growths around its joints. It was named [Reltrak Strider - Level 95].

 Tuugal assured them that the creatures wouldn’t bother them as long as they left them alone, but Aegis was still curious what he’d be able to creature harvest from them, so he put it on his mental to-do list to hunt them at some point. Eventually, though, after walking for what felt like close to a day, they arrived at the wall of the cavern.

 “There, it is here!” Tuugal called out excitedly, pointing at a plain rocky cavern wall where the moss grew up slightly, and started running towards it excitedly.

 “That’s just a wall, right?” Darkshot mumbled to Aegis as they all approached.

 “The entrance to Pakro’Vielle, my home, is here. It is hidden.” He said as he moved to the wall and started feeling around it as the others watched. Eventually, much to their surprise, Tuugal touched a portion of the cavern wall that allowed his hand to pass into it, and the wall began flowing down around his arm like dark liquid sand. “Yes! This is it.” Tuugal cheered as he pulled his hand back and smiled at the others, but his smile suddenly faded.

 “I should warn you… Plashrim’s are not used to outsiders. Especially other-worlders. They may not give a warm welcome.” Tuugal explained apprehensively. Aegis glanced between his party members, who all looked back at him hesitantly. 

 “I’ll do the talking. I’m a priest of Eirene, NPCs love that.” Aegis nodded reassuringly to the others.

 “Pretty sure they’d like Aphrodite more.” Darkshot smirked. 

 “What’s a Plashrim?” Pyri asked Lina in a whisper.

 “No idea.” Lina shrugged.

 “Lead the way.” Aegis motioned Tuugal to continue forward, and Tuugal nodded. He then turned to the cavern wall where his hand had gone in, and he stepped forward confidently, walking through the thick sandy liquid-like wall. The moment he vanished into it the wall returned to normal, being indistinguishable from the rest of the cavern walls around it.

 “No way anyone would ever find this place without being led there.” Rakkan said with wide eyes of excitement as he walked forward towards it. Rakkan was the first to step through, followed by Darkshot with Darkwing bowing his head down and nuzzling it into Darkshot’s neck as they did. Then, Pyri went through, followed by Lina, and Aegis ushered Snowflake in before going in last. 

 It was an odd, sucking sensation as the mucky wall moved around him - like walking through a wall made of jello, but none of it stuck to his armor, and a second later he appeared out the other side.

 His eyes were immediately hit with a pale blue, bright blinding light that took him a second to adjust to. Once it had, he spotted a row of 20 guards forming a half circle around Aegis, Tuugal, and his party. All of them had long spears drawn and pointed at their necks.

 “Ok Aegis, time for you to do some talking.” Darkshot replied with a nervous laugh as he, as well as the others all held their hands up above their heads. 

            

    
        Chapter 139: Pakro'Vielle

    
    
    
    
                Chapter 139: Pakro'Vielle


“State your business, other-worlders.” One of the guards shouted aggressively at Aegis while nudging his spear forward in a threatening manner. Aegis took this time to look over the guards and his surroundings quickly to assess the situation.

 All of the guards had [Pakro’Vielle Guard - Level 90] above their heads, with the exception of the one speaking having [Captain Ulaipu(Elite) - Level 100]. They were a mix of female and male Plashrims. The males all resembled Tuugal’s appearance, though they were adults and as tall as Aegis and the others. The patterns of the bark on their heads, as well as the branches and shapes of the leaves, and the color of the leaves growing out of their head-branches varied. It wasn’t too unlike how hair color varied between humans.

 In addition, the stubs on their fingers that took the form of mushrooms also varied in shapes and colors. They all wore dark orange leather armor with the symbol of a white mushroom embroidered onto the front of it. The spears they wielded had iron tips, but the wooden components of their weapons were white - clearly made from the stalks of the mushrooms rather than traditional trees from the surface. 

 The females of the species, of which there were 6 in total amongst the guards, varied wildly in appearance from the males. Rather than having bark on their heads, they instead had normal looking humanoid faces, but right above their ears and eyes their skin transitioned into flower petals that blossomed out of their head, and in one case, a mushroom top. 

The colors, and the style of the petals on their heads varied as well. One resembled a red rose, while another a blue tulip. The one with the mushroom top was in the shape of a pointed red mushroom. Some of the flower petals were open, others were closed and pointed upwards, and Aegis could see the petals moving slightly as if the female Plashrim’s had control over whether the blossoms were open or closed. 

As Aegis took this in, he also peeked over the shoulders of the guards to spot the source of the blinding bright light that had surprised him upon passing through the wall.

They were standing in a large cavern, but not so large that Aegis couldn’t see the far walls of the place. There was a paved, white tiled road beneath his feet that led forward through a city of houses built into the mushrooms that were scattered about the cavern. The paved roads led right up to the stalks of various mushrooms, where ladders and staircases wound around the stalks up to the base of the mushroom heads.

There was then a landing at the base of the mushroom where it met the stalk, and a door leading into the stalk upwards where a home was built into the undersides of the giant mushrooms. The shapes of the doors, the styles of them, as well as the styles of the crafted stairs and ladders all varied greatly, but it was clear most of it was made out of the tier 2 wood obtained from chopping mushroom stalks.

In addition to the under-side entry points into the mushroom homes, Aegis spotted windows built into the sides of the mushroom heads, so that those residing inside could look out at them. He saw plenty of curious Pakro’Vielle citizens doing exactly that, while the streets were otherwise clear of civilians.

The light was come from the lamp posts that lined the streets, they were packed full with tiny blue orbs like those found on the moss in the Reltrak forest. The Plashrim had somehow harvested the orbs in a way that didn’t dull their light, then packed hundreds of them tightly together into transparent orbs that held them together atop of white wooden posts that lined the streets intermittently. 

In between the mushroom homes, Aegis spotted other typical facilities you’d find in a village. There were farm fields with fence posts built around them, pastures, and parked wagons, carts and the like. All of their constructions looked a little bit off i one way or another, but thanks to his high level crafting skills he could still tell what they were and how they functioned.

Aegis wasn’t the only one taking in all of this scenery, his party members all hard their jaws dropped as they looked over the mushroom village of Pakro’Vielle. Pyri had her head tilted up and pointed at the cavern roof to show Aegis that the Snails were present in this cavern as well, hanging from the roof among the stalactites and living in harmony with the Plashrims.

“I asked you a question.” Ulaipu shouted angrily, drawing attention back onto himself as Aegis finished taking in the scenery. He too was speaking with a russian-like accent on his english, similair to Tuugal's.

“Jya’lak giko mondtra alun!” Tuugal shouted as he ran to the front and held his hands out in defense of Aegis and his party.

“What’s he saying?” Darkshot asked, confused as he looked to the others.

“He’s speaking the Ancient language!” Rakkan squealed excitedly.

“Oadtra quen sivalash ketraka.” Ulaipu replied to Tuugal.

“Can you translate it?” Aegis asked Rakkan.

“A bit, kind of. Tuugal said we saved him, and Ulaipu’s asking who he is and why he brought us here.” Rakkan whispered back, making sure not to talk over the Plashrim.

“Ni’an kusak Imriena. Pashru ko lin giko sima halak!” Tuugal shouted insistently.

“He said he’s the son of Imriena. And we are here to help… with... something, I don’t know.” Rakkan replied flustered. Hearing Tuugal’s words, Ulaipu looked carefully over Aegis’ companions.

“You will speak with the Elder, he will decide if you are welcome here.” Ulaipu said commandly.

“Yes sir.” Aegis bowed politely. 

“Follow. Do not make any sudden movements. Put your weapons away.” Ulaipu said, giving nods to his fellow guards. They all slowly lowered their spears and returned them to their sides. Aegis motioned to his companions and they did the same, unequipping their weapons to show no hostility. “Is your beast tame?” Ulaipu turned his attention to Snowflake.

“He’s well behaved, right Snowflake?” Aegis asked, and Snowflake gave a squawking nod. 

“Very well.” Ulaipu replied before turning and heading down the street of Pakro’Vielle. Aegis was hesitant, but took the first steps forward to follow, and eventually the others followed suit. Once they stepped away from the cavern wall, the guards made sure to form a perimeter around Aegis and his party. 

The group made their way along the paved roads of Pakro’Vielle to find it completely silent, seemingly devoid of life. But one only needed to look up into the windows of the houses to see dozens of Plashrim staring down at them curiously from behind the glass.

“They’re scared of us, I guess.” Aegis whispered to his party. The group was being led to a large, beefy looking mushroom on the far side of the village where the road came to an end. It was nearly triple the size of the other mushroom buildings, growing into the roof of the cavern. 

The staircase leading up to the base of the mushroom where it met the stalk was wide, large and straight, starting from a few meters away rather than winding up around the stalk like the other staircases did. It gave a greater sense of importance to the structure as they ascended the staircase. When they took the first steps onto the staircase, Aegis noticed an odd echoing clunk sound from their feet hitting the white, mushroom stalk wood, almost as if it was hollow but nonetheless sturdy. There were vines, moss and other plants growing up and around the posts of the railings, with decorative carvings and designs engraved into the wood. The railings themselves were dotted with tiny blue orbs to light it up.

The style was quite different than anything Aegis had ever seen, but still remarkably beautiful. When they got to the top of the large staircase, they found themselves on a small landing before a set of white wooden, intricately carved double doors. On either side of the door stood watch two more Pakro’Vielle guards with spears at their sides, who moved to open the door for Ulaipu and Aegis as they approached, allowing them to step inside the building.

Once inside, the air was cool and damp with an intentionally woven mossy carpet leading down the middle of the entry hall they found themselves in. The hall had multiple doors leading out of it, but Ulaipu seemed interested in only leading them straight ahead to the set of doors directly opposite the ones they’d entered from.

As curious as Aegis was to see what sort of furniture decorated this building, he didn’t want to anger their entourage of guards, so continued obediently behind Ulaipu until they reached the far doors and stepped through them. 

The following room was an office of sorts. There was a large white chair opposite them that sat behind a dark wooden desk. There were bookshelves lining the far walls filled with books, a picture frame with a portrait of a male Plashrim, then several chairs rounding around the circular left and right walls. 

Much of the furniture, including the chairs and the bookshelves, looked like they were carved out of the mushroom head that the building was built into, rather than created as separate pieces of furniture and placed there. Aegis imagined that it’d be a pain to repair anything that broke if it was really all built like that, and couldn’t help but wonder how they’d pull that off. His mind jumped between thinking it was impossible and just something they did for the sake of game design, and thinking that there must be something to it because everything in the game was rooted in some form of fantasy logic.

As he wondered this, he saw a figure standing up from behind the desk wearing rather majestic looking green and yellow silk robes, with the same white mushroom symbol embroidered on the front. He had all of his branches on his head growing in uniform, upward into a single point, where all of the leaves grew out of the branches backwards, almost looking like a pony-tail of foliage. [Elder Ertonar(Elite) - Level 125] sat above his head.

“This is quite the surprise.” Ertonar spoke with a smile as he looked upon Aegis and his party, ending his stare down on Tuugal. “It’s been 10 years since you left on your journey, yet you have not aged a day. I am overjoyed to see that you are alive and well. We feared the worst. Your mother will be delighted to hear the news.” 




	
Quest Complete!
 You gain 100 Favor with Pakro’Vielle.
 You gain 100 000 Experience!








 Aegis saw the messages pop up and waved them off quickly.

 “I got petrified, and these other-worlders found me and saved me.” Tuugal explained.

 “How nice of them. Please, Ulaipu, take Tuugal back to his family and allow me to speak with the other-worlders in peace.” Ertonar motioned for him and the guards to leave.

 “Are you sure, Elder?” Ulaipu replied hesitantly.

 “Yes. This one bears the symbol of one of their peaceful deities. I will be fine.” Ertonar nodded while motioning to Aegis.

 “Very well.” Ulaipu replied with a bow. “Come with me, child. I will escort you back to your mother.” Ulaipu held his hand out to Tuugal as the guards began shuffling out of the office.

 “Thanks, and good luck!” Tuugal cheered encouragingly at Aegis and his party before leaving with Ulaipu. Once the door shut behind them, all eyes turned to the elder who was busy staring curiously at Snowflake.

 “A gryphon, right? It has been quite some time since I’ve seen one.” Ertonar smiled.

 “Yes.” Aegis nodded back politely. “Sorry, but, you said ‘their’ deities. Do Plashrim have different deities?” Aegis asked curiously.

 “No, quite the opposite. We worship none at all. We prefer to avoid the constant bickering between the light and the dark. It was due to those beings that the world was torn asunder.” Ertonar replied.

 “Atheists.” Pyri whispered with a surprised nod to Aegis. 

 “You must forgive the rude welcome. Our people have never encountered other-worlders before. In fact we’ve seen nothing but our kind and Dark Elf kind for centuries. If not for the passing words of traveling Dark Elves, I’d have believed all other races were extinct.” Ertonar explained as he took a seat. “Please, take a seat.” He said, but rather than motioning to the chairs at the edges of the room that were growing out of the floor, he waved his hands and they began to glow green. Suddenly, several chairs began to grow out of the floor in front of his desk, made of the same material the floor was made of.

 “Whoa, that’s pretty neat.” Darkshot said with wide eyes. Lina and Aegis were the first to take a seat in the chairs, finding them to be spongy but rather comfortable. The others joined in shortly after with Snowflake moving to sit on his bottom beside Aegis’ chair. 

 “Do you know where the Dark Elves are? We’re actually on a quest that relates to them.” Aegis asked.

 “Yes, we are aware of their city in the northern caverns. It is quite far from here, so we are safe from their tyrannical reign.” Ertonar replied. 

 “Do you think you could show us the way?” Aegis asked, hopeful.

 “I could indeed. My people have mapped out the majority of the underrealm on this island. Such a map comes at a price, though.” He began tapping his fingers on his desk.

 “Right.” Aegis nodded. “Tuugal said he was looking for people to help with something. What does Pakro’Vielle need help with?” Aegis asked curiously.

 “I’m glad you asked.” Ertonar leaned forward over the desk with a peaceful smile. “Indeed, as Tuugal said, we have been dealing with a deadly threat for quite some time. We have considered relocating, but this region of the underrealm is the only place still free from the Dark Elf tyrant's grasp, thanks to the Red River.” Ertonar explained.

 “Red River?” Darkshot whispered curiously to the others, but Aegis tried not to get distracted.

 “What’s the deadly threat to your village?” Aegis asked.

 “Mosmir. A Mosmir Queen has made her home somewhere nearby, and her colony has been spreading, tunneling under and around Reltrak forest, stealing our food. Every so often, they tunnel into Pakro’Vielle and their soldiers and drones attack our people. Killing some, stealing our supplies, and causing a great deal of damage before we are able to collapse their tunnel and fend them off.” Ertonar explained.

 “Mosmir... Never heard of them. But that behaviour sounds like they're some sort of insect?” Aegis asked curiously.

 “Yes, voidling insects. Deadly, otherworldly creatures who quickly grow in numbers and consume anything in their path. It is lucky for you topsiders that the underrealm itself is filled with enough deadly beasts and creatures to keep them naturally contained down here, preventing their spread. Unfortunately for us, though, we have them as our neighbors.” Ertonar answered. 

 “I see. So you want us to help out with these Mosmir things?” Aegis asked as he leaned back and the others listened intently.

 “Precisely. If you can enter the Mosmir Hive and slay the Queen for us, you will save my people and we will be eternally grateful. We will gift you with a perfected map of the Underrealm, so that you never lose your way as you traverse Kalmoore’s depths.” Ertonar bowed.




	
Quest: Destroy the Mosmir Queen who has taken up residence and established her colony near Pakro’Vielle
Objective:  0/1 Mosmir Queen Defeated
Quest Giver: Elder Ertonar, Pakro’Vielle, Kalmoore
Reward: 50,000,000 Experience, 2500 Favor with Pakro’Vielle, [Map of the Kalmoore Underrealm]
Difficulty: Extreme
Restrictions: Pakro’Vielle must not be destroyed








 Aegis accepted the quest without hesitation, as did the rest of his party.

 “Wonderful. When you are ready, ask Ulaipu for directions to the entrance of the hive. In the meantime, you are welcome to shop and use any facilities within Pakro’Vielle. Please forgive any odd behaviour from our curious citizens.” Ertonar smiled.

 “Uh, just curious. I heard Ulaipu and Tuugal speaking the ancient language. How do you guys know it?” Rakkan asked curiously. 

 “We Plashrim live to be very, very old. You call it Ancient Language, we just call it the old tongue.” Ertonar replied.

 “Do you have any runes, or books written in the language?” Rakkan asked excitedly.

 “Yes. You are welcome to read them. I’m sure some of the old knowledge would aid you in defeating the Mosmir Queen. Shall I escort you to our library?” Ertonar offered as he stood up from his chair.

 “Yes, please.” Rakkan replied excitedly.

 “I should come too, maybe there’s some good spell books.” Pyri said. She rubbed her hands together excitedly as she stood up alongside the others. With that, the party left the room together. Rakkan and Pyri were led by Ertonar through a side door in the main hall while Aegis and the others exited out of the building and looked down across the village from atop the staircase outside. 

 Unlike before, there were now plenty of people moving about the streets, going about their daily life. Aegis spotted them watering their plants in their gardens, while some children ran around playing games with each other, and others were tending to and feeding some snails. 

 Several of the Plashrim spotted them staring from atop the stairs and pointed up excitedly at Aegis, Darkshot, Lina and Snowflake, but they didn’t stare long and shyly went back to what they were doing.

 “I’m going to try and see if I can buy some arrows here. I thought I brought enough, but then we kinda grinded for three weeks straight.” Darkshot said before heading down the stairs.

 “I’ll check out the different crafting stations here. They make some weird stuff, maybe I can learn some new techniques or proficiencies.” Aegis shrugged as he followed behind him. Snowflake and Lina followed as well, but as Lina reached the bottom of the stairs, she spotted the shadow of the stair’s railing post begin to flicker and waver in an odd motion, and for a brief moment, swore she saw a pair of eyes in the shadow staring back at her. She stopped following Aegis, Darkshot and Snowflake to stare at it for a moment.

 “Everything okay?” Aegis asked, turning once he’d noticed that she had stopped moving with them.

 “Yeah… I thought I saw something.” Lina replied hesitantly.

 “What?” Darkshot asked as he turned to look as well.

 “Mm… nothing.” Lina waved it off after staring at the shadow for a few more seconds. With a shrug, she moved to catch up with the others as they headed into Pakro’Vielle to explore the shops. 
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                Chapter 140: Books, Birds, Blacksmiths


Darkshot, Aegis, Lina, and Snowflake walked through the streets of Pakro’Vielle together, taking in the sights. The large towering mushrooms hung over them no matter where they stood, to the point where it was rare that you could look up and see the actual ceiling of the cavern. They’d taken to ignoring the curious stares and fingers pointing at them by the Plashrim inhabitants, it wasn’t too unlike the reactions that Aegis got from walking around Kordas with his streaming icon. With that in mind, he took the time to look up and saw he was holding steady at 40,000 viewers despite not much action going on, and pondered whether any other players had ever encountered the Plashrim before.

 It wasn’t long before Darkshot spotted a building that drew his interest.

 “I’m gonna check out that shop. Looks like they sell arrows.” Darkshot pointed at a mushroom that had arrows dangling from the top of it by strings of varying sizes and types.

 “Ok.” Aegis nodded. “If you see anything crafting or healer-like, let me know.” Aegis said as Darkshot headed towards the building.

 “Will do.” Darkshot replied, followed by a coo from Darkwing atop his shoulder.

 “I’m going to check out that building.” Aegis said as he motioned to a building with a blacksmith sign hanging down from the mushroom top over the street. “There’s no smoke, so I wonder how they smelt stuff down here.” He scratched his chin curiously as he walked towards it, Snowflake following behind him.

 “Okay.” Lina nodded, and she began following behind Aegis as well, but as she did she spotted another shifting face in Snowflake’s shadow. This time, it looked as though it was motioning her somewhere. She looked in the direction that the shadow had stretched to see a darkened mushroom with a worn down staircase leading up to the door at the base of the mushroom stalk. She looked at it, then looked at Aegis as he continued walking towards the blacksmith shop, and then back to the dark mushroom.

 “I’m going to check out something…” Lina mumbled to Aegis.

 “Alright. I imagine the crafting stuff would be boring for you.” Aegis shrugged as he turned to give her a smile. 

 “See you in a bit.” She smiled back, then watched as Aegis ascended the stairs into the blacksmithing mushroom and walked inside after instructing Snowflake to wait out front. Once he’d gone in, Lina walked with purpose towards the darkened mushroom. Only once she’d gotten close did she notice a sign out front with a strange mushroom-shaped cup overflowing with liquid. If she had to guess, it looked like a sign for a tavern.

 She went up the stairs and hesitantly touched the white door knob, slowly turning it and stepping into the building to find herself standing in an open room filled with tables that grew out of the floor, stools that grew out of the floor, and a white wooden bar across the way. 

 It was, in fact, a tavern. Sitting throughout were various individuals who all stopped mid-conversation and drinking to turn and look curiously at Lina as silence fell over the room. It wasn’t just Plashrim staring at her, though. To Lina’s surprise, there were several Dark Elves sitting amongst them. It took awhile for them to stop staring at Lina as she smiled awkwardly at all of the curious faces.

 Lina, too, had trouble stopping herself from staring at the pretty flowers atop the female Plashim’s heads, and the interesting styles of leaf-hair that the males had managed to grow. But eventually, her mind came back to her and she remembered she entered this building for a reason. She began looking for any shifting, waving shadows.

 There were none, but instead, as she looked towards an elevated, white wooden stage on the right side of the tavern, she saw a beautiful Dark Elf with long wavy black hair and light purple skin preforming a dance on the stage to the sound of a flute being played by a female Plashrim sitting on a stool off to the side of the stage.

 The moment Lina looked at the Dark Elf, she looked back at Lina with a knowing stare, and Lina recognized those same eyes as the one waving in the shadows. She wasn’t sure what it meant, but curiosity got the best of her and she moved to sit in the closest empty chair to the stage. [Roxelle(Elite) - Level 110] stood above the dancing dark elf’s head. 

 Lina waited patiently for the song to finish, and once it had, rather than approach Lina, Roxelle wagged her fingers to beckon Lina over to her. Lina raised her eyebrows back and looked confused, hesitant to walk up on the stage abruptly, and this hesitation did not go unnoticed by Roxelle.

 “You are like me. Show me, Shadow Dancer… can you ‘Dance’ in the shadows?” Roxelle smiled mischievously as she extended her hand out to lina. 




	
Quest[1/3]: Catch Roxelle.
Objective:  0/1 Roxelle caught.
Quest Giver: Roxelle, Pakro’Vielle, Kalmoore’
Reward: Unknown
Difficulty: Hard
Restrictions: Shadow Dancer - Level 75








 Lina saw the quest prompt and read over it. Once she had, she was suddenly hit with a jolt of excitement. It had been so long, months now, since she’d restarted her character to play with Aegis. In that time she’d only been redoing things that she had done on her previous character, trying to prorgress back to where she had been.

 This was it - this was the first time she had encountered something completely new and unknown. A quest like this, class specific, could possibly unlock things well beyond anything she had ever unlocked on her previous character. A giant smile grew across her face as she hit accept.

 “Thank you.” Roxelle smiled back at her. “I have not met another like me since I fled the tyrant’s grasp and arrived here. I have missed playing catch with the other Shadow Dancers back home. I hope you are up to the task.” Roxelle winked as she stood upright and put her hands behind her back. “Ready?” She asked. 

 “I’m ready… I just have to touch you, right?” Lina asked, and Roxelle nodded while Lina stood up from her chair. The two silently stared at each other for a moment as the task settled into Lina’s mind. Roxelle was a meter in front of her, it looked too easy.

 With a sudden burst of speed, Lina lunged forward at Roxelle, but at the same time, Roxelle jumped backward into the shadows near the wall of the tavern, and shadowstepped away. Somewhere, within 15 meters, she had jumped. Lina quickly scanned around the tavern, seeing that the flute playing Plashrim was taking over the stage and a few of the patrons were staring at her, but she couldn’t see where Roxelle had gone. 

 Lina closed her eyes and focused in on her interface, feeling out the various shadowstep locations she had available to her in this current location, and realized there weren’t just shadows inside the tavern, but outside as well. Lina moved to the nearby shadow by the wall, then snapped her fingers to shadowstep outside of the tavern onto the top of the mushroom that it was built inside. 

 Sure enough, standing in the small space between the top of the mushroom and the roof of the cavern, between a pair of stalactites, was Roxelle. 

 “Hm… a bit slow. Maybe I should take it easy on you?” Roxelle grinned mischievously at Lina, causing Lina to smirk back as she dashed forward after her. 



 Aegis entered the blacksmith shop and spotted a dark stone forge on the far wall with a blazing red flame glowing within it. The heat was so powerful that he felt it on the air that blew out at him the moment he’d opened the door to enter the shop, and the light from the flame was so overpowering that it felt like it should’ve hurt to look at it - it only didn’t because it was a VR MMORPG, and not the real world, Aegis thought as he analyzed the crafting station.

 Despite the blazing red hot flame, there was no chimney for the smoke to release through, instead, a strange red moss was set above the fire that seemingly consumed all of the smoke instead. The moss was pulsating above the fire, unaffected by the heat. The dark black brick forge itself was simple, with a small opening for melting down ores and metals for refining and crafting. He saw a table set beside it with several familiar looking molds for basic items, such as nails. 

Aegis walked through the shop, ignoring the shopkeeper behind the counter who was staring at him curiously. He approached the forge and started looking at it from other angles to understand how it worked.

“Can I help you?” The shopkeeper asked, causing Aegis to turn and face him for the first time. It was a male Plashrim with no branches or leaves on his head, an apron on and the name [Oopik(Elite) - Level 90] above his head. 

“Yes… there’s no bellows for your forge. Or fuel. How do you keep it hot?” Aegis asked curiously as he motioned to the forge.

“An eternal flame never loses its heat. It keeps the temperature it had when it was forged.” Oopik answered with a strange, curious stare. “You’ve never seen one on the surface?” Oopik asked.

“Nope… not in Kordas at least. Didn’t hear about one in Arallia either.” Aegis scratched his chin as he tried to recall any mention of something called an eternal flame, but nothing was ringing a bell. “So it’s incredibly hot? Is it hot enough to forge mithral?” Aegis asked excitedly.

“Naturally. An eternal flame that isn’t at least that hot isn’t worth forging.” Oopik shook his head at Aegis.

“Have you forged mithral before, then?” Aegis asked hopefully.

“No. That is beyond my capabilities. I’d be open to trying, if you have some on you, though.” Oopik replied.

“Oh. No, I don’t have any. Do you know where to get some?” Aegis asked.

“No.” Oopik replied grumpily. 

“Hm.” Aegis replied disappointed, thinking for a moment. “Could you tell me how to create an eternal flame?” 

“I could… but, this is a shop, not a library.” Oopik replied as he leaned over his white wooden counter.

“I could pay for the information…” Aegis offered as he stepped forward towards him excitedly.

“Eh.” Oopik hesitated answering as he began tapping his fingers on the counter. “Gold is not much value here, we live off of trade. I trust you’ve spoken to the Elder, already?” Oopik asked.

“Yup.” Aegis nodded.

“And he told you about our Mosmir problem?” Oopik continued.

“Yup.”

“And, have you accepted the task of slaying their Queen?”

“I have.” 

“Then perhaps we can come to an arrangement.” He said as he straightened his back and crossed his arms. “The Royal Mosmir have rather durable, destructive claws. They’re wonderful for crafting. If you bring me 10 of them, I’ll tell you how to forge an eternal flame.” Oopik said, and as he had, a quest popped up that was listed as extreme difficulty for Aegis. Aegis quickly hit accept.

“You got yourself a deal.” Aegis gave him a thumbs up before taking another curious look at the flame within the forge.

“I should warn you.” Oopik said as he saw Aegis’ eager gaze, the forge flames reflecting in his eyes. “Even if you know how to make one, it is quite an ordeal to gather the materials and create it correctly. You’ll need to be a very skilled blacksmith.” 

“I’ll manage it. Thanks.” Aegis smiled at him before heading out of the blacksmith shop. Once he’d reached the bottom of the stairs outside of the shop and was back on the streets of Pakro’Vielle, he looked around and saw numerous other trade buildings with signs for the various crafting professions hanging out front, and he excitedly rubbed his hands together.

“I’m betting all of these buildings have a quest for that hive.” Aegis whispered to himself gleefully before he headed towards the next building, while Snowflake let out a board huff in his general direction and plopped his butt on the street. 



Ertonar lead Pyri and Rakkan through several narrow hallways inside the large mushroom townhall of Pakro’Vielle, until they arrived at a pair of white wooden double doors with intricate swirls engraved into them. He swung the doors open and motioned Pyri and Rakkan to step inside ahead of him, which they both did as he bowed politely.

“Here you will find the knowledge we have collect and saved over the centuries. Some of it is written in the ancient language, I hope that is not a problem.” Ertonar explained.

“No problem, I can read it.” Rakkan replied with wide eyes as he and Pyri gawked at the dozens of giant white wooden bookshelves that stretched to the ceiling of the mushroom-room. There were windows allowing the blue lights from outside to shine in, but apart from that there were a few lanterns lighting the room from the inside, all made by collecting the tiny moss orbs into small see-through spheres that hung off the sides of the bookshelves.

In addition to the shelves, there were a few tables and chairs that grew out of the floor of the mushroom building, to sit on and read at, but there were no other people currently sitting in the chairs.

“Wonderful. Help yourselves, but please do not take anything from the library.” Ertonar replied as he smiled and began closing the doors. “If you need anything, don’t hesitate to ask me, or any of the guards of Pakro’Vielle for assistance.” He finished saying before closing the doors behind himself.

Pyri rushed over to a bookshelf filled with several familiar looking spellbooks and began tilting the spines of the books out to view them more clearly.

“Firebolt… icelance, lesser invisibility…” She mumbled the spells that each book was for as she briefly looked over them. “Nothing unique yet…” She continued perusing through them. Rakkan watched for a moment before scanning the shelves himself for anything that stood out to him.

He found a section with old looking texts with ancient writing on the spines that were visible and rushed over to it, then began doing the same thing that Pyri was.

“Most of these are just storybooks, or records of historic people…” Rakkan said after checking a good number of the covers. The two continued like this for some time, picking out books that had potential until Rakkan had collected a stack of books, and Pyri had selected one intermediate spell book. They both approached the same table and plopped their books down on opposite ends, sitting across from each other and looking at each other's books.

“That spell, I’ve heard of that before, it’s really hard to find, though.” Rakkan said excitedly as he looked at the title.

“Yup. Scrying. Not sure how useful it’ll be, but it's the only one I saw here that wasn’t in the Wizard Tower in Kordas.” Pyri shrugged as she looked over to Rakkan’s side of the table. “You find anything interesting?” She asked as she eyed his stack of books.

“Eh… these are the most likely to have something on runes in them.” Rakkan shrugged as he spread four books out on the table in front of himself. 

“I’d start with that one.” Pyri said as she leaned over the table and tapped on a plain black leather book with iron plates on the corners. “From my experience in these games, the dark nameless book is always the best one.” Pyri nodded confidently, causing Rakkan to grin.

“Ok.” He said as he pulled it close and flipped it open. From there, the two dove into their respective texts as silence fell over the library, broken only by the sound of pages turning. 



 Darkshot stepped inside the bowyer mushroom shop not knowing what to expect. Upon entry, he saw racks and shelves with beautiful white, intricately crafted longbows and shortbows that had been made using the white wood from the mushroom stalks. There were also plenty of crossbows, both large and small to be found. 

 Barrels and barrels loaded full of bolts and arrows using the same wood, some with copper tips, other with iron, and plenty with black tips. He was curious what the black tipped arrows were and was midway to the nearest barrel with the intent to inspect their item cards, but his attention was drawn to something else before he made it there.

 The back wall of the shop was lined with two giant cages, with branches and mushrooms inside to form a comfortable habitat for the creatures living within. There was a collection of strange, small bat-like creatures in one cage, and in the other a group of furry, one eyed creates with wings and two long, needle like tails.

 Above the heads of the bat-like creatures stood [Reltrak Screecher - Level 40], with some variance in level between them. Above the heads of the other, furry beasts stood [Albrianx - Level 40], with also plenty of level variance.

 “A Kalmoorian pigeon. I can’t remember the last time I saw a surface bird.” The shopkeeper, a female Plashrim with a purple dahlia blossom growing out of the top of her head spoke. She was wearing plain, dark green silk robes and had bright yellow eyes, with [Lialai(Elite) - Level 90] above her head.

 “Oh…” Darkshot said, surprised as she spoke and turned to look at her curiously while Darkwing cooed from his shoulder. “Elite.” He mumbled to himself under his breath in surprise as he spotted her name. “I’ve never seen those before.” Darkshot said as he motioned to the cages.

 “They’re difficult to capture, but obedient once tamed. They make great companions. The Screechers are exceptionally good at finding their way in the dark, and can grant that same ability to their owner.” Lialai explained as she came out from behind the counter and walked towards the Screecher cage. She opened it and placed her hand inside, and one of the screechers excitedly hopped down and landed in her hand, crawling around in her palm using tiny hooks at the end of each of its leathery black wings.

 “And these friendly beauties,” She moved to the Albrianx cage and opened it, repeating the process so that one hopped onto her other hand, then held both hands out for Darkshot to view them. The Albrianx, to Darkshot’s surprise, dropped on all fours and had four very tiny stubby legs, like a hamster, and spun in a circle in her palm before getting comfortable, retracting its wings in and curling its two-pronged tail up into two tiny spirals. 

 “Their saliva is quite an effective sedative. Great for coating your arrows in sleeping poison, for times that you wish to be non-lethal.” She explained as she watched Darkshot’s expression carefully while he eyed them.

 “Interesting… those would be really useful skills for an animal companion to have, for a Ranger.” Darkshot nodded along. “You wouldn’t happen to know what a Kalmoorian Pigeon is good at, would you?” 

 “They’re good at nothing.” She smiled as she spoke, as if this was a good thing.

 “Nothing?” Darkshot replied with wide eyes of disbelief.

 “Oh, sorry. I should explain more clearly. From what I recall of my encounters with them, they don’t excel at anything in particular. Instead, they are unique in that they will take on a trait that best suits their owner, in a time of great need. They could learn to screech out a deafening cry, soar out of the skies like a deadly hawk, or even learn to see in the dark.” She said as she nudged her head towards the screecher again. “Exceptionally hard to awaken a desirable trait. But I am quite skilled in raising companions. I am willing to offer you my strongest, most well behaved Albrianx and Screecher for your pet. Would you be interested?” Lialai smiled as she motioned the two beasts in her hands forward. Darkshot noted that the two she had picked out of the cage were indeed the highest levels of the bunch, both level 50. As she did, Darkwing cooed curiously and tilted his head to the side.

 Darkshot turned to look at his pigeon. Up until this point, Darkwing hadn’t done anything for him but take up food and make cute noises. Hearing Lialai explain what he could do, part of him began to worry. Firstly, whether or not he’d be able to get him to awaken a skill, and secondly, whether or not it’d be any good. It felt like he was leaving a lot to chance, and alternatively, he was being offered two creatures with very useful skills, already trained and ready to go - certainly useful for taking on the Mosmir hive.

 What ultimately settled Darkshot’s mind, though, was the small bow tie tied around Darkwing’s neck.

 “Nah. I can’t trade him, he’s my buddy.” Darkshot replied and gently scratched Darkwing’s belly. 

 “Ah, a shame.” Lialai sighed with disappointment as she moved to put the small beasts back in their cages. “Is there something else I could help you with, then? I can’t imagine you need a bow, what with that beautiful Ironwood longbow you have with you.” She smiled politely.

 “Ah, yes… those black tipped arrows, what are those? Are they better than Iron?” Darkshot asked.

 “Yes, they are stronger, they will deliver a more impactful shot and pierce through heavily armored foes such as the Royal Mosmir's carapace.  It is obsidian. Made from the magna of the red river. Obsidian is not suitable for armor or weapons, but as a single-use arrowhead, it is quite effective and easy to make so long as you know a skilled stonecutter.” Lialai explained as she walked over to the barrel of obsidian arrows.

 “The red river is a river of magma?” Darkshot said with a sigh of relief.

 “Yes.” Lialai chuckled. “What did you think it was?” She asked with a raised eyebrow. 

 “Nothing… Never mind.” Darkshot shook his head as he inspected the item card of the obsidian arrows. They were indeed much higher damage than iron arrows, but they had no chance of recovery or reuse. They had only 1 durability. “I’ll take some.” Darkshot said as he took a pouch of coins out of his inventory. Once Darkshot completed the transaction, he made his way out of the shop and back out into the streets of Pakro’Vielle and looked around. 

 It wasn’t long before he’d spotted Snowflake sitting obediently near the middle of the street, cleaning his own feathers while several Plashrim children were staring at him curiously, pointing and giggling. Darkshot glanced around further to try and spot his companions, but had no such luck, so opted to walk over to Snowflake and wait beside him.

 As he waited, he caught a glimpse of Lina shadowstepping over of the mushroom house rooftops, though he wasn’t sure what she was doing. Shortly after that he saw Aegis eagerly run out of a shop with a giddy smile on his face, immediately heading from the alchemist shop towards the tailoring shop.

 “So many quests!” Aegis shouted excitedly at Darkshot as their eyes met before he disappeared into the next mushroom building.

 “Looks like someone just discovered his very first MMORPG quest hub.” Darkshot chuckled to himself. 
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“So, guys…” Aegis walked over towards Snowflake’s resting spot in the middle of the streets of Pakro’Vielle. Standing around him, waiting patiently stood Pyri, Lina, Rakkan, and Darkshot with Darkwing on his shoulder.

 “How are you the last one back? They literally read a book in the time it took you to peruse.” Darkshot interrupted Aegis before he could finish his sentence.

 “They all had quests! So many!” Aegis replied excitedly.

 “Lina got a quest too. Three, actually. And she completed them all. Still got back before you.” Darkshot put his hands on his waist.

 “Yeah, but, there was really a lot. Look, the mining guy? He says he’ll teach me how to mine the stuff for enchanting orbs. But only if I bring him some pieces from the Mosmir hive. Creature harvesting? That guy wants to teach me how to harvest scales and bones. Mosmir quest. Stonecutter? Dude said he could teach me to cut obsidian. Another Mosmir quest.” Aegis said excitedly as he scrolled through his quest interface.

 “Sounds like there’s a lot of crafting quests here.” Lina smiled at his overjoyed expression as he kept going.

 “That’s not all. There’s an alchemy quest too. Oh, and the tailor? They’ve got caged Shadowspiders. She said she’ll teach me to weave nets to easily capture them. But first, guess where I gotta go?” 

 “Mosmir Hive?” Pyri smiled.

 “Mosmir hive. These guys really don’t like those Mosmir things.” Aegis nodded. “What about you guys, did you get any quests?” Aegis looked between his friends. “How were the books?”

 “I got a new rune.” Rakkan said excitedly as he drew out his longsword after quickly looking around to make sure no guards were nearby. “Rune:enlarge.” He whispered, as if he was saying something bad and didn’t want to get caught. Suddenly the length of his longsword nearly doubled. “It’s not much at level one, but I can choose how it grows during the cast. Big and fat, or long and thin. Works on any non-living object. Pretty cool, right?” Rakkan smiled as he waved it around.

 “How long does it last?” Aegis asked curiously, but had this answered as roughly 10 seconds later, it returned to normal size.

 “Not long, also goes up with skill level.” Rakkan shrugged.

 “I learned an intermediate spell, called scrying. If I have a possession of an NPC or a player, I can channel it to view them and hear them from anywhere, as long as they aren’t protected by magic.” Pyri smiled. “I’m not exactly sure when or how we might want to use that, but…” She said with a proud smile.

 “And I got a new Shadow Dancer skill, and a quest to find a group of Shadow Dancers in the Dark Elf city!” Lina said excitedly.

 “Oh, really? What skill?” Aegis asked her excitedly. Lina grinned ear to ear as she drew out a dagger from its sheath on her belt, then mockingly threw it. Rather than the dagger flying out of her hand, a dagger made out of her own shadow shot out of her shadow upwards towards the ceiling of the cavern.

 “It’s called shadow dagger. It doesn’t travel very far, or work in bright areas though.” She shrugged.

 “That’s still going to be really useful. Especially down here.” Aegis replied as he motioned to the surrounding cavern. “Did you have that skill before?” 

 “Nope!” She cheered. “It’s brand new! I’m so excited to use it.” She said while wiggling her head with excitement.

 “And you, Darkshot? Anything cool?” Aegis asked as all eyes turned to him.

 “Uh…” He thought on it for a moment. “Learned that Darkwing is actually badass, possibly…” He pondered a bit longer. “Oh, I got obsidian arrows. They’re better than Iron, but only one use.” He added as he took one from his quiver to show it off. Aegis took it and looked carefully at the arrowhead, then at the shaft.

 “Oh, yeah, did I mention?” He pointed enthusiastically to the white wooden shaft of the arrow. “The woodworkers and woodcutters gave me a quest, said they’d teach me techniques to chop the mushrooms and craft things out of them. But first, I’ve gotta-” Aegis was interrupted.

 “Mosmir hive.” Rakkan, Darkshot and Pyri all said in unison.

 “Exactly.” Aegis nodded. 

 “I saw Ulaipu over by the cavern entrance.” Lina said as she motioned down the street from whence they’d entered the village from.

 “Okay. Everyone ready to head out of here?” Aegis asked, and the group nodded along with him. “Let’s do it.” He added with enthusiasm before turning and marching in the direction Lina had pointed. “Come on Snowflake!” Aegis beckoned him along, and he let out a playful screech. 

 Ulaipu watched the party approach him from a few meters away as he stood guard at the seemingly inconspicuous cavern wall alongside several other Pakro’Vielle guards.

 “We’re ready to go to the Mosmir Hive. Could you show us the way?” Aegis asked him politely.

 “Yes… but… before you go, I have a request.” Ulaipu said with a friendly nod. “Over the years, the countless raids of the Mosmir have left many dead, and they often take the bodies of our people with them, including the brave guards that defend us. Our guards each carry a unique crest, with our names written on them.” Ulaipu said as he pulled out a small necklace with a plain, flat iron pendant on it with a small symbol etched into it. “It would mean a great deal to me if you returned any that you find, so that I may put them to rest.” Ulaipu said, and a quest popped up for the group.




	
Quest[Repeatable]: Collect Pakro’Vielle guard crests from the Mosmir hive and return them to Ulaipu so that he may put the dead to rest.
Objective: 0/1 Crest Collected
Quest Giver: Ulaipu, Pakro’Vielle, Kalmoore
Reward: 250,000 Experience, 100 Favor with Pakro’Vielle, 
Difficulty: Hard
Restrictions: Pakro’Vielle must not be destroyed








Aegis accepted the quest, as did all of his companions, and he gave an excited thumbs up to everyone in his group. 

“That’s like, the 10th quest.” Aegis whispered to them excitedly, and Lina and Pyri both smiled back. “We’ll do what we can.” Aegis turned back to Ulaipu and switched back to speaking respectfully. 

“Thank you, I appreciate it.” Ulaipu bowed. “Finding the hive is not difficult. Once you exit Pakro’Vielle, follow the cavern walls on your left until you reach the dying moss. There, you should start seing their tunnels and burrows. Be warned. The hive is a labyrinth of tunnels and paths that are very difficult to navigate. Even in ancient times, locating a Queen was unimaginably difficult. In all the centuries we’ve been battling this hive, not once have any of our incursions into their territory resulted in us finding its location. The only clue I can give you, is that the Queen keeps the Royal Mosmir closest to her lair.” Ulaipu explained.

“Ok, got it. We’ll figure it out, don’t worry.” Aegis gave a thumbs up.

“Oh, and should you fall, do not worry. Despite our stance towards the gods, we do have a shrine of rebirth in Pakro’Vielle for other-worlders.” He added with a nod.

“Oh, that’s reassuring.” Aegis forced a smile.

“Good luck.” Ulaipu stepped aside and motioned towards the wall of the cavern behind him. Aegis was hesitant to walk into it - it really just looked like a solid wall. But eventually he shook off the hesitation and stepped forward, feeling the familiar sandy mud sensation all over his body as he stepped through it and came out the other side, back in the large cavern of Reltrak Forest. A few moments later, his party had come through with him, Snowflake shaking his feathers to try and get the dirt out, despite there being none.

“Let’s find the hive first and try to fight some Mosmir before we make any plans.” Aegis said to the others and got a few nods. From there, they made their way along the cavern wall through the giant mushroom forest. 

Aegis no longer had any sense for what direction they were walking. It could’ve been north, south, east or west - it didn’t matter. Instead he tried to memorize the details of the cavern wall and the nearby mushrooms around the entrance of Pakro’Vielle, so that he’d be able to recognize it for their return journey. 

 From there the party traveled along silently and cautiously through the mushroom forest for several hours. It was, for the most part, quite uneventful. They’d spotted and walked around several Mosstrappers lurking on the ground within the moss that crept up to the walls of the cavern, and spotted a few snails sleeping in their shells, as well as a couple of empty, discarded and broken snail shells scattered about.

 “There, up ahead. Dying moss.” Darkshot said as he motioned along the cavern wall a good 100 meters ahead of them. He was pointing at nothing but pure black darkness. The cavern kept going, but there were no mossy blue bulbs on the floor, or mushroom stalks to light it up.

 “Lumina.” Pyri cast as they approached. On the ground, they saw as the moss slowly transitioned from a lively, spongey green color to a dry, cracked and crunchy brown, until eventually it became just soilrock. They’d reached the edge of the Reltrak Forest, but the cavern continued on.

 The first things of interest that Pyri’s Lumina lit up were several withered, knocked over giant mushroom stalks. Following that, they spotted several statues of strange insect-like creatures. It was obvious what they were looking at - they were Mosmir creatures that had been petrified by the Fishers.

 The statues resembled ants. The closest petrified Mosmir was broken up, missing parts, but it was enough to make out the general shape and appearance of the enemies they’d be facing. It had pincers on the front of its head, but unlike a typical ant, it had 3 pairs. One pair on the center of their head, then one at the top and the bottom. It had two short antennae sticking out of the head behind the pincers and wide round eyes, with a large maw covered in stony feelers, where some could be seen on the ground of the cavern below the statue, broken apart.

 It had two strips of spikes going down the sides of its thorax, but when the strips got to its abdomen it split into 6 spike strips. The abdomen looked as though it was covered in thick plates, or scales of some kind. The legs were large, covered in petrified barbs with large claws on the ends of them.

 “Ants?” Rakkan commented as it came into view and Aegis moved forward to inspect it more closely. 

 “Not just ants. Spooky, void, fantasy ants.” Pyri replied.

 “At least we know we’re in the right place.” Aegis shrugged as he turned to the others, seeing Lina and Snowflake cautiously watching their surroundings. 

 “Don’t forget giant.” Darkshot added as he looked between Snowflake and the statue. “Almost the size of a gryphon.” He shook his head in disbelief.

 “No wonder the Plashrim hate these things.” Lina commented as she moved forward and gently touched one of the petrified pincers while Aegis closely inspected the eyes and antennae.

 “It’s going to be sensitive to vibrations, and see in the dark. But at least, at this size, their tunnels will be big enough for us to walk through.” Aegis shrugged. Suddenly, though, they heard the sound of shifting stones nearby, and they all fell silent and looked in the direction of the sound. Sure enough, within a few seconds, an unpetrified Mosmir came walking into the light radius of Pyri’s Lumina spell. [Mosmir Drone - Level 80] stood above its head. It was identical to the statue, safe for that it had color. It's body was a mix of primarily dark purple, with black accents on the sharp parts such as the pincers, barbs, claws, and spikes down its back.

 The moment it stepped into the light, it perked its head up and stared at the 6 of them, wiggling its antenna around in the air curiously while Aegis and his party froze. There was an odd few seconds of silence as both parties stared each other down, until Aegis saw the drone begin to take slow steps backwards.

 “Ants typically use scouts to find food, then swarm them.” Aegis whispered, and the moment he had, the drone turned around and started scurrying away. “Don’t let it escape!” Aegis shouted frantically as he fastened his shield to his arm and charged after it.

 “Multishot!” Darkshot shouted as he quickly drew out his bow and nocked an arrow, firing it after the drone as it disappeared into the darkness of the cavern ahead of them.

 “Cinderbolt!” Pyri shouted, creating four of them and launching them forward, while simultaneously Rakkan had created two echoes and Lina had drawn out her daggers from her belt. Both of them sprinted after the drone behind Aegis, with Snowflake launching himself into the air and flying after it.

 All of this was quickly turned on its head, however, as Pyri’s cinderbolts flew forward after it, illuminating the darkened cavern ahead of them a great distance.

 They saw, roughly 50 meters ahead, a group of 17 Mosmir drones, and one Mosmir Soldier which was much larger than the drones, all standing around the corpse of a Fisher. The drones were in the process of carrying the Reltrak Fisher's body through the cavern. The drone that had scouted them reached them just as Darkshot’s multishot fanned out over the area. Despite his attempts to redirect the arrows away upon seeing the number of enemies, he was caught by surprise and unable.

 The end result was that Darkshot accidentally pelted the 17 Mosmir drones with his arrows. They all let out horrendous chittering cries as Aegis, Lina, Rakkan and Snowflake all stopped their forward charge and Pyri flattened out her cinderbolts, spreading them around to get a better few of their surroundings.

 “Get behind me. Bless, Aura of Beauty.” Aegis quickly cast, erupting in white light and spreading his buffs to everyone in the group as quickly as he could. Much to their surprise, the drones did not charge at them, instead they hurried in their step in carrying the fisher away, to where Pyri had now illuminated the back wall of the cavern behind them. It was covered in dozens of large tunnels - the wall, the floor, and the roof of the cavern. 

 All of the tunnels were large enough for the Mosmir creatures to fit in and out of easily, and they were all over the place. As the Mosmir drones retreated, the soldier stomped forward and slashed its six pincers together in their direction threateningly. [Mosmir Soldier - Level 85] stood above its head.

 “You know…” Aegis mumbled nervously as he began to hear the sound of rumbling feet coming from the various tunnels all around the far wall of the cavern. “I’ve actually got quests to kill both the drones and the soldiers. I hope the drones come back after…” Aegis said with an awkward chuckle, as suddenly dozens of Mosmir soldiers began swarming out of the tunnels, responding to the chittering cry of the drones. “If it gets bad, fly away, okay?” Aegis said to Snowflake and he squawked back anxiously, lowering his head as he prepared for the battle to begin.

“Smoke and vinerope my flanks, narrow their approach.” Aegis ordered Lina and Darkshot. “Spread your damage to all of them.” He looked to Pyri and she nodded. “Single them out and focus them down.” He said to the others. “Stay close, in my aura so I can heal as needed. Challenging Roar!” Aegis shouted, his voice releasing its booming shockwave in the cavern around them. Following it, all of the Mosmir Soldiers began rushing towards him. 

A front row of 5 of them led the charge. Lina shot a smoke bomb at two on the right, while Darkshot fired his vinerope shot to the left, entangling them, leaving one to charge forward into Aegis’ shield.

Aegis, knowing he was in for a long battle, didn’t feel like taking the hit needlessly, so sidestepped the lunging pincer attack of the center soldier as it made it through the smoke and vineropes. The six pincers clashed together loudly beside Aegis as it had missed, and Aegis followed up with a slam of his shield into the side of its head, while Pyri’s four cinderbolts flew overtop of it and spread themselves thin, enveloping as many of the charging soldier ants as possible while simultaneously illuminating them all.

Thanks to the red glow of the cinderbolts, they could see just how ridiculous the number of solider ants were becoming, they continuously poured out of the ant holes like an endlessly flowing river of armored insects. The roof, floor, and walls of the large alcove in the cavern ahead of them was covered in them, no longer possible to see the holes of the hive.

“Aegis, this is looking sketchy.” Darkshot said as he saw their sheer numbers in the red glow of the cinderbolts.

“We’re fighting. We didn’t grind to 85 for nothing. We got this.” Aegis shouted with determination as he dug his feet into the ground. Darkshot gave a hesitant shrug as he nocked back another arrow.

“Multishot, piercing shot!” He shouted, and all 15 of his multishot arrows enlarged and began piercing through the swarm of soldiers charging at them.

“Smokebomb isn’t doing anything, they’re ignoring it.” Lina announced, but as she did, Aegis thought that fact should’ve been obvious to him. He watched as the two in her smoke charged past it to his side, but immediately Rakkan and Snowflake rushed in to cut them off, swinging and scratching out at them as they attempted to maneuver around them to get to Aegis.

“Challenging Roar!” Aegis shouted again, trying to keep them on him. “As long as they can’t kill me, you guys will be safe. There’s a lot of them, like the Odin arena. But they’re just goblins.” Aegis shouted as he took a few steps back to dodge another lunge attack from the Mosmir ahead of him. “So, who’s it going to be? Who ever kills the most, wins.” Aegis grinned.

These words were enough to remove all doubt in his party members eyes, and fill them with determination.

“Shadow Dance!” Lina shouted, and in an instant, she disappeared and began re-appearing rapidly around the battlefield underneath the ants and slashing at them from all directions for a few seconds, before re-appearing next to the party. “Every hit on the underside of their abdomen is a critical hit. It’s their weak point!” Lina declared. 

“Roger that.” Darkshot said as he drew out an obsidian tipped arrow. “Multishot!” He fired it, splitting it into fifteen. This time he curved it downward underneath the body of one of the Mosmir that were trying to get past Rakkan and Snowflake, and redirected all 15 arrows up into the Mosmir’s abdomen from below. Every shot was a critical hit, dealing massive damage thanks to the obsidian tips, the bless enchant, and the high quality ironwood bow, killing the Mosmir Soldier instantly. It collapsed with a final screech, but it had no effect on the behaviour of the other soldiers.

“One point for me!” Darkshot cheered excitedly.

“That’s not fair, we weakened it.” Rakkan complained as he motioned between himself and Snowflake, and Snowflake screeched in agreement. Pyri lowered the flames of her cinderbolts to burn the underside of the Mosmir Soldiers, and she too saw an increase in the damage numbers she was creating. Each cinderbolt was burning for 630 critical damage every 3 seconds, on nearly all of the swarming Soldiers.

“Can we do the contest for most damage dealt instead?” Pyri smirked.

“Just kill them before they kill me, we’ll vote for an MVP after.” Aegis sighed as he saw the soldiers closing in on his position, forcing him to continuously give up ground and back away. 

Their lunging attacks were extremely telegraphed, they were using their entire body as a weapon so Aegis had an easy time seeing it coming. The problem was their sheer numbers, and swarming tactics. Not only were they moving extremely fast, they were cleverly trying to surround Aegis constantly. If not for Snowflake and Rakkan blocking them, he would’ve run out of places to back up to extremely fast. But thanks to them, he was able to continuously retreat towards them.

Darkshot assisted by shooting Vinerope shots intermittently between his multishots, but he was wisely using the majority of his mana for multishot redirect combos which was proving to be able to consistently kill any of the Mosmir Soldiers that got in a bad position for Aegis, which was better than simply crowd controlling them. 

Lina had taken to attacking the ones on the ceiling above them, preventing them from using the ceiling to get behind Aegis before jumping down to the cavern floor and attacking him from the back. With no light from the cinderbolts on the ceiling, she had an easy time using Shadow Dance to rapidly teleport around, dealing massive damage with her rapid, bless enchanted daggers, all aimed at the underside of the Mosmir’s abdomens. 

“Keep backing up! Slow and steady! Don’t let them surround me!” Aegis ordered after casting a few more challenging shouts. It was going well, but it wouldn’t stay that easy for long - their numbers were ridiculously high. Eventually, after dodging a strike from one, he had no choice but to start using his shield to block strikes from another that attacked him from the side.




	You take 5933 Slashing damage.






“Manageable.” Aegis said to himself with a nod, after managing to brace the hit to minimize its damage. “Heal, Healing wind.” He quickly cast the spells on himself right before jumping out of the way of another strike. The situation began to worsen as he saw the Mosmir Soldiers begin clamoring over one another for opportunities to strike out at him, some resorting to using their front claws to slash out at him rather than their pincers. 

“Vinerope shot!” Darkshot shouted at a pile of 7 Mosmir soldiers that began towering over Aegis, tangling them together and causing their legs to collapse on one another, but only a few seconds later, more soldiers climbed over the pile of tangled 7. “Shit they’re persistent.” Darkshot shook his head in disbelief. A second after he had, though, he spotted one dropping down from the ceiling from above onto Aegis. “Above!” Darkshot shouted.

As Aegis looked up to see the pair of 6 pincers slashing down towards him, Snowflake leapt into the air and intercepted it with his talons and beak, then slammed it into the ground of the cavern, protecting Aegis from the attack.

“Nice one, Snowflake.” Aegis shouted as he saw it happening, taking a second to make sure his party was still all uninjured. “Challenging Roar!” Aegis cast. 

 “My cinderbolts damage is slow, but based on Darkshot’s kill, all of them will start burning to death in about 2 minutes.” Pyri announced. “That’s not including the damage from you guys.” She added as she kept far back away from the battle with her staff held out in front of her, alongside Darkshot.

 “Easy.” Rakkan said with a strained voice. “Rune:enlarge!” He shouted as he grew the size of his battle axe and did a wide swing with it. The blades of the axe grew large and allowed him to cleave it into the heads of all the surrounding Mosmir. He then repeated the same motion with his two echoes, creating a small area clear of the for Aegis to move. Once he had, he and his two echoes dashed under the legs of three separate Mosmir, and began striking at their abdomens from underneath repeatedly, until all three were slain.

Due to the damage from Pyri and Darkshot’s area of effect attacks, the health of the remaining Mosmir Soldiers were already getting low, making it much easier for Rakkan, Lina and Snowflake to land finishing blows on them all. Aegis began taking a lot more attacks, but he was easily able to heal through it thanks to his impressively high mana regeneration and strong healing spells. 

It was all going well, a stream of experience gain notifications began to scroll across Aegis’ interface, but that was interrupted by the sound of a loud, deep, menacing roar.

From the far side of the cavern, where the various tunnels into the hive were located, Aegis spotted a separate source of light. This was a dark purplish, blue glow, shimmering in a wave-like motion. The light came from a glowing pair of gigantic pincers, on an oversized, muscular Mosmir that stomped out of a nearby tunnel with the red name [Mosmir Voidreaver(Elite) - Level 90] standing above its head. 

“Oh hey, I have a quest for those too.” Aegis said sarcastically before taking a deep, nervous breath.

            

    
        Chapter 142: Natural Enemies

    
    
    
    
                Chapter 142: Natural Enemies


“What’s with the ridiculous viewership spike? They're not even in the hive yet.” Shinji asked through the Simbox call he had open with Tommy. He was frantically waving his fingers around, editing the live footage of Aegis’ battle with the Mosmir soldiers just before the Voidreaver had appeared.

 “I’m looking into it.” Tommy replied as he saw Aegis’ viewership climb up to 300,000. “It looks like a lot of Feng’s viewership is coming over to watch. The Vindicators took on a Mosmir Hive in the Lanusk Underrealm six in-game months ago.” Tommy replied as he fidgeted around with several screens that were floating in front of him within his office simulation, speaking to Shinji through the call. “Looks like, to enter the hive dungeon you need to fight several waves of defenders first. Feng’s guild struggled to do it, and they had a raid of 40 players.” Tommy said as he scrolled through several clips and news articles on the subject.

 “And, did they succeed?” Shinji asked.

 “Yeah. They never found the Queen though, even though they spent two weeks searching for her.” Tommy answered. “This kid, does he not see the amount of enemies charging at him? I feel like I’m watching Starship Troopers, and he’s not even scared. There’s only five of them.” Tommy shook his head in disbelief, tuning in to Hae-won as she was shoutcasting the battle, speaking a mile a minute to try and describe every skill and spell that Aegis and his party were using.

 “Six. Don’t forget Snowflake.” Shinji replied while smirking to himself.

 “Well…” Tommy said as he continued to scroll through the news on the subject. “If he manages to find the Queen, he’ll be one-upping the 2nd highest streamer in the world.” Tommy replied. 

 “Fingers crossed.” Shinji replied anxiously as he watched the Voidreaver appear on Aegis' livestream feed and prepare to attack him and his party. “He’s gotta survive this first.”



 “What’s it doing?” Aegis asked nervously as he looked up at the massive Mosmir Voidreaver. It was crawling across the ceiling towards them, still several dozen meters away. He couldn’t keep his eyes locked on it due to the sheer amount of Mosmir Soldiers swarming towards him, but he caught a glimpse of it converging its six pincers together.

 Once the six touched at the tips, all six of them began to glow with dark purple energy that shimmered in rippling waves across the surface of the pincers. The light slowly converged at the tips until suddenly, at the point where they all met in front of the Voidreavers mouth, a small ball of purple energy formed and quickly grew in size. 

 One second later, the ball shot forth in the form of a gigantic, dark beam of purple and black energy. Only, it wasn’t aiming at Aegis, it was aiming at Pyri.

 “Shit! MOM!” Aegis shouted in a panic as she looked up to see the beam coming at her. She froze in place for a moment, knowing that she’d get hit if she stayed still. She knew she had several options - she could dodge out of the way or utilize a cinderbolt to redirect the beam. Instead, she looked to Aegis and saw his determined, worried expression as he dashed and jumped up to intercept the beam with his shield.

 It was fine, she didn’t need to do anything special, her son was going to protect her with his shield. All she had to do was keep burning the enemies like he’d asked her to do, and not stand out. 

 As she thought this, she watched as the beam connected with Aegis’ shield. He attempted to brace it mid air where it impacted him. The beam crashed into his shield and rather than deflect off of it or disperse against it, the beam released a wave of energy that enveloped Aegis’ body in a dark purple aura.




	You take 3351 Void damage.






 Intense, excruciating pain beyond anything Aegis had ever imagined possible surged through his entire body. It felt as though every nerve in his nervous system was screaming out in pain. His ears began to ring and his vision went white hot. It felt as if his bones had suddenly exploded and his muscles were being ripped out of his skin.
 




	
*WARNING* Mental Stress Levels are nearing the safe limit. You will be forcibly removed from the simulation if the current level of stress continues or increases.

[Force Log out] Take a break from the game and relax, you will respawn at the nearest Graveyard.
 [Lower Pain Threshold] Threshold Change is currently Available for your account.
[Ignore] Keep Playing, acknowledging that Averon is not liable for any damages caused by continuing Simulation. (If conditions persists or worsen you will be logged out against your will as part of our Terms of Service)








10 meters away from Pyri, 2 meters in the air, Aegis remained suspended. The beam attack from the Voidreaver wasn’t a one off, it was channeled, and it held Aegis in place as the damage ticked on him again.




	You take 2936 Void damage.
Skill Learned: Void Resistance







He involuntarily let out a blood curdling scream of agony as he tried to fight it off and resist being force logged out, but he couldn’t move a muscle. He was completely paralyzed, and Pyri could see the look of pain on his face. She saw first hand what her inaction had caused, and her eyes went wide with shock and fear. 

“It’s channeled, Lina, you gotta interrupt that thing!” Rakkan shouted out as loud as he could as he saw Aegis suspended in the air, screaming in pain. Lina didn’t need to be told twice, she quickly shadowstepped across the cavern until she was standing on the thorax of the upside-down hanging Voidreaver, and thrust her daggers down at its abdomen. However, moments before her daggers connected, a bright dark purple light flashed over the body of the Voidreaver and it vanished, causing Lina to go into a free fall towards the swarm of soldiers below.

She was able to shadowstep a few times to get back to the group and saw Aegis fall to the ground, breathing heavily.

“Fuck me.” Aegis said between breaths as he recomposed himself, the pain from the attack fading away. “Those Guardian players were not kidding. Void is the worst.” He tried to shake it off as the soldiers began swarming around him again.

“Are you okay?” Lina asked him worriedly as she appeared beside him.

 “Yeah. Yeah, I’m fine, just, don’t let that thing beam me again.” Aegis said and Lina nodded back before scanning the cavern to try and find where it had gone. It wasn’t long before she spotted it, and it was already preparing to shoot another beam at them.

 Lina quickly shadowstepped through the darkness of the cavern to it and attempted to strike it again, but it teleported away.

 “That thing is stupid fast.” Darkshot shouted as he saw it warping away. “This isn’t looking so good, Aegis.” He added as he saw Snowflake and Rakkan still desperately trying to cover Aegis’ flanks.

 “Keep burning them. The swarm of soldiers will start dying if we keep up the damage. Then we can focus on dealing with that Voidreaver. Until that time, Lina, I need you to keep it busy.” Aegis shouted to his party. 

 “Are you going to be able to survive that long?” Darkshot asked him worriedly as he saw Aegis block a few more hits from the swarming soldiers. Some were getting through, despite Snowflake and Rakkan’s best efforts. 

 “As long as I’ve got mana, I ain't going down.” Aegis shouted in defiance as he smashed his shield into the head of a lunging Mosmir Soldier. He then quickly glanced back to check on Pyri and saw that Pyri was still looking back at him with wide eyes and pale skin, as if she'd just seen a ghost.

 “Are you okay? Are you afraid of the bugs? Don’t worry, I promise I won’t let them hit you.” Aegis said with concern in his voice. His words snapped her out of it.

 “Me? You’re the one who just got blasted by a void beam. I’m fine.” Pyri forced a smile back at him as she went back to controlling her cinderbolts as effectively as possible. “There’s a limit to how far I can stretch these cinderbolts, even at this high skill level. I can’t get all of them with all four bolts at once.” She explained.

 “Spread out the cinderbolts, make sure none stay at full health, so Snowflake, Rakkan and Darkshot have an easier time finishing them off.” Aegis shouted back as he sidestepped another attack.

 “I aint finishing anything off. I’m trying to stop these things from dogpiling onto you. Vinerope shot!” Darkshot shouted as he fired another arrow of binding vines that entangled a tower of soldier ants. The charging swarm was clamoring ontop of each other to get to Aegis so desperately that they were averaging a height of three ants on each others backs as they came snapping their pincers and slashing their claws at him.

 “Aegis!” Lina shouted from the cavern roof, barely audible over the sound of all the chittering and footsteps. Aegis jerked his head up to see she was shadowstepping after the Voidreaver’s newest warp location, trying to keep up and prevent it from completing a cast. She was pointing furiously across the cavern towards the hive entrance, though, where Aegis spotted a second elite Voidreaver making its way out of a hive tunnel.

 “Darkshot, that one’s all you.” Aegis shouted as he backed up further, Snowflake and Rakkan doing so as well.

 “This is endless!” Rakkan shouted frustrated. Despite Aegis Aura of beauty on Snowflake and Rakkan, he could see they were starting to get tired. 

 “I’m on it!” Darkshot shouted as he fired arrows at the second Voidreaver, forcing it to stop its cast and warp away to dodge the arrows. Darkshot then quickly scanned the cavern roof to find where it had gone and took another shot.

 As well as he and his party were playing, Aegis knew Rakkan was right. If a third Voidreaver came out of the hive, they were done for. They were barely going to hold on as it was. We need a better strategy, fast. As he thought this, he panned his view around to see the statue of the petrified drone near where Pyri was standing. 

 “The spiders in the Darxon hideout attacked the cultists right?” Aegis asked Darkshot, yelling to be heard over the stampeding soldiers all around him as he took a few more hits and healed through it.

 “Yeah, that’s right. The spiders were hostile beasts, so they’d attack anything that aggrod them.” Darkshot answered, and as he did, he could figure out what Aegis was thinking.

 “Pull back to the mushrooms! Get behind the yellow ones with the Fishers in them!” Aegis shouted. Snowflake immediately barreled through two soldier ants to get to Aegis and nudged Aegis onto his back, which Aegis didn’t hesitate to do, then reached out and grabbed Rakkan’s hand before Snowflake leapt off the ground and flapped his wings furiously to get some distance from the front line of Mosmir Soldiers. 

 Pyri and Darkshot ran backwards, Darkshot turning only to fire more arrows at the warping Voidreaver. Meanwhile Lina stayed amidst the swarm, chasing down the other as it warped forward to pursue them.

 They didn’t need to go far before they found themselves walking back on the living green moss with blue orbs all around them, and soon walked underneath the mushrooms. Snowflake landed back on the moss so that Rakkan and Aegis could get off, where Rakkan was forced to recast his echoes.

 “Mosstrappers?” Aegis turned to Darkshot and he nodded, glancing about the mossy cavern floor to see if there were any Mosstrappers nearby.

 “There, there, and there. One there too.” Darkshot quickly pointed out the nearest ones. With that information, they all shuffled around the camoflauged bugs to get deeper into the forest as the Mosmir swarm caught up to them, charging forward relentlessly.

 The moment they got near the first mushroom stalk with a Fisher hiding in its underside, Aegis saw that the plan was working. The Fisher immediately lunged down at the nearest Mosmir Soldier with its wormy body and struck it with its tendrils, petrifying it. Simultaneously, several Mosmir walked over the Mosstrappers and caused them to open their mouths and chomp down on their  unsuspecting legs, then released puffs of poison mist which the soldiers backed away from and avoided. 

 On the cavern roof, as the Mosmir encountered the snails amongst the stalactite, the snail shells suddenly errupted in gigantic, deadly sharp stalactites that pierced through the nearby Mosmir soldiers, not too unlike a puffer fish blowing itself up to ward off predators. 

 “Welcome to Reltrak, bitches.” Darkshot shouted excitedly as he saw the creatures join in the battle. The group repositioned themselves, Aegis in front with Snowflake and Rakkan flanking. Pyri and Darkshot behind, as Darkshot spotted the Voidreaver warping behind them on the underside of a plain mushroom, attempting to charge up its shot and hit Pyri from the back. “Oh no you don’t.” Darkshot spun around and shot it at the last second.

 “The Elite ones are targeting Pyri, they perceive her fire as the biggest threat. Stay close just in case.” Aegis said and she gave him a nod. “If I challenging roar, the Reltrak beasts will stop attacking the soldiers. So just avoid hitting them and watch your threat on the soldiers.” Aegis commanded the others, and watched as Lina continued to shadow step after the first Voidreaver.

 “I finally hit it, it’s intervals between warps is getting longer. I think it’s almost tapped out of mana.” Lina shouted excitedly. “But, so am I.” She added, and Aegis looked to see not just her, but all of them were starting to get low on resources.

 “Hang in there guys, we can get this!” Aegis shouted encouragingly as the first wave of Soldier Mosmir made it through the gauntlet of Fishers and Trappers and began lunging at him, triggering Snowflake and Rakkan to spring into action and take them out. Aegis watched as both of the nearest Mosmir Soldiers went down in just a few hits from his two defenders.

 “They’re really low health now, Pyri’s flames are paying off.” Rakkan shouted excitedly. Another wave of five soldiers reached them, but it was much easier to see them coming thanks from the bioluminescence of the Reltrak Forest around them. This time, not just Rakkan and Snowflake charged forward, but Aegis joined in as well. Rakkan struck down three, Aegis one, and Snowflake another, and all five went down really quickly. 

 Aegis then turned to see a row of Mosmir that had been petrified by a flailing Fisher in a nearby mushroom, but several Mosmir had managed to bite at the torso of the Fisher and pull it down off the mushroom, and they began to swarm it. A nearby Mosstrapper got surrounded, grabbed in a set of soldier pincers, and was flung into the air. The snails on the roof were being recklessly headbutted by the soldiers climbing along the stalactites, knocking them down onto the cavern floor where their shells crashed violenting on the mossy cavern floor and were swarmed - the Mosmir’ soldiers pincers were sharp enough to easily crack the snail shells. 

 “It ain't over yet, but keep pushing.” Aegis shouted as he took this all in. 

 “The other Voidreaver is low on energy too, he’s getting hit by arrows. He stopped warping around.” Darkshot declared.

 “They’re pulling back. Both of the Voidreavers are pulling back. Should I go after them?” Lina asked after reappearing next to Aegis, just as Rakkan and Snowflake lunged forward at the next wave of approaching soldiers. Aegis looked up to see she was right, both Voidreavers were running against the swarm on the cavern roof, back towards the hive entrance.

 “No… do you have enough mana to shadow dance again?” Aegis asked her, seeing her mana below 25%.

 “Yes, for a bit. I can teleport as much as I want, but it drains mana per second while it's active.” Lina explained.

 “Good. They’re all at low health now.” Aegis motioned to the swarm of approaching Mosmir soldiers walking through the glowing flames of Pyri’s cinderbolts. “Pyri, raise the bolts up to cast shadows under all of their abdomens.” Aegis turned to Pyri and she nodded. “Lina, Shadow Dance the shit out of them.” He turned back to Lina and grinned, and she nodded back with a determined smile.

 “Shadow Dance!” She shouted, disappearing into the swarm of Mosmir. Aegis couldn’t see her, it was too dark, but he heard the sound of her warping around and slashing out at them, and the dying cries of the Mosmir Soldiers as one by one they fell.

 “Go all out, clear them up, everyone charge forward!” Aegis shouted, the others nodding along. Aegis, Rakkan and Snowflake rushed forward, this time they were the aggressors. 

 “Multishot, piercing shot!” Darkshot said, his mana now dangerously low as he fired obsidian tipped arrows at the swarm. He dumped all of his mana into the attack, enlarging all of the 15 arrows and causing them to sweep through the swarm, piercing through them and finishing them off. Any soldiers that he missed, Lina was able to shadowstep towards and take out. Any that Lina had missed rushed at Aegis, Rakkan and Snowflake, and they took them out.

 It was going good, it looked like they might actually win it despite the huge discrepancy in numbers. The wildlife of the Reltrak forest had bought them the time they needed to weaken the swarm with flames. The two Voidreavers were hiding back near the entrance of the hive, still visible due to their glowing purple pincers despite them being so far away. But, they weren’t fleeing back into the hive. They waited at the entrance, looking as if they were waiting for something. What, exactly, wasn’t clear, but Aegis could suddenly hear the sound of loud rumbling coming from the hive’s tunnel entrances.

 “Ah, fuck, don’t tell me there’s more.” Darkshot groaned as he and the others all heard it too. Sure enough, amidst the sea of Soldier Mosmir, a gargantuan Mosmir suddenly burst out of the cavern floor near the hive entrance. This one only had a single set of pincers, but they were gigantic. Its legs were not thin like the other Mosmir, but giant, meaty muscular legs that resembled more of an elephant as it stomped forward, climbing out of the new giant tunnel it had just formed. It had no name above its head, only [Boss] in red letters.

 “Aegis…” Rakkan said anxiously as he saw it. “I’m tapped too, and those things just keep coming.” Rakkan said worriedly as he pointed to his mana bar. All of them, even Pyri, were low on resources.

 “Just a bit more, wipe out the soldiers, as many as you can before that thing gets to us.” Aegis shouted encouragingly.

 “Even if we take out the soldiers, we’ve got nothing left for the boss and those Voidreavers!” Darkshot shouted worriedly.

 “Just trust me!” Aegis shouted as he charged forward without hesitation. Snowflake joined in, then Rakkan, as Lina continued to Shadow Dance until her mana was completely drained, and she reappeared next to them.

 “That’s all I could get.” Lina said anxiously.

 “That’s enough, just stab a few more.” Aegis replied, and she nodded and rushed forward. The boss took several more thundering stomps towards them as they battled at the edge of Reltrak Forest.

 “I don’t know what your plan is, Aegis, but… Multishot!” Darkshot fired another barrage, dropping his mana to 0, but killing a few more soldiers. “That’s all I have left.” 

 “Me too!” Rakkan shouted as his echoes dispersed, no longer enough mana for Rakkan to maintain them.

 “A bit more! Come on!” Aegis shouted at them, and they continued fighting under his command despite their doubt. A few more stomps from the elephant-sized Mosmir, and it was standing mere meters away from them. Simultaneously, the two Voidreavers got enough energy to warp nearby and were preparing to shoot their void beams again.

 “Here goes nothing!” Aegis shouted as he suddenly jumped forward into a swarm of weakened, burned up soldiers, so that dozens were on all sides of him.

 “Aegis!” Lina shouted worriedly as he saw him do it.

 “Varibhadra!” He yelled out, releasing a shockwave of energy out from himself that encapsulated all of the nearby Mosmir. The damage wasn’t a lot due to how many targets he’d hit, but they’d all been weakened so much by Pyri’s flames that it was enough to kill them. And as he did, a chain of experience notifications scrolled past his screen, and the screen of his companions.




	Congratulations, you have reached Level 86!: 5 attribute points available, +451 health, +153 mana!






It wasn’t just Aegis, all of his companions got similar notifications from the huge burst of experience. And one wonderful side effect of gaining a level, was the full recovery of all of their mana and health.

“Everyone got their second wind?” Aegis asked as he looked through his party interface to confirm that everyone had gained a level up. The Mosmir surrounding him all collapsed to the ground, dead, and he stood in front of the boss as it towered over him, glaring downwards to meet his gaze. “Let’s finish this.”
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“Cleanup time.” Darkshot said as he began firing multishots again. With the refresh on his mana, he was able to unleash a torrent of piercing shots that swept through the cavern. With a few redirects he was able to spread the damage to the weakened, singed swarm and finish them off. They dropped in numbers massively, clearing out the cavern floor of fodder around the boss.

 “They’re still coming, though.” Rakkan warned as he looked on the far side of the cavern amidst the two glowing Voidreavers. Their glowing purple pincers illuminated several of the hive tunnels and allowed Aegis and his party to see that the Mosmir Soldiers were still streaming out. New, full health soldiers were joining the fray.

 “They’ll probably stop once we take out the boss.” Lina suggested. Aegis took a few steps backwards, away from the boss to try and buy himself time to think, but it simply stomped forward to meet him. It pulled back its giant blade pincers and struck out at him.




	You take 12,216 Slashing damage.






 “Heal. Healing wind.” Aegis quickly cast the spells on himself, hopping back from the giant boss as more Mosmir soldiers swarmed around it’s legs, approaching Aegis. He looked to his left and saw Rakkan recasting his echoes and coming to his defense. On his right, a leveled up Snowflake pawed at the ground preparing to defend him from the swarm.

 “We’ll only run out of stamina if we keep this up.” Aegis thought to himself out loud as he took a deep breath. “Everyone, focus your damage on the boss. Go all out.” Aegis shouted as he prepared for the bosses next strike. “Challenging roar!” Aegis roared, drawing the attention of the newest Mosmir Soldiers that had joined the fray.

 “You sure? We don’t know what the bosses enrage will be.” Rakkan replied worriedly.

 “It’s the only way we’ll win this. Stay near my aura and hit it with everything you’ve got.” Aegis declared.

 “What about the Voidreavers?” Darkshot asked as he fired two arrows to interrupt them.

 “I’ll manage them somehow. Killing the boss is the priority!” Aegis replied.

 “You got it.” Darkshot gave a nod as he turned his bow towards the boss.

 “I can take care of them.” Pyri announced quickly, staring over at Aegis worriedly. He briefly glanced back at her to see her strange expression.

 “We need your damage on the boss, though.” Aegis replied.

 “It’s okay. I can damage the boss and interrupt them.” Pyri replied confidently as Lina Shadowstepped back to the ground and looked between Pyri and Aegis nervously. When Pyri and Lina’s eyes met, though, Pyri gave Lina a knowing nod and Lina smiled back at her.

 “Ok, that’s perfect. Go all out!” Aegis shouted, and with that, they all jumped into action. Lina, Rakkan and Snowflake all charged around the boss and got underneath its large towering body, striking at the underside of its abdomen to produce large damage numbers. “Challenging roar!” Aegis cast a few more times, worried about losing the boss's attention once he’d seen their damage. 

 Pyri split up her four cinderbolts. Aegis didn’t fully understand what Pyri was doing with her spells, nor the complexity required to pull off what she was doing. He only saw that she broke each of her four cinderbolts in half. She sent one half of each to the boss to begin dealing burning damage to it, and then sent the other halves around the cavern towards the Voidreavers. He briefly watched her eyes as she did it - her head was tilted up and focused on the ceiling, keeping track of the Voidreavers locations as best she could and waving her hands around to hit them with the moving halves of her cinderbolts. She was determined to make sure she didn’t let Aegis get hit by them again, no matter what. 

 Once Aegis was sure Pyri had it handled, he stopped paying attention to the Voidreavers altogether, trusting in her ability. He turned his focus fully to the boss and the soldiers swarming around him. His job was simple - survive until the boss died. 

 Easier said than done, Aegis thought, as the swarm began to tower up around him. He no longer had Rakkan and Snowflake to cover his flanks. The only thing preventing him from being attacked from all angles were the large bodies of the Mosmir themselves impeding each others movements, but that didn’t stop them from trying.

 Dodge, dodge, brace, block, sidestep, deflect, jump, backstep, brace, dodge, heal. Aegis focused fully on the pincers and claws that came at him from all sides. He primarily made sure not to let the boss hit him, as it did significantly more damage than the others. The red damage numbers from his allies were visible through his interface, but he could no longer see any of his companions.

 All he saw were the legs and exoskeletons of the Mosmir soldiers. They clamored overtop of the boss as well, with no regard for each others personal space. They attempted dropping down on him from the roof of the cavern, toppling towers of 5 to 6 Mosmir over as they landed pincer first.

 Aegis was forced to keep backing up, re-entering Reltrak forest. Pyri and Darkshot continued to back up as well, focused fully on their assigned tasks and keeping their distance from the swarm as best they could while they fulfilled their duties.

 There were no longer any living Mosstrappers or Fishers near the edge of the forest - if he wanted assistance from the wildlife, they’d need to retreat further in. Running was no longer an option, though. The Mosmir soldiers had ran wide circles around Aegis and his party and were swarming around the back of them - there was already a perimeter of Mosmir now closing in on him.

 It was all or nothing, they could no longer escape. Aegis thought this as he attempted to keep backing up, but saw he no longer could. Pyri and Darkshot found a large, moss covered rock to stand on and stay above the swarm that moved around them like a flowing river of black and purple insects.



“I can’t believe they’re still alive.” Tommy commented as he watched the battle unfold in disbelief. “They’re lucky they even leveled up.” 

“Not luck. There’s only a few of them, they gain experience much faster than a raid party would. That’s the major advantage they have, and Aegis used it to its fullest.” Shinji replied with a smirk as they faintly heard the voice of Hae-won casting in the background while they worked.

“Two Mosmir drop down the ceiling towards Aegis. Aegis sidesteps the Boss’s pincer attack and uses it as a shield against the dropping Mosmir. Three maneuvering around the left and lunging at him. He ducks under one, blocks the other, guards the third. Already casting his heal spell to recover from the hit but they’re at him from behind. He crawls under the legs of the ones that just missed him, forcing the others to hit each other. 

They don’t care, they’re relentless. They’re attacking through the Mosmir that Aegis is hiding under. He finished his heal cast, he’s rolling backwards just in time to dodge another strike from the boss. The bosses' pincers cleave clean through the Mosmir but just miss Aegis. He’s rolled into another four Mosmir though, they’re attacking. He sidesteps one, blocks another-” Hae-won spoke at rapid speed, as if she was rapping a song, barely taking time to catch her own breath as her eyes zoomed around the footage Shinji presented to her. The viewership of the livestream had now reached 430,000. It wasn’t just Feng’s fans that were tuning in now, other Networks started reporting on the bold attempt Aegis’ party was making to breach the entrance to a Mosmir Hive.

“It feels like any single slip up from Aegis or his party will result in game over, but none of them are letting up. Without a single word of communication between one another they are perfectly executing Aegis' strategy, dealing massive amounts of damage to the boss. The sign of a strong, cohesive group that’s spent the last three weeks grinding toget- Ah, there it is! The boss is enraging!” Hae-won shouted excitedly as she leaned forward over her broadcasting desk to watch more closely the footage of Aegis’ stream in front of her. 



The boss let out a ferocious roar of anger as it suddenly straightened its legs to make itself taller for a moment as its dark body began to emit a glowing red aura.

“Keep killing it, whatever it does, I’ll handle it!” Aegis shouted to his party. “Challenging roar!” He cast a few more times. He barely had time to stop and speak, his stamina was bouncing up and down. His right hand was packed with steaks that he was shoving in his mouth to try and prevent his stamina from dropping to 0. He was getting his moneys worth out of his Aura of Beauty.

All of a sudden, the enraged boss released a burst of dark black smoke. It erupted from his abdomen so quickly that none of them had time to react, engulfing the entire surrounding area including all of Aegis’ party members within seconds. It didn’t deal any damage, much to Aegis’ relief, but it applied a debuff to all of them. Once Aegis saw the debuff, he wished it had just been damage instead.




	
[Assault Pheromones]

Marked by the scent of an invader to the Mosmir hive, all soldiers will ignore threat priority to target any and all players with this scent. 
 Duration: 1 hour








 He turned back around and saw that suddenly, the Mosmir that were swarming around Pyri and Darkshot stopped ignoring them, turned, and started attempting to climb up the rock and strike out at them. Aegis took a deep breath and focused on his task at hand.

 “Avatar of Eirene!” He cast, exploding in a burst of bright glowing light. “Keep damaging the boss.” Aegis ordered them. Darkshot and Pyri glanced at Aegis nervously, between the swarming legs of the Soldiers around him. They both gave him a hesitant nod before going back to dealing damage, Pyri still focusing on the Voidreavers warping around the cavern. “Dodge what you can. Healing wind!” Aegis casted repeatedly, hitting all of his party members. He rushed forward to get under the boss where Rakkan, Lina and Snowflake were and saw that the other soldiers were swarming in, attempting to get under as well and strike at them.

 “Guard!” Aegis shouted as he spun around, targeting several that had climbed up behind him and were attempting to hit Darkshot and Pyri. He took three hits instantly from the guard. “Heal.” He cast on himself as he positioned himself behind Snowflake to block a strike from another. Rakkan used his echoes to stand guard for Lina and his real body, using parry as much as possible, but his health was dropping.

“EVERYTHING YOU’VE GOT!” Aegis shouted as he moved to block another from hitting Snowflake. “GUARD!” He shouted, projecting his shield for Pyri and Darkshot again. 

Lina slashed at the boss furiously, using all of her skills possible. In between her flurry of dagger strikes, she was adding in shadow daggers as well. 

Rakkan frostrbranded and enlarged his longsword and spear respectively, cutting up at the abdomen alongside Lina. 

Snowflake pecked and scratched upwards toward the underside of the bosses abdomen with everything he had.

Darkshot was firing multishot after multishot of obsidian tipped arrows through his Ironwood bow, aiming them all at the underside of the boss with redirects.

Pyri’s cinderbolts burned at the boss and the Voidreavers continuously, preventing the Voidreavers from focusing their beam attack on anyone.

From the time the boss had enraged to the time it died was only 30 seconds. But in those 30 seconds, never before in his life had Aegis ever needed to focus so hard on a task. Keeping his party alive took everything he had. There were 5 targets to protect against so many enemies, spread around the area. He was thankful that the boss struggled to maneuver to hit him once he’d got underneath its large body, due to all of the Mosmir that had swarmed on top of and around it.

In a way, their numbers worked to their disadvantage. The fact that Aegis’s party was not strong enough to keep the army of Mosmir under control ended up helping them in suppressing the bosses ability to land enraged attacks.

The boss let out one final screeching cry of pain as it hit 0 health. The red glow faded, and immediately after it had, all of the Mosmir soldiers began screeching out as well.

In an instant, they stopped attacking Aegis and his party and all began their retreat, turning and running back towards their hive. 

Aegis and the others had to quickly dash out from under the boss as its huge body collapsed to the ground, a blue item orb rolling out of its body as it did. Gasping for air, Aegis dropped to his knees as he watched the swarm fleeing away, disappearing from the light of his Aura of Beauty.

Looking around, he saw Snowflake collapse as well, breathing heavily and wounded, but alive. Darkshot was nearly out of stamina, which was rare for him. Lina grabbed her knees while Rakkan wiped his brow and tilted his head back, and Pyri let out a huge sigh of relief as she was finally able to let up her focus on the battle.

“What about the Voidreavers?” Aegis asked.

“They fled as well.” Pyri replied. After that, it was silent, save for the sound of heavy breathing.

“I was not expecting that.” Aegis sighed as he dropped onto his back, lying on the mossy cavern floor at the edge of the forest. After a few more breaths, he suddenly let out a chuckle, which slowly grew into a louder laugh. “Fucking hell, that was crazy.” He said between his laughs.

Rakkan and Darkshot joined in with laughing themselves, while Snowflake let out a tired squawk.

“That was some insane tanking, man.” Darkshot said. “If you’d let Darkwing die, I woulda been pissed.” He added with a smirk.

“Pyri’s spell control was impressive too.” Rakkan gave her an appreciative nod.

“Thanks…” She smiled nervously. Lina looked between the two, and couldn’t help but grin at the interaction. 

“Next time we approach a hive, let’s not knock first.” Aegis said as he sat up and looked over at the blue orb that had cracked open. Out of it had rolled a large greatsword in the shape of one of the Bosses giant pincers. “You want that?” Aegis turned to Rakkan as they all looked towards it.

“Nah, too big for me.” Rakkan shrugged.

“Ok, I’ll sell it when we get back.” Aegis replied as he walked over and put it into his inventory. It was blue quality, with high damage and interesting options, but Aegis didn’t look much at it as he was more interested in checking out the entrance of the hive. He was initially planning on harvesting all of the bodies of the fallen combatatants, but was disappointed to see that they had all dissipated, even the body of the boss. So instead, he waited patiently until all of his party members had recovered their stamina and mana before moving forward.

“Let’s see what the entrance looks like when it's not covered in bugs.” Aegis said as he motioned them forward along with him.

 They moved beyond the petrified Mosmir and across the dead moss towards the soilrock cavern floor. Pyri cast a lumina spell on her staff to grant them light, and it was only a few moments before they arrived at the edge of the giant hole in the ground the boss had created when he burst out of the hive. The moment they got to the outer rim of the slanted tunnel, a notification popped up on their screens.




	Entering Dungeon: [Mosmir Hive of Kalmoore - Level 100]






 “So this whole hive is a dungeon?” Pryi asked as they waved away the message.

 “Guess so.” Aegis shrugged as he tried to peer down into the tunnel, but saw nothing of interest beyond that it continued deep into the ground. He then looked up and saw the numerous tunnel entrances scattered about the walls and ceiling of the cavern nearby. “The Reltrak Forest cavern seems to end here at this hive… The question is, which tunnel leads to the queen?” 

 “There are almost 100 entrances right here.” Darkshot sighed.

 “Can your tracking do anything for us?” Aegis asked him.

 “No. There’s too many tracks from the hundreds of soldiers. I can’t even differentiate them to find where the Voidreavers went.” Darkshot shrugged.

 “Well…” Aegis leaned back and crossed his arms as he went deep into thought. “We walked for several hours to get here from Pakro’Vielle, and the Plashrim said that they occasionally get attacked by the Mosmir from them tunneling into their village.” Aegis thought out loud.

 “That means that the network of tunnels is likely massive, stretching miles in various directions.” Lina joined in.

 “Yeah.” Aegis replied. “If we can’t use tracking due to the heavy foot traffic, then exploring the tunnels to find the Queen will be a nightmare. Especially if we consider that her chamber is likely hidden.” 

 “Ulaipu said that the Queen usually keeps the Royal Mosmir close. So if we explore and encounter any of them, that’d mean we are near her lair.” Rakkan explained.

 “If we take enough wrong turns, we might not ever see them, though.” Pyri replied as the group stood around the edge of the large, downward sloping tunnel, Snowflake curiously poking his head around and sniffing the air. As Aegis tried to think of a solution, he went into his inventory and pulled out a piece of fisher meat and tossed it to Snowflake, who excitedly caught it and gulped it down.

 As he had, though, they all heard curious skittering footsteps coming from a tunnel on the far wall. They went silent and looked in the direction of the sound, only to see the head of a Mosmir Drone poking its antenna out and wiggling them around. Once its eyes met Pyri’s light, though, it retreated back into the tunnel.

 “I think I’ve got it…” Aegis said as an idea came to him the moment the drone had scurried away. “I know how we can navigate the hive.” He added excitedly, his viewership holding steady at 350,000. 
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                Chapter 144: Questionable Cartography


A dozen or so meters away from the hive entrance laid the corpse of a recently slain Fisher. Aegis and his party had taken it out, then dragged the body close to the entrance of the hive and left it there. Aegis, Rakkan, Snowflake, Lina and Darkshot all hung far back under the cover of the Reltrak Forest mushrooms. Pyri, however, was nowhere to be seen.

 They waited patiently and quietly, staring at the corpse of the fisher. Sure enough after about 5 minutes of waiting, a curious drone wandered out of the hive and sniffed out the fisher corpse. As it began sniffing the body, Pyri - with greater invisibility active, stood as still as possible next to it. Knowing that the Mosmir could detect vibrations, being invisible wasn’t enough to trick it. She needed to be completely quiet and still.

 The curious drone continued to sniff around the body of the fisher, getting a sense for how big it was by making a full loop around it and walking overtop of it. Eventually it walked right by Pyri. She slowly and carefully reached out towards one of the spiny legs of the drone and ripped off one of the hairy barbs on its legs as gently as she could. 

 The Mosmir Drone reacted to this by shaking its leg, as if it had a sudden itch, but otherwise paid no mind to what she had done. After a few more moments of investigating, it scurried back into the hive. Once it was gone, Pyri rushed back over to the others and dropped her invisibility.

 “Got it.” She held the barb out to the others and Aegis quickly dropped to his knees. They’d cleared out a large section of the ground of moss, and Aegis had loosened the Soilrock in the surrounding area to make it easy to work with. 

 “Ok, cast it quickly.” Aegis nodded as the others all dropped to their knees in a circle as well, looking towards Pyri.

 “Scry.” Pyri cast a spell, clutching the Mosmir Drone’s leg barb in her hand. A second afterwards, magical runes circled around it, then a large floating window appeared in the air above the ground in the middle of their circle. The window was flat and two dimensional, but faced towards whoever was looking at it, regardless of the angle they looked at it from. The outside edges of the window transitioned from nothing, to cloudy blue smoke, to a small viewing window that gave vision of the Mosmir Drone that Pyri had taken the leg barb from.

 Despite the drone traversing through dark tunnels, they could faintly see around it as it navigated through them into the hive.

 “Everyone can see it?” Pyri asked, confirming that the whole party was able to see her scrying window. She got a few nods back. “It’s pretty dark...  And mana costly, but I can channel it for awhile. Once it skills up a bit it should get easier to hold it longer.” Pyri explained.

 “We’ve got no reference point to start from, though. Hopefully he gives us a landmark.” Aegis said as he took out several stonecutting and crafting tools and set them out on the loose soil in front of him. They continued to watch the drone wander through a maze of tunnels until it eventually arrived at a large chamber filled with other drones, and food. 

 The drone let out some screeching, chittering sounds to get the attention of other drones, and following that, it turned around and made its way back from where it had come. 

 Sure enough, after a few moments they saw both through the scrying spell, and at the entrance of the hive nearby, that the drone had re-emerged. This time, it had a group of drones with it to help it carry the fisher body back into the hive.

 “Perfect, we can map its path from the entrance.” Aegis said excitedly. He held his hands at the ready and waited for the drone and its buddies to break apart the fisher and begin carrying it as smaller pieces back into the hive.

 The moment the drone picked a tunnel to enter the hive from, Aegis got to work. He began using the hardened soilrock with his tools to quickly craft and recreate a three dimensional map of the hive. It was hard to do it as quickly as he needed to, but his crafting skills were high level now and helping him out.

 Lina, Darkshot and Rakkan looked on in awe as he slowly formed the path of the tunnel from the hive entrance using his miniature model.

 It wasn’t long before the drone had reached a food chamber. Aegis watched it through the scrying as it put down the fisher meat alongside other decaying foods in the stockpile chamber before it turned around and made its way back out of the hive to grab more. This time, it’d taken a different path to get out. Once it grabbed more meat, it took a different path to go back in.

 This continued for the next 30 minutes until the Fisher’s body had all been taken away and the drones stopped traveling in and out. 

 From there, once its job had finished, the drone they were scrying on continued to wander about amongst its peers, traversing various other tunnels in the hive. Aegis did his best to keep himself oriented on which directions the drone was going, until eventually the drone reached a large round chamber with dozens of entrances and exits. In Aegis’ speedy attempt to recreate the chamber in soilrock, he lost his orientation and sighed.

 “Ok, I’m out.” Aegis leaned back to take a break. Pyri gave a nod and canceled the scrying spell as the others looked carefully at Aegis’ 3d model of the hive.

 “Damn. That’s pretty good, but we're missing a lot.” Darkshot said as he closely inspected the map.

 “Yeah. I was hoping the drone would take the food to the queen or something, but, no such luck.” Aegis replied as he scratched his chin, accidentally rubbing soilrock over himself. 

 “You guys gonna be okay in here for now? I gotta hop out and eat with my parents.” Rakkan said as he looked over the group.

 “Yeah. Everyone can take a break, I'll stay with Snowflake and Darkwing. This’ll take awhile.” Aegis replied.

 “Okay, cool, cause I’m starving.” Darkshot nodded.

 “I should also eat.” Lina shrugged. 

 “No problem, see you guys in a bit.” Aegis replied. Within a few moments, they had all waved and logged out save for Pyri and Aegis.

 “Are you hungry?” Aegis asked her.

 “No… actually, I really want to find this Queen.” Pyri smirked with determination.

 “Me too.” Aegis grinned back at her excitedly. “I’m thinking that the drones that get the food from outside aren’t the same ones that bring the food to the Queen, though.” 

 “I could use this map to get to the food chamber, then grab a leg hair from the ones in there, bring them back, and we scry on that.” Pyri suggested.

 “You sure?” Aegis asked as Darkwing moved to sit on top of Snowflake's saddle who was sleeping beside them. “That sounds pretty risky.”

 “Here, take my Ironwood staff in case I die. I think I’ll be fine, though.” Pyri shrugged as she handed her expensive items over to Aegis from her inventory.

 “Ok… but,” Aegis hesitated as he remembered her scared expression from the battle.

 “What?” Pyri asked as she saw his hesitation.

 “Are you sure everything is okay? Are you having fun? You looked really scared during the fight.” Aegis asked her after quickly muting his stream. Pyri looked up at the muted icon above his head, then back to Aegis.

 “Yeah, I’m okay.” She smiled as she gently ruffled his hair. “Thanks for worrying about me, but it was nothing.” 

 “You know, we don’t have to play so much if you don’t want to. And if you don’t like these adventures, you know, it's okay if you don’t tag along. I don’t want to force you. I never really asked, I just assumed you’d want to come along with us.” Aegis explained worriedly. “I know everyone else, I asked them to come with me and get strong with me, but I didn’t even ask you if you wanted to play the game like this.” He added.

 “Aegis.” She shook her head at her worrying son. “I live for this stuff.” A giant grin appeared across her face. “I think you don’t realize, but you take after me a lot more than you know. I want to be here, it’s fun, don’t worry.” Pyri replied. 

 “Okay…” Aegis eyed his mom carefully. In the end, he could do nothing but trust her words. “Just be careful, then. I can’t heal you or see what's happening in the hive, so you’ll be on your own.” Aegis said and she gave him a thumbs up as she got up off her knees.

 “I’ll be fine. Greater Invisibility.” She cast on herself, and in an instant she disappeared. Aegis could faintly see her footsteps on the moss as she walked away from his 3d map and headed towards the hive.

 “Wait! Are you sure you know the way? You want me to make a little map for you to carry?” Aegis whispered out towards her.

 “I’m okay, I’ve got a good memory.” She replied as her footsteps continued to trail off. Pyri walked onwards towards one of the hive tunnel entrances that they’d seen the drone use and paused in front of it, waving off the dungeon entry notification.

 “Get it together.” She slapped herself on the cheek in frustration. “I’m standing out now for something even worse.” She grumbled. After a moment, she took a deep breath and collected herself before heading into the hive. 

 Alone, and with nothing to do, Aegis leaned his head back against the comfortable fur of Snowflake. Each time the sleeping Snowflake inhaled, Aegis' body was pushed forward, and when he exhaled Aegis fell back. The deep breaths and warm fur were soothing, and Aegis found himself starting to doze off. 

 He tried his best to stay awake, but having not slept in quite some time, it was difficult. He kept checking their surroundings to make sure no enemies were nearby, but from his knowledge of the forest, apart from the drones, most of the dangerous enemies were stationary. Eventually, his sleepiness won, and he passed out.

 When he came too, he found that Pyri had fallen asleep beside him, leaning up against Snowflake to use him as a pillow as well. He groggily opened his eyes to the sound of a crackling campfire and saw that Lina had logged back in, cleared the moss out in front of them and started a fire to keep them warm. He rubbed his eyes and leaned forward away from Snowflake and saw that Rakkan, too, was logged back in and practicing with his echoes off in the distance.

 “How long was I out?” Aegis asked Lina as she turned to look at him, momentarily surprised to see him awake. 

 “Mm… couple hours.” Lina shrugged. 

 “Did you see when Pyri got back?” 

 “Nope.” Lina shrugged, her voice was barely audible over a suddenly loud snoring sound that came from the opposite side of Snowflake. Aegis stood up to look over the saddle of the sleeping gryphon and saw Darkshot had fallen asleep on the opposite side. “He said he was tired and wanted to test out the dreamstate.” Lina smirked as Darkshot let out another snore.

 “Why is he snoring in the simulation? That doesn’t seem like something that oughta be simulated.” Aegis rolled his eyes.

 “It’s a random effect. There’s a chance for it to happen to anyone, anytime you sleep in the game.” Lina explained.

 “Oh…” Aegis thought on this weird mechanic. “Did I snore?” Aegis asked her, and he saw Lina suddenly break eye contact and look at the fire while fidgeting with her daggers. “Nope, not this time.” She shrugged.

 “What do you mean, not this time?” Aegis stared at her.

 “Nothing.” She giggled. “Just, you didn’t snore this time.” She added. Her words were followed by another loud snore. Aegis gave up on the question and stretched his arms up to the cavern roof. 

 “I really am missing the sun…” He mumbled as he looked around and spotted a large bundle of Mosmir barbs. “Looks like we’re going to be doing a lot of scrying when Pyri wakes up.” He said as he spotted it. 

 Aegis used the time that Pyri was sleeping to gather some herbs and chop down some of the plain mushrooms to have some mushroom logs in his inventory, just to add some variety to his crafts in the future. Snowflake woke up long before her and Darkshot but kindly stayed put, willingly letting his body being used as a pillow by the others. Eventually, though, both Pyri and Darkshot woke up with yawns and stretches.

 “Good morning.” Aegis smiled as he was in the middle of using some cooking utensils over the fire to make a meal. He was experimenting with the herbs and left over Fisher meat to try and make something edible. At the very least, it smelled really good. “Here, Fisher Kebabs.” Aegis said once he’d finished it. He skewed small chunks of cooked, seasoned meat onto small sticks alongside other cooked mushrooms and edible plants he’d rounded up from the surrounding forest.

 He handed one stick out to each of his party members, then tossed a raw piece of Fisher meat over to Snowflake to happily gulp down. 

 “I’m not sure how good it’ll be, but I’ve been leveling cooking and, you know, studied cooking. Based on the properties of these items, it should be a lot better than steaks.” Aegis declared as he watched everyone take the kebabs and bite into them.

 “Mmm… mmm! Damn, this is nice!” Darkshot said with a mouthful of food, quickly going in for another bite.

 “Really tasty.” Lina nodded.

 “Why can’t you cook like this in the real world?” Pyri said with wide, impressed eyes.

 “Check out the stamina its granting us… boosting recovery by 20 per 5 seconds. And it lasts for 15 minutes. That’s huge! Food like this would sell for 1000 gold a piece, easily.” Rakkan said as he munched on it, but as he did, Darkshot stopped biting it.

 “That seems like a waste to eat now…” Darkshot paused.

 “Don’t worry, I’m going to cook a bunch so we have plenty.” Aegis replied, causing Darkshot to nod and go back to eating it.

 “Thank god, no more steaks.”

 “What’s wrong with my steaks?” Aegis glared at Darkshot.

 “Nothing… just… you know… too much of a good thing…” Darkshot avoided eye contact with him, similar to how Lina had. 

 “Right.” Aegis huffed at him. “So, these are all barbs from drones in their stockpile room?” Aegis confirmed with Pyri as he motioned to the stack of barbs.

 “Yup.” Pyri said as she finished eating her kebab and wiped her mouth. “Ready to start map making?” She asked, and Aegis nodded. They all walked back over to Aegis’ dirt model of the hive and dropped to their knees. 

 Pyri took the stack of barbs with her, placed them beside her, then singled one out and began channeling the scrying spell. 

 It took a moment for Aegis to acquaint himself with what he was looking at, but he recognized the room as the same room the first drone had brought the fisher meat towards, and from there he prepared his crafting tools to continue molding the soilrock map.

 It took awhile for the drone to do anything, it spent the first few minutes sorting through the food and moving it about the stockpile room amongst the other drones.

 “We’re going to have to clear through all of that? There’s so many of those damn Mosmir down there.” Darkshot commented as he viewed it alongside them.

 “Well, we’ve got quests for them. If we get those Plashrim guard emblems we’ll have a lot of experience waiting for us back in Pakro’Vielle. Not to mention the crafting quests." Aegis replied.

 “So you’re thinking we should grind in here?” Rakkan asked as he took the last bites of his kebab.

 “The enemies were sort of easy to deal with, so it might be a good idea.” Aegis shrugged. “First priority is mapping the place out though, so we don’t get lost. Ah, there we go, he’s on the move.” Aegis said excitedly as the drone finally picked up some food and headed down some tunnels they hadn’t seen before.

 Aegis immediately got to work. Over the next few hours, the process repeated itself. Pyri would pick a barb, scry on it, and Aegis would add any tunnels that the drone traversed into the map. It was an easy, safe way to map out the tunnels without expending energy themselves and getting lost.

 Thanks to the movement of the drones, Aegis was able to learn quite a few things about the layout for the hive.

 Firstly, there wasn’t just one stockpile room, but three, located in a triangle shape from one another. The stockpiles were very far apart, and each one contained vastly different stores of food that the Mosmir had gathered. The closest to them contained mushrooms, Mosstrappers, snails and Reltrak Fisher bodies. One to the north contained bodies of strange,red lizard-like creatures with scales that Aegis didn’t recognize. And the stockpile to the west was filled with the bodies of reapers, bats, and strange blob-like meaty creatures. 

 It led Aegis to believe that the Mosmir hive had multiple entrances and tunnels that led to vastly different sections of the Underrealm with completely different ecosystems from that of the Reltrak Forest.

 Secondly, he located the communal chambers of the soldiers, drones, and voidreavers. The drones occasionally traveled between these chambers to feed the other Mosmir. There were multiple drone and soldier chambers, packed full of enemies to fight - in the hundreds. The Voidreaver chamber only had a about twenty of them, but they were all elite. Occasionally he’d seen soldiers and Voidreavers patrolling the tunnels alongside the drones, but mainly only saw them in their chambers.

 Lastly, and most importantly, were the Royal Mosmir. Aegis never once got to see the drones deliver food to the Queen or her lair, but rather the drones would deliver food to the Royal Mosmir, who then took the food from them at various, seemingly random points in the tunnels throughout the hive. It took awhile to map it all out, but after some patience and problem solving, Aegis got a general idea of where the Queen’s Lair likely was, based on where the Royal Mosmir kept intercepting the drones.

 He couldn’t get a good view of the Royal Mosmir with the scrying spell, though, only that their armor was deep pure black, as if staring into the void itself when looking at them.

 Once Pyri and Aegis had exhausted the last barb, she canceled her spell and tossed it aside.

 “Ok, that’s it, that’s all we’re going to get from the drones.” Aegis said as he leaned back to look at his map creation. It was huge, a giant craft made of carved, molded soilrock. It looked like a tangled mess of tiny pathways and tunnels interwoven with one another.

 “We’re supposed to navigate that?” Darkshot said in disbelief as he eyed it.

 “It’s not like we’re going to go down every tunnel.” Aegis shrugged.

 “Do you know where the Queen’s Lair is?” Rakkan asked as he looked at it curiously.

 “Yeah, sort of. I’ve got an idea of where it is. The stockpiles are all in a triangle formation around the hive, and the drones drop off the food at various points in the middle of the triangle. Therefore, logic dictates the Queen’s Lair is definitely somewhere there,” He motioned to the central area between the three stockpiles. 

 “So that’s where we’re headed?” Pyri asked as she stood up and dusted off her knees.

 “Yup. We’ll take this tunnel into the hive, follow it around here to circumvent the first stockpile chamber, then make our way into this soldier chamber first.” Aegis said as he motioned along his model with his finger.

 “Why the soldier chamber, isn’t it loaded with Soldiers? Shouldn’t we avoid that?” Darkshot asked.

 “The dungeon said that its level 100. That means the Queen and Royal Mosmir will likely be around that level. In addition, these guys like to swarm. First we’ll determine if this is a dungeon where enemies respawn or not.” Aegis explained as he tapped the soldier chamber. “Using choke points to our advantage will likely be pointless, because these creatures can just tunnel around and flank us. The best course of action would be to wipe them out, so we don’t need to worry about reinforcements. Either way, respawn or not - we’ll get decent experience. The only concern I have is…” Aegis turned to look at Snowflake and Darkwing who sat perched on Darkshot’s shoulder.

 “It’s still pretty dangerous down there, I don’t know if it's safe to bring them with us. We respawn, but they won't.” Aegis explained. Hearing this, though, Snowflake let out an angry squawk and nudged his head into his stomach. “You sure? Tunnels are no place for a gryphon.” Aegis replied, and got another defiant squawk from Snowflake.

 “It’s not like we’re planning on dying, right? Worst case, I’ll portal them out to safety.” Pyri smiled as she watched the two interact.

 “Yeah, I need Darkwing around to awaken his skill. We’ve gotta keep leveling them up.” Darkshot smiled.

 “Okay.” Aegis shrugged. “Then, let’s pack up our things and make our final preparations. It’s time to go hive-delving.” Aegis stood up from his map and dusted his knees off.

 “I said it before and I’ll say it again. You always take me to the nicest places.” Darkshot replied with an eyeroll.
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Aegis and his party approached the Mosmir hive and carefully walked around the giant tunnel in the cavern floor out front of it. It was beckoning them to enter the hive using it - the very same tunnel that the boss had created when they were being swarmed by the hive's defenses. But thanks to the map, Aegis knew better than to use that tunnel. 




	Entering Dungeon: [Mosmir Hive of Kalmoore - Level 100]






 The group waved off the message and arrived at the tunnel they’d planned to enter the hive from. Aegis took the lead, Darkshot and Lina behind him, followed by Snowflake, then Pyri, and lastly Rakkan to cover their rear. Darkwing remained oblivious and obedient atop Darkshot’s shoulder. 

 The group moved as quietly as they could. The tunnels were not uniform in shape but maintained a general circular form, occasionally narrowing or widening at random. It was enough space that two people could walk side by side, without needing to crouch, but they opted to walk single file instead.

 Upon entering, the light behind them coming from the Reltrak Forests’ bioluminescent moss and mushrooms disappeared, leaving them with nothing but the Lumina spell on Pyri’s staff.

 The air thickened, it got heavier and harder to breath, and while there was a coolness to the air, it overall felt like it was getting much warmer. The ambient sound of chittering and clattering feet began to echo off the tunnel walls all around them. The deeper into the hive they went, the harder it became to tell if sounds they heard were coming from behind them, in front of them, or through thin walls resting between their tunnel and a neighboring tunnel nearby. 

 It was unnerving, but the sound covered up the sounds of their own echoing footsteps. 

 After walking on for a few minutes, they were met with their first branching path, but Aegis already knew exactly where to go and led the party down the left tunnel out of a possible choice of left, right, and middle.

 It was down this tunnel a few meters that they encountered their first curious drone, wandering about the tunnels carrying out his basic tasks. The moment the drone spotted them, it stopped moving forward and wiggled its feelers.

 “Don’t let it alert the hive.” Aegis whisper-shouted. He quickly blessed his party while Lina shadowstepped behind it, before it had even registered that it wanted to flee. As it turned to try and run away, Lina blocked its path and Darkshot hit it with a pinning shot. Everyone drew out their weapons and unleashed as much damage as they possibly could on the unsuspecting level 80 drone.

 Several flashes of light later, they managed to take it out without it moving a single meter thanks to repeated pinning shots from Darkshot. Once it went down they all paused and went quiet, waiting and listening to see if the hive had been notified, but there was no change in the ambience, so they continued forward. 

 They encountered a few more drones like this as they pressed onward through the tunnels until eventually nearing their destination, the first soldier chamber. The chittering and clattering sounds got extremely loud as they approached it. 

 “Alright, here’s the plan.” Aegis said as he stopped and turned to face the others. “I’m going to run to the center of the chamber and challenging roar to get them away from the walls and floors as best as possible, so they don’t try to burrow around us. Pyri, do your normal cinderbolt stuff, but keep the ground around my feet burning if you can, to prevent them from digging up at me from below.” Aegis said and she gave him a nod.

 “Darkshot, stay at this entrance to the chamber. Rakkan, there’s another entrance on the opposite side, I want you to watch that one. If you see a drone approaching, take it out - don’t let it alert the rest of the hive.” Aegis said and they both nodded.

 “Lina and Snowflake, you’re on single target duty. Lina, shadowstep to help kill any drones if Darkshot and Rakkan say one appears, but otherwise just shadow dance the hell out of these things.” Aegis said, and while Lina nodded, Snowflake gave an affirming squawk.

 “Eat the kebabs, let’s get ready.” Aegis instructed them as he took them out of his inventory and handed them out to everyone.

 “Nothing like a tasty snack before murdering some insects.” Darkshot grinned as he gulped it down. Aegis confirmed the powerful stamina buff was on all of his companions before he began blessing everyone, then activated his aura of beauty.

 “Everyone ready?” Aegis asked, and they all nodded back at him with weapons drawn. “Here we go.” Aegis turned and charged forward into the chamber, his party in tow. The moment he entered, the soldiers began screeching out at him.

 It was a large, oval shaped chamber filled with roughly 100 Mosmir Soldiers. Some were resting, others were picking at each other and playfighting when Aegis appeared. They all stopped what they were doing and turned their attention to him and the bright light erupting out of him due to the aura of beauty.

 “Challenging roar!” Aegis shouted, and in an instant they all rushed at him. He ignored the ones immediately near him at the entrance and maneuvered his way around to ones in the middle of the chamber, making his way to the center.

 Once he got a few meters inside, the entire chamber erupted in a dark red glowing light. Pyri created her cinderbolts and spread them thinly along the floor and walls of the room, beginning her burning process as the red damage numbers started to stream above the soldiers’ heads.

 Rakkan and his echoes made their way to the opposite end of the chamber while Darkshot and Pyri positioned themselves in the tunnel entrance Aegis had come in from. Snowflake and Lina immediately got to work on dealing damage, slashing out at the nearest Mosmir.

 “Challenging roar!” Aegis cast a few more times. After that, he focused on keeping himself alive. He’d tanked these creatures already once before, he knew what to expect. They hit hard, but not hard enough to pose any real threat to him as long as he didn’t take too many consecutive hits in a row. He had plenty of mana and regeneration to offset the amounts he needed to heal through their damage.

 It was incredibly easy. Within 10 minutes, the entire chamber was cleared of soldiers and Aegis’ group had gained a large amount of experience. Scattered amongst the corpses of the soldiers were several Plashrim emblems that Aegis began collecting once the last few died to his varibhadra. 

 “Either we are really strong, or these mobs are stupid easy.” Darkshot bragged.

 “I’ll divide these up evenly once we’re back in Pakro’Vielle.” Aegis explained as he collected the emblems.

 “If these things respawn, this’ll be a crazy good grinding spot.” Rakkan said excitedly.

 “It could be like the Darxon hideout, though.” Lina replied.

 “Yeah… I don’t think they’ll respawn. Otherwise, the request to kill the Queen wouldn’t make a whole lotta sense.” Pyri shrugged.

 “We’ll wait and see. Plenty of Mosmir to harvest, at the very least.” Aegis shrugged as he took out his creature harvesting tools. “The ones that attacked us outside the hive all despawned when they died, but these bodies are sticking around.” Aegis explained as he got to work. After harvesting the first one, he was excited to see the item he had received for harvesting them.




	
Name: Mosmir Soldier Pincer
Type: Crafting Material
Option: Increases the damage of slashing weapons when crafted with them.
Quality: 26%








 “Nice.” Aegis said while rubbing his hands together. He then turned to the next one and harvested it. He got another pincer, the quality varying. As he did, he spotted the body of a drone amidst the soldiers and went to harvest it, curious if it’d drop something different - it did.




	
Name: Mosmir Drone Pincer
Type: Crafting Material
Option: Increases the damage of piercing weapons when crafted with them.
Quality: 22%








 “Oh man, I’m going to make you guys some crazy good weapons when we get back to Rene.” Aegis cheered as he saw it. He spent the next while harvesting the bodies of the Mosmir. In that time, his party was forced to take out several wandering and curious drones to prevent them from alerting the hive, of which he harvested as well.

 After 30 minutes, he’d finished harvesting them all, but nothing had respawned. They continued waiting patiently for an hour, but still no respawns.

 “Guess that settles that.” Rakkan declared once a 2nd hour went by. “No respawns.” he shrugged.

 “Sucks for our experience, but its good news for the Plashrim. We’ll stick to the plan, then. Let’s clean out all of the soldier and drone chambers first, Then the voidreavers. And lastly, we’ll pay the Queen a visit.” Aegis said as the group gathered and headed onward back out of the chamber and into the winding tunnels of the hive.

 “Do you still know which way we need to go?” Lina asked him curiously.

 “Yup. I’m good at remembering this sort of stuff.” Aegis replied confidently. Pyri heard him say this and couldn’t help but grow a big grin on her face. 
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It took roughly 12 hours for Aegis and his party to navigate around the hive and clear out all of the large soldier and drone chambers. In that time, they’d gained the experience required to level up and completed a large number of the crafting quests that Aegis had received. 

Most of the time was spent traveling from one chamber to the next. While the Mosmir Drones had made it look small through the scrying spell, the hive was actually quite gigantic and the chambers were very spread out. Aegis was thankful they at least knew exactly where they were going and didn’t get lost making any wrong turns, but walking around the tunnels was not a comfortable feeling.

By the time they’d cleaned out the final drone chamber, his inventory was loaded with high quality crafting materials, some even reaching a quality of 60% due to his creature harvesting leveling up a bit along the way. 

The ever-present ambiance of chittering and clattering sounds from the Mosmirs had, for the most part, completely stopped. It somehow made traversing the tunnels more unnerving though, as now they were filled with nothing but eerie silence, and they could hear their own footsteps echoing off the walls.

“I almost feel bad, we’re wiping out an entire species.” Rakkan commented as they traversed towards the Voidreaver chamber.

“They’re invasive, and they’re not real.” Darkshot replied with a shrug.

“Yeah, and I hate bugs.” Pyri added.

“Fair enough.” Rakkan reluctantly nodded in agreement.

“Do we really have to deal with the Voidreavers, though? Those things are elite.” Darkshot asked.

“Better we deal with them now then possibly have them join the Queen when we fight her.” Aegis replied.

“Yup." Lina agreed. “We don’t want another Kolz situation, where the whole dungeon comes after us when we reach the final room.” she added.

“Do you have a plan for the Voidreavers?” Rakkan asked Aegis as they continued to walk along through the tunnels in formation, Rakkan speaking loudly as he was in the back and Aegis in the front. 

“They were like spellcasters, right? They went after the biggest threat, but hitting them interrupted their spell.” Aegis rubbed his chin. “If we’re careful and work together, we should be able to stop them from casting. The bigger issue is that they teleport away.” Aegis replied.

“Most short range teleporting skills have a weakness. The most common one with monsters is that they can’t jump away while being grabbed by a living creature.” Lina suggested.

“But you were standing on them and they warped away, right?” Aegis asked.

“Mhm, but it's very literal. I wasn’t grabbing them, only touching them with my boots.” Lina explained.

“So if we grab their legs or something, they won’t be able to warp away and we can lay into them?” Aegis confirmed, and Lina nodded. “Okay. Pyri do you think you can manage interrupting them?” Aegis turned and looked at her as they continued walking. 

“I can…” Pyri replied hesitantly. 

“There were about 20 of them in there when we saw the chamber through the drone… How many do you think you’ll be able to handle interrupting?” Aegis asked her curiously. Lina looked and saw Pyri’s nervous expression, her eyes went wide, but Aegis had turned back forward and didn’t notice. Pyri looked from the back of Aegis’ head to Lina’s face, and Lina gave her a reassuring smile.

Pyri hesitated. It went quiet as they walked on. Aegis assumed this was due to Pyri calculating and considering what her cinderbolts could handle, but in truth, Pyri was debating whether to be honest with what she could handle, or hide it. She continued staring at Lina, as if asking her to answer for her, but as she thought this, she became disgusted with herself. She took a deep breath and exhaled slowly.

“I’ll try to interrupt all of them.” Pyri spoke, and as she did, she felt her adrenaline rise and her body flush with heat from a rush of anxiety. Every millisecond that passed after the words left her mouth felt like minutes as she waited for Aegis’ reaction to her response. Her mind ran over various times in the past where she had stepped up and handled difficult tasks in games by herself, and was scolded for it.


“Leave some for me to kill.”

“I didn’t need your help.”

“You make it too easy. It ruins the fun.”



“Ok, good. Darkshot, back up Pyri just in case she loses track of some.” Aegis replied calmly. 

Pyri expected something more - a bigger reaction. Did Aegis just not grasp how hard it was to control cinderbolt in that way? No - that wasn’t it. Pyri looked around at Darkshot and Rakkan. They weren’t reacting at all either. It wasn’t a big deal - they didn’t even care. Maybe they thought she couldn’t really do it? Maybe she should mess up on purpose a bit, like they might be expecting her to do?

Pyri looked to Lina, in the hopes of getting some explanation, but Lina just shrugged back with a smile. Pyri forced a smile back, but she couldn’t relax yet. She hadn’t actually done it, yet. Maybe that's when the bad reaction would come out. But she couldn’t let Aegis get hit by those voidbeams, the sound of his painful scream was still fresh in her memory. 

“Ok, will do.” Darkshot replied.

“Lina, I want you to single out a voidreaver and shadowstep to it, and grapple it. Once it’s held down, that’ll allow the rest of us to approach it. Rakkan can have one of his echoes then take over the grappling, and we’ll focus them down one by one like that.” Aegis explained. “That’ll be our strategy. Darkshot also keep an eye out for wandering drones joining the fight, but I think we’ve already taken out most of them.” 

“Got it.” Lina and Darkshot replied. After that, it fell silent as the group continued walking on for another hour before reaching the final tunnel before the voidreaver chamber. They could tell they were close, because it was the first time in a longwhile that they could hear chittering sounds again.

Outside the chamber they prepared their buffs and ate their kebabs, then proceed with the plan by charging in. 

Aegis’ head count was off by one - there were 19 Voidreavers, not 20. As he rushed in, he didn’t bother using challenging roar. Instead, he waited until Lina shadowstepped to the one nearest to the entrance they ran in from, and she grabbed at its thorax with her arms.

The other Mosmir Voidreavers sprang into action. They warped to various spots around the room, their pincers glowing purple to illuminate their locations. Once they settled into their spots, they began charging up their beam attacks.

Pyri was quick to materialize her 4 cinderbolts, and even quicker to split her bolts up into 19 smaller balls of fire, which she then shot around the oval chamber at the channeling Voidreavers. The moment each reaver took fire damage, it stopped charging its beam and warped to a new location. The moment it warped, Pyri repositioned the cinderbolt ball to hit it again.

As she did this repeatedly, one of Rakkan’s echoes grappled the Voidreaver that Lina had hugged, preventing it from warping around just as Lina had suggested. Unable to move, it began using standard gnashing pincer attacks at those nearby. Aegis, Rakkan, Snowflake and Lina swarmed the creature and unleashed their bless enchanted attacks on it. 

Darkshot held his longbow pointed up at the roof of the cavern for a few moments as he stood beside Pyri. He was waiting to see if she’d needed help interrupting any of them, but once he saw she had it under control, he instead fired at the Mosmir Voidreaver the others were beating on.

“Nice! You’re really good at that. All that practice paid off.” Darkshot cheered encouragingly at Pyri.

“Thanks.” Pyri replied with an awkward smile, but she couldn’t look away from what she was doing. Truthfully, despite her being very good at games, what she was doing was incredibly difficult, even for her. It took all of her focus to keep track of 18 teleporting targets, and she only had a window of about 5 seconds from when they’d disappeared to hit them and interrupt them, lest they hit Aegis and her party with the voidbeam attacks.

She got so wrapped up in what she was doing that she didn’t have any time to worry about the others' reactions. 

One by one, using these tactics, the voidreavers went down. With Pyri’s ability to interrupt them all, the encounter was easy. Aegis took a few pincer attacks from each grappled voidreaver, but it was nothing he couldn’t heal through, and after roughly 15 minutes of fighting, the battle was over.

“Phew. Those things are not that tough once you know how to handle them.” Rakkan sighed with relief as the last beast collapsed on the ground.

This was the moment of truth, Pyri thought. She waited patiently for Aegis’ reaction, frozen in fear as she canceled her cinderbolts.

“Nice job, didn’t even need my help.” Darkshot gently patted her on the shoulder with one hand and gave her a thumbs up with the other. She forced a smile at him before turning to look back at Aegis.

“Really good teamwork guys.” Aegis replied as he gleefully took out his creature harvesting tools.

He didn’t even say anything to her about it. Did he not notice what she did? She kept her spells on 18 teleporting targets for 15 minutes, without a single mistake. That was actually really hard to do, and he didn’t even notice? Slowly, she was starting to get annoyed. Partly at Aegis, and partly at herself for stressing so much about this, for so long.

“Wow, Mom!” Aegis shouted excitedly after he’d finished harvesting one. “These ones have really good pincers for spellcasters, check it out!” He said excitedly as he tossed the Voidreaver pincer to her that he’d harvested. As it flung through the air, he saw the odd expression on her face. “Oh, everything okay?” Aegis asked her worriedly. 

“Huh? Yup… that was just pretty tough.” Pyri smiled as she caught the pincers.

“Really? But I thought you were really good at games. Maybe old age is catching up to you.” Aegis smirked at her.

“What?” Pyri suddenly glared at him. “Are you calling me old?” She snapped at him.

 “Just kidding, kidding. Touchy touchy.” Aegis threw his hands up in surrender, and this caused Lina to throw her hands over her mouth to try and hold back laughter. “Better watch out though, soon I might be better than you.” Aegis grinned mischievously. Instead of Pyri replying, she just stared blankly at him for a moment. He really didn’t care, at all. Trexon’s words echoed through her head. 

 “Keep dreaming little boy.” Pyri sighed with relief as tears began to swell up in her eyes. She quickly turned away to hide her face from Aegis. 

 “Look at the pincers.” Aegis said insistently, and Pyri finally checked the item card of the void pincer that Aegis had tossed to her. 




	
Name: Mosmir Voidreaver Pincer
Type: Crafting Material
Option: Increases the magic power of weapons when crafted with them.
Quality: 29%








 “Whoa… have you found any crafting items like this before?” Pyri asked excitedly as she eyed it.

 “Nope. I’m guessing from here on out, all the crafting materials we get will help make really strong items. It’s how people have been beefing up iron equipment to take on high level enemies.” Aegis replied.

 “Then we’ll be getting some sweet iron and ironwood weapons too, right?” Darkshot smiled.

 “Yeah… maybe… or something better.” Aegis grinned suggestively, eying his viewership holding steady at 300,000. “First, I think everyone wants to know if we can find the Mosmir Queen.” Aegis motioned to his viewership number.

 “There’s no other Mosmir chambers to clear out, right?” Lina confirmed.

 “Right. All that's left is the Royal Mosmir and the Queen herself.” Aegis announced to the group. “But before that…” he excitedly ran over to the next voidreaver corpse and got to work on harvesting it. 

            

    
        Chapter 146: Royalty

    
    
    
    
                Chapter 146: Royalty


Thunderous stomping echoed off of the walls of the narrow tunnels around them. Aegis and his party moved forward as quietly as possible, as to not attract the attention of the stomping creatures. They could hear them nearby, but not see them.

 The network of tunnels nearest to what Aegis perceived to be the center of the hive became a tangled mess of ups, downs, lefts and rights. Multiple intersections had multiple exits. Aegis relied heavily on his memory of the map he’d made outside to pick the right paths. Luckily, it was all as he remembered it.

 The party remained moving in formation with Aegis in front, and only Pyri’s Lumina spell on her staff as a source of light. The air, which had been getting warmer previously, had suddenly turned freezing cold. Aside from the stomping sounds of the final remaining Mosmir in the hive, they began to hear a loud howling wind, and felt its cold chill as it blew through the tunnels towards them.

 As they traveled, they felt a constant sense of descension - they were getting lower and lower, to the very depths of the island of Kalmoore. But how low they’d gotten didn’t fully register with them until they reached the final intersection before the last tunnel to the Royal Mosmir.

 The path they needed to take to reach where the Royal Mosmir were went one way in the intersection, but a neighboring tunnel sloped downward a few meters until it met a sea of black mist that occasionally wriggled its way up the tunnel with smoky tentacles, before retracting. 

 “Is that…?” Lina asked as she pointed at it curiously.

 “The abyss? Yeah. we’re at the very bottom of Kalmoore. If we make a wrong turn, we’re falling straight down.” Aegis nodded back in a whisper.

 “Jeez.” Darkshot looked on at it with wide eyes. 

 “The stomping sounds are coming from the Royal Mosmir, they’re patrolling around these last few tunnels. That means the Queen and her Lair have to be near here somewhere.” Aegis said as he stopped the group from moving forward, turning to look at his party members. “The Royal Mosmir are an unknown to us, and based on how the NPCs in Pakro’Vielle spoke of them, they’re no joke. We’ll try fighting them one at a time to see what they do. Call out any observations you make. Be ready to retreat with Snowflake and Darkwing if things go badly.” Aegis explained as he made the rounds buffing his party with bless. He then handed out a kebab to everyone to grant them the powerful stamina regeneration from eating it.

 “Everyone ready?” He asked, and they nodded back at him with their weapons drawn. “Good, let's go. Aura of Beauty.” He erupted in an aura of light, allowing Pyri to replace her Lumina spell with multiple cinderbolts. 

 With that, Aegis took the lead down the final tunnel, leaving the intersection as his party followed closely behind him. It wasn’t long before the tunnel suddenly widened and became extremely open and easy to navigate. It grew to roughly 6 meters in diameter, up from the typical 3 meters of the rest of the hive. It was uniform and circular, the walls were smooth and cleanly carved, clearly not natural. The stone was that of a very dark grey, and occasionally as they began traversing the large tunnel they spotted small cracks in the floor where streams of black mist wriggled up through it. 

 The stomping was louder in this tunnel, indicating that the Royal Mosmir were in the same tunnel as them, patrolling around. Their footsteps were heard in short intervals given their six legs, but they were moving slowly about, so it was easy to anticipate which direction the closest one was, and whether it was walking towards or away from them.

 Aegis picked a spot that seemed best for a fight and fastened his shield to his left arm as he felt the vibrations on the floor from one approaching, and he heard the sounds of his party behind him drawing out their weapons.

 The tunnel was curved, not linear, so they couldn’t see too far ahead or behind them, but around the bend they listened to the loud stomps of the Royal Mosmir as it took the final steps before coming around the corner in front of them.

 The first thing they saw were its pincers. It had two pairs, rather than three pairs like the drones and soldiers. The pincers resembled scythes; the outside of them were covered in thick black muscle tissue, the inside thin shiny metal-like-bone blades that came to a very sharp tip. 

 The front of the creature’s head had no mouth or eyes, just a smooth black rounded surface with two pointy antennas on top of it. Both of the antennas had a rippling, dark purple glow that moved across the surface of them repeatedly in wave-like motions. The thorax and the abdomen of the creature were thick and bulky, covered in layers of overlapping black plates moving back across its body, with small shoulder-like plates overtop of the thick legs that protruded out of its sides. The legs too, were covered in the plates, and each leg ended with a large claw that rippled with the same dark purple energy. Sitting on its head, to Aegis’ surprise, sat [Royal Mosmir - Level 95]. The surprising part being that it was not elite. 

 The moment it saw them, it charged forward with a deep, angry screech. Due to its heavy plating, it made loud stomps that shook the tunnel around them as it did.

 “Challenging roar!” Aegis shouted to get its attention. The creature aimed its charge towards Aegis’s shield as his party fanned out around the tunnel behind him. As it got close, it lowered its head and stopped a meter away, and suddenly its antenna began to glow bright purple and release a burst of energy. A second later, a small orb of black and purple void magic shot out from it at Aegis.

 Aegis was able to quickly move to the side to avoid it, only to see that the orb attack was moving rather slow through the air - slower than an underhanded throw from a child. Aegis moved much more quickly then he had needed to in order to dodge it, and his party members behind him were easy able to maneuver away to avoid it too as it floated past them towards the wall of the tunnel behind them. Once it hit the wall it disappeared, not causing any damage.

 “Let’s not find out what that attack does.” Aegis instructed his party as they turned their attention away from the orb and back to the Mosmir. It continued its charge at Aegis moments after it had fired the orb. It closed its pincers together and tried to ram them against his shield first.




	You take 3320 Bludeoning damage.






 It hurt, but not much. Aegis was able to brace it, and was surprised by how less damage it had dealt. It followed up this attack by quickly opening up its pincers and immediately trying to collapse them around Aegis, catching him off guard. He quickly jumped back and avoid being embraced by the pincters. Once the Royal Mosmir had opened them, the blades of the pincers magically grew outwards and extended, making them large enough to easily pull Aegis into the center of them from behind. 

 He just barely managed to get back out from the center of the four blades and avoid being ‘pinced’ by them. Once the attack missed and all the tips of the pincers closed back in together, they returned to their normal, smaller size.

 “Ok, don’t want to get caught in that attack either.” Aegis said with wide eyes as he’d just narrowly avoided it. “Start damaging him, I’ll figure out his attack pattern as we go.” Aegis declared and his group nodded back.

 Lina and Rakkan maneuvered under the thorax of the large creature to get to the underside of its abdomen while Snowflake took advantage of the large tunnel to fly over top of it and get behind it. Darkshot unleashed a barrage of arrows while Pyri sent in her cinderbolts and began burning it.

 “Challening roar!” Aegis shouted again. “Healing wind.” He cast on himself. From there, the fight truly began. The Royal Mosmir’s rotation was simple. It would try to head butt him, then follow it up with an attempt to pincer him. When the pincer attack failed, it reared its head and thorax up and struck out at him with its four front legs, swiping with its glowing claws. Aegis did his best to outright avoid the deadliest looking attacks, particularly the talons and the orb. The antenna orb attack happened every 30 seconds or so, but it was very telegraphed and easy to avoid.

 The Royal Mosmir’s attacks were disappointingly easy to avoid, Aegis thought, as he got a handle on its rotation. The creature was talked up by Ulaipu, and its name gave the impression it would be the strongest creature in the hive. But it wasn’t even Elite. The strength of the creature entirely revolved around its defensive capabilities. 

 The weak point of the previous Mosmir’s was not working with the Royal Mosmir. It was not being critically hit by anyone in the party, period - and everyone's damage on his hardened chitinous plating was massively reduced. On top of that, the creature had an absurd amount of health and took forever to take down.

 It was a solid 10 minutes of nonstop blasting the Royal Mosmir with everything they had before it finally let out its final screeching cry of pain and collapsed.

 “That was…” Rakkan began speaking as he watched it die.

 “Easy?” Lina asked as she looked to Aegis for confirmation.

 “Yeah. Weirdly easy.” Aegis said as he walked over to it with his creature harvesting tools and got to work on it. Once he’d finished, he got another set of pincers to add to his collection of crafting materials. 




	
Name: Royal Mosmir Pincer
Type: Crafting Material
Option: Increases defensive power when crafted with items.
Quality: 24%








 “That’s a good thing though right? Since we need to look for the Queen’s Lair around here.” Pyri shrugged as he finished up harvesting.

 “Yup, I guess.” Aegis replied as he looked around the tunnel. He didn’t get to look very long before they heard the stomping of another patrolling Royal Mosmir approaching, and they all prepared for the next fight.

 Over the next hour, Aegis and his party made the rounds in the wide tunnel and cleared out a grand total of four Royal Mosmir before there were none remaining. Not only was the strength of them disappointing, but the amount was as well. The group quickly did a loop around the nearly circular tunnel to confirm it was clear of enemies, then stopped to take a break from where they’d entered the tunnel.

 “That’s it then? The hive is completely empty? Even if we don’t find the Queen, the Plashrim should be safe, right?” Darkshot asked.

 “Yeah… but,” Aegis said as he looked around the tunnel, “the quest was to kill the Queen. Usually, as long as the Queen is still alive, the colony can rebuild.” He said as he pondered the layout of the tunnel. “If this tunnel just goes in a circle, and this is the perceived center of the hive where all the drones were bringing food, then logic dictates that the Queen’s lair is here somewhere. In the center.” Aegis said as he pointed in the direction of the cavern walls on the inside of the circular tunnel.

 “There’s no tunnels going in that direction though.” Rakkan replied.

 “None that we saw.” Aegis said as he gave a nod to Pyri and she complacently activated her Lumina spell. “Maybe it’s like Pakro’Vielle, a hidden entrance.” He suggested as he put his hands on the inside wall and began feeling around. With this theory, he and the party made an entire loop, Lina and Rakkan helping him out to try and feel out for loose parts of the tunnel wall, but there were none by the time they’d arrived back at where they started.

 “Nope, wasn’t that.” Aegis sighed as he put his hand on his chin.

 “The void things teleport, right? Maybe they don’t need a tunnel to get in and out of the lair.” Darkshot suggested.

 “Oh, good point.” Aegis nodded as he took out his pickaxe and unceremoniously began picking at the stone wall. The stone was surprisingly thick and hard to dig through. It took many hits to just make a little bit of progress, but Aegis didn’t let up. The first few pieces of stone he’d chipped off, he added to his inventory to see what it was and why it was so hardened. It showed up as [Craterstone] - a fantasy stone he’d never heard of. It was 0% quality, but based on its properties, it appeared to be a tier 3 quality stone. Unfortunately, gathering it was just such a pain in the ass. 

 It took Aegis an entire hour to make the slightest bit of progress, and as he had, he heard the sounds of stomping coming from the surrounding tunnels.

 “Two hours since we killed the first Royal Mosmir. It sounds like it respawned.” Aegis commented as the others’ ears perked up. They all had sat back and were trying to find ways to occupy the time by reading books or sharpening their weapons, but stopped when they heard the stomping.

 “That’s strange. The other Mosmir didn’t respawn, right?” Lina asked, and Aegis nodded back to confirm. 

 “It’s going in the opposite direction. I’ve got a bit more time to dig.” Aegis said after listening for a few more seconds. He hit his pickaxe on the wall a bit more, only to finally break through and find empty space on the other side of the wall. “I think I got something. Bring your Lumina.” Aegis motioned Pyri over and she did exactly that.

 The party crowded around Aegis to look at the tiny hole he’d dug into the wall curiously. When Pyri moved her staff up to it, they saw the light being blocked by a thick black mist.

 “It’s the mist of the abyss…” Lina commented.

 “That doesn’t make any sense.” Darkshot looked at it confused. “Shouldn’t the Queen’s Lair be there? If it's abyss, that means it's outside of Kalmoore right? It’s just open space in the middle of this circular tunnel?” He concluded.

 “Yeah, that’s what that implies.” Aegis said curiously as he pondered a bit more. “Let’s clear out the Royal Mosmir again, and then I’ll open this hole a bit larger.” Aegis suggested. The group did exactly that. After buffing up, they made the rounds in the tunnel and killed all four respawning Royal Mosmir. This time, they’d gained enough experience to reach level 87, then Aegis went right back to digging.

 Rakkan and Lina joined in, helping him get through the final layers of stone and widening the hole. The wider it got, the more black mist they saw, and it began to lightly seep into the tunnel and settle on the floor before dissipating. 

 Eventually, after another hour of hard work, they’d made a hole large enough for all of them to fit through, but still saw nothing.

 “Let’s first see if there's really nothing out there…” Aegis said as he tried throwing a loose stone out of the tunnel into the abyss. He was hoping it might land on some obscured platform hidden outside, but it didn’t - it just fell to nothingness. He tried it a few more times with handfuls of small rocks and pebbles, but each time, they hit nothing.

 “It’s impossible to really see if anything is out there, light doesn’t penetrate that mist.” Pyri sighed as she held her Lumina right up to it to show that it didn’t help at all, but that reminded Aegis of something.

 “Aura of light.” Aegis shouted excitedly, casting the skill for the first time. He erupted in a circular sphere of transparent, barely visible light that swirled around him. As he stepped near the black mist, it dissipated, allowing them to see outside the hole and into the abyss for the first time.

 “Whoa, that’s amazing! That really works?” Darkshot said in disbelief.

 “Something only a Shattered Healer can do.” Lina smiled excitedly as she watched Aegis lean up to the hole in the tunnel, trying to clear as much of the mist as possible.

 “Unfortunately it’s only level 1.” Aegis sighed - he couldn’t see anything. The aura of light wasn’t very big and therefore couldn’t clear that far into the abyss away from the hole in the tunnel they’d dug.




	Level Up!: Aura of Light has reached Level 2!






 “At least its gaining experience.” Aegis shrugged as he watched the radius of the aura grow ever so slightly. “We can wait here for me to level it up, or I can try flying out there on Snowflake’s back…” Aegis said as he turned to the group. 

 “Up to you.” Rakkan shrugged.

 “It might be good to have the Aura of Light at a high level in the future.” Lina replied.

 “I’m fine with waiting around.” Darkshot replied without much conviction. “More of those Royal Pincers means we’ll all get better armor, right?” he confirmed.

 “Right.” Aegis nodded back. “I’m curious about one thing, though…” Aegis said as he eyed his viewership numbers still holding steady around 400,000. “Why are so many people watching us in this hive?”

 “I was curious as well, so I checked it out.” Rakkan answered as he stepped forward. “It’s because of Feng.” 

 “Oh. Right… and Feng was…” Aegis replied with a confused expression.

 “The second highest streamer in the world. Sometimes first.” Darkshot shook his head back at Aegis disapprovingly. 

 “He’s the leader of the Vindicators, the top guild from Lanusk.” Lina continued.

 “Right. Right…” Aegis feigned understanding. “What’s that got to do with us, though?” Aegis asked.

 “Feng’s guild cleared a Mosmir Hive on Lanusk, they spent two weeks looking for the Queen's Lair and never found it. I think a lot of his viewers, and some broadcasters, are all tuning in to see if we’re able to find out how to get to the Queen. They’ll probably then report it back to Feng, so they can copy us.” Rakkan explained.

 “So he sent his viewers here just to copy us?” Aegis replied with a disapproving look to Rakkan.

 “Nah, I doubt he told them to do it. They’re just doing it so he’ll notice them. Fans trying to support their favorite streamer and get his attention.” Darkshot shrugged. 

 “Oh.” Aegis replied, still looking confused.




	Level Up!: Aura of Light has reached Level 3!






 “But if he tried to find it and couldn’t, for two weeks, that means it's really hard to find, right?” Aegis replied as he scratched his chin, pondering.

"Well, they kinda brute forced the exploration and got lost in the tunnels a bunch, from what I read on it. They're a bit of a zerg guild." Rakkan replied, but this confused Aegis further and he raised his eyebrows at him.

"A what?" Aegis replied.

"Zerg guild, you know?" Darkshot answered, but Aegis continued to stare back blankly at him. "Zerging is a term used to describe a strategy that relies on numbers - overrunning your opponents. Kind of like what the Mosmir tried to do to us at the entrance." Darkshot explained. "You really gotta learn some gaming lingo." He added an eyeroll. 

"Oh. That's discouraging, if a huge guild of players couldn't find it." Aegis pulled his lips to one side as he thought on this.

 “But they didn’t have an Aura of Light.” Lina replied enthusiastically.

 “Right.” Aegis nodded back. He paused for a moment and continued to ponder, until a realization hit him. “That means that if we find it, we’ll be doing something that the 2nd best streamer couldn’t do.” A smirk grew on his face, while a look of terror appeared on Darkshots. 

“We’re going to be stuck here for a long time, aren’t we?” He turned to Pyri worriedly.

 “Mhm.” Pyri pulled her lips into her mouth as she nodded back at Darkshot. 

 “Don't worry, viewers of Feng.” Aegis spoke weirdly to his audience. “I’ll find that Queen, so we can rid Kalmoore of the Mosmir, and you may rid Lanusk of them.” He said with a weird, proper accent to his voice.

 “Yeah, that doesn’t really suit you.” Darkshot shook his head disapprovingly at Aegis.

 “What? I was trying to give a speech, you know? Don’t most streamers do stuff like that?”

 “I’m with Darkshot on this one. That was weird.” Pyri joined in with Darkshot. Aegis turned to Lina for backup, but she hesitantly shook her head as well.

 “Ok, fine.” Aegis threw his hands up in surrender.




	Level Up!: Aura of Light has reached Level 4!






 

 An entire day went by with Aegis and his party doing nothing but leveling Aura of Light and killing the Royal Mosmir. Fortunately, they gave a lot of experience and very good crafting materials. In addition, they had a very high drop rate on the Pakro’Vielle guard emblems for the repeatable quest Ulaipu had given them.

 It wasn’t until Aura of Light had reached level 45 that Aegis and the others could finally see far enough into the abyss to reveal the walls on the opposite side of the open space that sat in the center of the circular tunnel.

 It was the worst possible outcome - there was nothingwhatsoever at the center of the hive. It really was just nothing but a big open empty space that dropped down into more nothingness. There were no signs of the Mosmir having done any hive-building around the outside of the stone tunnels, it was all rough jagged rocks. While it was interesting to see what the absolute bottom of the island of Kalmoore looked like, they were no closer to finding the Queen.

 “What a long, disappointing dead end that was.” Darkshot said as he peered out into the open space alongside Aegis. The aura of light didn’t just clear away the black mist, it illuminated the surrounding area much more effectively than Pyri’s Lumina spell. This allowed Darkshot to utilize his tracking to try and find any signs of Mosmir activity outside of the tunnel, but he saw none.

 “Man, I really thought it’d be here.” Aegis sighed as he dropped down onto his bottom, sitting in the middle of the tunnel in front of the hole they’d dug. 

 “Whelp. We tried our best. Time to head back to Pakro’Vielle?” Darkshot asked with a hopeful grin.

 “Nope.” Aegis replied without hesitation. He muddled into his inventory to pull out a piece of Fisher meat and tossed it to Snowflake who gulped it down happily before leaning hs head down towards his lap and putting his hands on his head, scratching through his hair.

 “Video games are like exams. The designers WANT you to answer their questions. They always give you what you need to find the solutions. You just have to be creative and find them.” Aegis said to himself as he thought out loud. “What am I missing?” He sighed in frustration. 

 “How about you keep thinking out loud, and maybe we can contribute a bit?” Pyri suggested. Aegis turned to look at her, then looked around to see his party members all staring at him expectantly.

 “Okay.” Aegis replied hesitantly. “The two major clues we were given were that the Royal Mosmir means the Queen is close, and the drones brought the food to the Royal Mosmir. The Royal Mosmir respawn around here, and patrol this tunnel. That would mean that the Queen’s lair should be here.” Aegis said, pausing as he got a few nods from the others.

 “In addition, the layout of the hive's stockpile chambers and soldier chambers suggest that this is the center of the hive. All signs point to the Queen’s Lair being here, in this location. But all we’ve got is a circular tunnel and an empty space.” Aegis continued.

 “So, does that mean the Queen’s Lair isn’t here? Is the theory wrong?” Darkshot suggested.

 “No, it means I’m missing something. WAIT!” Aegis suddenly shouted excitedly as she shot up to his feet. “Everything isn’t pointing to the Queen… They point to the Royal Mosmir. The drones don’t deliver the food to the Queen themselves, they deliver it to the Royal ones. Why? Why do the Royal Mosmir respawn when nothing else in this dungeon does?” Aegis said as he excitedly began pacing around. “When will the next set of Royal Mosmir respawn?” Aegis turned to Rakkan.

 “About 20 minutes.” Rakkan replied after fidgeting with his interface.

 “Good.” Aegis replied with a grin. “I’ve got a theory.”
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                Chapter 147: Knight to D8


“Get its health a bit lower.” Aegis instructed his party. The group was engaged with a Royal Mosmir, Aegis in the front and holding its attention with his shield held high. He had a sense for how close it was to dying based on how long the group had been fighting it, and he wanted it weak before he started any funny business. 

 Somehow, in some way, this monster is the key to finding the way to the Queen’s lair, Aegis thought.

 “Okay, good, stop.” Aegis shouted to the group, and they quickly complied. Lina, Rakkan and Snowflake all backed away, while Pyri pulled off her cinderbolts and Darkshot lowered his bow. “This is most likely going to hurt… but, I’ve gotta try it.” Aegis sighed reluctantly as he waited for the Royal Mosmir to go through its basic attack rotation. Headbutt, into pincer grab attempt, into claw strikes. Following that, it prepared to shoot the void sphere out from its antenna.

 “Here goes nothing.” Aegis took a deep breath and winced. He didn’t attempt to dodge it, he stood still and held up his shield, letting the void orb hit him head on.




	You take 13,319 Void damage.
Level Up!: Void Resistance has reached Level 2!







 It was about as painful as Aegis expected it was going to be. The moment the orb touched him it dispersed and released a surging wave of energy that encased his entire body for a moment, giving him the sensation of his bones exploding and his muscles being ripped to shreds for two seconds, before returning to normal.

 It was enough to make him pale and put him into a cold sweat almost instantly. Though, he was happy to see he hadn’t received a log-out warning this time. 

 “Aegis!” Lina cried out worriedly as she saw Aegis’ disfigured expression of pain. He shook it off and jumped backwards to prepare for the Royal Mosmir’s attack rotation to continue.

 “Anything?” Darkshot asked him worriedly.

 “Nope… it just hurt a lot.” Aegis sighed. "Heal." He cast on himself.

 “Maybe you can see something that you couldn’t see before?” Pyri suggested. Aegis took this suggestion to heart and looked around the tunnel while continuously dodging Mosmir attacks.

 “Nope…” Aegis replied slowly as he confirmed her theory false. 

 “What was your theory, then?” Rakkan asked curiously.

 “That these Royal Mosmir are the key to getting to the Queen’s lair, somehow.” Aegis replied frustrated.

 “You have to assume that Feng’s guild took hits from them. If it just took getting shot with void orbs, they woulda figured it out.” Darkshot sighed.

 “I don’t hear you coming up with a better idea.” Aegis grumbled back at him. “I still think I’m on the right track though. We’ve got all the pieces of the puzzle, I’m just putting them together wrong.” Aegis said as he dodged another string of attacks.

 “Want us to kill it?” Lina asked him. “There’s another one patrolling towards us.” She added as she motioned to the tunnel behind him.

 “Lina, you’re a genius.” Aegis snapped his fingers and pointed at her excitedly, as if a light bulb flicked on in his head. “The key isn’t one respawning, it’s all four. The Voidreavers can teleport using void magic, so these guys probably can too, right?” Aegis thought out loud as he excitedly ran in the direction of the second Royal Mosmir, the first still chasing him.

 “Hang on, wait, Aegis!” Pyri called out after him as his party chased him and the Royal Mosmir down the tunnel. 

 “But they’re not doing it when we fight them, because we’ve been fighting them alone. That’s it! That’s why they are not elite. They need to be non-elite so players can manipulate their standardized AI.” Aegis added in excitement as he came up on the second Royal Mosmir and it screeched angrily, charging at him from the front, while the weakened one continued at him from behind. 

 “So you think if you fight them together, they’re just going to somehow start teleporting?” Rakkan asked hesitantly, the doubt was audible in his voice.

 “It’s a working theory.” Aegis grumbled back. “Challenging roar!” Aegis said to get the second ones attention. Snowflake flew over top of both of them to get behind the newest combatant and prepared to strike.

 “Hang on Snowflake, don’t hit it yet. Let’s see what they do.” Aegis said to his gryphon who squawked back obediently, prowling a few meters back from the Royal Mosmir.

 Both Royal Mosmir engaged in a standard attacking rotation. One from the front, and one from the back, making it difficult for Aegis to dodge their attacks. He quickly maneuvered around one of them so that they’d come at him side by side, but rather than doing this, one of the Royal Mosmir scurried to the roof and began striking at him from above and in front.

 “Why’s he doing that? There’s clearly enough room for them to both attack me from the floor of the tunnel and be in front of me.” Aegis pondered out loud. “They’re not elite, so that’s gotta be a part of their standard AI.” He added curiously as they all watched intently.

 “Also, the second one hasn’t used the orb attack yet. Why? It shouldn’t be on cooldown.” Pyri pointed out.

 “Good point.” Rakkan nodded as the party members circled around behind Aegis, keeping their distance and observing. Pyri flattened out her cinderbolts to provide better lighting as they continued the investigation. The key moment, however, was when the antennae of both of the Royal Mosmir flickered.

 In unison, both of them held their antennae forward and shot out dark balls of purple energy at Aegis.

 “Whoa.” Darkshot’s eyes went wide.

 “They’re using the void sphere attack at the same time, even though you aggrod them separately.” Lina replied excitedly.

 “What does that mean, though?” Darkshot asked her.

 “I don’t know, but it’s something.” She replied. Aegis was sure to dodge both of the painful orbs as they floated aimlessly towards the back wall of the tunnel behind him, hitting it and dispersing. 

 “What does it mean.” Aegis said to himself as he backed away and dodged their next set of standard attacks. “This formation they’ve made… I need the other two Royal Mosmir.” Aegis declared.

 “Hah?” Darkshot shouted in disbelief. “Two looks rough as it is.”

 “I know how to get to the Queen now. I’ve put the puzzle pieces in place.” Aegis said confidently. His viewership suddenly began to spike up from 400,000 to 410,000, and continued climbing from there. 

 “Care to enlighten us? Cause aggroing four very dangerous level 95 enemies sounds a bit risky.” Pyri asked him curiously.

 “It’s still just a theory. But If I’m right, the next Royal Mosmir’s will aggro me and try to attack from the left and right walls. They’ll form a square around the tunnel in front of me.” Aegis replied.

 “Ooookay.” Pyri replied hesitantly. 

 “Don’t worry. Look at their attacking style.” Aegis pointed forward as he easily dodged all of their attacks. “They’re the last enemies in this dungeon, but they’re stupidly easy to kill. Even when they hit me, it barely does any damage. They also have ridiculously high armor and health. They’re meant to live through long battles and do little damage. The game wants us to gather them up.” Aegis explained as he continued to back away from them. In the distance they heard the stomping of another Royal Mosmir coming at him from behind.

 “Be careful.” Lina called out to him worriedly. Aegis gave her a reassuring smile before he took off down the tunnel towards the next Royal Mosmir. 

 “Challenging Roar!” Aegis shouted to get the third one chasing him, then continued running to aggro the fourth. “Challenging Roar!” He cast again, making sure all four were focused on him as his party ran to keep up with him.

 Sure enough, just as Aegis had said, when he angled the Royal Mosmir to stand in front of him, they all positioned themselves in a square formation. One attacked him from the roof, one from the floor, one from the left wall and one from the right. And sure enough, in unison they all used their void orb attacks simultaneously, shooting the slow moving balls outward at Aegis. The moment he dodged the orbs, a giant grin grew across his face.

 “Buffs up! We’re going in 30 seconds.” Aegis declared as he released a burst of light from casting Aura of Beauty. As he dodged around the attacks of the four Royal Mosmir, he took from his inventory enough kebabs for all of them and threw one to each of his allies.

 “Seriously?” Darkshot asked as he caught it.

 “Yep.” Aegis replied as the viewership climbed up to 430,000. “Come get blessings from behind me.” Aegis motioned them in. One at a time, each member stepped forward to get a bless buff from Aegis, including Snowflake. All the while, Aegis was dodging the simple claw and pincer attacks from the Royal Mosmir in front of him.

 “Here it comes.” Aegis said excitedly as the cooldown on the orb attack came up. In unison, all four Royal Mosmir stopped charging forward and pointed their antennae out at him. “Guard!” Aegis shouted after jumping into the air. He landed on his projected shield so that he stood above the floor, in the center of the tunnel, and the center of all four Royal Mosmir. “It’s still just a theory, but this is how all of the puzzle pieces fit into place.” Aegis shouted anxiously as all four dark purple orbs shot forward at Aegis in unison.

 Due to Aegis being in mid air in the tunnel, all of the orbs shot out and were set to converge exactly where he’d been standing. He jumped backward off of his projected shield and all of them watched anxiously as the slow moving orbs collided with one another.

 Once they had, they erupted in a burst of purple energy, creating a portal with a foggy purple rim. It was exactly like the portals that Trexon had created, only the outer rim was purple instead of blue, and on the other side was nothing but pure darkness. 

 “If my health hits 0, don’t jump in after me!” Aegis shouted excitedly before rushing forward and jumping through the portal before anyone else had time to take in what they were looking at. 

 The moment Aegis stepped through it, the light from his Aura of beauty was enough to illuminate the ground around him, revealing that there was indeed a room on the other side of the portal. It was a giant, dome shaped cavern blanketed with sticky white strands on the floor and the nearby walls. Hanging from the walls and ceiling were large pulsating larval egg sacks with various red names above them. [Mosmir Drone Larvae - Level 5], [Mosmir Soldier Larvae - Level 10], [Mosmir Voidreaver Larvae(Elite) - Level 15], and a fourth type, [Mosmir Hatcher Larvae - Level 20]. Aegis didn’t have time to analyze the larvae too much, though, as his attention was drawn by another creature making a loud screeching sound.

 She stood up from a lying position at the center of the large cavern. She looked like a giant Royal Mosmir, but with strips of purple spikes going down the back of her head and thorax. Her abdomen was also significantly larger, and she had a pair of large, translucent wings on her back, and a large mouth covered in small black feelers. Her antennae and claws were all shimmering with purple energy. Above her head stood [Boss(Elite)], and she turned her head in Aegis’ direction as his Aura of Beauty’s light struggled to outline her silhouette.

 “Uh, you guys might want to get in here fast. She does not look happy to see me.” Aegis shouted anxiously. As the boss was preparing herself to fight, Lina jumped through the portal behind Aegis. Then Snowflake, Rakkan, Darkshot with Darkwing, and finally Pyri. Pyri looked back to see that the Royal Mosmir were just standing there, frozen on the other side of the portal, but a few seconds later, the portal disappeared.

 “Our way back is gone.” Pyri declared nervously.

 “So it's either we win, or we die.” Rakkan said as they all spread out behind Aegis and readied their weapons.

 “If you let my pigeon die, I’m gonna be pissed.” Darkshot mumbled as he nocked an arrow.

 “Let’s not die then.” Aegis shouted excitedly as he tried to positioned himself to charge forward. It was rather anticlimactic, though, as he struggled to get his leather boots loose from the sticky white strands on the floor and ended up moving forward slowly, with great difficulty.

 “Hang on.” Pyri said as she noticed this and sent her cinderbolts to the ground to burn a path for Aegis. It worked, the silk was flammable, but it was not as effective as Pyri was expecting - the strands burned away very slowly. It lost its stickiness instantaneously from the flames though, granting Aegis a nice safe path to engage the Queen as Pyri sent her bolts ahead of Aegis along the cavern floor.

 “She’s elite, so stay close and be ready to dodge any hits. Pyri, can you burn away the stickiness for everyone, so we can all dodge easily?” Aegis shouted.

 “I’m on it.” She nodded back.

 “Everyone else, play it safe until we know what her attacks are. She could switch to any of us at any time regardless of threat generated, so don’t worry about holding back.” Aegis shouted. “Avatar of Eirene!” He activated it early, just to be safe as the Queen let out an angry screech and lunged forward towards Pyri.

 Aegis anticipated this - dodging attacks wasn’t an option when he needed to protect his companions from the hits. He dashed in front of Pyri with his shield up and braced the attack.




	You take 13,360 Slashing damage.






 It was painful due to the frontal force of the strike, but nothing compared to void or bludgeoning. 

 “It’s manageable.” Aegis announced to the group. “Healing wind, Heal.” He cast on himself, spotting his viewership numbers suddenly sitting at 500,000. Lina shadowstepped onto the back of the Queen and began stabbing at her. She was taking reduced damage numbers, but it wasn’t as bad as the Royal Mosmir. 

 Darkshot unleashed a barrage of obsidian arrows that dealt full damage, luckily the arrowheads were sharp and strong enough to penetrate her chitin. Rakkan charged forward with himself and one echo while the third stood back with his crossbow to shoot at the boss. He moved his crossbow echo away from Pyri, while Darkshot strafed away from her as well to spread out. 

 As Rakkan got beneath the Queen though, she spread her wings and began to flap them furiously, jumping off from the ground of the cavern and leaving him behind. Aegis looked between Snowflake preparing to jump off the ground after her, and Rakkan as he stared longingly up at the Queen out of range of his attacks.

 “Snowflake, give Rakkan a lift!” Aegis shouted. Snowflake briefly glanced back at Aegis and gave him a nod of acknowledgement before hopping over to Rakkan. Rakkan quickly jumped onto Snowflake’s back while Pyri burned away the stickiness of the silk around Snowflake’s feet, allowing him to launch into the air and begin flapping his gigantic, majestic wings. He was nothing in size compared to the Queen, however.

 Snowflake maneuvered through the air to curve around the Queen, but Aegis saw in the light of the cinderbolts that she was following Snowflake with her eyes, and suddenly lunged her head out at him and Rakkan.

 “Guard!” Aegis shouted, projecting his shield in front of the pair to block her attack just in time.




	You take 16,093 Slashing damage.






 Not being able to brace it made the damage worse. He had a lot of mana regeneration now, but he could tell this would be a rough fight. He quickly began healing himself back to full while gluing his eyes onto the Queen’s movement to try and see who she’d go after next. 

All the while, damage numbers began to stream above her thanks to Lina shadow dancing rapidly around the queen and slashing her in the darkness, Darkshot barraging her with multi shots and Pyri settling portions of her four cinderbolts on her hide. 

Eventually, Snowflake found a path to fly in and swooped by the queen, scratching at her with his talons while Rakkan swung his blades out at her to deal damage, and cast one of his echoes onto her back just above her wings.

As Snowflake was flying out away from her after the strike, the queen buzzed her wings around in the air and swiped her void-glowing claws at his back.

“Guard!” Aegis shouted, projecting his shield behind Snowflake to block it.




	You take 6,620 Slashing damage.
You take 6,430 Void damage.







He took the unbraced damage and was able to protect them. 

“Heal, Heal!” Aegis quickly cast on himself to recover from the strike. The light from Aegis’ heal spells seemed to annoy the Queen, however. She turned towards Aegis and curled her abdomen downward towards him, revealing a large black stinger enveloped with purple void energy. Without any wind up she shot the stinger out of her hind like a missile. Aegis jumped to the side to avoid it as it crashed into the ground where he’d been standing.

Rather than just pierce the strand-covered ground like an arrow, though, it instead exploded into a large shockwave of black and purple energy that erupted from the impact in a dome shape, growing outward. Aegis attempted to roll out of it using his momentum from his jump, but his feet got stuck upon landing despite Pyri’s best efforts to pre-emptively burn the stickiness away.




	You take 8,821 Void damage.
Level Up!: Void Resistance has reached Level 3!







“Heal, healing wind.” Aegis cast on himself as he struggled against the sticky silk to get back to his feet. As he did, the Queen let out a screech and did a sudden barrel roll motion to spin Rakkan’s echo off her back, knock away Lina and forcing Snowflake to divert his current flight path away from her to avoid getting hit. In the process, both Rakkan and Lina took several thousand points of bludgeoning damage.

“Shit.” Aegis said as he tried to find them and aim his spells at them. “Healing wind, healing wind!” He quickly cast on the two of them.

“Aegis, heads up!” Darkshot shouted. Aegis glanced back at Darkshot to see him motioning to the walls of the cavern. Amongst the larvae-covered walls were several light purple colored elite Mosmir moving about. They had white colored names above their heads, indicating that they were neutral NPCs. [Mosmir Hatcher(Elite) - Level 100]. 

Rather than showing intent to attack the party, Aegis watched them for a moment to see they were simply wandering about, inspecting, rotating, and checking on the various larvae of the Queen’s Lair. But Aegis paid close attention to the one Darkshot pointed at, to see that it had grabbed a larva from the wall in its pincers, and he watched as it suddenly ripped it from the wall and flung it into the center of the cavern. 

The larva landed on the floor several meters ahead of Aegis, with the Soldier Larva name above its head. The larva began to wriggle violently as suddenly its level started rising rapidly. It went from level 10 to 15 within a second, then 15 to 20 within another second as it began to grow and crack.

“Kill it before it hatches!” Aegis shouted as he motioned at the larva. Lina shadowstepped to it and attacked it with her daggers, Pyri sent a cinderbolt shard to it, and Darkshot redirected his most recent multishot of obsidian tipped arrows at it. It worked, the larvae exploded before it reached level 70, killing it, but in that time another Hatcher had thrown a new Soldier Larva onto the cavern floor.

“Darkshot and Pyri stay on the larva. Rakkan and Snowflake are absorbing a lot of the boss's attention, it's easy to guard for them. Lina, float between the targets. Switch to the larva if we’re getting overwhelmed down here.” Aegis made the quick decision for the group on how to handle these new mechanics. No one replied verbally, they all sprung into action as per his instructions without hesitation.

“Next time she shoots her stinger, I’m going to dodge to the right, try to burn a path for me so I can get clear of the explosion effect.” Aegis added for Pyri.

“Ok.” Pyri replied. Aegis watched as Snowflake made another pass at the Queen midair and Rakkan managed to get another new echo on her back to help to the damage, while striking at her side several times with Snowflake. Like last time, the Queen spun to the side and tried to retaliate against them, and Aegis was quick to use guard to protect their retreat.

 “Heal.” He quickly cast on himself. The majority of the Queen’s attacks were dealing approximately half of Aegis’ health in damage, meaning if he took two consecutive hits in a row too quickly without using brace, he’d likely die, even with the benefits of Avatar of Eirene. “We need to finish her off fast, before my Avatar wears off. She hits hard.” Aegis announced to the group. With that in mind, he knew he needed to do his part too. As the next soldier larva was flung at them, Aegis charged at it and slammed his shield into it repeatedly to help contribute to the group's damage, all while eying the Queen to see her attempt to slash her pincers out at Lina while Lina shadow danced around her.

 He guarded the slashing attack to protect Lina, healed himself, and saw the Queen bending her abdomen and preparing to shoot another stinger at him. This time, Pyri was ready and quickly manipulated her cinderbolts to burn a path for Aegis to escape. The moment the stinger was fired, Aegis jumped to the side and used his momentum to continue running out of range of the explosion that resulted from the stinger’s impact, avoiding the damage completely.

 “Nice, perfect.” Aegis turned to give Pyri a thumbs up, and she winked back at him.

 “Not bad for an old lady, huh?” She added, before briefly sticking her tongue out at Aegis. 

 With this strategy in place, the group was able to deal massive amounts of damage to the Queen while Aegis made sure that all of her focused strikes were either directed at him, or blocked by his guard skill. She managed to hit Lina and Rakkan and Snowflake a few times with wild, abrupt flying maneuvers, but they did not count as actual attacks and therefore dealt manageable amounts of bludgeoning damage that Aegis was able to heal them through using healing wind. 

 He was glad that he’d leveled Avatar of Eirene up as much as he had, but as the fight dragged on, he got progressively more worried. The rate at which the Hatchers were throwing larva down at the party was speeding up, and they began mixing in Voidreaver larva with the Soldier larva. Naturally, the group put a much higher priority on taking out the Voidreavers and preventing them from hatching - Lina and Rakkan’s crossbow echo joining in on the efforts to take them out.

 Just as Aegis’ Avatar of Eirene duration reached one minute remaining, they saw the ominous red glow erupt around the Queen of the Mosmir hive. She let out an angry, horrendous screech as suddenly a large ball of void energy shot out from her antennae towards the ground. It wasn’t aimed at anyone in particular, rather intentionally aimed away from Aegis’ group.

 When the ball hit the sticky ground of the cavern, it erupted in a large portal of which the four Royal Mosmir they’d left back in the hive all charged through, still holding Aegis as their primary threat target. Unlike Aegis and the others, though, the Royal Mosmir had no difficulty navigating across the sticky floor, and barreled towards him for a moment before the Queen let out another screech at them.

 The four Royal Mosmir stopped their forward charge and pointed their featureless faces up towards the open air of the cavern where Snowflake was flying about and Lina was shadow dancing around.

 “Uh, she’s giving them some weird instructions, they’re not focusing on me. Be careful!” Aegis shouted worriedly as the group all waited in anticipation to see what the Queen’s enrage mechanic would be. Pyri and Darkshot were sure to keep dealing damage to her, but Snowflake and Rakkan flew wide and Lina shadowstepped back to the ground near Aegis.

 A few seconds later, the antenna of the 4 Royal Mosmir began shooting out balls of void energy, aiming them randomly at Aegis’ various party members. One was aimed at Aegis, one at Rakkan’s echo on the Queen’s back, one at Lina, and one at Snowflake.

 “So it’s like that. Sticky ground, lots of dodging. Everyone, do not get hit!” Aegis shouted nervously to his party.
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                Chapter 148: A Mosmiracle


“Darkshot, which of those Royal Mosmir are the ones we left at low health?” Aegis asked him as he dodged out of the path of a slow moving void sphere.

 “The one on the left!” Darkshot replied as he continued to fire arrows. “Incoming Voidreaver Larva.” He added as he saw a hatcher toss another one in the center of the cavern.

 “Shit.” Aegis said as he eyed it, then looked up and saw the Queen attempting to lunge out at Snowflake. “Guard!” He blocked her pincers at the last second, causing the damage to himself instead. 

 “Heal.” Aegis cast on himself quickly. “I’ll take out the low health Royal. Everyone else, execute the fight as you were before, just make sure you don’t get hit by those void spheres! Play it safe, but also, go all out! 1 minute left on my Avatar.” Aegis instructed the group as he rushed forward across the sticky, strand-covered cavern floor. Without missing a beat, Pyri was still managing her cinderbolts to keep everyone's footing clear while dealing damage to the eggs and the Queen.

 The idea of holding back was so far out of Pyri's mind now as she saw the intensity at which everyone was fighting with. Going all out with everything they had to take out this high level, never before defeated boss - it’d be an insult to do anything less than everything she could. What excited her the most though, was that even when going all out, the fight was still extremely hard. She couldn’t help but grow a gigantic smile over her face as her spell control was being pushed to its limits.

 Aegis managed to reach the weakened Royal Mosmir after guarding two more strikes from the Queen that were directed at Snowflake and Lina. He bashed his shield into the side of the heavily armored Royal Mosmir a few times before he saw the Queen preparing to shoot a stinger attack at him.

 She had sped up, her attacks were coming faster and the stinger shot more quickly through the air when she fired it at him, but still he just barely managed to get out of range of the explosion. Part of him hoped that the explosion, which engulfed the Royal Mosmir he was attacking, would’ve finished it off - but the Mosmir took no damage from the void attack. Instead, it turned its antenna towards Aegis and fired its next sphere at him.

 The balls were no longer being fired only once every 30 seconds. Instead, the Royal Mosmir were shooting the void spheres out at a rapid rate. The balls were impacting the walls and floor of the cavern all around them, and the more they fired them out the more difficult it became to move about the cavern without touching one of them. The fact that the balls moved so slowly through the air was becoming a very very big downside as opposed to what Aegis initially thought, that it was good they were so slow and easy to dodge. 

 Still, Aegis’ party’s damage was abnormally high. Despite being about 10 levels below the Queen, their gear and enchants, coupled with the bless buff, as well as Darkshot’s tier 3 bow and obsidian arrows, meant that they were able to keep the larva under control and burn down the health bar of the Mosmir Queen quickly.

Anytime Aegis looked up to see who needed to be guarded, he felt like he was looking at a light show due to all the purple void spheres flying around.

Snowflake maneuvered around them majestically with Rakkan on his back and managed to avoid getting hit by any of them, while Lina controlled her Shadow Dance spell perfectly as she slashed at the Queen from all sides, avoiding accidentally shadowstepping into an oncoming sphere. Pyri was able to keep herself, Darkshot and Aegis nimble and mobile through the use of her cinderbolts.

 Ultimately, somewhat to Aegis’ disappointment, the group managed to kill the Queen before Aegis was able to shield-bash the low health Royal Mosmir to death. She let out a final, painful screeching cry as her wings gave out and she crashed down to the floor of the cavern. The moment she did, all of the void spheres floating about the room vanished, and the four Royal Mosmir suddenly turned their pincers downward to the ground and began tunneling into the floor, burrowing their way out of the lair. 




	
Congratulations! You have defeated the Mosmir Hive Queen!
 Quest Completed!
 You gain 500 Favor of Eirene.
 You gain 500 Favor of Shiva.
 You gain 2500 Favor with Pakro’Vielle.
You gain 10,000,000 Experience!

Congratulations, you have reached Level 88!: 5 attribute points available, +456 health, +157 mana!
Level Up!: Leather Armor Proficiency reached Level 91!
Level Up!: Shield Mastery reached Level 91!
Level Up!: Heal reached Level 91!
Level Up!: Healing Wind reached Level 91!
Level Up!: Avatar of Eirene reached Level 65!
Level Up!: Aura of Beauty reached Level 76!
Attribute Up!: You’ve gained +1 Constitution 
Attribute Up!: You’ve gained +1 Agility








Despite the notifications, Aegis and his party stayed on edge for a moment, glancing around the room. Snowflake and Rakkan landed near Aegis and the body of the Queen while Lina shadowstepped beside Aegis, and Pyri and Darkshot walked over with Darkwing letting out an absentminded coo - as if he had no clue what was going on.

The party continued to glance around at the Hatchers moving about the walls of the cavern, Pyri manipulating her cinderbolts around the room to illuminate their activity.

“Should we take them out too?” Pyri asked.

“They don’t seem to be bothering us.” Darkshot commented.

“Hm…” Aegis pondered as he watched them closely for a bit longer. He saw them tending to various eggs, picking the larvae up in their pincers and rotating, then adjusting them, and it all seemed harmless and pointless. It wasn't until suddenly one of the Hatchers spotted a larva that had been pierced by a stray Darkshot arrow that their true purpose was revealed.

Aegis watched as the Hatcher yanked the arrow out of the larva, then curled its stinger up towards where the puncture was, and from its abdomen it released a small stream of the sticky white strands to mend the hole in the larva.

“No fucking way.” Aegis shouted in excitement as he saw it. 

“What? What is it?” Rakkan looked at him confused as Aegis dropped to the ground and began grabbing at the strands of sticky silk that covered the entire cavern around them. He ripped a few of the strands out and put it into his inventory.




	
Name: Cured Voidsilk Strands
Type: Crafting Material
Option: Increases Agility or Casting Speed (Depending on Weaving Technique)
Quality: 7%
Description: Cured by magical flames to remove its impurities, these voidsilk strands can be woven into silk and thread by skilled weavers, then used to create very powerful, high level clothing. The quality of strands are based on the skill of the Mosmir Hatcher and the purification method.








“This is…” Aegis' jaw dropped as he looked at it. “You said no one had ever discovered a Mosmir Queen Lair before, right?” Aegis confirmed by glancing at Rakkan who nodded back. “Then it only makes sense we’re the first ones to find not just a Mosmir Queen, but also the first ones to discover tier 3 tailoring materials.” Aegis grinned as he saw his viewership sitting comfortably at 550,000.

“What?!” Darkshot shouted in disbelief as he looked around the room. “You mean all this sticky white stuff is…” 

“Oh my goodness.” Pyri’s jaw dropped. “How much gold is this all going to be worth? Can you craft me something?”

“Wow.” Lina’s eyes went wide as she panned around the room.

“Guys, guys, that’s not what’s important here.” Aegis stood up and looked with intent at the Hatchers wandering the walls. “Of course, we’re going to harvest all this silk. It turns out to use it, you need to cure it first. And Pyri’s magical fire was, by coincidence, the exact thing needed to do it.” Aegis took a few steps forward. “But why take the golden eggs, when we can take the geese?” He pointed excitedly at the Hatchers.

“Huh? I’m not following.” Darkshot replied apprehensively.

“He’s saying he wants the Hatchers.” Pyri explained.

“Oh. What?” Darkshot replied.

“Not the ones on the walls. These.” Aegis approached a Hatcher Larva that was near the ground of the cavern, stuck in a bundle of sticky silk on the wall. “Let’s see… It’s pretty small… so maybe…” Aegis pressed a few buttons in his interface, and sure enough, he was able to add it to his inventory.




	
Name: Mosmir Hatcher Larvae - Level 20
Type: Egg
Incubation Period Remaining: 2 Weeks
Description: A Mosmir Hatcher Larva will hatch into a young Mosmir Hatcher at the end of the incubation period. Certain spells and skills are able to speed up this process. Eggs must be taken out of your inventory in order to hatch.








 “Guys.” Aegis turned back to look at them, “Grab as many Hatcher eggs as you can find and add them to your inventory. Pyri, burn away all the stickiness from the silk on the cavern floor. Don’t do anything to piss off the hatchers, though.” Aegis motioned up to them as they continued to wander about the cavern roof and walls, oblivious to their presence.

 “Do I really have to touch that stuff?” Darkshot recoiled at the thought of it, looking at the nearest pulsating wall of Mosmir larvae.

 “Fine. Darkshot, go check the tunnel those Royal Mosmir dug. See where it leads, but don’t get too close to them if you hear them stomping around.” Aegis instructed him and he nodded.

 “What about the Queen? She dropped some items.” Rakkan pointed at her body, where two item orbs and several Pakro’Vielle guard emblems had appeared.

 “Oh, right.” Aegis nodded as he walked over and tapped the orbs so the item’s would come out. One was a purple orb, the other was blue. “A pair of blue quality leather gloves, and a purple quality spear. I’ll check them out when we get back to Pakro’Vielle.” Aegis explained and the others nodded. He then took out his creature harvesting kit and got to work on the Queen. It was a struggle, but eventually he got all the valuable bits cut loose and added them to his inventory. 

 “Hm. Her pincers add void damage to a weapon, and her plating adds void resistance to an armor piece. Got one of each, pretty good quality.” Aegis announced once he’d finished. At this time, everyone was standing around watching him, recovering their stamina while putting off grabbing the sticky, pulsating eggs for as long as possible.

 “Come on guys, chop chop. Get to larva collecting.” He turned and egged them on. Pyri, Rakkan, and even Lina looked extremely reluctant to do it, but they hesitantly made their way towards the nearest cavern walls and began looking through the may Soldier, Voidreaver and Drone larva to single out the Hatchers. 

 By comparison to the other types, there were very few hatcher larva, and it didn’t take long before the group had collected all that existed at and around the ground level of the cavern walls. In total they’d gathered 20 of them.

 In that time, Aegis got to work on harvesting the silk strands that Pyri had already purified during the battle. Seeing him doing this, Pyri got started on purifying the rest of it. 

 It was a long, tedious process, but Aegis was eager not to miss out on gathering a single strand of it. He was already wondering what sort of reaction Yuki was going to have when he showed it to her. He wasn’t sure how he’d go about weaving it, but imagined a high level tailor class player like Yuki would have an easy time figuring it out.

 “The tunnel the Royal Mosmir’s burrowed into the floor leads back to that circular tunnel we were wandering in for the past 24 hours. Turns out, the Queen's Lair was way way way up above the hive. Like way up. That tunnel goes almost a kilometer down, through that hard rock stuff.” Darkshot explained once he’d re-emerged from the tunnel.

 “That explains why Feng couldn’t find it by just searching.” Rakkan nodded. “So the Queen somehow finds a pocket in the island and teleports to it, then uses her void abilities to warp her fully grown Mosmir to a nearby location to start digging out a hive. Pretty interesting.” Rakkan said while scratching his chin.

 “Realistic survival strategies for not-so-realistic fantasy creatures.” Pyri nodded along with him. It took a while for Aegis and Pyri to get through all of the strands, but eventually he had cleaned the cavern floor of the silk and his inventory was stuffed full of loot.

 “Alright.” Aegis stood straight and stretched, turning to his patiently waiting party members.

 “Can we leave? Those bugs crawling around above us and the pulsating eggs are not my ideal ambiance.” Darkshot asked.

 “Yup, we can leave.” Aegis nodded.

 “You don’t want to finish off the other larvae and the hatchers?” Lina asked him.

 “Nah, without their Queen I doubt they’ll cause any trouble. I’m on Darkshot’s side a bit here, eager to get out of this hive.” Aegis replied with a shrug.

 “Amen.” Pyri nodded. With that, the group made for the newly formed tunnels in the floor made by the fleeing Royal Mosmir. It went down at a sloping angle, making it easy to traverse, and eventually all four tunnels converged into a single, large downward sloping tunnel.

 After about 5 minutes of walking, they heard the familiar stomping sounds of the Royal Mosmir patrolling about the tunnel below, as if nothing had happened to their Queen.

 Aegis and his party timed their descent into the tunnel to avoid the patrolling Royal Mosmir, and managed to get back to the tunnels leading out of the hive without getting noticed.

 They walked on through the tunnels while falling back into their standard formation, but Aegis came to a halt once they’d reached the very first intersection on their way out.

 “Weird.” Aegis commented as he stepped forward. The tunnel around them was illuminated once again by Pyri’s Lumina spell, and on the ground of the cavern Aegis could see that the black mist of the abyss had somehow crept up and overtaken the floor of the intersection.

 “What is that? Is that the mist of the abyss?” Darkshot asked as he eyed it. 

 “Yeah.” Aegis replied as he looked around. He saw its source - the tunnel in the intersection that curved downward into nothingness. Only, the last time they’d passed through this intersection, the mist wasn’t this high, it was restricted to just the tunnel. Now it had spread up from the tunnel and fully submerged the floor of the entire intersection.

 “Why is it higher up now?” Pyri asked him curiously.

 “I’m not sure…” Aegis replied hesitantly “We were down here for about a day…” Aegis thought out loud.

 “Maybe it’s like the tide? Is it higher at different times of day?” Rakkan suggested. 

 “Yeah, probably…” Aegis pulled his lips up on one side as he thought of this. It was odd, but there were too many possible explanations and unknowns on why the mist had risen. He decided to shrug it off for now and continued leading the party forward. 

 It took some time but eventually the party ascended up the hollow, silent tunnels of the cleared Mosmir hive. Peering out of the entrance and staring out into the large cavern of Reltrak Forest in front of them was a welcome sight. They were still underground, but the Reltrak cavern’s openness and natural bioluminescent lighting made it feel like they were ‘outside’ as opposed to the claustraphobia-inducing tunnels of the hive.

 Making their way back towards Pakro’Vielle was a simple affair from there, they simply had to hug the cavern wall in the opposite direction they had done to find the hive in the first place. Notably, though, Aegis was surprised to see how on edge that Pyri, Lina and Rakkan were on their journey back.

 “You guys alright?” Aegis asked as he turned to look back at them following behind him. Snowflake, Darkwing and Darkshot had no clue what he was talking about, but Lina, Rakkan and Pyri replied by first looking at his viewership numbers, then giving him odd, out of sync shrugs.

 Aegis looked up and saw his viewership was tapering off now, dropping back below 100,000. It was clear that the majority of Feng’s viewers had gotten what they came for, but some were sticking around. 

 “We’re carrying really high quality, rare items. They’re extremely valuable, one of a kind. Even though this is Kalmoore, a very peaceful, friendly island. The temptation to attack us is going to be really high.” Lina explained.

 “Yep.” Rakkan nodded back.

 “You should at least anticipate that much.” Pyri said to Aegis.

 “Oh, yeah. I guess that makes sense.” Aegis replied with a nod. “I’m lucky in that Darkshot sent us to Kalmoore, then. We’ve been able to grow and learn and discover the game unimpeded. Rather, the Night Hunters have helped us out more than anything.” Aegis thought out loud.

 “Yup, but it's also because you’re popular.” Darkshot pointed at the viewership icon.

 “And likable.” Lina added with a big smile.

 “Don’t stroke his ego.” Pyri shook her head at the two of them. 

 “Too late. I’m the best.” Aegis replied sarcastically while flexing his muscles jokingly. “We oughta put all of our items in the Rene storehouse though, once we turn in the quests. Maybe with the Pakro’Vielle favor we can convince them to make a Portal Altar…” Aegis added as he opened up his interface and sent a message through his friends list to Trexon. “I’ll see if Trexon is free to enchant one, just in case.”

 “That’ll let anyone teleport to Pakro’Vielle, though.” Rakkan replied.

 “Only if they visit it first, right? Shouldn’t matter too much, we’re done in this area. Once we get the map we’ll be moving on. It’ll be good to help out the Night Hunters and Blades of Kalmoore get stronger, you know… In case an invasion comes here.” Aegis replied.

 “You think it might be coming here?” Lina asked him with concern.

 “Can’t rule it out…” Aegis thought out loud. “Here, I think this is the place. The Pakro’Vielle entrance.” Aegis began feeling around the cave wall nearby until his arm slipped into it. “Yup, it’s here.” He nodded backward to his companions behind him before walking in first.

 One by one they passed through the muddy-sandy-liquid wall and came out the other side completely clean. Ulaipu and several Plashrim guards were waiting for him on the other side.

 “You’ve returned! I am pleased to see you made it safely back from the hive. Tell me, were you able to retrieve any of the guards' emblems?” Ulaipu asked with hopeful eyes.

 “Right.” Aegis said as he stepped forward for the group, then turned to face them and opened up his inventory. “Guess it’s time to sort the loot and turn in these quests.” He declared as he began dividing up the emblems between his party members to turn in. 

 “The only thing better than collecting a bunch of quests in a quest hub, is turning them in.” Darkshot grinned while rubbing his hands together eagerly. 

            

    
        Chapter 149: Shoulders

    
    
    
    
                Chapter 149: Shoulders


After turning in all of the guard emblems to Ulaipu, Aegis and his party sorted out their inventories before spreading out in Pakro'Vielle to explore the shops. Mainly though, it was Aegis who was busiest. He stopped by each and every one of the crafting buildings to turn in the quests, and for the most part, each quest rewarded him with a new proficiency.




	You have unlocked the Woodcutting Proficiency: [Underrealm Stalk]
You have unlocked the Mining Proficiency: [Glasmium Ore]
You have unlocked the Creature Harvesting Proficiency: [Scale & Bone]
You have unlocked the Weaving Proficiency: [Netting]
You have unlocked the Alchemy Proficiency: [Delayed Release]
You have unlocked the Stonecutting Proficiency: [Obsidian]







When it came to some of the quests, there was no proficiency to be learned, but simply techniques and styles that he watched the Plashrim craftsmen perform, and memorized them. He saw a woodworking demonstration, and a tailoring demonstration. Just by watching both, he gained a level in his artistry skill.

Last but not least, and his most anticipated quest, was the blacksmithing quest. He stepped into the blacksmithing shop and walked right up to the counter to Oopik and placed the quest items down on the counter that he’d obtained from the Royal Mosmir. 

“Impressive. I suppose it is my turn to keep up my end of the bargain.” Oopik smiled as he took the Royal Mosmire fragments and added them to his own inventory. Aegis waved off the quest completed message and stared expectantly at Oopik. “Crafting an Eternal Flame is quite an endeavor. First you must begin by acquiring the Heart of a Flame Giant. Then, you will need 100 Magma or Flame elemental cores.” Oopik said, pausing to see Aegis’ reaction, but he had none - he had no idea what a Flame Giant or Magma Elemental was.

“Once you’ve acquired those, you or a skilled blacksmith will need to forge a thick sphere of iron around a greater enchanting orb or better, forged out of high quality Glasmium. That is required to absorb the heat and retain it. The iron used must be of a quality so high as to that all bars quality’s sum is no less than 1000. Once you have that, you must place the materials in a bowl made of obsidian, no other material can withstand the heat you will need for the final steps.” Oopik continued.

“Next, with all of the parts in the bowl, you must hammer the giant’s heart into the Iron-encased Greater Enchanting orb. This will begin the final forging step. Once you’ve hammered it in, the heart will absorb the elemental cores, merge with the Enchanting orb, and begin absorbing all sources of heat for the next 30 seconds. During those 30 seconds, you must subject it to the most intense heat imaginable, as once those 30 seconds are up, the Eternal flame will be forged, and forever burn at the hottest temperature you subjected it to.” Oopik finished his explanation.

Aegis listened intently, scratching his chin. By the end of the explanation, Aegis was already pondering what methods he could use to create the hottest flame in the game world. But he knew it would be a long time before he had the materials to make that item.

“Any idea where I can find Flame Giants and Magma, or Fire elementals?” Aegis asked him.

“The Red River has such creatures, but be wary. That river is home to the most dangerous, deadliest creatures on this island. There is a reason that the Dark Elf tyrant steers clear of it.” Oopik replied with a shrug.

“Ok. Thanks.” Aegis nodded. He was expecting the map quest reward soon, so felt no need to press for more details on where or what the Red River was. Aegis left the shop, gathered his party members, and together they excitedly made their way towards the Elder’s office for their final quest turn in.




	
Congratulations, you have reached Level 92!: 5 attribute points available, +489 health, +161 mana!
 You gain 2500 Favor with Pakro’Vielle.
 Gained Map of the Kalmoore Underrealm








 “I cannot thank you enough for all that you have done for the people of Pakro’Vielle. We are truly in your debt. If there is anything we can do for you, do not hesitate to ask.” Ertonar replied with a happy bow, tears swelling up in his eyes. He held out the map for Aegis who eagerly took it and added it to his inventory. Aegis turned and looked back to see that all of his party members had reached level 92 from the massive amounts of experience they’d gained for turning in all the quests. Both from this quest, and the large amount of guard emblems turned into Ulaipu. 

 Snowflake as well had reached level 83, while Darkwing was now level 70, despite having contributed nothing during any encounter. Aegis had half a mind to complain about the experience-leeching pigeon on Darkshot’s shoulder, but decided against it as it caught his gaze and made a curious coo in his direction. 

 “I do have a request.” Aegis spoke up to Ertonar. “We would like to build a portal altar in Pakro’Vielle, so that more adventurers like us can explore the underrealm. Would that be okay?” Aegis asked him. 

 “Certainly. You may construct it just outside of this building.” Ertonar bowed to Aegis respectfully. A moment later, Aegis was sent an invitation to a work project to build a Portal Altar within Pakro’Vielle, Ertonar taking lead on the project.

 “Perfect, thanks.” Aegis smiled as he accepted the invitation, then turned to his party and gave them all a thumbs up. The group headed out of the building and back out onto the streets of Pakro’Vielle where Aegis selected an appropriate location to start building and began marking it out.

 “Did Trexon agree to come and enchant it?” Pyri asked Aegis curiously as the others stood back and watched.

 “Uhh…” Aegis hesitated as he opened up his interface to check his messages. “Yup, they’re requesting we open a portal for them to Kordas so they can come through. Are you able to do that?” He looked at Pyri curiously.

 “Yes.” Pyri nodded. “Right now?” 

 “I think so…” Aegis double checked the message again. “Yup.” He added a nod.

 “Are you sure you wanna do that?” Darkshot interjected, drawing all eyes onto himself. “I mean… It kinda makes me mad when I think about it… Feng’s guild is just using our hard work to kill the Queen. And everyone in the world knows how to get tier 3 tailoring materials thanks to us. Now, you want to let the Night Hunters come and explore our village that we found, hidden…” Darkshot replied, his voice trailing off towards the end.

 “Those are the downsides to streaming, though…” Lina replied. 

 “Yeah, I guess…” Darkshot mumbled back half-heartedly. "I'd at least like to hear his reasoning though." Darkshot motioned to Aegis while looking at Lina. 

"You're right... Some players enjoy the game by copying others rather than discovering things themselves, and that's frustrating. But really, players that only do that aren't ever really going to be a threat to us." Aegis shrugged. "I was a bit too excited when we discovered the silk and didn't think to turn my stream off but, I'm not too worried. What's available in the hives is limited supply, the real trick will be how to tame the hatchers, and we've got the eggs. And, you know, actually weaving it. I'll make sure to keep that part private." Aegis explained.

"For Pakro'Vielle, though, it's the least we should do to pay back the Night Hunters and Blades of Kalmoore. They're not selfless, but they've helped us without question countless times. And I think, with the risk of abyssal invasions, it's in our best interest to keep helping them grow just as they've been helping us. We're done in this part of the underrealm anyway." Aegis added. "When you find new things that can help others close to you, you should share it with them, right? Where would the world be if Florey and Chain decided not to tell anyone about penicillin?” Aegis asked rhetorically to Darkshot and Rakkan, and they just glanced at each other with confused shrugs.

 “Yeah… I guess when you put it like that.” Rakkan gestured in agreement. 

 “Knowing things is only half of it, doing them is the fun part.” Pyri smiled.

 “Ok, ok, I got it.” Darkshot threw his hands up in surrender while eying Aegis' livestreaming icon. “I can’t really complain either way, I’ve got this new Simbox thanks to you.” He added.

 “I’m opening the portal now.” Pyri said, but looked between the others after she had, just to confirm there were no further objections. There were none, and a few moments later, a portal appeared in the middle of the air in front of Pyri. Through it, the party could see Quinn, Trexon, and Tullan standing on the other side.

 “You’ve got to invite us to the group before we can go through your portal.” Trexon called through it at them.

 “Oh, right.” Aegis quickly fidgeted with his party interface to change it to a raiding party, then promptly invited the three to the group. A moment later, they all stepped through and stood with them on the streets of Pakro’Vielle.

 “Whoa, looks much prettier in person.” Quinn said with wide eyes as she and Trexon looked around at the mushroom houses.

 “You, yer a bloody idiot! Broadcastin’ the tailoring discovery.” Tullan shook his head at Aegis disapprovingly. “D’you know how rich we’d be if ye’d kept it to yerself?”

 “Listen here.” Darkshot cleared his throat and stepped forward on Aegis’ behalf. “Where would we be as a society if Lorey and Cain didn’t share penicillin with everyone?” Darkshot wagged his finger at him.

 “What?” Tullan replied with a confused look while Pyri comfortingly patted Darkshot on the shoulder.

 “Just ignore him, he’s grumpy he didn’t find it first.” Quinn shook her head with a smile. “Build the altar so Trexon can enchant it, we’ve got stuff to do.” Quinn instructed Tullan and he reluctantly nodded, mumbling a few more angry words under his breath. “Would you mind introducing me to the Elder?” Quinn turned to Aegis.

 “Uh, sure, I can…” Aegis shrugged.

 “I tagged along with them to see if we can’t convince these Pakro’Vielle guys to join the Kordas Kingdom.” Quinn explained as she began walking towards the townhall mushroom, Aegis following beside her. The others looked between Aegis, and Tullan, and saw Tullan begin taking out large cut stones from his inventory for the altar construction. Rakkan, Lina and Darkshot all opted to stay back and help Tullan while Pyri settled with Snowflake and Trexon and watched. 

 “It was really clever how you mapped out the hive.” Quinn commented as she and Aegis ascended the stairs to the town all side by side. “We've been on another guild raid, but half of our members have been watching your stream the whole time.” She added with a head shake.

 “Oh, thanks.” Aegis shrugged. 

 “I also appreciate you building this altar. Should be a good place for our mid level players to grind, like Ren. I just hope he can’t learn to beast shift into any of these bugs after seeing them, they look unpleasant.” Quinn added.

 “Yeah… the snail wouldn’t be so bad though, I guess.” Aegis shrugged. 

 “Any chance you’d make a copy of that map for us?” Quinn asked.

 “Eh, not yet. Maybe once we’re done down here.” Aegis smirked at her.

 “Ok, fair enough. Had to ask.” Quinn grinned back at him. “You planning on heading back to Rene for a bit?” She added as they reached the doors into the building and opened it, the Plashrim guards that flanked the entrance both bowed politely and welcomed them inside.

 “Yeah, once the altar is done.” Aegis shrugged.

 “I should warn you, it might be a bit different than you remember it.” Quinn replied.

 “Different how?”

 “Oh, you’ll see.” Quinn pulled her lips in suspiciously as they arrived in front of the doors to Ertonar’s office. Aegis knocked first.

 “Please, come in.” They heard Ertonar from the other side of the door. The two entered the office room side by side, Quinn taking a moment to look around the room curiously and see all of the strange looking furnishings. “Ah, Aegis. And a friend. Is there something I can do for you?” 

 “Yes, this is Quinn.” He motioned to her beside him as she politely and quickly bowed, momentarily flinging her ponytail over the top of her head. “She represents the Kingdom of Kordas, the ruling Kingdom on the surface of Kalmoore.” Aegis motioned to her.

 “On behalf of the King of Kordas I would like to formally invite you to join the Kordas Kingdom.” Quinn said with her head respectfully lowered. 

 “Why would we join a Kingdom of surface dwellers?” Ertonar asked hesitantly. Aegis leaned back and listened as Quinn and Ertonar began a long, exhaustive back and forth discussion on the merits of Pakro’Vielle joining Kordas. There was discussion of the military, trade, taxes, and much more. It was very touch and go for awhile, but rather than try to contribute to either side's point of view, Aegis opted to just listen in and learn.



"So..." Trexon mumbled awkwardly as he stood beside Pyri, Snowflake sitting behind them preening himself. The others were busy working on constructing the Portal Altar together under Tullan's instruction. "I caught a bit of Aegis' stream when you fought against the Voidreavers... Pretty impressive crowd controlling." Trexon smirked. Pyri looked at him out of the corner of her eyes and saw his smug little smile.

"Yeah, yeah." She shook her head.

"Good thing you took that intermediate right? Jael aint so bad after all." Trexon chuckled. Pyri just rolled her eyes and huffed back at him. 

"You were right, my son is a bit more mature than I gave him credit for. Still don't really thinks he grasps what I'm doing yet, though." She replied back. The two kept their voices down so that the others building the altar couldn't hear them. 

"Maybe, but if he did, do you really think that'd change anything?" Trexon asked. Pyri didn't answer, instead her eyes went out of focus as she wondered about it, a small bit of worry creeping back into her heart. "You've still got a long ways to go until 150. We've got a few members working on their advanced quests now, including Quinn, and boy, let me tell you - They make the intermediate quests look like a walk in the park." Trexon continued.

"There wouldn't happen to be another Wizard, learners advanced class, would there? You know, one that Jael can just hand out?" Pyri replied jokingly.

"Nope. No more freebies. You'll need to really decide at level 150 what class you want to be." Trexon answered. 



 Eventually, the discussion came to an end between Quinn and Ertonar when Ertonar agreed to consider it if Quinn took back several Plashrim with her to Kordas in order to investigate the kingdom first.

 “Very well, they may portal back with us to Kordas once the portal altar outside is completed. Please have them ready shortly.” Quinn replied with a bow.

 “And so they shall be.” Ertonar bowed as well. With that, Quinn and Aegis left the office and made their way back out of the building.

 “I can’t tell, did that go good, or poorly?” Aegis asked her.

 “Pretty good, all things considered. He didn’t refuse us outright. I suppose it’d help if I built up more favor with them, so I’ll probably have to do some of the quests around here later.” Quinn shrugged. The discussion had dragged on, so by the time Aegis and Quinn got back outside, the portal altar was finished and Trexon was already in the process of enchanting it.

 The others were all standing back around Snowflake where Pyri caught Aegis’ eye and wiggled a small pouch towards him. 

 “Trexon reimbursed us for the portal with more portal dust.” Pyri explained the pouch and Aegis gave a nod. 

 “So how’d it go? Are they joining Kordas?” Rakkan asked Quinn and Aegis eagerly.

 “To be determined.” Quinn replied. “They’re going to send some Plashrim with us back to Kordas to see how it is before they decide.”

 “Oh… makes sense.” 

 “D’you reckon if they join that Plashrim will become a playable race?” Darkshot asked.

 “Maybe.” Quinn shrugged. The enchanting process took awhile, and Aegis found himself looking for something to do, remembering he had two items in his inventory from the boss that needed inspecting.

 “Here.” Aegis said after taking the spear from his inventory. “This’ll be for you, Rakkan.” He motioned it to him. Rakkan gladly took the spear from Aegis’ hand and checked out the item card of it while everyone else turned to look.




	
Name: Mosmir Stinger
Slot: Weapon (One Hand)
Type: Spear
Damage: 313-389
Speed: Average
Quality: 87%
Durability: 325/325
Requirements: Level 75
Option 1: Activate to cause the next attack to release an explosion of void energy, dealing void damage equal to your standard attack damage +637 to all targets within 5 meters. 3m CD. 500mp.
Option 2: Whenever thrown, spend 50 mana to return the spear to the hand you threw it from. Maximum range of 100 meters.
Option 3: Adds 41-52 Void damage to attacks.
Description: A powerful spear, the tip made from the stinger of a Mosmir Queen, the shaft made of her sturdy exoskeleton.








 “Damn.” Rakkan looked at it and spun the black tipped spear around, the blade shimmering with a dark purple glow. “This thing is powerful.” 

 “It’s a good bar to set for my future crafts. Hopefully I'll get mine to this level eventually.” Aegis nodded as the others moved forward to inspect it as well. “The gloves will be a toss up, though. They’re caster gloves.” Aegis turned to Pyri and pulled them out of his inventory, handing one of the pair to her so she could see the item card alongside him.




	
Name: Voidsilk Gloves
Slot: Hands
Type: Cloth Armor
Armor: 123
Quality: 63%
Durability: 150/150
Requirements: Level 75
Option 1: Increases spellcasting speed for non-channeled spells by 3%
Option 2: Increases the power of healing and damage spells by up to 91.
Description: Voidsilk gloves woven with magic, found in the Mosmir Hive of Kalmoore.








 “Hm. My cinderbolts don’t benefit from the cast speed.” Pyri inspected them closely.

 “Yeah, but they’re cloth. Once we get back to Rene, I’ll try to craft a leather pair somehow with the same properties.” Aegis said as he handed the 2nd glove to her.

 “Okay.” Pyri shrugged and equipped them, then held her hands in front of her face to check them out by wiggling her fingers. They were plain, pure white silk gloves that went up to nearly her elbows. “Not bad.” She commented. A moment after she began checking them out, the group heard footsteps and turned to see a party of 5 Plashrim approaching.

 Two were Pakro’Vielle guards, the other were various elite crafting NPCs that Aegis had gotten quests from. 

 “We are ready for the journey to Kordas.” Oopik said, stepping forward as the leader of the bunch.

 “I’m done with the portal enchantment.” Trexon announced. 

 “Okay. Could you invite them to the party so they can tag along with us back to Kordas?” Quinn asked Aegis and he nodded, promptly sending party invites to the five Plashrim.

 “I’m attuned to this portal altar, it is fully functional, so we can come and go whenever we please. Are we ready to leave?” Trexon asked.

 “We’re ready.” Quinn nodded. Trexon didn’t hesitate to begin casting a portal spell to Kordas, but Tullan moved to stand in front of Aegis, eying up at his livestream viewership of 75,000. 

 “Do me a favor. If yer about to discover another rare material, turn yer darn stream off. ‘Specially if it's mithral.” Tullan grumbled at him. Aegis simply smirked back.

 “You mean, you’d want me to keep it a secret even from you?” Aegis raised an eyebrow.

 “Oi…” Tullan sucked his teeth at him threateningly. “Not like ye’ll find it anyway.” He shook his head as he waddled over to Trexon’s portal just as it opened.

 “Take care, see you around.” Quinn waved to them all. “Right this way, Plashrim.” She motioned the NPCs forward and they one by one stepped through the Kordas portal behind her.

 “It was good to see you again. I am happy the class is serving you well.” Trexon smiled at Pyri, and with that, he was the last to step through the portal before it disappeared.

 “You know Trexon?” Aegis turned to Pyri curiously.

 “Mmm, a bit, from the Wizard tower.” Pyri shrugged innocently. “Are we ready to go back to Rene?” 

 “Yep.”

 “Man am I ready.” Darkshot nodded.

 “Me too.” Lina smiled. 

 “Okidoki.” Pyri said before she began casting the portal spell. A few moments later, a doorway surrounded by blue mist appeared, with a view into the bright portal altar of Rene. One by one they all excitedly stepped through, appearing under the warm afternoon sun. Snowflake immediately began hopping around with joy, squawking excitedly.

 “Oh sunlight, how I’ve missed you.” Pyri stretched her arms up to the sky, while all the others smiled and looked up to the moving clouds above. They hadn't been standing around for more than 15 seconds before Aegis spotted Chax approaching from down the road.

 “Yo, Aegis. Welcome back.” Chax waved at him.

 “Hey, how is everything going around here? Quinn implied things might be different.” 

 “Eh… yeah. You could say that. We’ve got a bit of a problem.” Chax replied with a worried expression. 
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“Let’s walk and talk, we’ve gotta visit the storehouse.” Aegis said to Chax before looking worriedly towards his party members. He walked forward through the streets of Rene towards the townsquare, and the others followed behind him. “What’s the problem, exactly?”

 “It started two weeks after you left. Yuki, Ruffily, and Amlie all headed off to do their class quests. Yuki for her advanced, and Ruffily and Amlie for their intermediates.” Chax explained.

 “Oh, are they back yet?” Rakkan asked eagerly.

 “No, not yet.” 

 “Is Savika still safe?” Lina asked.

 “Yes, she is fine - Celestian and Farlion have gotten much stronger since you made them elite, and law and order has been maintained. The issue is with the Arallians.” Chax replied. “We started getting an influx of new residents from Kordas, Orm, and the like. Word somehow spread that we were providing free housing, so NPCs from other cities and towns have been coming here to take advantage of it.” Chax continued.

 “Ah, I see.” Pyri nodded as they neared the townsquare. Aegis could see what Chax was talking about - there was a much greater variety of NPCs walking about now, as opposed to before where it was primarily Arallians in Arallian attire. 

 “Without you or Ruffily around, or Yuki, Savika was doing her duties as Mayor under the assumption that you would keep this method of house assignment. She’s been giving any family that asks a plot of land to build their homes upon. The houses were at first being constructed by the highest level Arallian crafters that helped out with the wall, ect. So they turned out okay…” Chax said as he motioned to the eastern section of Rene. Aegis could tell just from a glance over the crowds in the townsquare that there were much more buildings, and plenty that clashed with the architecture style of the others.

 “But, the new Kalmoore citizens proved to be troublesome in their own way. They started passive aggressively commenting on the fact that the Arallians were willing to work and build their homes for free, given that the Kordas citizens were accustomed to being paid for working.” Chax went on as they left the townsquare and neared the storehouse.

 “So the Arallians stop building them houses?” Aegis asked.

 “Not only that, they’ve been much less willing to engage in any crafting whatsoever, without an income.” Chax replied.

 “Even though their housing is free?” Aegis asked with a raised eyebrow.

 “Even though.” Chax shook his head as the group stopped in front of the storehouse. “The Kalmoore NPCs spread the idea to them that they shouldn’t work for free, all the while moving here to take advantage of the free housing. On one side, the Kalmoorians were envious of the housing, and now on the other side, we’ve got Arallian’s envious of being paid for work. Savika doesn’t know what to do, but the complaints have been coming at her constantly. She’s most likely in the townhall now with Celestian.” Chax went on.

 “Right.” Aegis nodded as he started unloading his extra materials into the Rene storehouse. Constructed by Ruffily a while back, it was under the protection of two Rene guards. Aegis was made aware that once a storehouse was registered to a city, any belongings placed in them by any player could not be stolen, nor would they be lost if an island fell. 

 As he dropped off the spare items he wasn't planning to use for crafting yet, he pondered Chax’s words and tried to come up with a solution.

 “Man, what a pain in the ass.” Aegis scratched his head as he’d finished, stepping back from the building whilst his party continued to drop off items they’d gathered so far. He looked around at the surrounding land, then moved up into his interface to check in on it.

 “We’re just short 17 more residents, then we’ll be upgraded from a village to a town.” Aegis commented as he looked at his land management menu. “I’m not really interested in playing a game where I’m trying to manage a population's happiness all day, though.” Aegis sighed. “Savika really can’t come up with a solution? She was the daughter of a Kingdom’s King, wasn’t she?”

 “She might be able to, but she lacks authority, or confidence.” Chax shrugged. "She's still just a kid."

 “What do you suggest we do?” Aegis asked Chax.

 “Honestly, I’m a bit pissed off at the ungratefulness of their AIs. They’re happy to accept free land, but two months later, it’s not good enough.” 

 “I don’t think that’s an issue with just AI’s. Most people are like that.” Pyri shrugged.

 “Everyone always wants more.” Darkshot nodded along. 

 “What about the Tavern?” Lina asked as she looked towards it in the nearby town square, seeing it plenty busy.

 “Tavern is fine, they make their own profits. Same with the shopkeepers.” Chax said as he motioned to a few NPC-run market stands in the town square. “The other players have no complaints, they love it here. Erikson’s been doing well. It’s really just the NPCs.” Chax replied. 

 “What would happen if we start paying the Arallians for their work for the village?” Aegis asked him.

 “Well… We’d have to start by paying the guards. Then, those crafters that have been working on our exports for treasury funds. And the builders who contribute to construction and maintenance. Then, the farmers who supply the granary. We could afford it, but it’d cut down on our profits massively. Easiest way to pay them is to start charging them for their land.” Chax shrugged.

 “If you charge them now, they’ll be pissed.” Rakkan warned Aegis.

 “Yeah, they’ve grown too accustomed to living free. It’s harder to take something away than to never give it in the first place.” Pyri agreed. 

 “I can manage the funds to sort it out as efficiently as possible, but… if word gets to Kordas that we’re giving out free housing AND paying for work, no NPC will want to live anywhere but Rene in Kalmoore. The other cities and towns of Kordas will suffer.” Chax replied. 

 “Hmm.” Aegis pondered the situation. “Alright, tell Savika to stop giving out free housing. Organize the funds so that we start paying all of the NPCs working for us, standard wages.” 

 “That’ll make it harder to pay back our debt to the Night Hunters.” Chax replied.

 “It’s fine, I’ll sort out that debt myself once I start crafting the tier 3 items and selling them.” Aegis shrugged.

 “Right. The cloth will sort that out really quick. Can you weave it yourself, since Yuki’s not around?” Chax asked him.

 “Gonna try…” Aegis said as he paused, walked to the storehouse and made sure he'd grabbed all of the strands, pincers, and other crafting materials he had available to him, including his ironwood and some high quality iron bars.

 “Ok. Sounds good. Once Ruffily’s back we’ll have to ask her to sort out the weird buildings that have been built up recently. I’ll update you on any other changes.” Chax bowed, waved, then rushed off towards the townhall, leaving Aegis and his party alone on the streets of Rene out front of the storehouse.

 “Should I just give up ownership of the land to Quinn or something? This sucks.” Aegis pouted.

 “Nah, you’re doing good. Having our own land is awesome, can do whatever we want here.” Darkshot patted him on the back. “NPCs are just doing NPC things. Savika and Chax will sort it out.”

 “Just bad timing, what with Yuki, Amlie and Ruffily all gone.” Lina nodded.

 “Yeah, I bet if they were here it woulda been fine.” Rakkan shrugged. 

 “I guess…” Aegis replied hesitantly. “Alright. Hand over your gear. I’m going to try and learn to weave this silk on my own and use it with leather to make us some new armor before we continue into the Underrealm. Let’s meet up again in 24 hours.” Aegis said to the group.

 “Okay. I’ll go check on Melon. You wanna come and stretch out your wings without all that armor on?” Pyri asked Snowflake in a babying voice. He nodded excitedly and screeched softly before hopping along behind her towards the pasture.

 “I’m going to go see Sherry, she’s working the Night Hunter stall here in Rene. Cya.” Darkshot waved before he ran off with a skip in his step.

 “I’ll go check on Amlie’s house and farm fields.” Rakkan shrugged, leaving Lina and Aegis alone. 

 “Do you have anything you want to do?” Aegis asked her.

 “Nope, I want to stay with you…” She replied while avoiding eye contact, fidgeting with her hilts.

 “Alright…” Aegis smiled. “I’ll start with the tailoring hall, and try to figure this silk out.” Aegis added before making his way through the streets towards the building.

 Stepping inside, Aegis was surprised to see it completely empty - just as Chax had said, the other NPCs were not working at all. This meant that when the door shut beside them, the sound from outside was blocked out, leaving Aegis and Lina to stand in silence for a moment as he looked around.

 “I’ve got no idea how to do this, but it can’t be that hard… But first...” Aegis looked at his livestreaming icon, "You guys will have to wait and see how it all turns out after. No peeking." He winked awkwardly at his audience before turning the livestream off. Aegis then pulled bundles of the strands of voidsilk out of his inventory and made his way over to the spinning wheels. “It says its already purified, thanks to Pyri’s fire, but it also says there are two methods of weaving it…” Aegis said outloud as Lina watched. With that, he got to work on the first batch, using standard tactics that he’d learned to make silk cloth. 

 He spun it easily enough over the next hour, gaining a large amount of experience in his weaving skill. He then went on to the actual weaving, and interlocked the long thick strands of voidsilk to produce multiple pieces of long cloth, gaining even more experience in his weaving skill.




	Level Up!: Weaving has reached Level 40!






 From his first batch of attempts he ended up with three patches of usable silk cloth, ready to be sewn and cut into the shapes for clothing. The quality of each cloth wasn’t great, none were above 20 - but he wasn’t expecting much from his first attempts given his low weaving skill level. 

 He leaned back and looked at the item cards for each cloth. Despite him trying three different, common weaving methods for each piece, they all resulted in the same option. All three cloths were going to increase the agility of the item that was crafted with them.

 “How many agility based classes utilize cloth armor?” Aegis asked Lina as he leaned back and inspected his creations, laying them out on a table in front of him.

 “Uhm… maybe monks.” Lina shrugged. “Most go for leather for the movement speed bonus. Cloth armor proficiency grants casting bonuses.”

 “Casting classes don’t generally want agility, do they?” Aegis replied.

 “Nope.” Lina shrugged.

 “So. There’s gotta be a better way to do this. First, I’ve got to figure out the weaving method to make the voidsilk bring out its magic property. Second, I’ve got to use the voidsilk with leather to apply the agility property to leather armor. That part should be pretty easy…” Aegis said as he thought about it for a bit. “It’s unfortunate we haven’t found any high level leather creatures yet in the Underrealm, though. I’ve only got some Lynx leather to work with.” 

 “Do you want me to try and buy some higher level leather from the market stalls?” Lina asked him.

 “If you can find some of good quality, yeah. Do you have enough gold?”

 “I’ve got some left. I’ll try to get enough to make new armor for all of us.” Lina replied enthusiastically before rushing out of the building, leaving Aegis alone with the silk. He placed another batch of long strands on the spinning wheels and paced around them. 

 “A weaving method that makes them magical instead of agility based…” Aegis said aloud as he considered how to do it. “Let’s try magic.” Aegis shrugged. “Enchant object!” Aegis cast on the spinning wheel, draining his mana by 5000. “Whoa. Expensive.” Aegis said with wide eyes as he saw his mana bar drop below half in an instant, but the result was that the spinning wheel began to give off a faint blue glow.

 While it was glowing he quickly began spinning the strands into fine silk threads. Unfortunately, the object enchantment didn’t last long, but Aegis was determined to try this method out fully, so he waited for his mana to regenerate and only spun it while the wheel was enchanted.

 He continued this all the way through the process of spinning, then weaving, making sure to enchant every tool he used along the way in the hopes that he was on the right track.

 When he finished the next patch of plain woven voidsilk, he set it down on the table anxiously, hesitant to check the item card and see if he’d succeeded. It had taken him so long to weave it in this way that Lina had long since returned with level 80 leather, and was waiting and watching him silently.

 “Did it work?” Lina asked him as she saw Aegis step back from his creation.

 “I don’t know. I’m too scared to look. I don’t really know how to do it otherwise, if this doesn’t do the trick.” Aegis turned away from the cloth. “You check it.” Aegis motioned her towards it with a head nod.

 “Me? Okay…” Lina hesitantly walked over to the table with the cloth on it and picked it up, checking the item card. “It has an option here for casting speed… is that what you were hoping for?” Lina asked.

 “YES!” Aegis pumped his fist in the air. “Nailed it. Who’s the master crafter? This guy.” Aegis pointed his thumbs at himself excitedly, causing Lina to giggle. 

 “I got this, it was the highest level leather for sale. It’s pretty good quality, mostly.” Lina said as she pulled out a few stacks of level 80 leather and placed it on the table nearby. Aegis walked over to inspect it to see the leather was from a creature called a basilisk, and had a dark gray appearance.

 “Perfect.” Aegis said while he inspected it. “I wanted to put off doing more crafting until we’d gotten the best materials possible, but I think our gear is a bit too outdated for our level.” Aegis said as he locked his fingers together and cracked them out. “This should be enough, combined with the pincers, to beef up our equipment for the rest of the Underrealm.”

 “Do you need anything else?” Lina asked him.

 “Yeah, just dyes, so it looks good. Gotta level Artistry too. Can you pick up some good colors for us?” Aegis asked her.

 “I’m on it!” She gave him a thumbs up before heading out of the tailoring hall again. Once she was gone, he eagerly got to work on the crafting. 

Aegis was careful and meticulous throughout the entire process. He travelled back and forth between the tailoring hall and the leatherworking all as needed for each craft. The first thing he worked on was a new set of Voidsilk cloth armor for Pyri. He skipped over the gloves though, given that she already had a high quality pair.

Once he’d finished that, he worked with his higher level tanning and leatherworking skills to treat the level 80 leather, then stitched together the leather using voidsilk threads, and added voidsilk to the inside of the armor as a liner in an attempt to strengthen it and add the voidsilk properties. He discovered that the key behind deciding what the armor type was went based on which type of material held the majority in the craft.

Using this knowledge he was able to make use of the extremely powerful properties of the tier 3 voidsilk in tandem with the level 80 leather, and bring out the most armor possible using his skills. In the process, he gained massive amounts of experience in all relevant skills due to him working with such high level materials.

 The hardest part of crafting the armor was making use of the Royal Mosmir pincers. He’d gathered just enough from them to craft two sets of armor for all of his party members - after that, he’d be out of them. They weren’t too hard to farm, but Aegis didn’t want to waste time going back down into the hive just to gather more pincers from an enemy on a two hour respawn time. Due to this, he took extra, special care in adding the pincers to the armor.

 He broke up the material into thin strips and used them as lining around the edges of the armor, giving each piece a hardened black outline of thick, melded chitinous material. He did it in such a way that the hardened chitin pieces wouldn’t impede mobility and accented the design. 

 Once the armor was finished and dyed to be dark blue and embroidered with yellow stars of Eirene, Aegis moved on to the weapons. These were much easier - he made use of the rest of the Ironwood and his highest quality mined and refined iron to forge all of the weapons. He discovered that using enchant object on his other tools as he worked the weapons was adding damage improvements to the end result of the crafts.

 When it came to remaking Pyri’s Ironwood staff, this time he added Voidreaver pincers, and carried out the entire process with wood carving tools infused with enchant object. It took a lot longer, but he gained plenty of enchanting experience and managed to make a very impressive staff that added spell damage and casting speed despite it being Ironwood and not Wildwood.

 Last but not least, Aegis moved on to forging himself a new iron shield. It still wasn’t mithral, but he knew his current armor wasn’t going to cut it if enemies kept getting stronger - especially given that slowly his damage reduction was getting lower with each gained level.

 He lined the inside of the shield with a mix of Ironwood and Voidsilk, the level 80 leather was used for the inside straps, then the best of the best iron he had left for the front. He added in a set of voidreaver pincers, and royal mosmir pincers, and thought about trying to add in the tendrils from the raid boss which had a psychic-resistance option, but due to his blacksmithing level he was only able to add two option-adding materials to his craft. 

 He worked through the night and into the morning, hammering away at the weapons and shield at his magnificent forge of Rene.

 Given the materials he was working with, he’d drawn quite an audience of curious players who were eager to learn from his technique. Aegis tried his best to pay no mind to them and not disrupt the other players who were working at the other forge’s crafting stations, but it wasn’t just the local audience interested in what he was doing. Once he'd finished with weaving the voidsilk he turned his stream back on and his viewership held steady at 75,000.

 He’d thought by now that it would’ve dropped back down to its average of 35,000 since the Hive adventure had finished, but it didn’t - it seemed to Aegis like quite a few of Feng’s viewers were sticking around to keep watching him. 

 Finally, nearly 24 hours after returning to Rene, Aegis moved on to the finishing touches on his shield. He carefully engraved a new star symbol in the front of the shield. Its shape was identical to his last shield with a teardrop shape, but it was a few centimeters larger. 

 Once he finished the last bit of etching, he blew on it to clean off the filings from the etching indentations and held his shield back away from his face to get a better look at it, the sun shining down from the afternoon sky and reflecting off of the smooth iron surface.

 “Looks good.” Aegis said proudly. He stood up from the crafting station to see a group of crafters looking behind him eagerly, and beyond them stood his party and Chax. Aegis walked around the onlookers who continued to stare oddly at Aegis. He wasn’t really sure how to talk to or address them, so he gave them a smile as he walked by. 

 “I bring gifts to you all.” Aegis said excitedly as he began fidgeting through his inventory. “First, for you, Chax.” Aegis handed out a roll of leftover voidsilk, the greatsword that had dropped from the hive boss, and everyones old sets of armor. “That should help settle up our debt with Tullan.”

 “Nice. Raw materials are much easier to sell, and this’ll be the first of its kind on the market. I love a sellers market. Not to mention your old gear... Your fans might want it just as a collectors item.” Chax rubbed his hands together. “If I play it right, this oughta clear up the debt with the Night Hunters in one fell swoop.” He added as he took the items from Aegis and added it to his inventory.

 “Next, a new set of robes and staff for our Wizard.” Aegis presented dark blue voidsilk robes, boots, and leggings to Pyri, followed by her new Ironwood staff. Aegis had added the voidpincer to the top of her staff, jutting out of it like a horn, and it maintained its purple glow.

 “Ooh, this looks like a neat, underrealm themed magic staff. Much better than that walking stick I had before.” Pyri took it excitedly and equipped it all. 

 “For Rakkan, a new set of weapons made with appropriate pincer incorporation. And some new leather armor.” Aegis handed over Rakkan’s new items one by one. “I left out the spear, though.”

 “Yeah, I got that spear from the Queen.” Rakkan nodded excitedly. “This stuff is crazy good.” He excitedly equipped the new set of dark blue leather armor.

 “For Darkshot, new armor and a quiver. And a new Ironwood bow infused with a drone pincer. My new crafting method of infusing tools, and the pincers, made it a lot stronger than your last bow. If we want to improve it, we’re going to need to find a high quality sinew from something in the underrealm.” Aegis explained.

 “I don’t know what a sinew is, but this stuff is sick.” Darkshot said as he equipped it all.

 “For Lina, new armor and daggers.” Aegis handed it to her. She took it all with a smile and quickly equipped it, looking down at herself to check it out. 

 “It’s perfect, thank you.” Lina smiled.

 “And of course, my own stuff.” Aegis proudly began equipping each new piece of armor one by one, inspecting it himself as he did. 





	
Name: Royal Iron Shield of the Voidreaver
Slot: Off-hand
Type: Shield
Armor: 2515
Quality: 61%
Durability: 500/500
Requirements: Level 55, 55+ Strength
Option 1: Increases Favor with Eirene while equipped by 250
Option 2: Increases Casting speed by 2.5% [Source: Voidsilk]
Option 3: Increases Damage and Healing from Spells by 75 [Source: Mosmir Voidreaver Pincer]
Description: A shield made of Iron, Ironwood, Voidsilk, Royal Mosmir Pincers, and Mosmir Voidreaver Pincers. Detailed with the star of Eirene. Crafted by Aegis.











	
Name: Royal Basilisk Leather Armor of the Voidreaver
Slot: Chest
Type: Leather Armor
Armor: 1764
Quality: 58%
Durability: 300/300
Requirements: Level 50
Option 1: Increases Favor with Eirene while equipped by 125
Option 2: Increases Casting speed by 2.5% [Source: Voidsilk]
Option 3: Increases Damage and Healing from Spells by 57 [Source: Mosmir Voidreaver Pincer]
Description: A leather chest piece made of Basilisk leather, Voidsilk, Royal Mosmir Pincers, and Mosmir Voidreaver Pincers. Crafted by Aegis








 The gloves, boots, and leggings all contributed an additional 2.5% casting speed each, bringing his total casting speed bonus up to 12.5%, meaning that Aegis’ heal could now be cast on himself in roughly 1.75s, down from 2s. It was the first thing he wanted to test out.

 “Heal.” Aegis cast on himself, and he was happy to see the cast finished much faster. “This voidsilk is amazing. I wove it all for now, but once the larvae are ready to catch I will figure out how to tame and raise them to make more.” Aegis explained to Chax.

 “If you manage that, you’ll make Rene rich.” Chax grinned from ear to ear at this idea. 

 “Those pincers, too, were really good.” Lina commented as she waved her daggers around in front of her.

 “They’re not enchanted yet, but I was taught how to mine Glasmium from Pakro’Vielle. That's the stuff that is used to craft enchanting orbs. The mining trainer in Pakro’Vielle said we’ll find it on the other side of the Red River, so once we get some, I’ll put enchants on our equipment.” Aegis explained and he got a few nods back. “Does anyone else need anything from Rene?” He looked over his party members once more.

 “Nope, not really. I got enough arrows.” Darkshot shrugged.

 “I got a nice relaxing sunbath, so I’m rejuvenated and ready for round two.” Pyri replied.

 “Same, I’m good to go.” Rakkan said.

 “Me too.” Lina joined in.

 “Alright.” Aegis spoke loudly, clapping his hands together enthusiastically. “And, you’re good now here with Savika?” He asked Chax.

 “Yeah, she’s not letting any more people in for free, and the Arallian’s seem willing to start working again.” Chax replied.

 “Good, let me know if anything changes. And tell Savika she’s free to make executive decisions if she needs to, she’s the Mayor after all.” Aegis added.

 “Got it.” Chax nodded back.

 “Ok.” Aegis looked to his party members once more, stopping on each of them briefly with his eyes before moving on to the next. Each and every one of them looked eager to test out their new equipment. “Fetch me my gryphon, and let us return to the Underrealm!” Aegis cheered over-enthusiastically.
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                Chapter 151: The Red River


“Are you sure we’re going the right way?” Darkshot asked as Aegis lead the others through the giant mushrooms of Reltrak Forest. They were deep into the wilderness now, far from any of the cavern walls. The light green fog that was usually settled above the mossy cavern floor was absent, however.

 “Yup, should be around here somewhere.” Aegis replied as he looked down at the Underrealm map. He was holding it in his hands while walking in front of the others, Snowflake strutting behind him while Rakkan and Lina flanked Aegis, curiously trying to peer at the map a bit themselves.

 “I would’ve thought the next location was at the edge of the forest cavern, not in the middle of it.” Pyri commented.

 “Same.” Rakkan nodded.

 “There, that’s the pillar of stone mentioned on the map. The path to the Red River should be there.” Aegis pointed out a stack of round dark stones that were stacked on top of each other in the form of a pillar. It looked simultaneously sturdy, and about ready to topple over at any given moment. Aegis and the others continued towards it, avoiding any Mosstrappers and Fishers that were lurking about, until they got close enough to see the large hole in the ground a few meters away from it.

 The moss on the cavern floor stopped growing a few centimeters away from the jagged edges of the hole, and a winding ramp went around the walls of the circular hole as it dropped straight down several meters. The hole itself was about 5 meters in diameter.

 As the party approached and walked around the hole to look down it from above, they all felt a wave of hot air rising up from it.

 “Oh yeah, that’s definitely the right way.” Darkshot pulled his head back to get out of the path of the wafting heat.

 “That’s where we’ve got to go.” Aegis rolled up the map and put it back into his inventory. “Ok, listen up. According to Oopik, this place has the strongest monsters in all of Kalmoore. We’re talking super high level enemies here.” Aegis explained to the others.

 “Should we really be going down there, then?” Rakkan asked worriedly.

 “According to this map, the only thing on our side of the Red River is the Reltrak Forest and Pakro’Vielle. The river cuts off this western section of Kalmoore’s underrealm from the rest of it. There are some really interesting looking locations to explore on the other side of the river, including the Dark Elf City.” Aegis replied as he alternated who he was talking to of his group, all of them listening intently.

 “I’m not so full of ourselves that I think we can fight the monsters in the river yet, but Luryala and her tribe were able to cross it safely, so I think we oughta be able to as well. The other option is we look for another entrance into the underrealm on the opposite side of the river, but that could take awhile.” Aegis explained. “It’s up to you guys, though. We’re a group, so this should be a group decision.” 

 “I mean, the path to the river is right here…” Pyri motioned to the hole with a shrug.

 “I’ll do what you want to do.” Lina smiled at Aegis.

 “I… think we should look for another way across. Dying in a magma river will mean our gear is toast. And we’ve got Darkwing and Snowflake with us.” Darkshot replied.

 “I…” Rakkan paused, looking between everyone. “I’ve watched some streamers do high level content… Above level 100, it seems like monsters become very deadly. If some high level enemy down there wants to kill us, it's going to kill us.” Rakkan crossed his arms. “It’d be safer to avoid the place for now, until we’re stronger.” Rakkan replied.

 “Hm, that leaves the deciding vote to you, Aegis.” Pyri said as all eyes turned on him. Aegis looked between his companions, considering all the facts. Pyri had a portal spell to help them escape if it got bad, Aegis had level 30 fire resistance, and they all just got very powerful equipment upgrades. It was just a river - how hard could it be to cross stealthily, if a tribe of weak and sick Dark Elves could do it?

“Alright, then I say we cross the river. Carefully.” Aegis decided. He got a pair of reluctant shrugs from Rakkan and Darkshot, but he had faith in his party members and himself. He briefly glanced at his viewership of 75,000 and took a deep breath before stepping forward onto the ramp leading down the hole. 

He descended first, and the others followed behind him. The deeper into the hole they went, the hotter it got, until they reached the bottom and saw it opened up into a small dome-shaped cavern with a wide tunnel leading forward. 

The group continued down the sloping tunnel as it curved around a bend, then another, and after a third bend they saw a bright red glow coming from the other end of the tunnel ahead of them as it began to open up. The heat intensified, and Aegis and the others felt droplets of sweat begin to form on their faces thanks to the simulation's immersion. 

“There it is…” Darkshot mumbled in an ominous tone. Darkwing lowered his head, while Snowflake had his beak open to help keep himself cool. 

“Let me go first with invisibility.” Pyri suggested as she moved to the front of the group. “I’ll make sure there’s nothing waiting for us around the entrance.” 

“Good idea.” Aegis nodded. Pyri tapped her own shoulder to cast greater invisibility on herself, vanishing from their sight as she walked forward. They could still hear and see her footsteps, but the sound was somewhat muffled by a deep low rumbling, bubbling sound coming from the bright red cavern ahead of them.

A few moments later Pyri returned and removed her invisibility spell, looking at the group with wide eyes.

“That is some river.” She shook her head. “When most people say river, you think, like, maybe a little bridge, and you can cross it. That thing is huge. Didn’t see any enemies though.” Pyri shrugged.

“Ok, good. I’ll go check it out and see if I can find a way across.” Aegis replied, motioning the others to hang back as this time he stepped forward, by himself. He took out his shield and walked cautiously towards the red glow.

With each step down the tunnel towards the red cavern ahead he felt the temperature rising higher and higher, until finally he reached the end of the tunnel and stepped out into the cavern.

In front of him was a small strip of land that grew out from the cavern walls on his left and right several meters until it dropped off a small ledge. Below that ledge was the Red River, aptly named. It was a thick, bright burning red river of flowing magma, bubbling up in spots, shooting up flickers and small pillars of flames at random locations all along its surface. 

The stone in this cavern was all dark black - all of it was obsidian on the ground and the lower walls, and most of the upper walls and roof were obsidian as well, with a few pockets of other dark gray stone mixed in. Looking across the river, it was at least roughly 20 meters to the other side, significantly further than Aegis was hoping. And the heat was intense, almost unbearable. Aegis felt himself dripping with sweat, and his stamina slowly began to drop on its own from a heat exhaustion debuff that appeared on his interface. 

The only positive was how well lit the cavern was. The river stretched down a curving cavern wide enough to contain the river and its shores in both directions. He couldn’t see far down the tunnel to the north, or the south, but the ceiling of the cavern was relatively high, about 15 meters up as well. He saw high ledges and walkways on the upper walls of the cavern on both sides of the river, and several tiny cavern entrances on the upper and lower ledges intermittently.

He couldn’t tell without checking manually if the caverns dotting the walls were natural, manmade, or creature made, and he felt an overwhelming desire to explore them. Luckily, he came to his senses when he reminded himself that the enemies in this area were extremely high level. But as he thought this, he spotted a snail on the wall on the opposite side of the river.

It was hard to see it at first, as its shell was black to match the obsidian around it, but it was the same level range as the snails in Reltrak Forest, giving Aegis the impression that it had just wandered in here accidentally. 

He continued to watch the snail for a few moments as it was slinking its way down the wall towards the lowest level of the cavern, opposite the river to Aegis. Just as it was about to get to the bottom, though, Aegis watched as suddenly a large red lizard shot its head out of the edge of the magma river and glared in the direction of the snail. The snail immediately froze in place while Aegis eyed the lizard-creature, barely visible. Above its head stood [Flame Salamander - Level 135].

It was hesitating, as if it wasn’t sure the snail was really a snail, and couldn’t decide if it wanted to bother hunting it. Sure enough though, the Salamander made up its mind and darted out of the magma river with incredible speed, making it across the few meters of land between the river and the cavern wall, while streaming out flames from its mouth at the snail like a flamethrower. 

Aegis couldn’t see the fire damage numbers, but the snail appeared to die from the attack instantly. It let go of the wall and it’s shell rolled down to the cavern floor where the Salamander quickly grabbed at the slug body and ripped it from the shell, then dragged it back towards the river in its mouth before disappearing back below the slow flowing magma. 

Aegis took a few steps backwards into the tunnel from whence he came and pondered while pulling out the map he had received, looking at the section on the red river more closely. He traced his finger along it to find the path suggested by the Plashrim’s to traverse it, though most of the map around the Red River was filled with warning signs. 

According to the map, there was a large obsidian bridge built at the edge of a ruined city, used by an ancient civilization to cross the river long before Kalmoore was risen up into the sky. If they were to travel north along the shore of the Red River for less than half a kilometer, they’d reach the bridge and be able to cross it and enter the ruined city, a presumably lower level area where they’d be able to continue on towards the Dark Elf city.

“Level 135…” Aegis said to himself out loud as he considered it. It was high level, and he wasn’t really sure if his party couldn’t handle it or not. Every time he’d received a warning on how hard something was, he managed to handle it regardless. Anything this game had thrown at him, he was able to figure out thus far. He was feeling confident in his own abilities. With that in mind, he turned around and rejoined his waiting party members.

“According to the map, if we travel along the river north a bit, there’s an obsidian bridge that’ll let us cross it. We could cross it right away with Snowflake, or maybe rope, but there’s no point if there isn’t a way out of the river’s cavern on the opposite side anyway. The bridge will lead to some ruins outside of the Red River which should be a lower level area, so if we can make it there it’ll be business as usual.” Aegis explained as he held the map out for everyone to see.

“Oh, a ruined city?” Rakkan looked excitedly at the map.

“You’re forgetting that the river is supposedly filled with really strong enemies, aren’t you?” Darkshot crossed his arms disapprovingly. 

“I saw one, it popped out of the river. Level 135 Salamander.” Aegis replied.

“135? That’s more than 40 levels higher than us.” Lina replied with apprehension in her voice. 

“As long as we stay away from the river, we should be able to avoid them. They weren’t elite, so if it gets bad I can always use challenging roar, then lead them away from the group and Pyri can portal everyone out.” Aegis explained.

“Okay.” Pyri replied back while pulling her lips in. 

“Remember, quiet and stealthy.” Aegis said to the others and they all gave him understanding nods, including Snowflake. With that, Aegis turned and made his way back towards the cavern of the Red River, his party members following behind him. 

When he got back to the cavern, he gave a moment for Lina, Rakkan, Darkshot, Darkwing and Snowflake to look over the river for the first time. He saw their eyes widen and their jaws drop, sweat dripping down their faces from the intense heat. They all had the same heat exhaustion debuff applied to them, and their stamina slowly began to drop.

“We oughta move quickly too, and eat some stamina food to keep it from getting too low.” Aegis whispered as he pulled out some kebabs and handed one out to everyone, including one for Darkwing and Snowflake. They bit into it without response, all of them tense and quiet. 

Aegis took the lead, making the first steps northward through the cavern. He was sure to stay as close to the cavern walls and as far from the river’s edge as possible. The obsidian was hard beneath their feet, with indentations and swirly markings on the floor and walls, giving the impression that it was recently dried over magma itself. 

Due to that, there wasn’t a loose stone in sight, nor was there any stalactites or stalagmites whatsoever. There was, however curiously, some plants growing intermittently along the edge of the river, and the base of the cavern walls.

The plants that Aegis began seeing along the cavern walls were growing out of a dark red stem that curled up the obsidian like a vine until ending in a bright glowing red flower with several layers of luminescent petals. In the center was a pyramid of tiny black balls that looked like berries. 

It took all of Aegis’ willpower to resist the urge to pick the berries out of the plant, but he did. He made a mental checklist of things he wanted to do in this cavern once they were higher level, and this was added to the top of the list.

Similarly, the plants growing at the edge of the river looked interesting, but were much less eye-catching. They resembled dark gray, thin ferns that grew nearly flat across the obsidian edges of the flowing magma. Some of their leaves hung low over the side of the ledge, dipping into the magma itself, but were completely unaffected by the heat and didn’t burn away. 

Aegis imagined they must have some fire resistance properties he could use in some elixirs, but again, resisted the temptation to approach the river and pick them. He knew he was one wrong step away from causing a Salamander head to poke out of the magma and blast him with its flamethrower breath attack like the snail. 

The further out they got from the tunnel they’d enter from, the more tension Aegis felt in the air. Every single one of his party members was on edge, glancing around at every single sign of movement around them - which was a lot, given that the magna river was continuously shooting up puffs of flames at random. Despite this, though, they all continued forward together in a tightly knit group, moving silently. That was until they all heard a loud, booming stomping sound coming from the tunnel behind them.

The moment they heard it, they all froze in place and looked back from where they’d come. Several loud thunderous booms followed, one after the next, like footsteps. The only good thing was that the sound was getting quieter. After listening for a bit, the sound faded, but not before the group saw ripples and small waves in the magma river coming from the direction of the stomps. 

Despite the thickness of the magma, and how wide the river was and how far away the stomps sounded, the party still was able to visibly see the resulting ripples from whatever it was that was apparently stomping around in the river some distance from them. With this in mind, they all nervously glanced between one another to view each other's reactions.

Aegis simply raised his eyebrows and widened his eyes, followed by a shrug, then motioned everyone to keep moving forward. They didn’t need to be told twice - everyone was now eager to get as far away from whatever caused the ripples in the river as possible. 

The next obstacle they encountered was nearly halfway through their journey to the bridge. They couldn’t see the bridge yet, due to the curving nature of the tunnel, but in the wall on their left side they spotted an opening. 

As they came up on it, Aegis held his hand out in front of the group to signal the group to stop. Not waiting to walk in front of the cave recklessly, he motioned at Rakkan and Rakkan nodded.

Rakkan silently waved his hands to create an echo of himself, then sent it forward to walk past the front of the cave while everyone else took a few steps back away from it. Once Rakkan’s echo was in front of the cavern they all held their breath and waited anxiously to see if something would come out of it and attack, but nothing happened. 

Just to be sure, he walked by it a few times, back and forth, but still nothing.

“One at a time.” Aegis whispered to the group and they all nodded back at him. Aegis went first, walking past the cave entrance carefully, quickly, and quietly. Nothing happened. Lina went next, then Snowflake, followed by Darkshot, Pyri, and lastly Rakkan.

They moved quickly beyond the cave, eager to get away from it despite nothing having happened in front of it.

“This place is really bad for Shadow Dancers.” Lina commented in a whisper to Aegis as they continued forward. Looking around, Aegis couldn’t help but agree. The bright light from the glowing red hot magma river made it so that there was hardly a shadow in sight, save for the one cast by their own bodies. 

“Don’t worry, we should be out of here soon. There, I think I see the bridge.” Aegis motioned around a bend in the tunnel ahead. Sure enough, it was slowly coming into view.

A large black stone bridge built from blocks of cut obsidian. The bridge had clearly seen better days, the railings and the pillars holding up the bridge were cracked, and some were broken and had chunks completely missing. It was clear the bridge had long since been abandoned, but it appeared it would still serve its purpose.

The bridge was big, even from a distance Aegis could tell it was roughly 6 meters wide and stood high above the magma river by about 5 meters. It was held up by large black obsidian pillars built on either end of the river, as well as several that settled down in the river itself, the magma flowing smoothly around them.

On the other side of the river the bridge continued into a large cavern, leading out of the Red River and into a new section of the underrealm. Aegis and his party unfortunately couldn’t see much beyond where the bridge led from their point of view, but seeing a way out of the Red River encouraged them to hasten their movement.

Covered in sweat, their stamina was continuously dropping and recovering thanks to the exhaustion debuff and Aegis’ kebab food buff on them. Snowflake seemed to be suffering the most.

“Hang in there lil guy, we’re almost out.” Aegis said encouragingly in a quiet whisper. Snowflake gave Aegis a knowing nod and quiet screech as Aegis ruffled the feathers on his head. pointing towards the bridge ahead of them.

“There’s a staircase to get up onto the bridge on our side of the river, over there.” Rakkan said as he pointed out a jagged, broken apart obsidian block staircase built into the cavern wall. The bridge on their side of the river continued into the cavern wall on their side as well, but wherever it had once led appeared to have been completely caved in - large chunks of black obsidian rubble could be seen collapsed chaotically across the surface of the bridge. The staircase was barely still accessible due to this.

Aegis took the lead again once they arrived at the base of the stairs and began descending up them. They were extremely steep, each step requiring very big leg movements to climb up, and some stairs were missing completely which meant Aegis had to use his hands to climb up.

The moment he touched the obsidian with his gloves to start climbing, he felt the immense heat emanating from it. It didn’t deal damage, but he felt an immediate urge to pull his hands away, as if he’d accidentally touched a hot stove-top. 

“Ah, shit. It’s hot as hell.” Aegis winced as he shook his hands, the pain fading 2 seconds later.

“We’re almost there, c’mon.” Darkshot urged Aegis forward. Aegis nodded and took a deep breath, then gritted his teeth as he grabbed the higher stairs and quickly pulled himself up, fighting through the burning sensation as he did until he managed to get up and all the way on top of the bridge.

One by one, each member of the party did the same, save for Snowflake who decided to fly up instead, but as Aegis watched Snowflake land barefoot on the obsidian bridge, he saw him wincing.

“Hang on.” Aegis said as he quickly went into his inventory.

“What are you doing?” Pyri asked him curiously.

“This obsidian bridge is really hot on bareskin, that means it's gonna be a pain for Snowflake.” Aegis said as he pulled out some left over basilisk leather scraps he’d brought for repairs. He quickly wrapped the leather around Snowflake’s front talons and back paws so he was no longer barefoot. “How’s that?” Aegis asked.

 Snowflake gave a playful nudge in Aegis’ stomach and let out a soft happy screech. 

 “Good, hang in there, the exit's just across this bridge.” Aegis motioned over the bridge to the large open tunnel opposite - the light from the Red River traveled a bit into the tunnel ahead of them, but not far enough to reveal anything of interest before it transitioned into pure darkness. “Final stretch guys. Easy does it, no loud noises or sudden movements and we’ll be home free.” Aegis said.

 “Don’t say stuff like that, that’s how you jinx these things.” Darkshot shook his head disapprovingly at Aegis. Aegis just smirked back while Lina and Rakkan giggled. Aegis took the lead again, making the first steps forward across the bridge.

 He held his shield up high, extremely on edge and glancing around continuously for anything suspicious. The moment they got on the portions of the bridge above the magma, the heat from below them rising up under the bridge got extremely intense, so much so that it felt difficult to even breathe.

 Still, nothing happened. So Aegis continued forward. The bridge was long as the river was wide, and they moved slowly. But when Aegis reached the center of the bridge, he and his party saw the silhouette of a humanoid figure appear out of the darkness of the tunnel on the other end of the bridge.

 The person approached with purpose, staring directly at them. He wore a white hooded cloak that was up over the top of his head, hiding his face. The cloak was bound by a golden string around his shoulders, holding it closed, but as the figure walked forward Aegis caught glimpses of white leather leggings and boots, and two dagger hilts on his waist.

 “Yo, Aegis.” The male figure waved jovially, speaking abnormally loud without any care for attracting enemies nearby. Aegis immediately stopped moving forward, as did his party members behind him. The figure continued to walk towards them.

 “Is that an NPC or a player?” Aegis asked in a whisper.

 “Can’t tell, he’s hiding his name and level with that cloak.” Lina replied as she grabbed the hilts of her dagger. 

 “I’m a player.” He replied cheerfully.

 “Good hearing. Bunny demihuman?” Rakkan suggested in a whisper.

 “Bingo.” He gave a playful thumbs up as he stopped walking forward. “I’d say you’re a hard person to track down, but, c’mon, we know that’s a lie.” He chuckled as he put his hands on his waist. 

 “What do you want? This isn’t really the best place to talk.” Aegis asked.

 “Oh, well I was just thinking, that stuff you just crafted with tier 3 voidsilk looked pretty interesting.” He replied as he pulled his daggers out of their hilts. Immediately Pyri materialized four cinderbolts, Rakkan created two echoes and drew his weapons, Lina drew her daggers, and Darkshot pulled out his longbow and nocked an arrow.

 “Even in Kalmoore, they exist. PKer.” Darkshot sighed nervously. 

 “It’s not just the gear...” He added. “I’ve got a bet with some buddies of mine…” He took a few more steps forward.

 “Most likely an Assassin class player. Be careful, they’re very fast. Daggers and wires are their main weapons.” Lina informed the group, ignoring his monologue. He was still a good 12 meters away from the party, but he carried about him a great aura of confidence. 

 “A bet with some buddies?” Aegis asked while cracking his neck, preparing for the fight. He took a moment to glance over the sides of the bridge to make sure no NPC enemies were drawn to their voices - luckily it remained peaceful in the magma river below.

 “Yeah, you see, they don’t believe I can take you all on by myself. I'm gonna prove otherwise.” He said before suddenly dashing forward towards Aegis with incredible speed.
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Before Aegis had time to even blink, the white cloaked individual had moved 12 meters and was right in front of his shield. 

 “You might want to brace this.” He said mockingly with a big mischievous grin. Up close, his facial features were somewhat visible. Aegis saw he looked young and handsome with tan skin and short blue hair, and curled down dark red bunny ears folded under the hood of his cloak.

 Aegis’ eyes went wide and he thrust his shield forward to brace the attack, and as if the player was waiting for this, he intentionally timed his attack to land in Aegis’ brace.




	You take 14,321 Piercing damage.
You take 5,310 Shadow damage.







 The moment the hit landed, Lina shot out a smoke bomb and several arrows flew out from Darkshot, while simultaneously cinderbolt shards warped around Aegis. The player dashed backwards quickly and dodged everything with ease.

 “Whoa ho ho! I didn’t oneshot you! Nice, you’re really tanky for a level 90 in leather. Voidsilk inlay?” He asked once he’d gotten clear from the others' attacks, he then began clapping mockingly. “The shadow dancers gotta go first, though. Some of those skills, tsk, really a pain.” He shook his head to himself.

 Aegis was in disbelief at how fast this player moved and how much damage he dealt - it was clear this player was likely level 150. The gear he was using was incredibly good as well, enchanted with shadow damage. He began casting heal on himself in a panic, and in that time, the assassin player dashed forward again.

 “Smoke bomb!” Lina cast on herself, as the assassin was apparently going for her, but he suddenly stopped mid-dash a few meters away and threw out from his hands a dozen daggers into the air, all connected to his fingertips with thin wires. He then waved them around and redirected them around Aegis to send them like arrows down at Aegis’ companions.

 There were too many to use guard, and Aegis knew if he took more than two of them he was dead. Things were going completely out of Aegis’ control, extremely fast.

 “I’m fine!” Lina shouted at Aegis as he saw she’d shadowstepped well out of range of the daggers. Snowflake screeched angrily and moved defensively in front of Aegis, spreading his wings as if to protect him, while Darkshot jumped backwards as well, and Rakkan sent his echoes forward while preparing to parry the daggers. Pyri, however, immediately broke apart her cinderbolts and sent them up as 12 shards to intercept each of the daggers, preparing to deflect them from their intended trajectories.

 All while this was happening, for a brief second, Aegis and his party became too focused on the thrown daggers, and stopped watching the Assassin himself. 

 In an instant, he abandoned the thrown dagger skill and the wires, letting them all drop to the ground weightlessly, and instead launched himself forward with incredible speed, plunging his daggers into Rakkan before anyone had noticed, killing him instantly.

 “Oops, I lied, I went for the orc first.” He said mockingly as Rakkan’s body, and his echoes all disintegrated into thin air, the spear from the Mosmir queen and a pouch of gold falling to the ground.

 As the assassin leaned down to pick up the spear, Lina threw a smoke bomb at him and shadowstepped into it. Aegis saw several red numbers appear from within the smoke, matching Lina’s normal damage.

 “Ah, man, see…” He complained from within the smoke. “Shadow dancers are so annoying.” He added, before a huge red number flew up from within the smoke, and Lina’s health hit 0. “Too bad for her, I’ve got a ring of visibility. Smoke doesn't work!” He cheered while showing off a gold ring on his right hand. 

 The smoke immediately dissipated, and so did Lina as she was forced to log out. Her basilisk leather boots and gloves, and a pouch of gold all fell to the ground beside Rakkan’s spear.

 “There we go, the two players who have PvP experience are gone. As for you three, yikes.” He turned to them and leaned his head back, shaking it again. “I mean, come on, not even a bless is out yet? Where’s the pinning shots?” He said mockingly to Darkshot and Aegis. “Did you think this was a PvE only game? This is a bit embarrassing.” He laughed. 

 “You’re really tough, picking on players lower level than you.” Darkshot shouted back at him angrily. Aegis could tell just from how Darkshot was speaking that he was shook, his adrenaline was pumping and he was on edge.

 “Hey, you wandered into a high-end leveling area, you gotta expect that there are some high level players here. It’s your fault really, when you think about it.” He shrugged. “Don’t worry, I’m not a monster, I’ll leave the pigeon alone.” He said with another smirk under his hood before he dashed forward at Darkshot.

 This time, though, Aegis was ready. He wasn’t afraid, or intimidated - he was pissed. He appeared just in time in front of Darkshot to block the strike, taking another massive chunk of damage, but was able to brace it despite his speed.

 “Oooh, that’s a scary face for an Eirene priest.” He laughed as he moved to strike at Aegis a second time, but this time his daggers were stopped by a burst of cinders. Pyri, too, was glaring at him angrily.

 “Sorry, I got caught off guard.” Pyri said as she took a deep breath. She then waved her bolts around and sent them after the Assassin and he attempted to dash away from Aegis and Darkshot to get some distance. Despite his best efforts, though, he wasn’t able to shake Pyri’s cinderbolts, she kept them on him and was continuously dealing fire damage.

 “Ah, shit. Damn Aegis.” The assassin sighed, giving up trying to get away from her four cinderbolts and just accepting the slow burning damage they were dealing to him as she pressed them on his chest and legs. “Your wizard's got some sick spell control.” He said as he spun his daggers around in his hands, then dashed forward at her and attempted to strike her.

 To his surprise, she broke up one of her bolts and used it to catch his dagger and redirect its momentum with the cinders downward. When he struck out at her with his other dagger, she did the same thing but this time upwards, throwing him off balance and causing him to stumble forward. She hopped backwards to allow him to stumble without bumping into her, and while he was stumbling, Aegis cast heals on himself to get back full, and Darkshot released an arrow.

 “Pinning shot.” Darkshot shouted angrily. Due to him being off balance, he couldn’t dodge or deflect it, and the arrow hit his leg. It immediately shot out several binding vines into the obsidian bridge below him. Once bound, Snowflake charged forward with his beak, ready to snap at him.

 “No!” Aegis shouted, intercepting Snowflake and stopping him from charging. “Stay back, don’t go near this guy, he’s too dangerous.” Aegis instructed Snowflake, who let out an angry squawk in response to this. 

“Tch. I hate wizards.” He complained as he frantically cut at the vines to break himself free, just in time to dodge a ranger’s mark skill from Darkshot that instead imprinted itself on the bridge as the assassin leapt backward. “Ok, ok.” He raised his hands up in surrender. “You’re a bit better than I thought, even at this level. 3 on one is a bit much, especially with mrs. cinders over here.” He gestured to the cinderbolts on him, dealing repeated puffs of 400 fire damage. 

He then, very quickly, dashed to Lina and Rakkan’s items and grabbed up their coin pouches.

“The crafts aren’t that great anyway.” He sighed while lightly kicking Lina’s boots away. “I’ll have to come back after you’ve gathered better leather.” he added with a smug grin.

“That’s not yours!” Darkshot shouted angrily, firing several more arrows, but this time the assassin easily deflected them with his daggers. 

“It is now.” He chuckled as he added their gold to his inventory, then with another quick dashing movement, ran beyond Aegis, Pyri and Darkshot back to the side of the bridge he’d come from, getting nearly 12 meters away from them in just a second. 

“You’re an idiot if you think you’re getting away.” Pyri growled at him angrily as she paced forward towards the assassin, maintaining her cinderbolts on him.

“Sheesh. Angry bunch.” He shook his head. “It’s not like you can stop me.” He said before attempting to dash further away.

“Guard!” Aegis created a shield projection in front of the assassin's path, causing him to slam into it and be dazed by the impact for a moment - he was not expecting a solid wall to suddenly appear in front of him. In the time he was dazed, Darkshot fired another pinning shot and locked him in place.

“Ah, tch. Man. Annoying. You know that’s not going to work.” He sighed angrily as he started cutting at the vines of the pinning shot, but as he did, Darkshot fired several more.

“It’ll work if I do it like this.” Darkshot sneered at him. After a few, he stopped trying to cut them.

“Ok, ok. I underestimated you guys. I might actually die here.” He sucked his teeth, but Aegis could tell this player wasn’t nervous at all despite his words. He was permanently rooted in place and taking a constant barrage of flame damage from Pyri, which meant he only had one course of action. 

It was the first time Aegis had been in a PvP match, but he was slowly grasping how things went. He knew the Assassin would be trying his dagger volley attack again, before he’d even done it. He watched in anticipation as the Assasin flung 12 daggers into the air, all linked to his fingers through wires. He then used the wires to control their trajectory.

Wait - Aegis remembered the last time he’d done this it was a distraction. Aegis stopped himself from following the daggers flying through the air with his eyes, on a hunch that he was using the same trick twice, and he’d guessed correctly.

Aegis looked down while Pyri split off her cinderbolts to intercept the volley and saw the assassin abandon the wires and pull something out of his inventory, flinging it at Darkshot. Aegis quickly dashed in front of Darkshot at the last second to block it with his shield, expecting damage.

There was no damage, however, just the shattering of glass from the item that impacted the front of his shield. Aegis saw across the bridge the Assassin grew a big smile over his face.

“Checkmate!” He said joyously. In that time, Aegis saw himself suddenly affected by a debuff, [Moderate Magma Elemental Lure], with a duration of one hour. The moment the debuff appeared, the magma river began to rumble and roar. “That means I lost the bet on beating you guys alone, but, you know.” He shrugged. “You really should be more careful in high level areas.” 

“Shit.” Aegis shouted anxiously as he glanced around over the sides of the bridge. Rising up from various spots in the river were large blobs of Magma that slowly took humanoid forms, with fingers and arms of magma extending out of the surface of the river.

“Yup, Shit is right.” He chuckled. “You might want to sort that out instead of hunting me down.” He added as he began cutting at the vines furiously. Darkshot stopped firing pinning shots at him to stare off the edge of the bridge with his jaw dropped.

Pyri attempted to keep her bolts on him a bit longer, but with no concept for how much health he had, she wasn’t sure if he was almost dead or not. As the Assassin player began dashing away again, leaving for the tunnel from once he came, Pyri decided against chasing him and pulled her cinderbolts back.

“He’s gone.” Pyri announced once she saw him disappear into the darkness.

“What’re we doing Aegis?” Darkshot asked as the magma elementals began to finish their rise out of the river and climb up the sides of the bridge. [Magma Elemental - Level ??] sat above their heads.

Aegis took a deep breath, he had to remain calm and think logically, else make a complete fool of himself. He was painfully aware of the viewership climbing to 90,000, watching as him and his party were mocked and taken out by a single player. But as he thought this, he reminded himself that he didn’t really actually care what they thought. What he cared about most was…

“Darkshot, get on Snowflake and fly out of here with Pyri and Darkwing. Take Lina and Rakkan’s items.” Aegis instructed him and Darkshot nodded, quickly dashing towards the items on the bridge and adding them to his inventory. 

“What’re you doing?” Pyri asked him, but before answering with words, he started unequipping his items and throwing them to Darkshot as well, including a bunch of kebabs and other items he had, until he was only wearing his plain cloth.

“The lure’s on me, I’ll lure them away. Just fly back out of the tunnel to Reltrak Forest for now.” Aegis instructed them before running across the bridge in the same direction the assassin had run. 

“Ok.” Pyri nodded. Darkshot added Aegis’ items to his inventory as well before running to Snowflake and climbing on his back. 

“Come on Snowflake, time to go.” Darkshot grabbed his reins and tried to tug him off the bridge as the hands of several magma elementals, made purely of searing hot magma, grabbed onto the sides of the obsidian bridge. Snowflake didn’t listen, though. Snowflake continued to stay in place, staring worriedly at Aegis as he ran off across the bridge.

Snowflake let out a longing, worried squawk as he saw the Magma Elementals slowly overtake the bridge in front of them. 

“Come ON!” Darkshot yanked the reins more forcefully, but Snowflake only took a few steps back, still resisting.

“Fly.” Pyri cast on herself, levitating up off of the bridge. “What’s the problem?” Pyri asked Darkshot as she watched him struggle to control Snowflake. Aegis was becoming harder and harder to see as waves of heat rose up from all around the bridge, making their vision of the surrounding area hazy. 

“I don’t know, he’s not listening. Aegis, your gryphon’s not listening!” Darkshot shouted out to Aegis across the bridge, but Darkshot’s voice wasn’t audible to Aegis due to the loud growling and rumbling of the elementals. Their heads broke up over the top of the bridge, revealing dark red glowing stones for eyes and a black void of a mouth, visible between lips and teeth made of magma and sharp glowing red stones. They had no necks, their heads were like blobs on their muscular shaped magma shoulders. 

Darkshot gave Snowflake’s reins another yank from panic upon seeing their faces, and this time, Snowflake ran forward towards Aegis against Darkshot’s instructions. Simultaneously, Snowflake’s name changed. [Snowflake(Elite) - Level 83].

“Seriously?! Worst fucking timing!” Darkshot shouted angrily as he desperately tried to hold onto the reins of the charging gryphon. Against its own self interests, Snowflake was desperate to somehow try to rescue Aegis from this hopeless situation. “AEGIS!” Darkshot shouted at the top of his lungs as Snowflake narrowly ran around a set of magma fingers crashing down over top of the bridge. 

The elementals were huge, nearly five times the size of a normal person's hand splashing droplets of magma across the bridge from the impact of the fingers slapping on the obsidian.

This time, Aegis heard him and turned back, now standing on the other end of the bridge. Snowflake was barreling towards him, and Aegis saw the Elite over his head. He understood the logic behind the gryphons actions, he knew instructions and logic would no longer make Snowflake listen. He also knew he was not going to survive while naked against these high level enemies.

“Tell him I’ll be fine, I’ll respawn. Get him out of here!” Aegis shouted.

“He’s not listening, he’s determined to save you!” Darkshot shouted.

“There’s no time…” Aegis mumbled worriedly as he glanced around, sweating profusely from the heat as three magma elementals peered over the bridge and glared at him. Simultaneously all of them began to glow from inside their mouths as balls of magma began to form in front of their faces. “They have ranged attacks. There’s no way to get out of here with this lure on me without killing Snowflake.” Aegis mumbled to himself anxiously, but even with this knowledge, he knew he wouldn’t be able to talk Snowflake out of coming towards him with Darkshot on his back.

With this in mind, Aegis decided not to dodge. Snowflake couldn’t try to save him if he was dead, he thought.

“Don’t let my gryphon die.” Aegis shouted at Darkshot before three magma bolts shot out of the mouths of the nearby elementals, dealing each 50,000 damage and killing Aegis instantly. 

The moment it happened, Snowflake slowed his forward charge and let out a horrendous screech at Aegis’ disintegrating body.

“He will be back. He’s an otherworlder, okay? But you aren’t. If you want to see him again we gotta get outta here!” Darkshot tugged at the reins again as hard as he could. Snowflake still resisted, while several of the magma elementals lost interest in the bridge now that the lure holder was dead. The one closest to Darkshot and Snowflake, however, did not lose interest and turned its eyes on them. 

“COME ON!” Darkshot yelled angrily as he yanked with all his might. Snowflake gave a few more angry squawks in response before finally relenting. He turned around and spread his wings, flapping them furiously as he lifted up off of the bridge and took off back down the cavern from which they came.

It wasn’t quick enough, however, and the elemental who was watching them turned its head to follow the flight path of Snowflake while it remained hanging off the side of the bridge, its body extending out of the river below with no legs. It's mouth began glowing, and a ball of magma formed in front of it before shooting out at Darkshot and Snowflake’s back with incredible speed.

Pyri moved her cinderbolts into its path and tried to redirect it, but the cinderbolts had no effect and were swallowed up by the magma bolt as it continued to fly through the air towards the others.

“Tch.” Pyri sighed as she saw no other option to protect Snowflake, Darkshot, and Darkwing, and used her fly spell to position herself in between the magma ball and them. She blocked it with her body, but took her full health in damage as a result, killing her.

Darkshot heard the impact, looked back and saw her body disintegrating. From her body fell a coin pouch, but luckily nothing else. He then looked at his party interface to see him now the only member still alive.

“Go, flap!” Darkshot shouted at Snowflake, flicking the reins. Luckily, now that Snowflake was elite, he knew better than to listen to any maneuver instructions that Darkshot was accidentally giving him, and flew straight ahead with focus and determination.

Darkwing cooed anxiously while glancing backwards at the magma elemental, and much to Darkshot’s dismay as he glanced back as well, the elemental that had shot at them had dropped into the river and was now chasing after them with incredible speed. 

Without legs, its body extended out of the river and was surfing along the surface of it, leaning forward and moving against the flow of the magma. It let out an angry roar as it pursued, leaving a ripple of waves behind it. Despite Snowflake’s fast flying speed, it was gaining on them. 

 “You’re not killing this gryphon.” Darkshot said to himself with determination, gritting his teeth and preparing for the inevitable attacks from the elemental that were to come.
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“What happened?” Eli asked as he watched Jillian’s Simbox open up.

 “One of the elementals shot at Derrick and Snowflake. I couldn’t stop it with cinderbolts, so…” She shrugged.

 “Damn.” Eli leaned his head back, frustrated. He hit his wrist implant to bring up his contacts list on his phone where it showed Derrick was still within a Simbox simulation. “Should be okay, though. I hope.” Eli said after closing the interface and pacing and the room.

 “Are you okay?” Jillian asked him, seeing him all worked up.

 “Huh? Me? Yeah…” Eli replied as he stopped pacing and took a deep breath. His adrenaline was slowly settling down from the fight. “Guess we’ll just have to wait 6 hours to see if he made it out with our birds.” Aegis relented, calming down a bit. 

 “Was that your first time in a player versus player fight?” Jillian asked as she moved to the kitchen and started rattling dishes around.

 “No… well, I guess. I got into a fight with some of the guys from school. Then, with Rakkan… but none of it felt serious like that. He was just toying with us, wasn’t he?” Eli asked as he followed her, standing in the doorway of the kitchen and watching as she began preparing food.

 “Yeah, a bit. High level players picking on low levels are always like that, big headed. I could’ve taken him, though. Wasn’t expecting the lure baiting attack.” She paused as she put her hand on her chin for a moment. “Suppose I need to learn a bit about PvP in this game.”

 “You PvPed in other games before though, right?” Eli asked her.

 “Yup.” She smiled back before pulling some vegetables out of the fridge and beginning to cut them on a cutting board. “Every game is different though. Different skills, effects, abilities, items, classes, tactics… this game is a lot more involved and in depth than others.” Jillian explained. 

 “Right. I guess I’ve been so focused on discovering materials and catching up in level, I haven’t taken the time to figure out anything about the PvP side. The only thing I know is that battlemasters are popular.” Eli shrugged. 

 “We did just discover the best cloth crafting material in the game... So I imagine, even in Kalmoore, that guy won’t be the last that comes after us.” Jillian replied as she filled water into a pot from the kitchen tap.

 “What can we do about it, though?” Eli asked her as he moved into the kitchen to help her prepare the meal.

 “Well… There’s only one thing to do when you need to learn more about something. The thing you’re best at.” Jillian winked at him.

 “Study?”

 “Study.” She nodded. “Go shower, I’ll cook, we’ll eat, then we hop in an office simulation. We’ve got 6 hours, or 24-hours in simulation time to learn all the things we can about PvP tactics and other class skills.” Jillian said.

 “Ok.” Eli nodded back as he turned to head for the bathroom. “Just gotta hope Darkshot can last that long.” He mumbled to himself worriedly. 



 The magma elemental was gaining on Darkshot and Snowflake at an incredible rate. Darkshot was only grateful that the rolling ripples of magma coming out from it as it surfed against the current was not attracting the attention of any other enemies.

 He left the flying and steering to Snowflake, jerking his head back to keep an eye on the creatures movement - Darkwing was facing backwards as well and repeatedly cooing from his shoulder in panic.

 “Pinning shot!” He tried, firing an obsidian arrow from his bow backwards at the pursuing elemental. It hit, the vines attempted to shoot outwards, but burned away before doing anything at all. “Was worth a shot.” Darkshot shook his head to himself. A moment later, he witnessed the creature's mouth begin to glow as it prepared to fire another magma bolt at them while moving.

 “Uh, Snowflake. You can understand me, right? Dodge when I say, he’s about to shoot us.” Darkshot tried talking to the beast, and got no response. A second later, the bolt of magma shot out at them. “NOW!” He shouted.

 Very quickly, with a bend of the wings, Snowflake curved to the left, just barely avoiding the bolt of magma as it soared past them on the right. The heat from the bolt, just from being near them, was painful - worse than when they had to touch the obsidian bridge. 

 Having missed, the magma elemental let out a ferocious roar and sped up. Darkshot knew they were making good time, the tunnel leading back to Reltrak Forest had to be just around another bend, but in that time, the magma elemental caught up, surfing beside them in the river. 

Snowflake was quick to veer right, as far from the elemental as he could get without clipping his wings into the obsidian cavern walls. A second later, the elemental reached out his arm and swung it out at Snowflake. The size of its molten fingers were huge.

“WATCH IT!” Darkshot shouted, yanking Snowflake’s reins. Snowflake threw up his wings like breaks, pulling himself to a screeching halt at the last second, causing the magma elemental’s hand to swing wide in front of them, just barely missing. Tiny droplets of magma splattered off of the fist as it crashed into the obsidian cavern floor next to the river, below Darkshot and Snowflake.

The stopping action killed all of their momentum and they briefly dropped out of the air before Snowflake was able to flap his wings and get them in motion again. In that time, the magma elemental’s surfing movement forced it forward, causing it to get ahead of them.

“Shit. Think.” Darkshot panicked as he watched the Magma elemental come to a halt. As it did, it stopped surfing atop the river and sludged the lower half of its molten body onto the obsidian shore in front of them, blocking the way to where Darkshot could now see the tunnel leading to Reltrak Forest was.

“Fly around it and keep going, the thing has got to leash soon, it won’t chase us forever!” Darkshot shouted, and Snowflake squawked in acknowledgement. Snowflake swerved wide to the left, over the top of the molten river. The heat wafting up from it, despite them being a good 12 meters above the magma, was intense. The air was barely breathable, and Darkshot found himself coughing as he inhaled it while Snowflake held his breath and swerved around the elemental. 

The elemental wasn’t going to take this sitting down and followed them with his eyes as they maneuvered around him. He lifted up his left hand and swatted it out at them. Snowflake made sure to fly wider than he needed to, out of the reach of the elemental’s fingers as they swung through the air at them. It was close, but they managed to avoid it, then continued above the river a few meters to the unexplored southern side of the tunnel. 

On land, the elemental was slow, and its first course of action was to sludge itself back into the river to give chase, which gave Snowflake and Darkshot plenty of time to fly forward ahead of it, further into the southern tunnel and get back over the obsidian shore, rather than flying above the magma river.

The moment they had returned to soaring above the obsidian, Snowflake gasped for air and Darkshot was able to breath much easier. As they flew around a bend in the cavern, they lost sight of the magma elemental behind them momentarily.

“Good, we should be okay now, I doubt he’ll catch back up to us.” Darkshot said with his head turned backwards, watching the magma elemental disappear from his view around the corner of the cavern. The last glimpse he saw of it, it still hadn’t gotten back into the river yet.

But as he did this, suddenly and abruptly, Snowflake did his breaking maneuver again, nearly sending Darkshot flying off of the front - luckily he was fastened in with his feet in the stirrups. He faced forward and adjusted himself to see why Snowflake had stopped as quickly as he did while he heard an anxious coo from Darkwing on his shoulder.

Looking forward, standing in the middle of the River while towering up to the ceiling of the huge cavern was a gigantic molten rocky humanoid creature. His body was covered in plates of alternating red stone and blackstone, with the cracks between them filled with white hot flowing magna. His waist and fists were below the magma, as if he was bathing in it, and his eyes locked onto them immediately. Above his head stood [Fire Giant(Elite) - ??].

“Uh… shit.” Darkshot’s eyes went wide. The creature let out a horrendous, deafening roar of fury that shook the very cavern around them, and as it did, Darkshot pulled the reins to steer Snowflake away.

“Back, to the tunnel. We’ve got to get the fuck out of there!” Darkshot shouted. Snowflake veered to the left and quickly began turning, and in that time, the Giant scooped up a handful of the magma river and flung it at them. “DODGE!” Darkshot yanked the reins to the left to help Snowflake know where to fly - he was already facing away from the flung magma by the time it was in the air.

Snowflake obediently maneuvered in the direction Darkshot instructed him, just barely avoiding the droplets, but simultaneously the giant began stomping forward towards them, causing the cavern to shake with each thunderous booming stomp - the river filled with massive ripples and waves due to his leg movements.

Once turned around, Snowflake flew ferociously back towards where the elemental was, and sure enough, it hadn’t leashed yet. Rather, it just got back into the magma and was preparing to pursue them. Instead, though, upon seeing them, its mouth began glowing red and it prepared to shoot another magma bolt. 

“Multishot!” Darkshot fired an arrow out at the elemental. The arrow split into 15 and he redirected them all at the elemental. He hoped to help by somehow obscuring the elementals vision or interrupting the shot as all 15 obsidian tipped arrows pierced into its magma body. 

Nothing of the sort happened - the magma bolt fired as normal. Snowflake dove downwards underneath it as it just skipped over top of them. Darkshot could’ve sworn it melted his hair away as it did. The giant was incredibly fast, the steps it was taking to pursue them were huge, and it was gaining on them.

“The tunnel is there, to the left of the elemental!” Darkshot pointed it out, the tunnel of safety leading them back into the Reltrak Forest. Snowflake continued with his downward momentum and landed on the obsidian floor of the cavern, running as fast as he could towards the tunnel entrance as Darkshot turned backwards and saw the giant reach the magma elemental and kick into his body as if he was just another part of the river. The ripples from the giant’s movement in the river caused the torso of the magma elemental to shift and flow backwards with the current, and Darkshot saw that the giant was eying the tunnel.

Due to being Elite, the Giant could tell where they were trying to go to escape him. It was predicting their movement, and its reach was great enough that it would be able to hit it before Snowflake could reach it. 

Darkshot saw it and had to make a choice - chance running through and beating out the speed of the giants swinging fist? The giant lifted its hand back and was swinging it down at the cavern exit, the size of its arm and the force of the attack was so large and powerful that it was changing the air pressure around them.

“No, we won’t make it. STOP!” Darkshot yanked Snowflake’s reins and got him to grind to a halt at the very last second as the giant’s fist crashed down on the tunnel entrance, breaking the obsidian around it and causing it to cave in while magma spewed out from the plates on the creature's skin.

Darkshot looked on in horror as he saw the only safe exit of the tunnel get destroyed right in front of him, but he didn’t have time to stare idly - to his right, in the river, stood two ?? level enemies that were staring intensely at him, preparing to strike again.

“Another tunnel, over there!” Darkshot pointed behind them and veered Snowflake away from the giant’s fists, back down the southern tunnel from where they’d just flown. Up off the cavern floor, a few meters from the ground level and carved out into the wall was another dark narrow tunnel leading out of the main cavern.

Darkshot didn’t know what was in that tunnel, but he had to take a chance, as he could tell Snowflake was nearing his limit on stamina and was panting heavily - they weren’t going to be able to keep outrunning these two enemies in this heat much longer. 

Snowflake mustered the last of his strength and flapped his wings furiously, ascending up into the air to the height needed to reach the tunnel. When he got to it, he clamored at the entrance with his talons and pulled himself inside just in time to avoid another magma flinging attack from the giant, a blob of the molten hot liquid splashed over the entrance of the cavern as Snowflake crawled inside.

It was dark inside, but the light from the river illuminated the interior enough that Darkshot could make out the shape. It was a small dome-shaped obsidian cavern, and on the far side of it slept a small red lizard-like beast, curled up in its own long tail that had a faint red glow on it. 

The moment they saw it, Snowflake stopped moving forward, gasping for air as he lowered his head into a prowl. Simultaneously, their presence awoke the beast from its slumber. It rose its head up as its glowing tail suddenly ignited into a small flame. Its large reptilian eyes blinked sideways at them as its forked tongue wiggled out of its mouth. [Flame Salamander - Level 133] stood above its head.

There was no other way out of the tunnel, and as Darkshot turned around he saw the Fire giant staring into the cave. The giant let out a ferocious roar into the cavern at them, shaking it violently and forcing Darkshot to throw his hands over his ears to try to block the sound.

“Fuck.” Darkshot shouted angrily as he hopped off of Snowflake’s back, watching as the Salamander on the other side of the cavern began to prowl along the wall opposite them, eyes locked on. “We’re not getting back outside as long as that giant is out there.” Darkshot said as he took a deep breath and nocked an arrow in his bow, double checking to see that Snowflake still looked terribly exhausted. “It’s him or us.” Darkshot said to himself anxiously. 

The creature suddenly darted forward across the dark obsidian cavern floor towards them - it was aiming at Snowflake until Darkshot released his first arrow at it.

“Pinning shot!” Darkshot cast. The moment it hit, vines shot out into the ground and bound it in place. He was relieved to see that it wasn’t immune to the effect, but unlike previous non-elite mobs that they’d encountered that just accepted being pinned, the Salamander immediately looked down at the vines and started ripping and cutting at them. The debuff would’ve lasted 8 seconds, but the Salamander broke itself free within 2 and went back into its forward charge right away, swaying its body and tail back and forth as it scurried forward, low to the ground and hissing.

“Pinning shot!” Darkshot quickly shot again while Snowflake took a few steps back, lowering his head as if preparing to lunge forward. “One hit from that thing will definitely kill us.” Darkshot said as he held a hand out in front of Snowflake to gesture him to stop. Snowflake looked at Darkshot’s hand hesitantly before turning and growling at the Salamander.

This time, as the Salamander tried ripping through the vines, Darkshot used the time to pelt it with arrows. He was dealing high amounts of damage thanks to his bow and arrows - each hit dealing roughly 6,000 piercing damage, but he knew the enemy likely had several hundred thousand health, minimum. 

He wove in pinning shots with his normal attacks every three seconds to keep it bound in place, but he saw the Salamandar losing its patience. After the fifth pinning shot it growled at him and reared its head up, puffing flames out of its mouth. 

“Fireball? Shit.” Darkshot said out loud as he saw it. “Go sit on Snowflake.” Darkshot ordered Darkwing, and he cooed fearfully while complying, fluttering from his shoulders onto Snowflake’s saddle.

The Salamander opened its mouth while the flame on its tail suddenly exploded upwards. A moment later, a stream of flames shot out of its mouth at Darkshot like a flamethrower. Initially, Darkshot was expecting to just have to jump to the side to avoid it, and did exactly that. But, the flames kept spewing out, and the Salamander quickly turned its head to follow him.

“Fuck me!” Darkshot shouted as he stumbled out of his dash, struggling to carry his momentum and keeping moving forward. The blazing hot flames trailed behind him, singing the back of his armor and crashing into the wall of the cavern near him as he sprinted with everything he had to stay ahead of it. 

After 5 long seconds, the Flamethrower ended, and the flames on it’s tail went small again. In turn, however, the pinning shot had worn off and it broke into a forward sprint towards Darkshot with its tongue wriggling excitedly out of its mouth.

“Ah, shit, Pinning Shot!” Darkshot shot an arrow at the last moment, releasing it to stop the charge as the Salamander was just a mere meter away.

This was close enough for it to lash out with its tail despite it being bound, and it did exactly that. It spun so that its hindlegs were closest to Darkshot, then whipped its tail forward at him as the flame exploded in his face.




	You take 9,230 Fire damage.






 It didn’t hit him directly, only grazed him, and his health dropped below half. Another hit, and he was gone - he didn’t have the same health or defense or resistances as Aegis. But he did have the pain threshold on. It hurt, a lot - he felt as if his entire body was on fire for the following two seconds and shouted out angrily in pain as he rolled backwards away from the Salamander.

 In the time it took him to recover from the pain, the Salamander got to work on the bindings, ripping at them and breaking free.

 Barely in time, Darkshot stood upright again and fired another arrow at it before it lunged forward and bit him.

 “Pinning shot!” Darkshot shouted desperately, hitting it a meter away again, but this time knew what to expect and quickly jumped backwards.

 With distance between them now, he took stock of his resources. His stamina was getting low - he still had the kebab buff, but also the heat exhaustion debuff. His health was low and he had very little regeneration. His mana was getting close to half from the repeated pinning shots. He looked to see Darkwing and Snowflake, both huddled on the far side of the cavern, looking worn out and terrified. He looked to the cavern entrance to see the Fire Giant still there, staring patiently at them from outside.

 “I can’t do this.” Darkshot sighed as his legs and arms began to shake from the adrenaline. “Pinning shot.” He fired again half heartedly at the Salamander, keeping it held back. “I’m…” He looked at the two winged animals. “I’m sorry…” Darkshot scrunched his eyebrows in frustration. “I’m not Aegis.” He added reluctantly as he watched the Salamander break free of the ropes again. “Pinning shot.” He cast.

 Snowflake squawked at him, while Darkwing cooed obliviously. The squawk wasn’t angry, it sounded closer to acknowledgement. After just having his gryphon turn elite, Darkshot was going to let it die. He couldn’t think of a way out of this situation. He knew if he’d left Darkwing like this with Aegis, he would save him somehow. The more he thought on it, the more frustrated he got. What would Aegis do here? Why couldn’t he be here to tell him how to solve this? Anyone? Was it even possible?

If there was a way, he’d do it, he just needed someone to tell him. He was good with his class, he knew martial arts - just tell me what to do and I’ll do it. But there was no one. 

“Pinning shot.” He fired again, the Salamander struggling to get free once more right away. He turned and looked at the winged creatures once more, and saw the deep blue eyes of Snowflake staring back at him, some of his white feathers singed. His head was down, he was breathing heavily, but he didn’t look like he was ready to give up. 


 “Don’t let my gryphon die.” Aegis’ words echoed in his head.



As he did, though, he watched the Salamander rear its head up and prepare to shoot another flamethrower attack. He’d been so distracted inside his own head that he forgot to anticipate it and he was much closer to the beast than he had been this time. 

 The moment the flames burst out of the Salamander’s mouth, he started running a half circle around the room to avoid it, but due to his closer proximity to the Salamander it covered a much wider radius of the room.

 After two seconds of running forward to stay ahead of it, he saw that if he kept running, the flame thrower would shoot past him and burn Darkwing and Snowflake.

 “Run, just make a run for it! Hide somewhere in the cavern until we respawn.” Darkshot shouted at them desperately. Snowflake listened and began running, but it wasn’t fast enough due to the angle that Darkshot was running at. Darkwing flapped his wings and flew off of Snowflake's saddle as Darkshot turned to face the Salamander. He had to make a choice - take the hit and block the flame thrower, die and hope that they escaped somehow on their own - or guarantee their deaths by continuing to dodge it.

 The choice, in his mind, was obvious. He had to at least give them a fighting chance. They both had wings. Maybe they’d somehow both escape.

 Darkshot stopped running. The flames caught up with him, but at the same time, Darkwing suddenly landed on his shoulders from behind.

 “NO!” Darkshot shouted as the fire engulfed both of them. “You stupid pigeon! Now you’re dead too!” He yelled at it, only realizing a second later the damage message he’d received, followed by several other notifications.




	Your companion [Darkwing(Elite) - 71] has adapted the skill of a [Faerie Songbird]: [Fae Veil] through the skill: [Kalmoorian Pigeon Adaptation]
You take 0 Fire damage (Immune).
You recover 50mp.
Level Up!: Fae Veil has reached Level 2!










	[Fae Veil] - Level 2
Source: [Kalmoorian Pigeon Adaptation]:[Faerie Songbird]
The Faerie songbird shrouds the target in a Fae Veil, blocking the damage from the next magical attack, so long as the damage dealt from the attack does not exceed 3x the protected target's maximum health. This effect lasts 2 seconds. If an attack is succesfully blocked, the target recovers mp. Mana recovered increases with skill rank.
Restriction: Does not block magical status effects
Range: Touch
Duration: 2s
Cooldown: 30s
Mana Recovered: 55 [+5 per Level]







“P… Pinning shot!” He stumbled backward away from the charging Salamander once he’d waved off the messages, hitting it just in time to prevent it from reacing him. He looked at Darkwing once more on his shoulder to confirm, indeed, his pigeon had become elite - it adapted a skill to save him.

He turned to see that Snowflake was still unharmed, and hadn’t completely run out of the cavern. Instead, Snowflake was looking anxiously between Darkshot and the Salamander, as if confused what to do next.

“Stay in here, Snowflake. You,” He motioned to Darkwing. “Stay on my shoulder.” He took a few steps back and aimed his bow at the Salamander. “I’m not giving up. We can do this.” He nocked another arrow.

            

    
        Chapter 154: Skill Gap

    
    
    
    
                Chapter 154: Skill Gap


“So, it’s called lure baiting.” Eli shouted to Jillian from his bedroom. Jillian was in the process of cleaning their upstairs hallway while Eli was in the middle of working out using dumbbells in his bedroom.

“That’s appropriate.” Jillain replied.

“Yeah, turns out it's easy to counter, there’s some cheap ingredient mixtures you can splash on yourself to remove lure effects. I’ll make them when we log back in.” Eli continued between his reps. “Did you find out any other cheap tactics people use? Griefers? You know, they’re called griefers by the way.” Eli said matter-of-factly as Jillian finished and moved to stand in his doorway to talk to him at a normal volume.

“Yes, I know what griefers are.” She rolled her eyes at him. “There’s a couple of things, but it's mostly just the MMORPG basics. Training enemies on people, spawn camping, ect.” She added with a shrug. “I was focused more on learning the skills of other classes. I understand now why Battlemasters are considered the best PvP class, at least.”

“Yeah, they’re basically wizards with weapons, right?” Eli asked as he finished his reps and set the weights down.

“Yup.” She nodded. “Any plan for what we’ll do when we get back in the game? We’ve got about 20 minutes left.” She asked while tapping her wrist implant to confirm the time. 

“Well, I’ll make some of those anti-lure mixtures, then we’ll continue across the river again.” Aegis replied.

“You’re not worried he’ll attack us again? And what about Darkshot?” Pyri raised her eyebrows at him.

“He saw that we could beat him, even though he caught us off guard. And I get how players fight now, particularly assassins. I won’t get baited and distracted so easily again.” Eli answered confidently as he wiped sweat off himself with a towel and made for the bathroom. “And Derrick will be fine. He’s probably already in Pakro’Vielle waiting for us.” Eli said as he splashed himself with water to do one final wash-up.

“Oho, lots of faith in your friend.” Jillian smirked at him.

“He’s not just my friend…” Eli paused dramatically while stepping out to look at Jillian intensely. “He’s Darkshot.” He said in a deep voice. Jillian rolled her eyes at him before the two headed down the stairs together. 

“Well, that was a good studying and cleaning session.” Jillian said as she proudly looked around their spotless home. “I’ll see you back inside.” She winked as she climbed into her Simbox in the living room. 

Eli did the same, but was forced to wait out the last 20 minutes in the office simulation. He tried to finish off his waiting period by watching some high level players PvPing each other. He had the unfortunate disadvantage of being a class that no one else played, thus had no one he could use for inspiration on how he might PvP, but he watched a good deal of Cleric, Paladin and Guardian footage.

He went between watching structured fights and duels, to watching the wild open world fights where levels varied between combatants, as did number of fighters. He saw a few castle siege battles for large scale information as well, but those focused more on leadership tactics than they did individual skills, with a few exceptions.

He knew he’d need more experience in it personally to truly grasp and understand how quickly certain classes and players could move and react, but he at least felt more confident now in his understanding of what other players were capable of, how they’d try to fight him, and what underhanded tactics were available in this game.

As the forced logout timer counted down, Eli found himself too excited to watch any more footage, though. He sat at the login screen for the Shattered World online, excitedly waiting for the timer to count down. The moment it had and the login button went from grey to green, he pressed it and felt the exhilarating rush of the simulation shifting from his office environment to The Shattered World Online.



He appeared as Aegis, nearly completely naked with no gold, standing in front of a shrine in the small village of Pakro’Vielle. Waiting for him a few meters away stood Rakkan, looking at the ground frustratedly.

“Yo… sorry.” Rakkan apologized with his head down. “I couldn’t do anything, that guy just came at me, and… yeah… no excuses.”

“It’s alright. We all got caught off guard. Went too long without any real threats.” Aegis shrugged. “I shouldn’t have let him hit you so easily.”

“Nah… a Rune Knight has decent agility. If I was quicker, I coulda dodged it. It won’t happen again.” Rakkan said confidently.

“Ok.” Aegis nodded back at him before looking at his party interface. Everyone in his party was online except Pyri, but Darkshot showed up as still having the heat exhaustion debuff. “What’s going on, where are you guys?” Aegis asked anxiously through the party interface.

“Trapped in the Red River, The entrance got caved in.” Darkshot replied.

“I’m almost there, shadowstepping to help!” Lina replied through the interface.

“I stayed back to wait for you and Pyri. No way I’m as fast as Lina.” Rakkan said to Aegis in person. A few seconds later, Pyri appeared in the gameworld behind them at the altar.

“Mom, we gotta go, Darksho-”

“I know, I heard, let’s go.” She motioned to his livestream icon. To his surprise, even despite just having logged in after losing a PvP battle, his viewership had shot quickly back up to 70,000.

“Right.” Aegis nodded, and together the three broke into a sprint. They made their way out of Pakro’Vielle through the camouflage wall, then navigated through Reltrak Forest using Aegis’ memory of the map without any need to take it out of his inventory for consultation.

They nearly stepped on a few Mosstrappers without Darkshot’s tracking to guide them, but after awhile of endless sprinting, they arrived at the hole leading down into the Red River.

The familiar wave of heat hit them as they descended down the ramp to reach the bottom, then ran through the winding tunnel until they saw Lina ahead of them. Unlike last time where the magma from the river lit the tunnel, it was blocked and caved in with large broken chunks of obsidian rock. Pyri lit up her staff with Lumina so they could see the damage, and it was substantial.

“You there?” Aegis shouted as he arrived at the cave in, trying to be heard by Darkshot on the other side.

“Shh, yeah. Keep it down.” Darkshot whispered through the party interface. Hearing this, Aegis pulled out pickaxes from his inventory and threw some to the others. Lina had already moved aside several rocks, but was struggling. With Rakkan, Pyri and Aegis help, they were able to carefully break apart and move the stones quickly, and after about 10 minutes of digging through the rubble, light from the river began to creep through into their side of the tunnel.

Another 15 minutes and a hole was big enough for them to climb through. Aegis went first, pushing the last few rocks out of the way to step out onto the obsidian cavern floor near the edge of the calm, slow flowing magma river. He looked around worriedly for Darkshot, only to spot him standing in a small crack in the wall a few meters away with Snowflake cowering behind him and Darkwing sleeping on his shoulders.

“We’re almost out of kebabs.” Darkshot said. He looked horrible - his armor was singed all over and he was covered in black smudge marks on his skin.

“What happened?” Aegis asked as the others managed to get through the rubble and join Aegis.

“Nothing.” Darkshot crossed his arms, speaking in his cool dramatic voice. “Nothing happened.” 

“Is he quotin-” Rakkan whispered to Pyri and Lina so that Aegis couldn’t hear.

“Just let him have it.” Pyri whispered back to Rakkan. 

“No seriously, what the hell happened?” Aegis pushed it while looking around at the damage done to the cavern entrance. There were indentations left behind all around the collapsed tunnel entrance resembling the fingers of the Flame Giant that had struck it.

“We survived.” Darkshot continued in his cool, theatrical voice. As he did, Snowflake excitedly ran forward and nudged his head into Aegis, letting out playful friendly squawks.

“I’m happy to see you too, lil buddy.” Aegis scratched his head. “Come on, let’s get out of this heat at least. I need to do some crafting so something like that doesn’t happen again.” Aegis motioned everyone to follow him back through the collapsed rubble. Aegis and Snowflake were the first to go, followed by Lina, then Pyri, but Rakkan waited for Darkshot to go ahead of him. 

Once Aegis was out of sight, along with his livestream viewers, Darkshot turned to Rakkan.

“How was it, that was badass right?” Darkshot asked Rakkan excitedly. "I bet Sherry saw that." 

“Yeah, pretty cool.” Rakkan smiled back at him. “But, yo, seriously, what happened?” 

“It’s like I said. Nothing happened.” He repeated in his dramatic voice. Rakkan just let out an annoyed sigh and rolled his eyes before walking forward ahead of Darkshot. “Man, I'm so cool.” Darkshot said to Darkwing, the only one who could still hear him, and he cooed back in agreement. Following that, Darkshot left the Red River and followed the others back up out of the tunnel and into Reltrak Forest.

The moment they got out of the hot air, Darkshot and Snowflake both collapsed on the cool, damp moss and started rolling around in it. 

“Alright, you do all that crafting stuff. Me and this guy need a nap. Oh, wait.” Darkshot sat up from rolling on the moss beside Snowflake as everyone looked at him. “This is yours…” He held out the spear to Rakkan. “Here’s your stuff…” He gave Lina her armor back. “And all this stuff you dumped on me…” He started unloading all of Aegis’ items that he’d been given. “Oh, and don’t forget this.” He said as he pulled out one final item, a large tooth.

“It aint much, my creature harvesting is still beginner.” Darkshot smirked as Aegis took the tooth and looked at the item card.

“It’s a Salamander tooth?” Aegis said as his eyes went wide and everyone looked at Darkshot in disbelief. “You killed one of those level 135 Salamanders? By yourself?”

“Yeah, no big deal.” Darkshot waved it off as stylishly as possible before snuggling up to Snowflake. “Now, if you don’t mind, I’m going to have a nap.” He yawned before getting comfortable using Snowflake’s upside down stomach as a pillow.

“Ok, seriously…” 

“What the hell happened?” Lina even asked now, but Darkshot pretended he couldn’t hear them and started fake snoring, causing Pyri to giggle. 

Aegis scanned their surroundings near the entrance to the Red River hole and spotted a large, relatively flat topped rock jutting out from under the mossy Reltrak Forest cavern floor and walked over to it, quickly pulling out a collection of ingredients and mixing tools.

"I dropped a few of my materials I carry for repairs, and my gold, but I guess I got lucky. Didn’t lose much.” Aegis commented.

“It’s random, but it takes into account how you died. Usually if it's someone or something much higher than you that killed you, the chance to drop stuff is a lot lower. In a way, we got unlucky that we dropped anything at all.” Lina replied as she watched him.

“I’m just happy Snowflake and Darkwing are okay.” Aegis turned to look at them and saw them all laying in the moss, trying to sleep, and smiled. “They’re all elite too, and I didn’t get in trouble for it.” He mumbled, to which Lina gave a curious look. “I’ve got plenty of materials for the lure cleansing elixir, it uses less materials than actual lures do, so I’ll brew us a bunch each. Just in case.” Aegis explained as he got to work. The others watched him for a moment before Rakkan walked over to Pyri.

“Pyri, would you mind if we dueled a bit while we wait?” Rakkan asked her.

“Hm? You want to duel me?”

“Yes, just for practice… Your spell control is really good, and well, mine with my echoes needs work. I want to see if I can land a hit on you. I noticed the assassin had trouble with it, but with two echoes and six weapons, it should be possible.” Rakkan pondered.

“Oh…” She thought on it as she looked between Aegis’ back, him facing away while kneeling over his rock and working on his mixtures, then looked at Lina who gave an awkward smile, until finally back at the hopeful eyes of Rakkan. “I guess.” She shrugged.

“Thanks.” Rakkan replied with a focused stare. He quickly summoned his two echoes and equipped them with different weapons than what he was wielding, so that all weapons but his crossbow were equipped. Once he was ready, he sent out the duel request to Pyri and she accepted. As the timer counted down for the duel to begin, she materialized her four cinderbolts.

“Don’t hold back at all.” Rakkan encouraged her.

“Okay…” She replied hesitantly. “I won’t deal any damage to you though.” She added while pulling her lips to the side.

The moment the duel started, Rakkan came at Pyri relentlessly - with much more enthusiasm than she was anticipating. One echo flanked her right, the other left, and he came from the front, each swinging down two weapons at her. Still, despite this, she easily maneuvered a single cinderbolt around to catch Rakkan’s swings in a ball of cinders and redirect them away from herself, either up into the air or downwards to the ground.

After failing to land a single hit on her after about 30 seconds, Rakkan stepped back with his echoes and sighed.

“Am I really that bad?” Rakkan groaned in frustration.

“No…” Pyri smiled back awkwardly.

“Come on, you’re barely even trying.” He motioned to her only using one hand. 

“Well… You are moving really well, but the movements are really generic, if I had to explain it. It’s easy to predict. That’s understandable, though - controlling two separate characters as well as yourself isn’t easy.” Pyri explained.

“You’re controlling four bolts, and splitting them up into even more smaller bolts.” Rakkan shook his head.

“I’m older, I’ve had a lot of practice.” Pyri tried to smile encouragingly at him. Rakkan nodded at this and took a deep breath. 

“I’d like lots of practice, please.” He bowed respectfully towards Pyri.

“Oooh, I can’t say no to that. You remind me of when I was in school.” She winked as she readied her cinderbolts once more. Rakkan smiled back with determination before rushing at her once again.

Lina watched the two battling a few meters away for a bit, impressed by how easily Pyri was handling Rakkan, then turned to Aegis as he focused in on his mixtures.

“Sorry for dying so easily. I should’ve anticipated him having a way to deal with my smoke. I guess I’m a bit rusty as well.” Lina lowered her head as she spoke to Aegis.

“It’s not your fault, I should’ve been able to protect you. And Rakkan. I was too slow.” Aegis waved off her comment. 

“You’re not mad at me?”

“Mad? Why would I be?” Aegis turned to look at her with raised brows.

“I’m suppose to stab stuff, and you do the healing.” She shrugged shyly, kicking at the moss around her feet with her leather boots.

“When you put it like that, none of us did what we were supposed to do.” Aegis replied. He finished up the simple mixtures and added them into the last of his vials before handing two to Lina. “Here, in case you get lured.” He smiled and she took them with a nod.

“Thanks.” She replied. Aegis looked to Darkshot sleeping on Snowflake nearby, then looked at Rakkan and Pyri practicing.

“I studied a bit about what assassins do in PvP. Shadow Dancers, too. They get bonus damage from back attacks, so they utilize their high agility builds to move quickly and get behind their targets, right?” Aegis asked Lina.

“Yup.” Lina nodded back.

“Do you think we could practice too?” He asked, but before she’d answered, he had already sent her a duel request.

“You… want me to hit you?” Lina asked apprehensively.

“Yeah.” He shrugged back. “I need to practice dodging attacks from high agility players, so I don’t get caught offguard like that again.” Aegis replied.

“Are you sure?” She said while disfiguring her face with hesitance. “I don’t really want to hit you.” 

“I learned that practice is more important than theory when it comes to PvP. Don’t worry, I’ll block the hits, I’m good with my shield.” Aegis answered with a confident nod, fastening his shield to his left arm.

“Okay…” Lina reluctantly accepted the duel request and took a few steps back, drawing out her daggers.

“Don’t hold back, otherwise I won’t learn.”

“Okay… Maybe I should just use my fists first, so it doesn’t do so much damage.” She suggested as the duel start timer ticked down. She slowly put her daggers back in their sheaths, much to Aegis’ disappointment.

“Really? You’re that sure that you can hit me?” Aegis asked her suspiciously. She just smiled awkwardly back. Once the duel timer ticked down, Lina vanished from Aegis’ sight using shadowstep.




	You take 630 Bludgeoning damage.
You take 593 Bludgeoning damage.
You take 673 Bludgeoning damage.







His back, his shoulder, his leg. He felt the impact of her small fists on his armor, but by the time he’d turned to look where the impact was, all he saw was the remnants of her shadow dance skill. After three hits, she shadowstepped back to where she was standing before. 

“What the hell…” Aegis said in disbelief. “And that Assassin player hit you?” 

“He was faster than me, he had a lot more agility.” Lina shrugged.

“Man.” Aegis shouted in frustration. “Am I really that easy to hit?” Lina just smiled back awkwardly. “Come on, be honest, I can take it.”

“You haven’t had any real PvP experience… so, don’t feel too bad.” She apologized to him. “Fighting other players is a lot different than fighting monsters. Studying isn’t going to help much, you have to get used to it with practical application.” Lina tried to say it in a way easiest for Aegis to understand. 

“The first step is to realize what my class wants to do. I want to hit you from the back for bonus damage. Barring that, I want to hit you anywhere that your shield isn’t, ideally in a spot where you can’t see me so you can’t react or counter-attack in any way. I’m going to use my speed advantage over you to accomplish this.” Lina continued.

“So how can I stop you?”

“Like all tank players, you can raise your agility as much as possible through training to help out. But in the end, thief class players, and some fighters, monks and archers will all still have higher agility than you. They’ll always be faster. The only way to block hits from them is by predicting where they’ll strike and blocking or dodging before they attack. The faster you can disable their speed in some way, the better.” She replied.

“Predict your strikes, then disable your movement?” Aegis asked.

“Mhm… Like I said, you know I want to try and hit you where you can’t block, and can’t see. Ideally your back. Use this knowledge to predict my behavior.” Lina answered.

“Okay… but, jeez. Thief players must be really good against tanks, right?” Aegis asked.

“Nope. Opposite. Tanks are generally the counter to high agility types.” Lina replied. “Sure, we’re faster, but you can normally take a lot of hits from us without any trouble - especially with self healing. All you have to do is catch us once and we’re in trouble, we usually don’t have much in the way of defense.”

“How should I catch you? I don’t have a pinning shot.” Aegis thought out loud. 

“Hm, once you grab a Shadow Dancer, or shine light on them, they can’t step away. You also have crafting. Manacles, nets, ropes, snare traps… I even fought a Guardian player once that covered the front of his shield in this really sticky stuff.” Lina replied as he looked upwards, thinking of answers. 

“You’ve fought some before? Tank players? And they usually beat you easily?” Aegis confirmed. Lina locked eyes with him and hesitated in answering. The hesitation was enough for Aegis to know the answer was yes. Yet he couldn’t even keep track of her movements, let alone catch her. He let out a frustrated sigh.

“Don’t feel bad, you’re new to games! It takes a lot of practice.” Lina tried to cheer him up. Aegis looked over at Rakkan to see him struggling against Pyri’s one handed spell control, then looked to the sleeping Darkshot, and finally back to Lina. 

“Please help me get better. I don’t want to lose to anyone.” Aegis asked her with determination. Lina nodded, bending her knees down and raising her fists as she prepared to attack Aegis again. He raised up his shield and readied himself. 
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Aegis lost track of time as he fought with Lina in the Reltrak Forest that afternoon. Though, calling it fighting was being generous - it was primarily just Lina teleporting around Aegis and punching him. Despite the difference in skill, though, his viewership held steady - they were just as invested in watching him improve his PvP skills as he was.



 “We’re coming up on hour number 6. Anyone who voted on Aegis catching Lina in under 6 hours is about to lose. Next up are the voters who picked 24 hours. 55% of you voted for that. As for the people voting that he’d take a week,” Hae-won held back a chuckle as she shook her head to herself, standing in her typical red v-neck dress in her broadcasting simulation, with footage of Aegis’ live stream playing behind her. “Let’s hope for Lina’s sake you guys were wrong.”



 The moment Aegis couldn’t see Lina anymore, she was already swinging at him from somewhere he wasn’t looking. That much was certain. She was always going to swing at a part of his body furthest from his shield, and his peripheral vision. He watched as Lina shadowstepped away and immediately spun his shield to his back, without bothering to turn his head.

 He got his shield there in time and nudged it forward within the small window of time he had, and successfully braced her first attack. The second strike, he knew he would never get his shield to it in time. It was above his head. He bent the finger on his right hand to trigger a guard cast and projected his shield above his head and blocked it.

 Next, she’d go opposite, obviously - and down low as opposed to high like the previous strike. He jumped backwards and avoided another punch at his legs, and following that, Lina reappeared in front of him with a smile.

 “Whoa, you did it! You predicted all three strikes without even looking at me.” Lina clapped excitedly with a giant smile on her face.

 “I’ve noticed, you’re only doing three punches at a time before taking a break. Is there a reason for that?” Aegis asked her.

 “Hm, just for warming up, I guess…” Lina replied.

 “So in a normal fight, there’s no reason why you wouldn’t just keep attacking?” Aegis confirmed as he readied himself to go again.

 “No… Well, sort of. The longer time that thieves spend hitting the same target, the more vulnerable we are to getting grappled or snared. Against targets that can’t do that to us though, it's ideal to take them out as fast as possible by attacking until we’re out of stamina, or they die.” Lina replied. 

 “Please keep attacking me this time, until I can stop you.” Aegis asked her with determination. “Or, until I lose the duel.” 

 “Okay.” She nodded back, her face going serious as she bent her knees again. She clenched her fists, then began. Like before, Aegis could predict the first three attacks, then got into a pattern with his shield. But very quickly, Lina became much harder to predict - and the attacks just simply did not stop coming.

 Thanks to her using her fists, though, he could easily take a lot of hits from her. Anytime he’d lost track of her, he let a few hits through on purpose and healed himself back up through the damage and reoriented himself. He found it easier to predict her hits when he shut his eyes and stopped trying to follow her movement visually.

 He’d seen Lina shadow dance around their enemies hundreds of times, but experiencing what it was like to be the target of her skills was something else entirely. It was suffocatingly intimidating once she began, how easily she moved around and attacked him. But her words rang through his head.


 “Tanks are generally the counter to high agility types.”



 If he couldn’t even beat classes he was meant to be strong against, what chance did he have against others? How was he going to stand up and protect his party from higher level players on their way to the top, if he couldn’t even beat what he was supposedly strongest against? He thought to himself. His lack of knowledge on PvP was frustrating him to no end. He read the skills, watched videos on PvP strategies and tips and tricks - none of it was actually helping him.

 “Focus.” Aegis whispered to himself, trying to calm down. He listened to the light puffing sounds that were made every time Lina shadowstepped. He knew it wasn’t enough to just block, his job was to stop her movement. 

 With this in mind, he waited out her attack pattern until he could predict a strike coming at his back. This time, he spun around with his right hand instead of his shield. He opened his eyes to see Lina’s fist flying towards him, and caught her fist with his right hand. Once he had, she touched her feet on the ground and her eyes went wide. But, almost by complete reflex, she reacted to Aegis grabbing her fist by doing an upwards spin kick, hitting the top of her foot hard against the bottom of his chin, knocking him back a few centimeters and dazing him, causing him to let go of her fist.

 “Ah, sorry!” She apologized anxiously after she’d realized what she’d done. “Sorry, it’s a reflex, when someone grabs me. I reflexively try to break free of the grab really fast. Sorry, sorry.” She apologized to Aegis as he rubbed his chin.

 “Nice kick.” He said, shaking it off while she moved in close to see his chin. “It’s okay, just a game, no mark.” He chuckled at her worried look.

 “Oh… right.” She giggled awkwardly.

 “I caught you, though, right?” Aegis asked proudly, now that she was close up to him, the too locked eyes for a moment.

 “You did.” She smiled shyly up at him. This time, Lina made the move. She leaned in and gave him a light kiss on the lips. Proud of Aegis’ progress, she couldn’t help herself. But after pulling back, her face went bright red.

 “Can I get one of those every time I catch you?” Aegis asked her as he blushed red as well.

 “Okay.” She giggled as she hopped back away from him.

 “Nah, no thanks. Nope. None of that.” Darkshot yawned while stretching his arms up, finally awake. “I’ve seen stuff like that before. She’s just gonna start letting you catch her on purpose.” Darkshot shook his head disapprovingly. Both Lina and Aegis stopped what they were doing to turn and look at him and saw that not only he, but Snowflake was also slowly waking up.

 “Have a nice nap?” Aegis asked him. 

 “Yeah, yeah, it wasn't bad.” He said as he stood up and looked around. “What’s for breakfast?” He asked as he eyed Rakkan and Pyri practicing in the distance.

 “Fisher kebabs. But I’m out of Fisher meat.” Aegis said while pointing up at a nearby Mushroom with a Fisher curled up in the underside of it. “Let’s restock.” Aegis shouted, so that Pyri and Rakkan heard him. The two gave nods to each other before canceling the duel and walking over. “Snowflake’s probably hungry for some meat too, aren’t you buddy?” Aegis walked over and ruffled the feathers on his head while Snowflake closed his eyes to enjoy the head scratches. 

 “How was it spending a whole day with Darkshot in the River? He wasn’t mean to you was he?” Aegis asked, and Snowflake screeched back playfully. 

 “That gryphon owes me its life. Keeping us alive was hell, lemme tell you.” Darkshot said while crossing his arms proudly.

 “Oh? You’re ready to tell us what happened?” Aegis asked him excitedly.

 “Nope. Nothing happened.” He replied, once again speaking in his deep theatrical voice.

 “Oh, hey look!” Pyri pointed at Darkwing as he fluttered to Darkshot’s shoulder. “His wings are glowing a bit.” 

 “They’re also turning light green.” Rakkan pointed out.

 “Yup. He’s kind of a big deal now. He’s finally got his skill. And ooooh boy is it a rare, epic, ultimate one.” Darkshot bragged.

 “What is it?” Aegis asked.

 “You’ll just have to wait and see.” Darkshot said in his mysterious voice again. Aegis just rolled his eyes back at him.

 “Fine. Come on, let’s hunt fishers.” Aegis motioned them over as he began casting bless on everyone.

 The party spent the next few hours hunting the Fishers for their meat. Aegis set up a small campfire and cooked most of it using his spices and seasoning from Kordas, along with some of the herbs and mushrooms gathered about Reltrak. This time, knowing how deadly the heat exhaustion debuff was, he made sure to craft and stockpile hundreds of fisher Kebabs, and handed out 50 to each of his party members. He was sure to store a good number of raw Fisher meat chunks as well for Snowflake, once Snowflake had his fill. While Aegis cooked, Darkshot took the time to step out of the Simbox and eat in the real world, and by the time he’d come back, everyone was ready to go.

 “Okay.” Aegis stomped out the campfire and looked to the group. “Do you think we’ll be okay if that guy jumps us again?” He asked Lina and Pyri.

 “I’m not sure.” Lina replied. “When he attacked Rakkan and me, he was moving really fast. But once he killed us, he slowed down.” Lina explained.

 “I noticed that as well.” Pyri added.

 “Why would he slow down? You mean on purpose?” Aegis asked them.

 “I’m not sure why he did it. He also didn’t take our items. Even if they aren’t as good as his gear, they’d be worth a lot of gold.” Lina continued. 

 “Seems like he attacked us for ulterior motives.” Darkshot replied.

 “Maybe he just wanted to show off on your stream. There's plenty of people like that.” Rakkan suggested.

 “Yeah…” Aegis scratched his chin while pondering. “Maybe. The question is, though, if we’ll be able to get past him if he comes at us again.” Aegis thought out loud.

 “Only one way to find out.” Pyri shrugged as she walked forward towards the hole leading down into the Red River.

 “You’re not scared he’ll kill us again?” Darkshot asked.

 “Scared?” Pyri chuckled. “It’s just a game.” She turned to smile at him. “If you ever lose to someone better than you, just look at it as a chance to improve and get stronger. Don’t get rattled, or angry, or sad.” Pyri threw Darkshot a thumbs up. “Get better.” She added a wink before turning back around and continuing forward. 

 Darkshot paused and glanced between Aegis, Lina and Rakkan who all shrugged back at him.

 “My mom knows what she’s talking about.” Aegis replied as he moved to follow after her.

 “Easy for you guys to say, you didn’t just spend 24 hours stuck in that magma filled cavern, with angry elite Fire giants, surfing magma elementals, and a tiny cave that was home to an angry little flame-tailed Salamander.” Darkshot grumbled back as he followed behind them.

 “Elite Fire Giant?” Aegis turned to look with wide eyes. “Seriously, what the hell happened?” Aegis asked him.

 “Nothing happened.” Darkshot crossed his arms and spoke deeply again.

 “I’m gonna kidnap your pidgeon if you don’t stop saying that.” Aegis groaned back at him. Darkwing cooed angrily at Aegis after hearing this comment, while Lina, Rakkan and Snowflake followed after them.

  The group descended the ramp into the heated hole in Reltrak Forest, then proceeded down the winding tunnel until they arrived at the caved in but partially cleared entrance into the Red River.

 The moment they stepped inside, the heat exhaustion debuff overtook them, and they all silently took out their kebabs and ate them for the stamina regeneration buff. Aegis was sure to feed one to Snowflake, while Darkshot fed one to Darkwing. From there, the party repeated their journey from the day prior.

 They walked cautiously and silently along the shore, as close to the wall on their left as they headed west. Aegis had been so focused on learning to deal with other potential player threats that he’d all but forgotten how dangerous the enemies down here were as well. His memory was refreshed, though, when the group heard the loud booming footsteps from the southern side of the cavern.

 “That’s probably the Fire Giant. He’s down that way.” Darkshot whispered proudly. Aegis knew better than to bother asking him for more details and just gave a weak nod of acknowledgement. The party saw the ripples in the slow flowing magma river that resulted from the Fire Giant’s distant stroll. 

 Apart from that, though, their journey went by uneventfully. Aside from random, loud bursts of flames from the top of the river, and oversized popping magma bubbles, there were no signs of any creatures. Still, they were all on edge. They knew now that the river was full of camouflaged magma elementals that could pop out at any second.

 The obsidian bridge came into view not long after they began walking. This time, once they spotted it, they were not relieved. Rather, the tensions rose as they closed in on it. Aegis could feel everyone on edge, hands close to their weapons and ready for a fight. 

 Aegis pre-emptively wrapped leather around Snowflake’s feet to protect them from the heat, then rather than climb the broken obsidian block stairs to get on top of the bridge, he hopped on Snowflake’s back and they flapped up top. Once up, Lina was able to find shadows close to the caved in side of the bridge behind Aegis and shadowstepped behind him.

 Pyri was able to use her fly spell to get up. Darkshot and Rakkan however had to go up the normal way, climbing up the steep stairs using both hands and feet. 

 There, at the top, all of them paused and looked across the bridge at the dark tunnel on the other side. Aegis sighed as he began walking forward across the bridge. The group all followed behind him slowly, without a word - though Aegis noticed that Pyri had at some point already casted her cinderbolts and they were roaming around the group defensively. 

 Once they arrived at the halfway point of the bridge, Aegis was reminded of the terrible heat that rose up from it. The air infront of them was hazy, and it was heavy and hard to breath, but he pressed on and continued forward.

 This time, no one came out of the darkness of the tunnel opposite. They kept walking, slowly and cautiously, but once they’d arrived at the other side of the bridge and the intense heat subsided, they could see somewhat into the darkened tunnel leading out of the Red River cavern, and there were no signs of any other players. 

 Pyri sent her cinderbolts forward into the dark tunnel to help light the way. They saw that the paved obsidian block floor of the bridge continued on into the tunnel, covering the entire width of the tunnels floor as far as they could see.

 There were signs of damage due to aging and obsidian rocks falling down on the paved road - some sections of the paved path ahead of them had broken obsidian chunks on it that had fallen from the walls or roof of the cavern. Otherwise, there were plenty of blocks that were chipped, cracked, or had scratch marks in them made from some manner of large clawed creature.

 The group continued forward, still on edge and waiting for the other player to jump out at them at any moment, but that didn’t happen. They walked on until the sound of the bubbling magma river behind them faded from their ears, and not long after the tunnel curved and the light from the river too faded from their senses.

 They were left with the sound of their own footsteps tapping on the paved obsidian road and the dark glow of Pyri’s cinderbolts circling around them to provide them with light. This continued on for a short while, and as they walked Aegis pulled out the map to see what to expect next.

 “According to the map, this road leads to some old ruins… the cavern marked here looks big, but if we can get through the ruins…” Aegis traced along the map with his finger. “There should be a path that continues onto the cavern where the Dark Elf city is.” Aegis finished.

 “Don't forget, the Plashrim said that this side of the Red River is under the Dark Elf Tyrant’s control.” Rakkan added.

 “Right.” Aegis nodded back. 

 “Are those your ruins?” Pyri asked as she motioned ahead the moment her cinderbolts had illuminated something other than more tunnel.

 In front of them, flanking either side of the paved road on the tunnel floor, stood two gigantic obsidian statues. They were both depicting identical Dark Elves in heavy armor, holding longswords with both hands wrapped around the hilt, the blade pointed downward so that the tip touched the ground at the base of their feet.

 Both statues were significantly damaged, missing chunks of stone in various parts and were covered in cracks and worn down sections. Despite this, though, they both looked magnificent, and towered well above Aegis’ and his party at roughly 15 meters.

 The statues marked the end of the tunnel, as beyond them, the cavern opened up to the left and right, as well as upwards, despite the paved road continuing on ahead. 

 Between the statues there were remnants of a broken archway, but most of it lay on the ground in large broken obsidian fragments, scattered about the paved road. It was clearly once an entryway leading into this cavern, but it had long since been abandoned and forgotten.

 Aegis took the first steps forward, with Rakkan eagerly following behind him. As Aegis passed beyond the two statues to step into the wide open cavern, Rakkan approached one of the statues and began inspecting it, looking for any writing or ancient runes. He found none on the statues, so went to check the broken chunks of the Archway on the ground while Aegis and the others walked beyond them and looked on into the gigantic cavern in front of them.

 “Holy shit…” Darkshot said with an open jaw.

 “Wow.” Pyri said in disbelief. What they saw was a cavern at a size beyond their comprehension. It was illuminated intermittently by dark gray trees that grew across the landscape. The trees had no leaves on them and looked withered and decrepit, but seemed to be alive enough to give off a dark gray glow. 

 The glow wasn’t bright, it simply served as a marker for various locations throughout the cavern ahead of them, giving Aegis and his group a sense for how big the cavern was. It was multilevel - they could tell because some of the glowing trees were up above their eye level, and some were below. All of the trees were planted in what looked to be civilized planters, not unlike what Aegis saw plants growing out of in Kordas - though these were all carved out of dark obsidian blocks.

 Some of the trees were large enough that their branches grew into nearby structures, showing walls of dark gray wood, or dark black stone. There were ruined buildings scattered all about the cavern ahead of them near the trees, so Aegis could only imagine that the unlit places were filled with ruined structures as well.

 What was most intimidating, though, was that though they had grown accustomed to the sounds of their feet echoing off of nearby walls, as they walked out into this large cavern, the echoing stopped.

 “The official name is Belmiure, the Black City… but…” Rakkan said as he’d spotted some ancient writing on the blocks of the broken archway. “Someone carved overtop of that writing crudely, on this block, as a warning, calling it something else.” Rakkan said as he stood up from the ruined blocks and walked forward to join the others.

 “Oh yeah? And what’d the warning call it?” Aegis asked him as the group took in the scenery.

 “The Obsidian Graveyard.” Rakkan replied.

 “Lovely.” Darkshot huffed. 
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 “First order of business.” Aegis stepped forward in front of his party, then turned to face them as they all stood attentive. “We’ll check out the enemies in this ruined city. We’re searching for good grinding spots.” Aegis explained and got a few nods. “But we’ll search together, and attentively. There’s a chance other high level players are in these parts of the Underrealm, as there are other ways to get down here on this side of the Red River.”

 “Got it.” Darkshot gave him an enthusiastic thumbs up.

 “I’ll take point and keep bless up at all times just in case.” Aegis said as he walked between them and tapped their shoulders, casting bless on each of them including Snowflake. “Call out if you see anything suspicious.” Aegis finished. Once he was sure everyone was onboard, he turned back towards the vast ruined city ahead of them and began walking forward.

 The others moved in formation and followed behind him. First, Lina and Snowflake. Following that, Pyri, then Darkshot, and lastly Rakkan taking up the rear.

 Pyri maneuvered her four cinderbolts to hover as wide, flattened circles a few meters from the group, allowing them to see into the surrounding darkened city. 

 It wasn’t far beyond the statues and the shattered archway that they began seeing ruined structures built out of obsidian blocks. Most were barely still intact with broken blocks scattered about the base of their decrepit walls. There were few to no signs of any furnishings within the homes as well, and the majority of the structures had no roof remaining.

 Not far into the ruins did they begin to see a feint white fog settled above the ground all around them. The moment Aegis saw it, he felt a sense of familiarity with it, like he'd seen it before, and paused to think on it carefully as he swung his hands slowly through it, feeling a cold chill through his leather gloves.

 “Hm...” Aegis thought out loud as he turned back to see Lina staring at him curiously. With a serious expression he walked close towards her, and very subtely opened his interface to send her a text message in his UI through the friends list, so that it would be hidden from his stream. He watched as she looked at him confused for a moment as she fidgeted with her own UI to read it, then gave him a nod.

"Everything okay?" Darkshot asked as he saw the two of them staring at each other in the front of the group.

 “Yup, everything is fine. I just...” Lina replied, glancing around at their surroundings. “I think I saw something over there…” She said absentmindedly while pointing to a ruined structure, but as she pointed at it she turned to look at Rakkan. “Do you see any writing on the walls of that building?” She asked while walking over to Rakkan and touching his shoulder. The others all stopped and watched her curiously as she leaned in to Rakkan and as steathily as possible whispered something in his ear. He went from confusion, to a look of shock as if he’d just realized something. 

 “No, don’t see anything.” Rakkan replied.

 “I’ll be right back, let me check that building just incase.” Lina said, then without a chance for anyone to add input, Lina suddenly disappeared inside one of the ruined structures lining the streets.

 “Lina, wait! It could be dangerous!” Aegis forcefully and somewhat overdramatically whisper-shouted, but he got ignored by her.

 “What’s up with her?” Darkshot asked, but Rakkan shrugged back awkwardly. A few moments later, she came back out of the building as if nothing had happened.

 “Nope, nothing was there, never mind.” Lina pursed her lips and looked to the corner of her eyes.

 “Let's keep going." Aegis announced to the others loudly to draw eyes back onto himself. "And, focus guys. There could be deadly enemies around here.” Aegis added as he quickly maneuvered to get back in front of Lina. Pyri and Darkshot briefly exchanged looks of confusion before they followed along with the others.

 They walked on a bit further like this, Pyri swarming her cinderbolts out around them without much changing. The only thing they learned was just how vast the city was. Any form of decorum and artistry Aegis might’ve been able to learn from this ancient civilization's architecture had long since been worn away by the elements, though.

 After another minute of walking, the mist thickened and the temperature in the air around them suddenly began to drop rapidly. Coming from the intense heat of the Red River, it felt like they were suddenly stepping into the arctic. Out of nowhere, they were able to see their breath in front of their faces, and both Snowflake and Darkwing pulled their wings in tight to warm themselves up.

 “Undead. Ghost type enemies, or wraith types do this.” Rakkan whispered anxiously as he drew out his weapons and created echoes of himself, glancing around at the surrounding structures illuminated by the red glow of Pyri's cinderbolts. 

 “Anyone see it? I’m not seeing anything with tracking.” Darkshot asked as he nocked an arrow and panned around the buildings nearby.

 “Aura of beauty.” Aegis whispered, releasing a burst of light around them and illuminating the surrounding structures. The light from the aura cleared out the immediate mist around Aegis and allowed Pyri to send her bolts further out to see a larger perimeter around them.

 “There, I see it.” Pyri pointed at the second floor of a nearby ruined structure. Moving along the structures upper level, in view of them due to passing in front of damaged obsidian window holes, hovered a spectral female dark elf. She was dark white and grey, with long pointed ears and long hair waving behind her ghostly visage. Somewhat transparent, the party could see she had a spectral sword plunged through her chest that she was carrying around with her. It was the most likely cause of her demise that resulted in her becoming a ghost, but now it seemed to not bother her.

 Sitting above her head stood the red name [Belmiure Banshee - Level 119]. She seemed to have noticed them as they had noticed her, and she stopped moving about the second story of the building to turn and look down out of the window at them, particularly at Aegis and the white glowing light that emanated from him due to the aura.

 From there she immediately engaged them by floating through the walls of the building and lightly hovering down to the ground level of the paved road. Like other wraiths and banshees that Aegis had encountered, she had no legs - below her waist her form transitioned into a gray misty cloud that mixed in with the mist that had settled around the surface of the ruined city.

 “Plug your ears.” Aegis commanded the group, but as he did, he looked at Snowflake instead. 

 As the Banshee began to open her cartoonishly large mouth and reveal her broken ghostly teeth, Aegis ran to Snowflake and put his hands over his ears. Seeing this, Darkshot did the same for Darkwing’s ears, and a moment later, the deafening wail of the banshee reverberated off of the obsidian around them. 

 Even with their ears plugged it was deafening and painful to hear. Aegis was expecting to take damage from it, but instead heard it muffled and mixed in with a sizzling sound.




	You take 321 Fire damage.






 Aegis felt a burning sensation on his ears instead, and only then realized that Pyri had moved one of her cinderbolts and was burning it as two seperate small spheres over both of his ears to block the sound. He turned back to look at her and she winked while covering her own ears. As he looked back, and the screaming continued for another second, he also saw Lina, Rakkan and his echoes, and Darkshot covering ears as well.  Darkshot also had cinderbolts in his ears, thanks to Pyri, while he protected Darkwing, but something else got Aegis’ attention as he was looking back at his companions.

 A familiar cloak suddenly appeared from the darkness of the surrounding buildings. It was a blur of white moving quickly towards them, the sound of his footsteps muffled by the sound of the wail. Aegis couldn’t take his hands off of Snowflake’s ears to do anything about it, nor did he have time to warn his party members. He managed to get close enough, quickly enough, so that by the time the sound of the banshee’s wail had faded, he had plunged a dagger into Rakkan and Lina’s backs.

 “Lina!” Aegis shouted out, rather calmly, as Darkshot, Pyri and Snowflake all turned and saw Rakkan’s body disintegrating, as well as Lina’s.

 “Oh, hi. Did you miss me?” The assassin player smirked, then prepared to dash backwards away from the others as he saw Pyri’s cinderbolts breaking off towards him.

 “No, not really.” Rakkan replied as suddenly one of Rakkan’s echoes reached out and grabbed the assassin player's wrist, while the other of Rakkan’s echo grabbed the opposite wrist. Simultaneously, out of nowhere, Lina shadowstepped in front of the player and pulled the hood of his cloak back, causing his red ears to unfurl and stick up high above his head.

 “Hah?” The assassin, with his name now revealed, said with a dumbfounded expression. [Emerill - Level ??].

 Darkshot was confused as well - he was sure he saw Lina die, and how and when did Rakkan switch his real body with one of his echoes? He didn’t have time to think it out too much though,

 “Pin spam him, Darkshot. I’ll keep the banshee busy, you guys deal with him.” Aegis instructed them confidently.

 “With pleasure.” Pyri smirked as her bolts all pressed against his armor. 

 “Pinning shot.” Darkshot hit him multiple times, locking him in place. Once he was pinned, both Lina and Rakkan jumped backwards away from him so that he couldn’t retaliate.

 “Lures aren’t going to work. Alone, and rooted, you’re basically just a high level sitting duck.” Aegis commented. "Once an Assassin can't use his speed, he's in trouble, right?" Aegis confirmed with Lina.

"Right." Lina smiled back at Aegis and gave him a thumbsup, watching as Aegis easily dodged a swiping claw attack from the Banshee in front of him.

 “You really think I don’t have ranged attacks?” Emerill shouted back at her as he waved his fingers up and shot out multiple daggers hooked on wires.

 “Smoke bomb.” Lina responded, firing the ball at him, shrouding him in smoke.

 “That’s not gonna… god damnit.” He shouted in frustration as Aegis looked back and saw Lina twirling Emerill’s ring of visibility between her fingertips.

 “I’m a thief class too, remember?” She smiled mischievously. 

 “Damn, nice job Lina.” Darkshot commented between firing more pinning shots. Aegis was paying attention to their fight somewhat while he made sure to dodge the claw swipes from the Banshee in front of him - he stood a few meters ahead of the others on the street.

 “So, you knew I was following you?” He asked from within the smoke as his thrown daggers fell aimlessly to the ground around them before disappearing due to him canceling his skill. He seemed to be resigning to his fate, he wasn’t even attempting to get out of the pinning shot bindings. The group had a bit of time before Pyri’s cinderbolts burned him to death, but he was completely crowd controlled - four on one was hopeless even with the level discrepancy. 

 “I had a hunch. The moment I saw the mist, I figured we’d be encountering banshees. They’re a great distracting enemy for ganking tactics, because they always open with a wail. I did some studying on ganking in this game after you got me killed.” Aegis replied as he easily anticipated the banshee's teleport movements in the mist around him and avoided her strikes, not too unlike how he'd been practicing dodging hits from Lina earlier.

 “That’s why you messaged something to Lina, and she tapped Rakkan and started acting all weird?. She used shadow-steal to copy echo, and told him to hide himself between his echoes too, right?” Darkshot figured it out.

 “Yup. The real me was hiding in the building still, I sent my copied echo back out.” Lina nodded.

 “You got lucky." Emerill snarled back.

"Nah, I knew you'd go after Lina and Rakkan first. Too predictable. You know a lot about us though... to know to target them." Aegis replied with a curious tone.

"It doesn’t matter. I’ll be back to finish you guys off in 24 hours. You’ll never be able to grind here in peace.” He growled back from within the smoke as Lina recast it a few times on him.

 “Hm.” Aegis hopped back avoid another swipe from the banshees. “So that’s your goal? Now we know what, we still don’t know why.” Aegis thought out loud.

 “What’re you talking about?” Darkshot asked Aegis curiously.

 “Well, he didn’ take our items so he’s not interested in gold. He also doesn’t care to assassinate our NPCs, so he’s not just doing this to be an edgelord. The question before was, what was he trying to do? And he just accidentally answered it. He was trying to stop us from grinding in these ruins.”

 “Heh… annoying little shit.” Emerill sneered. “Please, kill me faster, I don’t want to listen to the wannabe Makaroth monologuing. Believe me, I won’t be ‘trying’ to stop you. I just got careless from how easy you idiots were the first time around. You lulled me into a false sense of security.” 

 “Is that the why?” Aegis asked inquisitively from across the way. “Makaroth sent you to slow down our leveling?” 

 “Hah!” He guffawed. “Why the hell would Makaroth care how fast you level?”

“Huh, ok, wrong guess." Aegis replied while dodging more strikes. He couldn't read Emerill's facial expressions due to him being shrouded in Lina's smoke. "But sounds like your objective was indeed to stop us from leveling here. Still don’t have the why, though…” Aegis thought out loud.

"Maybe he just really likes this grinding spot and wants to keep it for himself?" Rakkan suggested.

 “Maybe he’s one of those haters. Stream snipers. Plenty of other streamers get them.” Darkshot suggested.

 “I’m no fucking lowly stream sniper.” Emerill growled back from within the smoke as he was pelted with more pinning shots. 

 “Oh? Want to tell us why you’re attacking us then?” Pyri asked, but Emerill didn’t reply, instead the group just heard the annoyed groans of the banshee striking out at Aegis. 

 “He suddenly got shy.” Lina shrugged.

 “You’ll be dead in 24 hours. See you soon.” Emerill said threateningly.

 “I wouldn’t be so sure about that.” Aegis replied. “We know your name now, and my map has all the respawn points of the underrealm marked on it. If we kill you, and you really do drop some items, I think you’ll find yourself logging back in partially naked, and surrounded by Night Hunters and Blades of Kalmoore members.”

 “I’m not afraid of Kalmoorians.” He scoffed.

 “So you’re not from this island. Interesting.” Aegis chuckled.

 “He talks way too much.” Pyri whispered in disbelief.

 “Laugh all you want for now. It’s only a matter of time before…” He, for the first time, stopped himself from talking.

 “Before what?” Aegis asked, but he went quiet. “Before your friends come and back you up?” Aegis tried answering for him, but there was no response. Instead, a few moments later, he was killed and forced to log out by Pyri’s repeated fire damage.

 “I didn’t get a penalty because he has a bad reputation.” Pyri shrugged as Lina’s smoke faded, revealing that Emerill had dropped his white cloak and a pouch of gold on the ground.

 “We got our gold back.” Rakkan said as he picked up the pouch, while Lina walked forward and looked interestedly at the cloak.

 “Aegis, this cloak is purple quality Voidsilk. He has tier 3 equipment on…” Lina commented as she inspected the item card. 

 “Hm…” Aegis pondered on it, but couldn’t think too hard as he was forced to dodge more attacks. “Can you guys, you know, kill this thing?” Aegis sighed while motioning to the banshee. 

 “Oh, right.” Darkshot noded, as the others sprang into action and began attacking it, including Snowflake. To Aegis’ surprise, the banshee died in under three minutes despite the big level difference. It wailed two more times, but the group knew how to avoid the damage for it so it wasn’t an issue.

 “I think I know why he tried to stop us from fighting enemies in these ruins and grinding here.” Lina said as she watched the banshee’s body dissipate and fall to a pile of spectral dust onto the paved obsidian road.

 “Why?” Aegis asked her curiously as he collected the dust and added it to his inventory, though unsure of what to do with it.

 “Wraith and ghost type enemies are notoriously annoying to fight, because they are resistant to a lot of damage types, and non-magical attacks just plain do not work against them…” Lina explained while sheathing her daggers back in her hilts.

 “But, they take double damage from holy based attacks.” Rakkan grinned from ear to ear.

 “Interesting…” Aegis said as he turned from the group and excitedly panned his eyes across the gigantic cavern before them. “We better not disappoint Emerill, then. Let’s find the densest, easiest undead enemies and start grinding.” Aegis said while rubbing his hands together with excitement. 

 The party moved forward deeper into the ruins of Belmiure. They were no longer on edge, waiting for someone to attempt to attack them. Emerill being dead for a full 24 hours gave them a greater sense of freedom and they began spreading out and checking the nearby buildings until they they arrived at the base of their first dark grey glowing tree.

 It was set in a planter surrounded by a ring of cracked and destroyed small black obsidian stones at the center of an intersection of paved roads. The roots of the tree had long since overtaken the outerring of the planter and curled over the paved blocks of the intersection in search of other places to dig into the soilrock below, finding some in several cracked and decayed portions of the street. 

 Looking at the tree up close, the light was coming off of tiny little beetles that were crawling their way up and down the crevices in the tree's bark, feeding on it. They didn’t have any red names above their heads initially, until Aegis got really close with his head to try and inspect them and saw [Corpse Beetle - Level 1] sitting above their heads. 

The group gathered around the tree and looked on at the nearby ruined buildings.

 “Let’s scout out the surrounding city blocks from here and use this as a base point. Pyri, move about using invisibility and your cinderbolts and see what you can find. It’s too dark for Lina and Darkshot to scout without using light that gives their positions away.” Aegis explained and she gave a nod in return. From there, Pyri did as she was asked while the others simply looked on in the darkness. With Pyri gone, their only source of light was the tree, as Aegis had cancelled his aura. But they could keep track of Pyri’s movements by watching the glow of her cinderbolts in the distance.

 It took awhile, but eventually she returned to the group from the opposite side of the intersection than from where she’d left, and dropped her invisibility spell to reveal her lips pulled to the side as she was thinking on something.

 “So? How’s it look?” Aegis asked her as the others turned to her expectantly.

 “Well, There are three types of enemies. The Banshees, are few and far between. Then there are Belmiure Wraiths. And far away, walking along the streets is an elite enemy called a Cursed Dreadnaught. It’s sort of two enemies, because its dragging along like 6 smaller skeletons called Cursed Belmiurian using chains. Really creepy. The Dreadnaughts are level 125, the wraiths and banshees range from levels 110 to 120.” Pyri explained.

 “Okay…” Aegis began thinking as he scratched his chin and looked around. “How are the banshees spread out, relative to the wraiths? Any idea? I don’t think we can efficiently kill more than one banshee at once, but it might be possible to grind the wraiths.” Aegis thought outloud.

 “Well, each section…” She pointed around the various blocks of houses that surrounded the intersection they stood at. “Has one banshee and between 13 to 20 of the wraiths.” She explained.

 “Okay.” Aegis continued to ponder for a moment. “Let’s try fighting a wraith. Pull one.” Aegis instructed Pyri and she gave a nod. She didn’t have to go far from the intersection before she spotted one lurking in a ruined building.

 Aegis did the rounds and blessed the group, activated his aura, and readied his shield while the others drew out their weapons. A few moments later, with a cinderbolt burning on it, a spectral male Dark Elf came hovering towards them. Like the banshee, it had no legs and its body dissipated into the foggy mist below the waist.

 As it neared them it let out a haunting groan, [Belmiure Wraith - Level 111] standing above its head. The closer it got to them, the lower the temperature dropped, and it moved much more quickly than the banshee but nothing close to the speed of the Mosstrappers.

 It stopped a meter in front of Aegis' shield in the townsquare as the others watched it to see what it would do - Aegis held his right hand out to signal the others to stay back before moving forward to bash it with his shield, so it would focus on him.

 Once he had hit it, he had its attention. It stopped looking at Pyri and took a swipe at Aegis’ shield with long bony claws that stood in for its fingers. When the claws scraped across his shield, he felt an icy chill shoot through his entire body and let out a violent shiver.




	You take 6,310 Cold damage.






 Aegis was able to brace it and was surprised by how less the damage was, but he then saw a debuff appear on his interface in his peripheral vision. In order to take the time to read the information on the debuff, he jumped backwards away from the wraith to create space between them.

 Despite this, the wraith swiped his other claw out at Aegis from a meter away. From his claws, an icy blue wave shot out from the swipe that grew wider the further it got from the Wraith, until it crashed into Aegis’ shield again.




	You take 6,224 Cold damage.
Skill Learned: Cold Resistance







 He was quick enough to brace it, but he saw that his debuff number had went up from the hit, it now had a 2 on it to indicate it was a stacking debuff.




	
[Freezing Curse]

Reduces movement and attack speed by 5% per stack (Maximum 10 stacks). At 10 stacks, you become vulnerable and take 100% more damage from all sources.
Current Stacks: 2
Speed Penalty: 10%
Duration: 15s









 Once he’d finished reading it, he looked back at the Wraith and saw it preparing to swipe out at him again. This time he was aware the wraith had a large attack range and knew he wasn’t safe 1m away, and jumped backwards to get further from it. 

 When its claws finished swinging through the air, it released the same blue wave of energy outward again that expanded, but with Aegis 5 meters back, he saw that the blue wave dissipated at about 3 meters.

 “3 meter attack range.” Aegis announced to the others as they watched.

 “It’s a frontal cone basic attack too, that’s pretty nasty.” Rakkan pointed out.

 “Yeah, and the debuff makes it hard to kite them around, right?” Lina added.

 “Not to mention they can pass through walls.” Darkshot said. As they spoke, Aegis prepared for it to strike again, and dodged it, while beginning a heal on himself.

 “Still… I think we could manage to grind these, somehow.” Aegis replied to them. “How likely is it that we’ll find something easier?” 

 “Not likely.” Lina replied with a shrug. “Everything above level 100 has some tough gimmicks and abilities.” 

 “Ok, kill this wraith quickly, let’s see how well our holy damage works on it.” Aegis said as he took a few steps back. “Smite.” he cast on it. To his surprise, even though smite was a low rank, it dealt 953 holy damage to the wraith, and a few seconds later he saw the damage numbers of his allies popping up on it.

 Huge hits, just from the holy damage bless effect. The wraith, despite being nearly 20 levels above them, died in just over a minute.

 “Kill speed is incredibly fast.” Aegis said with an impressed look at his party who all proudly looked back at him. “With the experience that gave, and the banshee…” Aegis thought as he started looking around the intersection. “Four sections, each with a banshee…” He scratched his head thinking deeply. He went quiet for a moment as the others continued to watch him expectantly.

 “Here’s the plan.” Aegis took a deep breath once he’d worked it all out. “We single out the banshee in each section and kill it alone, but I’ll be sure to let her hit me once so my health isn’t full. Then, Pyri,” Aegis motioned to her, “You send out a cinderbolt to get the attention of every wraith in that section of the city. Only damage them once, though, so I can get their attention off of you easily.” Aegis explained and she nodded.

“Once she has all of the wraiths, I’ll heal myself and smite them to get their attention onto me, then run in a line back and forth here…” He motioned to the street they’d come from. “We know no enemies spawn there. While they are chasing me, you guys deal damage, just don’t stand in front of them, okay?” Aegis explained to the others.

“Got it.” Darkshot nodded.

“Since they're spectral, my weapon swings can cleave through and hit more than one at a time if I enlarge them.” Rakkan replied excitedly.

“Oh, then I should shadowsteal enlarge for my daggers to do the same.” Lina added eagerly.

“Perfect, that’ll make us able to clear each group quickly. Once a section is clear, we’ll move on to the next section and repeat the process.” Aegis continued. “If we cycle between the four sections of the intersection like that, the first one should respawn by the time we get finished with the fourth. That’ll mean we won’t have much resting time like we did during our other grinds, but the experience should be good.”

“How good are we talking here?” Darkshot asked curiously.

“Well, with our kill speed, and the monsters and their experience, we’ll be gaining a level in under 24 hours at first. It’ll slow down, but this rotation should work well until we reach level 130.” Aegis shrugged.

“Wait…” Darkshot began wiggling his fingers and counting it out in his head. “You want to grind here for a month?” 

 “5 Weeks, more likely.” Pyri shrugged.

 “Yo, you’re saying we can reach 130 in just 5 weeks of grinding?” Rakkan replied in disbelief.

 “It’ll be nonstop, and hard work, but, yeah.” Aegis shrugged.

 “Shit yeah.” Rakkan rubbed his hands together excitedly.

 “Most of the top players that had reached advanced classes a few months back are now around level 180… we’ll stop seeing question marks.” Lina smiled cheerfully.

 “Are you guys ready to get started?” Aegis asked them as he began stretching and preparing for battle. 
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                Chapter 157: On The Surface


“Got him pretty easily. The Plashrim were very cooperative.” Herilon spoke to Quinn as he approached her in the Night Hunter’s guild hall.

 “Where is he now?” Quinn asked him. Quinn was pacing in her office in front of a desk, while a Lizardfolk NPC sat in the chair behind it filling out paperwork for her. The office was simple, adorned with the Night Hunter banner on the walls and a dark purple carpet. Bookshelves sat flanking the banners on each of the four walls of the square room, loaded with hardcover books of various colors.

 Herilon had just entered the office through a pair of dark wooden double doors that slowly swung shut behind him.

 “Emerill’s in the Kordas Prison. His bounty was pretty high… Here’s the interesting thing about him, though.” Herilon paused to wait until Quinn stopped pacing and looked directly at him. “He only had two criminal bounties on him in Kalmoore. One for killing Rakkan, and the other for Lina. His other 12 bounties were all compliments of Savika, and the Kingdom of Arallia.” Herilon explained.

 “So, he was from Arallia? Possibly a bandit player?”

 “Maybe, that’d explain his grudge against Aegis.” Herilon shrugged. “But it doesn’t explain what he was doing down there. How did he know about our Underrealm entrance? It’s the only way he could’ve gotten to the Belmiure ruins. And why target Aegis instead of going after Savika? The guy has no bounty kills on NPCs.” Herilon asked.

 “Good questions. Someone must’ve leaked info from our guild about our Underrealm entrance and our grind spots down there.” Quinn crossed her arms.

 “We’ve got a spy?” Herilon asked.

 “No, not likely. It’s probably one of the people who’ve been leaving recently. We just had Yolar quit the guild.” Quinn replied as she took a seat on top of her desk to look back at Herilon’s reaction.

 “Hm.” He pulled his lips to the side. “It’s tough. They all watch Aegis’ stream and want to be like him, running around free without any responsibilities, leveling extremely fast…”

 “They don’t appreciate how hard it is to play like that.” Trexon added as he suddenly appeared in the doorway of the office with Sapphire beside him. The two walked forward into the office to stand beside Herilon after having pushed the doors open.

 “Yolar’s gonna go to the underrealm with a party of 5 to just die over and over. The only reason Aegis’ group is pulling it off is ‘cause his mom is a beast.” Sapphire shrugged. Trexon looked anxiously over to Sapphire and shook his head. 

“Aegis’ class and its skills are what’s doing most of the work. Having a player that can tank, heal, kite, and give those powerful buffs is something else.” Trexon butted in.

“Eh, yeah, I guess.” Sapphire replied reluctantly.

“Whatever, what’s up? You guys didn’t come here to talk about Aegis, did you?” Quinn asked them.

“Nope, we got a report from the Kordas Military command.” Trexon turned to Quinn. “Blades are establishing multiple keeps along the southern end of the island. They bought up three neighboring plots of land and expanded them. They recently hired a large group of our Kordas NPC military to be employed in them.”

“And they didn’t think to run something like that by me first?” Quinn growled in an annoyed voice. “Why wasn’t I warned that the ratio of soldiers to citizens was dropping? We were barely keeping it at a minimum as it was.”

“Well, because the minimum threshold went down. Because our population dips. More of the NPCs have been moving to Rene, or Orm, or the Blades territories.”

“Don’t tell me Aegis is still doing that free housing bullshit…” Quinn rolled her eyes.

“Nope, he stopped, but he’s paying them, which is arguably worse.” Trexon replied.

“Alright.” Quinn stood up from the desk and paced a bit longer, before stopping and crossing her arms. “Rene’s a good frontier, and Aegis isn’t doing it maliciously, so we can ignore its growth. His merchant lead is still paying us full taxes and has actually increased the income of Kordas, regardless of how much of Kordas’ population he poaches. He’s still paying the bills of our bureaucratic guild members.” She paused to scratch her chin.

“The real problem is, what the hell is Christoph doing?” She added as she pondered it. “Where is he now?”

“He’s in the city, at the Faltrun Hall.” Sapphire replied.

“Artaphernes is there too.” Trexon added in a worried tone.

“That’s good. We can knock two birds out with one stone. I need to have a chat with him and his guild and find out what the hell is going on with this Simon and Emerill.” Quinn uncrossed her arms and looked over the four of them. “I’ll need you to come with me, Herilon, just in case they get any funny ideas.”

“Yes ma'am.” Herilon gave her a salute.

“You two are welcome to come as well.” Quinn looked at Trexon and Sapphire.

“I’ve got to help out Tullan with supply distribution. The citizen’s have become much more demanding lately, and quite angry when they don’t get what they want. It’s like Kalmoore is a completely different island, ever since that concert.” Trexon shook his head and sighed.

“You mean, since Aegis got famous?” Sapphire raised an eyebrow at him.

“We’re not going to blame this all on the kid. Let’s sort this out and keep this island from going to shit like all the others.” Quinn replied to her.

“If you can’t convince Artaphernes to knock out all of these elitists showing up, it might be a bit hard. But, yeah, I’ve got something to do.” Sapphire rolled her eyes.

“Really? It’d be a big help if you came with us to Faltrun Hall, you know Artaphernes’ got a thing for you.” Herilon asked her insistently.

“That’s…” Sapphire pulled a carrot out and bit into it loudly. “Exactly why I don’t want to go. That dude’s a creep.” She turned around and walked out of the office.

“Good luck.” Trexon bowed before following her. Quinn and Herilon exchanged shrugs before they walked side by side out of the office as well. Once the office was empty, the lizardfolk NPC stood up.

“Illusion, cancel.” The lizardfolk cast, removing his appearance to reveal Cheryl standing there, looking around. With hesitancy, she sighed and tapped her foot on the ground.

She nervously stood staring at the closed office doors, listening carefully for any sounds coming from the other side. After a few moments of listening, she heard the sound of footsteps approaching in the hall on the opposite side of the closed doors. Upon hearing the footsteps, she hopped in place to psych herself up while pulling out a carrot from her inventory and biting into it. With the carrot pieces in her mouth, her face twisted in disgust as she chewed it to smaller bits and forced it down.

“Avatar of Loki, Form: Sapphire.” She whispered as she heard the approaching footsteps reach the door, and saw the handles begin to open. A puff of silver and light blue smoke erupted from Cheryl’s body and faded a second later. Once it had disappeared it revealed that her body had transformed to look identical to Sapphire, including Sapphire’s equipment with the exception of the weapon.

The door swung open to the office to reveal the real Lizardfolk NPC standing there. He looked absentmindedly at Cheryl in her Sapphire form, then without a word kept forward, walking around Cheryl to get to the chair behind the desk in the office, and sat in it.

 Cheryl, too, ignored the non-elite NPC, and walked out of the office, shutting the doors behind her. She then quickly rushed forward through the hallways of the Night Hunter’s guildhall to catch up with Herilon and Quinn, only doing so as they stepped out of the front doors of the guildhall and headed out into the streets of Kordas.

“Wait up!” Cheryl called out as she caught up to them.

“Change your mind?” Quinn looked at who she believed to be Sapphire.

“Yeah, figured if you need anything from Artaphernes, it’s better if I’m there.” Cheryl shrugged while forcing herself to take a bite of the carrot in her hand.

“Thanks. I appreciate it.” Quinn smiled before continuing forward. Quinn, Cheryl and Herilon made their way through the streets of Kordas until arriving in the busy part of the city, where they stopped in front of a large wooden building with no windows on the outside, and a sign hanging above the entrance over the street with two dice carved into it.

“Stay alert, and follow my lead.” Quinn said to Herilon and Cheryl, and they both nodded back before Quinn opened the door to the building and the three walked inside.

The interior was not unlike a typical tavern floor. There was no natural lighting, only torches bolted intermittently on the walls and pillars, giving the building a dark orange hue.

In addition, thanks to poor ventilation through lack of windows, there was a smog of gray smoke that was ever present. The place was packed full of patrons drinking ale from mugs, and smoking from pipes that contributed to the smog. 

Round tables dotted the floor surrounded by chairs full of primarily players, but some elite NPCs as well. Each table had a dealer with cards, shuffling them, and players holding hands of cards or watching. From a quick glance it was obvious to Quinn that they were playing variations of poker and blackjack at the tables around the room, and they were betting colorful wooden chips rather than handling raw gold coins at the tables.

Across the way there was a bar, and traveling amongst the tables were waitresses carrying trays of drinks and food and wearing very un-fantasy like french maid outfits.

Immediately upon entry, flanking their left and right, stood two high level 150 players with their arms crossed, wearing very expensive looking equipment. The players eyed Quinn, Herilon and Sapphire cautiously as Quinn panned around the room looking for Christoph and Artaphernes.

It didn’t take long for her to spot them, and she made her way across the floor with Herilon and Cheryl behind her until they arrived at the table.

“Ah, Quinn, wasn’t expecting to see you here.” Artaphernes looked up from his hand of cards to smile at her, Herilon, and Quinn. This caused Christoph to look up from his cards as well and look at her curiously.

[Artaphernes - Level 150] had short messy brown hair, a young human character with bright green eyes, a chiseled jawline, and broad shoulders, with a spear leaning up against the back of his chair implying his class to be a Dragoon. He wore high level black leather armor, and a tabard with a single white dice embroidered on the front of it.

“To what do I owe the pleasure?” He asked playfully.

“I’d like to have a chat with you and Christoph, once you finish that hand.” Quinn motioned to their game, and he nodded back.

“That’s fine, I’m up enough as it is. I fold.” He tossed his cards down on the table.

“Finally.” Christoph sighed with relief as he pulled the pot at the center of the table towards his end. The other two players at the table, who had already folded the hand, immediately started packing up their chips and stood up, walking away. While they did this, Artaphernes gave a nod to the dealer, and he collected the cards before also leaving the table.

“Please, have a seat.” Artaphernes motioned them all to sit down, and they did exactly that. 

“If you all like gambling so much, why not just go to a gambling simulation?” Herilon commented as he sat down at the table.

“Because in a gambling simulation, if I lose, I can’t just use my spear to kill the other guy.” Artaphernes chuckled with a mischievous smile. “What would you like to chat about?”

“First, him.” Quinn pointed at Christoph. “Why’d you buy up all of those soldiers?” Quinn asked suspiciously.

“Who told you I did?” Christoph replied defensively once he’d finished adding the chips to his inventory. 

“Trexon informed me.” Quinn replied.

“Trexon’s got it wrong.” Christoph shook his head. “They defected on their own. Their commander had someone whispering in his ear about the adventures outside the city, and it grew his AI’s desire to explore and battle great monsters on a new frontier. They came to me, asking to work in my land because of the dangerous territory surrounding it.” Christoph shrugged.

“Really?” Quinn squinted at him suspiciously.

“I’ve got no reason to lie.” Christoph replied.

“Is it really so bad to live in Kordas?” Quinn pondered as she thought to herself.

“The NPCs seem to think so…” Christoph commented.

“Or at least, there’s someone convincing them that it is.” Artaphernes jumped in with a serious look at Quinn.

“Do you know something?” Quinn asked him.

“Nothing concrete.” Artaphernes shrugged. “But I do know that Makaroth and Feng’s Airships are on their way here, and a few of the old bandit players have weaseled their way onboard.”

“What about Emerill and Simon?” Quinn asked.

“Emerill was not in any bandit guilds in Arallia, in fact, the players he had bounties for killing were members of the bandit guilds. I don’t think he’s friends with them.” Artaphernes answered. “As for Simon, he’s dangerous.”

“How dangerous?” Herilon asked with a spark of excitement in his eyes.

“I’ve never seen a player with a bounty sheet like his. He’s wanted on every island, with over 1000 player and NPC kills. He’s never been caught. If he does get caught, he’ll be better off deleting his character and rerolling for how long he’ll be stuck in jail.” Artaphernes smirked.

“Emerill’s suspicious. His behavior is odd. Could you have one of your members trail him when he’s out of Kordas jail in two weeks?” 

“I’ll have my hands full keeping track of the guys coming in on the airships.” Artaphernes sighed.

“I’ll spare some members to help out and make sure they don’t do anything.” Christoph offered.

“Very well. I’ll get someone on Emerill.” Artaphernes replied reluctantly.

“Good.” Quinn nodded with a smile. “If you find any information on Simon and whether he’s still on the island or not, let me know. We don’t know what class he is, but we should group up before trying to take him on.” 

“Yes ma'am.” Artaphernes smiled at her. “It’s hard work, keeping this Island peaceful, huh?” He added mockingly.

“Yeah, but don’t complain like you aren’t reaping the benefits from it.” Quinn sighed as she stood up from the table with a bow, Herilon and Cheryl following suit.

“If I didn’t appreciate your hard work, I wouldn’t be helping you for free.” Artaphernes replied as he stood up and bowed as well, as did Christoph. The two watched as Quinn left the building with her two guildmates.

“You really think you’ve got members good enough to PvP against high level bandit players?” Artaphernes asked Christoph.

“Yeah, I’ve got some. I’ll do it personally if I have to. Gotta help Quinn out. She’s been stressed out lately by all the uptick in PvP activity and the demanding NPCs.” Christoph replied.

“Good. The two big streamers have arranged that their Airships will arrive at the same time. They’ll be making a big show out of it and bringing with them royalty. They’re planning on meeting the King of Kalmoore, but their primary reason for coming here is to escort their Shattered Healer players to the Monastery of the Stars for their class quest.”

“I got it. I’ll be fine, don’t worry.” Christoph assured him while Artaphernes looked at him with a skeptical, raised eyebrow. Christoph brushed off the stare by waving at Artaphernes before leaving him alone at the table. Once alone, Artaphernes sat back down and motioned the dealer and other players to come sit back down with him.

Once they had, he glanced around the room until he spotted a player in dark leather leaning up against a wall in a torchless section of the tavern floor, and snapped his fingers in their direction while the dealer pulled out cards and began shuffling them.

From the shadows, a short female human with sheathed daggers on her belt walked forward. Her dark high level leather was form fitting, but she wore a black cloak with the hood down that covered most of her body. She had long blonde hair that was tied into a low hanging ponytail that sat on her right shoulder and ran down her front, with bright green eyes and pale white skin. [Anazia - Level 150] sat above her head. Once she reached the table, she moved to stand behind Artaphernes and remained silent, waiting patiently as Artaphernes was dealt two cards face down on the table.

He carefully peaked at the cards without picking them up off the table by bending the tops of them upwards, then glanced at his opponents and sighed.

“I’ve got a job for you.” Artaphernes spoke without turning to look at Anazia.

“Details?” She replied back

“Two weeks from now, Emerill will be let out of prison. See what he does in the Kordas Prison, give me a sense of what type of player he is. Once he’s free, don’t let him out of your sight.” Artaphernes replied.

“Babysitting? You’re taking me off the bandits and those big shot streamers that are coming here?” Anazia replied with skepticism.

“Yeah.”

“What’s the pay?”

“30 000 gold a day.” 

 “Really?” Anazia answered in disbelief. “All this just to help out Quinn? What if he’s really just an idiot who likes to PK low level players?” Anazia asked.

 “You know better than I do that that’s unlikely. Someone, or something, is making waves in Kalmoore.” Artaphernes replied before giving a nod to the dealer to signal that he was checking. “Waves are bad for business. Peace-loving whales come to Kalmoore to spend their gold and feel safe that they won't lose their investments into their virtual property. If Kalmoore loses its peaceful reputation, we lose our wealthy whale players and our comfortable income.”

 “I understand.” Anazia replied obediently.

 “Good. I’ve got a feeling Quinn is really going to need our help this time, so don’t mess up.” Artaphernes replied.

 “I can handle one Assassin player.” Anazia replied confidently.

 “You sure? Did you watch the streaming footage from Aegis where they beat him?” Artaphernes asked her.

 “Yes.”

 “And, did you notice anything strange?” Artaphernes asked.

 “Yes. He let them beat him on purpose.”

 “Exactly.” Artaphernes watched as the dealer dealt the flop, and checked his hand again. “He wanted to end up in that prison. Find out why. No mistakes.” Artaphernes replied.

 “I’m on it.” Anazia finished the conversation. After these words, she turned from the table and headed out of the tavern. 



 “Can we really trust those two?” Cheryl, still in her Sapphire form, asked Quinn and Herilon as the three arrived back at the Night Hunter’s guild hall in Kordas. They hadn’t gone inside yet, but rather stopped in front of the closed entry doors, looking around and confirming that no other NPCs or players were anywhere in sight in this empty section of the city.

 “Yeah, Artaphernes’ likes the money he gets from Kalmoore too much to not help me out when I ask. And Christoph hates the bureaucratic aspects of this game enough that he’d do anything to make sure that our guild keeps running things, so he doesn’t have to.” Quinn replied. 

 “What’re we going to do about Aegis?” Herilon asked as he eyed Quinn anxiously. “Are you going to tell him that Feng and Makaroth are arriving here soon because they trained up some Eirene priests to become Shattered Healers?”

 “No.” Quinn shook her head. “It’s better we don’t tell him his dad is coming here, it’d only piss him off. According to what he said on stream, he and his party will be grinding for the next five weeks in the underrealm anyway. So let’s leave it at ignorance is bliss.” Quinn shrugged, but paused as she saw a strange look of shock on Sapphire’s face.

 Cheryl noticed her staring at her and quickly covered up her shocked expression by biting into her carrot.

 “Don’t you think he’s going to want to meet Aegis?” Sapphire replied, somewhat flustered.

 “Nah, you said it yourself that you heard Aegis say they hated each other, right?” Herilon shrugged at her. “What with that bet that if Aegis overtakes him, he’ll delete his character.”

 “Oh. Right, yeah. That’s true.” Sapphire replied hesitantly. “Still, maybe they’ll want to meet.”

 “I’ll deal with that if it comes up.” Quinn replied before letting out a reluctant sigh. “Okay, time to sort out these whiny NPCs and try to get Kalmoore back to normal. See you two around.” She waved before heading inside the guild hall.

 “Right, I’m going to go shopping really quick, I’ll be back later.” Sapphire waved and left Herilon as she made her way down the streets of Kordas away from the guildhall. Cheryl nervously glanced at the duration of her Avatar spell ticking down, with only 9 minutes remaining on it, and hastily looked around the nearby buildings for a dark alleyway.

 Once she’d spotted one, she carefully looked around to make sure no one was around to see her, then stepped into the alley and canceled the spell, returning to her normal form and putting the half-eaten carrot back in her inventory. She then hastily opened up her friends list and began writing a message to several players.

 


“They’re onto you Emerill, you’ll be watched.” She sent a message to Emerill on her friends list.





“Quinn and Christoph are still getting along. We need a point of failure in their friendship or they won’t stop playing nice.” She sent the message to Quiver. “Try Ren, her little brother.” She added in a second message.





“They know about the bandit players coming in on the Airships. You’ll need to get creative. Blades and Artaphernes’ guild will be watching them.” She sent the message to a player named Joltblade.


“I learned something interesting about Aegis and Makaroth.” Cheryl wrote to a fourth, unknown player. 
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                Hey guys!
I want to start by saying thank you for reading the story up until now and thank you for supporting my writing.
Unfortunately, for the sake of my sanity I am deciding to alter the chapter release schedule. Right now I don't have the time I'd like to have to enable me to start doing major edits to the earlier parts of the story as I am only able to work on new chapters, and since I started the story a very long time ago, there is a lot of things I want to change in the earlier chapters and start preparing it to evolve and move off of Royal Road, and eventually on KU and possibly audible.
Following suggestions, and paths that other writers have taken, I will no longer be releasing chapters on Sundays for Patreon, it'll be a break day for me. On Royal Road, the uploads will stop on both Saturday and Sunday. This will mean that week by week, Patreon supporters will move a chapter ahead of what is freely available, in order to show my appreciation for everyone's continued support.

I hope you guys all continue to enjoy the story. The second part of the story has moved a bit slower than I would've liked and I think some parts can be cut out or changed drastically to speed it up and keep things more interesting, but the plot from here on out will start to pick up and I'm extremely excited to write it and share it with you all.


Sincerely,
Hakurai
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                Chapter 158: Visitors



1 Week Later…



 Anazia, with her hood up, found herself standing outside of the Military Command Barracks within the city of Kordas. It was nestled near the surrounding walls of the castle of Kordas, with a large wide staircase inviting players and NPCs alike inside. It was the very same building utilized for the leadership intermediate quest that Aegis had visited some time ago.

 As Anazia ascended the staircase to enter the building, she saw other players passing by around her, mumbling and grumbling to one another about the difficulty of the quest. 

 She continued through a set of large open double doors into the main entrance hall. The hall consisted of a long wide carpet down the center that led to the intermediate leadership quest room at the end of the hall. The carpet was flanked by large decorative pillars holding up the tall ceiling, and on the walls to the left and right were numerous doors leading into other rooms.

 There was an abundance of Kordas guards standing around stoically, particularly in front of one pair of double doors on the left wall which Anazia was interested in.

 When she approached the guarded doors, the non-elite NPC guards paid her no mind and she was able to swing it open and enter undisturbed. Beyond the doors was a wide, downward staircase with a cold draft blowing up from it. Torches lit the interior as she descended the stairs, the light from outside no longer reaching this part of the building.

 Once she reached the bottom floor, she was faced with another secure door with two more Kordas guards standing in front of it, and stepped through to enter a square chamber with dark gray stone walls, floor, and ceiling. There were little to no decorations or furnishings, but several doors leading out of the room on each wall. A desk sat on the far wall with a pale elven NPC sitting behind it. The desk was covered in stacks of bounty posters and other documents that the elven NPC was working on.

 Still, Anazia did not stop, nor was she stopped or interacted with by any of the NPCs in this room, guard or otherwise. She continued through one of the many doors to enter a long, wide stone hallway. 

This hall had barred doors on the left and right that one could easily see through to view what was beyond them. Each door leads into a small prison cell with a plain bed, training equipment, a bookshelf, a single lantern, desk, and chair. Every cell she walked past was identical to the next.

Some of the cells had red names floating above their iron barred doors - players names who were intended to be locked inside the cell. Despite the floating names, though, as Anazia passed by each cell she noted that none of the players were present. Every single one of the cells were empty, the players who were serving sentences inside the Kordas prison were logged out of the game world.

All except one, as she reached the back of the hallway to a cell with the red name [Emerill] floating above it in her interface. With her hood up to hide her name, she moved herself in a position to stand in front of the door and looked inside.

Emerill, wearing his normal white leather armor minus his cloak and weapons, was using a training dummy provided for him in the room, striking at it bare handed, training himself. As she watched, Anazia looked into the corner of her eye at her interface at a debuff that had befallen her character.




	
[Prison]


All experience gained within the Kordas Prison is reduced by 25%. Spells and skills are disabled while within the Kordas prison. 








There was no duration on the debuff, it was permanent and location based. Despite the experience debuff, though, Emerill was opting to continue to try and improve his character.

“You know, you can work out in the real world as well. It also improves your body there, too.” Anazia commented to Emerill through the bars. He looked in her direction to acknowledge her presence, but didn’t stop training. “No? Not interested in touching grass?”

“I don’t recognize you. Which guild are you from?” Emerill asked her between his heavy breaths - he was pushing his stamina nearest its limits and was taking minimal breaks to let it recover.

“Who says I’m in a guild at all?” Anazia replied. “Cloaks are pretty handy for hiding that, huh? It’s too bad about yours. Bet you want to go get it back, right?” She asked, but he went quiet again. She tapped her foot as she waited for a response, but staring at him brought her no new information.

“You were so talkative when I saw you on that stream, but now suddenly you are disciplined and tight-lipped. Something about that streamer must’ve really made you angry, huh?” Anazia tried, but still no reaction. 

After a long drawn out silence, there was suddenly a booming cheer that echoed from the floor above them. Despite the dark gray stone around them, it was faintly audible through the ceiling. Both Anazia and Emerill’s eyes traveled upwards in the direction of the roof of the prison briefly, before glancing at each other.

She then watched Emerill as he stopped training and began fidgeting with his interface. After a few clicks around by waving his fingers in front of his face, he scoffed at the air.

Anazia squinted at his odd behavior and reaction and decided to do the same thing, fidgeting with her interface to send a message to Artaphernes.



“What was that noise? Did something just happen? I thought the Airships wouldn’t arrive until later today?” Anazia messaged him.

“Aegis and his party just hit level 100 from grinding. Everyone in Kordas watching him did a weird, countdown celebratory cheer. That’s probably what you heard.” Artaphernes replied. Reading it, Anazia couldn’t help but do an eyeroll. 

“Speaking of Airships. They’re here early.” Artaphernes added.

“Good luck.” Anazia replied.





Artaphernes stood atop the Skyport of Kordas alongside Christoph, Quinn, Herilon, Sapphire, Tullan, and Trexon. They were not alone - the port was crowded with excited players, and the guards were having a hard time keeping everything in order. 

From atop the tower they had a good view of the city of Kordas and some of the surrounding farm lands, but that is not what anyone was looking at. 

Far off in the distance, in the air above the island of Kalmoore, approached two large airships sailing smoothing through the clear blue cloudless afternoon sky. The Airships were not approaching from the same direction, nor were they perfectly in sync, but they were close enough that they’d be arriving at the skyport and docking almost simultaneously.

“Here they come…” Sapphire mumbled anxiously as she bit into a carrot.

“Ready for this?” Trexon turned to a nervous looking Quinn

“Sometimes I really hate this game.” Quinn said under her breath as she shook her head to herself. 

“My guys are all around this building.” Artaphernes turned to Christoph. “I’ll be handling the big wigs and the entourage that's heading for Rene and the Monastery. We’ll track most of the passengers that stay within the city of Kordas and report on their behavior. With any luck, they just do some shopping before heading back to the Airship when it departs in a few days. I want you to be watching the Black Lion guild leader. Don’t lose track of him, and try not to be seen. Anything suspicious, anything at all, and you act on it or report it, got me?” He instructed Christoph.

 “Relax, I got it. You’re really into this stuff, huh?” Christoph asked him.

 “Dungeons and adventures are of no interest to me. Spying and espionage? I live for this.” Artaphernes smirked excitedly back at him, causing Trexon and Tullan to chuckle. A moment later, though, there were deafening screeches and squeals coming out of the mouths of the nearby players. 

 Feng’s Airship, adorned with red banners hanging off the sides that depicted a pair of white crossed katanas, had gotten close enough that Feng himself was visible, standing on the side of the Airship with several of his guild members looking towards the Skyport tower.

 Just by seeing him, his numerous fans were losing their minds, jumping up and down and waving at him excitedly.

 [Feng - Level 183] stood above his head. He was wearing a white and black traditional hanfu with two sheathed long thin blades on his waist on either side. He was waving and smiling down at his fans as they screamed excitedly up at him. He looked young, with fair skin and a slim build. Human, with short black hair.

 His ship was the first to reach the skyport and slowly pulled up to the pier opposite the Sky Darling. Quinn looked to the Sky Darling and saw Leonard, too, was out on his deck and excitedly waving at Feng and trying to get his attention. 

 The Kordas guards had their hands full keeping the pier clear of players, but when Quinn and Tullan approached, the guards allowed them to pass and walk forward across the pier just as the crew of Feng’s airship had hopped onto the pier to tie off the ship and lower the boarding plank.

 “Greetings, and welcome to Kalmoore.” Quinn smiled up and waved at him. She became painfully aware of the red livestreaming number above his head, sitting at 4.6 million. Just seeing it sent a nervous chill down her spine.

 “Hello.” He replied politely with a bow down to Quinn. “You must be Quinn, I have heard much about you.” He added as he began his descent down the ramp onto the pier. Behind him followed several of his guild members. “I apologize for the inconvenience our visit must be causing you.” He added shyly as he motioned to the crowds of squealing fans ahead of them.

 “No need to apologize.” Quin smiled back. “This here is Tullan, he handles all trading for the kingdom.” She motioned to the nervous dwarf next to her.

 “Oh, no need. We did not come on behalf of the Lanuskian Kingdom. Our cargo is just players who are eager to visit these lands for the short while that we are here. The nature of our visit to speak with you and Makaroth, and the player Aegis. And complete some quests in the Monastery of the Stars.” Feng replied.

 “I understand. However, in regards to Ae-” Quinn began to reply, but her voice was drowned out by an even louder, deafening cheer. She annoyingly turned her head and saw that the 2nd large Airship was now docking on the third skyport pier. 

It was just as large as Feng’s airship, sporting a similar design, and standing off of the side was the short dark haired Makaroth, with his swords poking up over his broad shoulders, fastened on his back. His high level, fancy looking armor was under the tabard of the Sages’ guild he wore, the front of the tabard depicting a stone with swirling white lines wrapped around it. He, too, was waving at his fans with a big dumb smile.

“Ah, there is Makaroth.” Feng commented as he waved up at him. Quinn, however, detected a hint of content in his voice, and looked back to see that it was taking a great amount of effort on Feng’s behalf to maintain his smile in the face of Makaroth. “Is there some place we could chat in private, where it isn’t quite so noisy?” 

“Yes, of course, I’ll arrange for you and Makaroth to be escorted there once you are done greeting your fans.” Quinn replied with a polite bow before she took her leave, pushing through the crowds of screaming fans on the pier. She eventually made her way back to where Herilon, Sapphire, Trexon, Artaphernes and Christoph were standing huddled together.

“It’s a bloody nightmare. Simulation or not, Imma have permanent hearin’ damage.” Tullan grumbled to the others.

“Sapphire, you’re on Feng. Lead him to the Castle once they’re done here. Trexon, you take Makaroth. Herilon, I want you to go to Rene ahead of their entourages and keep an eye on Savika. Work with Rene to keep her safe. Tullan, you’re with me.” Quinn instructed all of them and they gave obedient nods before splitting off.

“Bring your A-game, Christoph. You’re standing in for one of my best trackers, Anazia. So I expect you and your guildmates to work your ass off.” Artaphernes patted Christoph on his shoulder.

“Oh, great, so no pressure then.” Christoph replied mockingly. 



 It took some time, and a great amount of effort for Quinn to reach the gates of the Kordas’ Castle with Tullan, nearly an hour later. The crowds of fans for both Makaroth and Feng were numerous and noisy, and extended beyond the perimeter of the Skyport Tower itself and well into the surrounding streets.

 Thankfully, through the help of the many Kordas guards, Quinn was able to escape them alongside Sapphire who led Feng by himself, and Trexon who led Makaroth by himself, ahead of the crowd.

 “Quite a plain castle. Have you not invested the wealth of Kordas into improving it? Aesthetics of the King’s castle greatly improves the quality and worth of the kingdom and its citizens' productivity.” Feng commented as he looked up over the walls of the castle up at the towers that were visible.

 “No, we maintain a low tax rate and utilize the funds to pay our players and NPCs.” Quinn replied as she gave a wave to the guards on the walls, signaling them to open the gates. A moment later, the large wooden doors leading into the Kordas castle began to creak open.

 “Modesty is sometimes better.” Makaroth nodded. Behind her on her left stood Feng, and behind her on her right stood [Makaroth - Level 191]. But without having to turn around, she could feel the tension between the two high level players. 

 Once the gates were open, she led them through into the interior castle gardens, but motioned Sapphire, Tullan, and Trexon to hang back, which they did with obedient nods. 

 Quinn, Feng, and Makaroth all stepped forward through the gates, and once they had the guards began to shut them behind them. The moment the castle gates shut, the screams and cheers from the streamers’ fans became somewhat muffled, much to Quinn’s relief.

 “This way.” Quinn motioned the two forward through the beautiful Kordas castle gardens. They traveled along a wide paved stone path flanked by flower bushes and statues depicting various elegantly posing beasts carved out of white marble. Quinn led them through the garden up to the front entrance of the Castle, the doors held open for them as they approached by the two Kordas guards flanking its entrance.

 Once inside, the three found themselves standing in a large hall with many doors, but Quinn quickly led them to the nearest door on the right. She shut the oaken wooden door behind them once they’d all entered.

 They were in a small room with windows looking out into the castle garden, a round table in the center with several simple wooden chairs around it.

 “This is a waiting room for guests into the castle, but it should provide enough privacy for us to chat.” Quinn motioned them towards the chairs. Feng was eying the plain, undecorated walls around him as he slowly sat down in one of the chairs. Makaroth, on the other hand, kept his eyes curiously on Quinn as he took his seat, until finally Quinn sat across from them.

 The viewership of both of the big name streamers had gone up to nearly 5 million a piece, much to Quinn’s dismay, but she tried her best to ignore it. 

 “I understand the two of you are here to complete quests for your newly recruited Eirene priests. That’s no problem with me, so long as you don’t cause any chaos on this island.” Quinn said before clearing her throat. “I am curious what it is you wanted to speak to me about, though.” She eyed the two of them.

 “Yes, I suppose it must appear odd that we both chose to arrive here together.” Feng nodded at her.

 “It’s no coincidence.” Makaroth crossed his arms. “As you know, the time between the two abyssal invasions was six in-game months. If we assume that the time gap was a cooldown, it means there’s about two and a half months until the next invasion will begin.” Makaroth explained as Quinn suddenly got very serious.

 “Now that we know a player is responsible for the invasions, we must be suspicious of everyone. However, we all witnessed your bravery as you stood against the Arallian invasion and saved countless lives.” Feng said as he and Makaroth exchanged looks. “We thought it best we share what we know with each other about the invasions, and the abyss, to better help us all protect our lands from potential upcoming invasions.”

 “I see.” Quinn nodded.

 “What else can you tell us about your experience with the invasion, as someone who was personally present during one and lived through it?” Makaroth asked as he and Feng leaned forward over the table and stared at her intently. Quinn’s eyes traveled between the two of them for a moment.

 “I’m sure you’ve already watched the footage. Unfortunately, there isn’t much beyond what you saw that I can tell you.” Quinn shrugged back at them.

 “Hm.” Feng pulled back and sat straight with a look of disappointment. “Perhaps the player Aegis would have more insight? He has shown himself to be very clever.” 

 “Perhaps, but, unfortunately, he is very busy at the moment.” Quinn replied as she eyed Makaroth nervously and saw him glaring at her.

 “Oh, come now. Surely he can take a break from grinding wraiths to have a chat with us?” Makaroth replied.

 “I don’t think that’s a good idea.” Quinn glared back at him. With their eyes locked on each other briefly, Feng looked between them curiously until Makaroth eventually huffed air and chuckled.

 “Very well.” He smirked. 

 “That is a shame, I was hoping to thank him for his discovery in the Mosmir Hive. It is thanks to him that I have this beautiful void silk hanfu. Do you know if he has discovered how to raise the Mosmir hatchers, yet? We’re having trouble with them.” Feng asked.

 “I don’t know, we don’t talk much. He’s not a member of my guild, or any guild on this island, and I tend to leave the players of Kalmoore alone to do their own thing.” Quinn replied as she leaned back and crossed her arms, now somewhat annoyed at the two streamers. 

 “I see.” Feng replied while pulling his lips to the side.

 “But I’d love to hear what you two have discovered about the abyssal invasions.” She leaned forward and looked at the sudden expressions of confusion on their faces.

 “What have we discovered?” Makaroth asked.

 “Yes, you said you came to share information with me to prepare for them, right? Surely that means you guys have something to contribute?” Quinn asked, and they both continued to look confused. “Or, did you just come here to get information for yourselves?” 

 “No, of course not. We have come up with some strategies we believe will be effective against the invasion, should it come to our islands, or yours.” Feng replied.

 “Yes, given how the creatures behaved during the last invasion, and the first. Have you fortified your island stones?” Makaroth asked her.

 “Yeah. After the first invasion. There are walls and siege weaponry built around four of our island stones.” Quinn shrugged.

 “Oh. What of the fifth?” Feng asked.

 “The fifth stone is hidden.” Quinn replied.

 “Hidden?” Makaroth asked.

 “Yes. Its location is kept a secret, and will remain a secret. I was suspicious from the get-go that invasions were player driven.”

 “But the royalty of each island all know where the island stones are, don’t they?” Makaroth answered.

 “Yes, and I’ve instructed them to not tell anyone, not even me, of the fifth’s location. Since invasions are player driven, it’s possible they do not have means to locate the stones themselves. Having one hidden could possibly, by itself, be the most effective method to defend against the invasions.” Quinn shrugged. “Surely you guys thought of something like that already though, right?” She eyed them with a raised eyebrow.

 “Unfortunately it is hard for us to keep things like that hidden.” Makaroth motioned to his live streaming icon proudly.

 “And a bit hard to undo revealing their locations. I hadn’t thought of keeping one hidden. That is clever. Kalmoore players lack style, but make up for it with their cleverness, it would seem.” Feng smiled at her.

 “It sounds like there isn’t much information for guys to share, then, huh.” Quinn pulled her lips to the side and shook her head disapprovingly at the two.

 “I suppose not. But don’t be afraid to ask us for help if you suspect your island is being targeted.” Feng replied politely as he and Makaroth stood up from the table.

 “And, if I ask for help, will you come?” Quinn replied. The two streamers once again exchanged looks briefly.

 “Of course, if we aren’t in the middle of anything already.” Makaroth shrugged.

 “Right.” Feng nodded along.

 “Wonderful.” Quinn sighed. “Now, about your current visit. I assume you’re just here to complete the Shattered Healer quests for your new Eirene priest players. Anything else?” 

 “Nothing else, if Aegis is unavailable.” Feng replied.

 “You brought with you on your airships quite a number of unscrupulous players. Do you know of their intentions on Kalmoore?” She added.

 “Many players from Savringard were eager to visit the peaceful lands of Kalmoore, but the majority will be returning with us on our Airship when we leave. We ought not to be here longer than a week.” Makaroth replied.

 “Yes, it is the same with my Lanuskian passengers.” Feng nodded.

 “Great. We’ll be keeping an eye on them while they are here. In the meantime, I hope you two enjoy your stay here in Kalmoore. I, on the other hand, need to do some catching up in levels.” She pointed up at her nameplate above her head, displaying her level at 152. 

 “Congratulations on completing your advanced class quest.” Feng smiled at her.

 “Thanks.” She smiled back.

 “We promise to be out of your hair so that we may all go back to leveling as quickly as possible. The stronger we are, the less susceptible we will all be to any abyssal invasions.” Feng continued.

 “Right.” Quinn nodded as she moved to the door of the room and opened it, leading Makaroth and Feng outside. The three made their way back through the castle gardens to the front gates of the walls surrounding the castle and waited as they were slowly opened for them by the nearby guards.

 The moment the gates began to creak open, the fans of both Makaroth and Feng waiting outside began squealing and screeching excitedly once more.

 “Enjoy your stay in Kalmoore.” Quinn waved them off as the two streamers went back to being streamers. As they disappeared into the crowds, Quinn walked beyond the threshold of the castle walls and waited for the gate to shut behind her, while Tullan, Sapphire and Trexon moved to stand with her.

 “How’d it go?” Trexon asked curiously.

 “I wasn’t expecting them to be completely useless. But, really. They just wanted to use me and Aegis as sources of content.” Quinn shook her head in disbelief. 

 “So, nothing useful?”

 “Nothing at all. It seems like, if an invasion comes to Kalmoore, we’ll be on our own.” Quinn replied as she crossed her arms and tapped her feet on the paved streets, staring out at the squealing fans in front of her. “All we can do is get stronger. Organize another guild raid for experience, schedule it for after these two leave our island.” She instructed Trexon.

 “I’m on it.” He nodded back. 
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 Savika sat in the Rene town hall at the large round table with a small sewing kit laid out in front of her. She was quietly working away on a new craft by herself, with several rolls of variously colored fabrics set about on the table in front of her as well. Her eyebrows were scrunched up as she focused intensely on what she was sewing presently, very carefully threading the needle through the fabric. 

 Leaning up against the wall behind her stood Celestian, like a statue with his spear at his side. He was now level 90. Guarding the door to the town hall was Farlion, also level 90. And pacing along one of the far walls, peering out of the window was Herilon. He occasionally went from looking inside the room at Savika to see what she was doing before going back to looking out of the window at the passing players and NPCs. He had chosen a window that had a good view up the mountain towards the monastery.

 Apart from the muffled sounds of players and NPCs chatting outside, barely audible through the glass, the only sounds made in the room were that of Herilons footsteps. That was until there was a sudden knock on the door. 

 Farlion at the door quickly turned around, opened it, and stepped outside for a moment while Herilon stopped peering out of the window and instead turned his attention solely to the door and Savika.

 A moment later, Farlion returned inside.

 “Mayor Savika, one resident by the name of Charles would like to speak with you in regards to his neighbor.” Farlion announced. Savika stopped what she was doing and looked up across the table at Farlion, placing down her sewing tools and taking a deep breath.

 “Okay. Send him in.” She nodded, and Farlion nodded back before opening the door once more behind him. An older NPC with [Charles - Level 10] above his head in white text stepped inside through the door and took stock of everyone in the room with quick glances.

 “Please, have a seat.” Farlion motioned Charles to sit in the chair nearest the door, and furthest from Savika. Both Celestian and Herilon watched him intently.

 “Thank you.” Charles bowed before taking a seat.

 “How can I help you today, Charles?” Savika asked him politely.

 “It’s my neighbor. He’s an Arallian, like you.” He grumbled. “We’re both living on our own, but he’s got a great big garden around his house, and I don't.”

 “Does he use it often?” Savika asked.

 “Yes, daily. He rubs it in my face that he’s got it. I’m paying for my housing, while he got his for free. I would like more land so I can have my own garden as well.” 

 “Do you have any skills in farming or gardening?” Savika asked him.

 “No, not exactly…” He replied hesitantly.

 “Then why would you need more land to farm and garden?”

 “Because it’s only fair.” The old man crossed his arms. “I should have everything an Arallian has. I’m a Kalmoorian and this is Kalmoore.” Savika opened her mouth to reply, but Herilon suddenly stopped her.

 “Hang on.” Herilon stepped away from the window and eyed the old man curiously. “That’s quite a strange view of the world, and a strange set of demands to give, considering this guy's not elite.” Herilon stepped towards the old man with squinting eyes. “Did someone put you up to making this request? A player, perhaps, encouraging you to hate Arallians, or demand more things?” Herilon asked curiously.

 Charles however didn’t reply. Instead, he went rather quiet, in the oddest way possible. As if his AI had suddenly just glitched out and stopped working, he started staring blankly at the ceiling.

 “Hello? Any answer? Or did that same person instruct you not to answer questions like these?” Herilon pushed on as he got closer to the old man. There was still no reaction, though, and both Celestian and Farlion were now staring suspiciously at the situation.

 “Please, I think you are frightening him.” Savika politely waved Herilon back. Herilon glanced between Savika and the old man for a moment before reluctantly sighing and backing away. 

“Unfortunately, once you’ve been assigned land in Rene, it will not be resized. You are a very skilled woodcutter and are paid as such, while your neighbor is a skilled gardener and sells his spices to the town.” Savika continued. “If you’d like, I could assign you a new plot of land away from the Arallians, but if you want a plot of land with a garden you’ll have to first demonstrate that you are capable of making use of it.” Savika answered cordially.

“Fine. I’ll show you I can garden. Anything an Arallian can do, a Kalmoorian can do better.” The old man huffed before stomping out of the room. Once he’d shut the door behind him, Savika let out a sigh of relief before going back to sewing. Herilon watched her do this and shook his head to himself in disbelief before opening up his interface.

He was about to send a message to Quinn about his suspicions, but out of the corner of his eye he spotted a large group of players leaving the Monastery of the Stars up on the mountain outside of Rene, through the window nearest him.

“Looks like they’ve finally finished their Shattered Healer quests. Will you two be okay here watching her for a moment?” Herilon asked Celestian and Farlion and they both nodded. “Good, I’ll be back in a bit.” Herilon added before leaving the town hall.

Once out in the streets of Rene, he waited patiently on the north side of the town square, staring up the paved road in the direction of Rene’s northern gate, waiting for the large group of players to arrive. 

Sure enough, after a few minutes, he saw them pass through the gate and enter the city, walking towards him. There was a group of 3 players bearing the Vindicators tabard from Lanusk, and two players bearing the Sages of Destiny tabard from Savringard. All five of them were all equipped with scepters, shields, and sets of iron armor.

Taking the lead in front of them, though, was a wizard player with [Synopse - Level 175] above his head, with the Sages of Destiny tabard on. He’d immediately spotted Herilon and locked eyes with him as the group approached the town square, stopping a few meters in front of Herilon.

“You’ve been up at the Monastery for a week now, did you all get your quests done?” Herilon asked the group.

“Yes, the last of them has just finished his Shattered Healer quest. All five of them are now capable of casting Aura of Light.” Synopse replied with a nod.

“I see. Interesting how quickly you guys rerolled and leveled up to thirty.” Herilon commented.

“The class seems to directly oppose invasions and the abyss. Not having the Aura of Light would put our guilds at a severe disadvantages against those types of enemies.” Synopse shrugged back at Herilon and Herilon nodded in agreement.

“True. Still…” Herilon looked over the excited faces of the 5 new Shattered Healer players. “Did you guys not watch Aegis complete the Hrath’mir quest?” 

“We did.” One of the healers spoke up.

“Then, why’d it take you all so long to complete it? Aegis only took a day and he didn’t know at all what to expect.” Herilon squinted at them curiously. Suddenly the smiles on their faces were wiped away, and Synopse let out a chuckle.

“Riding a gryphon is no joke, I’d like to see you try it.” One of them growled at him.

“Those damn dragons wouldn’t listen to me, it took forever to get them to cooperate.”

“Even when you get the dragons to help, holding off all of those avatars is damn near impossible. Especially when that black mist monster joins the fight.” Another complained.

“Right. I guess it is a pretty difficult quest.” Herilon smirked at them.

“We’ll be heading back to the Skyport now, and taking our leave from Kalmoore. I appreciate the warm hospitality you’ve provided for us here in Rene.” Synopse bowed politely.

“No problem, you’re welcome back any time. Have a safe trip.” Herilon bowed back and stepped aside, allowing Synopse to pass with his group of newly made Shattered Healers. Their smiles did not return to their faces, though. Once they had disappeared into the crowded town square, Herilon opened up his interface to message Quinn once more.


“They’re finished in Rene and on their way back to Kordas. Looks like this visit is coming to an end without incident.” Herilon messaged her.

“You seem disappointed.” Quinn replied.

“I was hoping for at least a little bit of PvP action.”

“Stick with Savika a bit longer until we’ve confirmed they’ve all left.”

“Roger.” Herilon answered before closing out of his interface and making his way back to the town hall.





 “So, I suppose this is farewell. Thank you taking care of us.” Feng bowed politely as he stood atop the Skyport tower. Thanks to Quinn and the Kordas guards efforts, the top of the tower had been cleared out of any players not from Lanusk or Savringard.

 Feng was speaking to Quinn, Sapphire, Artaphernes, Trexon, and Tullan, with Makaroth standing beside him. All around them the players of Lanusk and Savringard were making their way back onto their respective airships.

 “We appreciate you coming here in person to visit our island, it was an honor to host you.” Quinn smiled and bowed back politely.

 “Still a shame we couldn’t meet Aegis. He has become quite the rising star.” Feng smiled.

 “Maybe next time.” Quinn shrugged.

 “I’m sure we'll be meeting him soon enough.” Makaroth replied with a cold stare at Quinn, but Quinn chose to only smile back at him awkwardly.

 “Take care.” Trexon waved, which prompted the two high level, highly viewed streamers to bow and turn, making their way to their respective airships.

 “Good. Nice, easy, boring.” Sapphire mumbled as they got out of earshot of her and climbed aboard their airships.

 “I was expecting more action with those two showing up. Maybe a tussle. They just went sight seein’ and did their quests though.” Tullan sighed. “Aint even bring some fancy materials to trade with us.”

 “Most likely, they don’t want to help Kalmoore by providing us with good trade materials. They like that their islands are ahead of ours.” Artaphernes commented, crossing his arms. “It’s all politics with players like that. They didn’t get on top of the streaming world by playing nice and thinking of others.”

 “Hm.” Sapphire eyed Artaphernes as she took a bite of a carrot before going back to watching the players boarding the airships. 

 “They most likely know more about the abyss and invasions than they let on, but want us in the dark.” Trexon added.

 “Whatever. We don’t need their help. I’m glad they’re leaving without causing any trouble, we’ve got enough problems around here as it is.” Quinn sighed. “What of the bandit players?” She turned to Artaphernes, who responded by motioning to several that were in the process of boarding the airships.

 “They’re all accounted for. Every single one of them made their way back to this tower already. I’ve got my members on standby, surrounding the tower, but, it would seem not a single player is staying behind. Guess they really won’t like it here much.” Artaphernes smiled.

 “You’re telling me they all really just came here for sight seein’?” Tullan asked with a raised brow.

 “Seems so.” Artaphernes shrugged.

 “And, how’d Christoph do?” Quinn asked.

 “Him and the Blades performed admirably. Didn’t let the leader out of his sight. Nothing suspicious.” 

 “Where is Christoph now?” Trexon asked.

 “He said he’s taking one final precaution. He’ll be joining us later.” Artaphernes replied. From there, for the next short while the group exchanged small talk as they watched the last of the visiting players board the airships. And with their final waves and farewells, Feng and Makaroth’s airships departed from the Skyport tower.

 “That’s that, boring and uneventful.” Artaphernes shrugged.

 “I’ll have my birds follow the Lanusk ship out of our airspace. You scry on the Savringard one. Make sure there’s nothing crazy like jumpers.” Quinn instructed Trexon and he nodded back, beginning to cast a scrying spell.

 “You’re being very thorough.” Artaphernes commented.

 “It’s hard to keep an island peaceful in this game. I have to be thorough.” Quinn replied.



 

 “The Airships are leaving.” Miranda commented as she looked up at the sky. She stood alongside Christoph and several other Blades of Kalmoore players watching the Airships depart from the ground level of Kordas, quite some distance away.

 “Don’t let your guard down yet.” Christoph replied. He took his eyes off of the airships and instead turned to look behind him at the Kordas City portal altar. It was built in a small opening in the city streets of Kordas, with a few meters of paved roads surrounding it on all sides. Standing nearby were Christoph and his guildmates, and several Kordas guards.

 “Yes sir.” One of the members replied with a nod, but none of them were looking at the altar - instead all staring at the departing airships.

 “I wonder what its like to be in one of those guilds.” One Blades member asked.

 “I heard it’s super hard to get in. Really competitive. And they don’t let you near the streamers until you prove yourself in their B-tier raiding group.” 

 “Hm. I bet I could get to their main raiding group though.” Another player commented.

 “Guys, come on, fo-” Christoph urged them, but his voice suddenly left him. It wasn’t that he'd stopped mid sentence, but rather his mouth stopped making sound, while simultaneously a debuff appeared over him and all of the players and guards nearby.




	
[Silence] 

 No sound can be made by anything or anyone while under the effect of this spell. Communication through guild, party, and friends interfaces are blocked.








 Christoph couldn’t hear the sound of his own feet tapping the paved stone streets as he turned and glanced around in panic. He saw his guildmates all looking around confused for a moment as well. Their mouths were moving, but no sound was coming out. 

 Christoph looked to his Sage guildmate and did a few hand motions, and the Sage player nodded back anxiously, pulling his staff off of his back and preparing to wave it around and cast a spell - but before he could, a crossbow bolt was fired into his shoulder dealing massive damage. Christoph looked across the town square and saw a player wearing a dark yellow cloak with the hood up walking forward, wielding two weapons in his hands and moving 5 floating weapons forward behind him.

 It was a battlemaster player attacking them, trying to lock down Christoph’s sage and prevent him from dispelling the silence. So long as the silence spell was active, Christoph couldn’t give out instructions or send messages to Quinn and Artaphernes for help.

 Christoph anxiously dashed forward and deflected a second bolt fired at his Sage player by pulling out a large two handed maul from his inventory and swinging it at the projectile, knocking it away. He was trying to buy the Sage time so that he could dispel the silence. But in that moment, Christoph’s mind processed the fact that this attacker was a Battlemaster. Battlemasters cannot cast silence. That meant, there was a second attacker.

 Christoph realized this too late, turning to the side to see [Simon - Level 160] approaching from one of the surrounding streets, shooting a plethora of spells out from his fingertips in all directions.

 It was like a horrifying lightshow, and red numbers started flying up all over the place. Simon and the Battlemaster player were attacking not only Christoph and his guildmates, but the nearby Kordas guards as well. 

 Miranda was taken out almost instantly, and shortly after, Christoph’s members began dropping like flies. Christoph held his own, swinging around his great maul and slamming it onto the ground to send up chunks of paved bricks and stone at the battlemaster and Simon, quaking the very earth beneath them. He couldn’t make sound, but he could send out violent vibrations using his earthshaking class skills.

 It was a potential way for him to buy time, and possibly alert others outside of the effect of the silence spell, but it was too little too late. He watched as a blue portal opened up atop the portal altar, and from within the belly of the departing airships stepped through the leader of the Black Lion guild and all of the bandit players that had visited on the Lanuskian airship. Shortly after, a portal from the Savringard ship opened as well.

 They had only been pretending to leave. They attuned to the portal altar of Kordas, and were now utilizing it to portal from the airships back to Kordas while they were still above Kalmoore and within range of it. And due to the silence spell, Christoph couldn’t tell Quinn to shut off the portal altar. It was too late, and Christoph was very quickly outnumbered, and taken out by Simon, the unknown Battlemaster player, and the numerous bandit players. 

 Within 60 seconds of the silence spell being cast, every NPC and player around the portal altar was dead, and Simon canceled the silence spell.

 “That was easy. Good work, Joltblade.” The Black Lion’s guild leader smirked once he noticed the spell was gone. “Now, where is that piece of shit Princess and that Shattered Healer?”

 “Calm down, not yet.” Joltblade, the Battlemaster with the yellow cloak replied after lowering his hood. “We’ve got a plan to get your revenge, but we have to lay low for now.” 

 “Lay low? Screw that, these Kalmoorians are a bunch of wimps, Look at 'em.” He motioned mockingly to the dead Kordas guards and the dropped loot from Christoph and his guildmates. “Lets fuck this city up.” He grinned and got a few encouraging cheers from the other bandits.

 “They’re not all weak. Are you forgetting your encounter with them back in Arallia?” Joltblade raised an eyebrow at him, and the cheering quickly died down. “Don’t worry, my friends have a plan, we’ll get our revenge on not just Arallia, but Kalmoore. But we’ve gotta lay low for now and make sure we don’t get put in jail until the plan is ready.” Joltblade spoke calmly.

 “Fine.” The guild leader reluctantly sighed. “But just as long as I’m the one that gets to put the finishing blow on the kingdom of Arallia.” 

 “Of course.” Joltblade grinned while motioning them all out of the town square and pulling his hood back up. “Thank you for your services.” He gave a nod to Simon.

 “Booooring.” Simon rolled his eyes and sighed before teleporting away.

            

    
        Chapter 160: In Motion

    
    
    
    
                Chapter 160: In Motion


“My guys have checked Kordas and the surrounding towns, there’s no sign of them anywhere.” Artaphernes said to Quinn and Christoph. The three were standing around inside Quinn’s office within the Night Hunter’s guild hall. “How’d they get by you? It was your best members, right?”

 “They don’t have any PvP experience. It’s hard to get any on this island.” Christoph scoffed back at him. 

 “That used to be a good thing.” Quinn sighed. 

 “Still, that Simon is no joke. He took out most of us by himself.” Christoph added.

 “Is that your professional, inexperienced-in-PvP opinion?” Artaphernes rolled his eyes back at him. “I’m sure my guys would be able to take him out, but we need to know where they went.” 

 “Well, I don’t know.” Christoph replied angrily.

 “Not a hint? A clue? Did you see anything useful?” Quinn asked him calmly.

 “No. Speaking of useful…” Christoph turned to her. “Why even keep the portal altar open? Did you not think they’d try something like this? Is it such a disturbance to your peaceful land to shut it off for a few hours?”

 “You said you had it covered.” Artaphernes replied on Quinn’s behalf.

“It doesn’t matter now, what happened, happened. Getting angry at each other isn’t going to change anything.” Quinn stepped in. The two exchanged looks of frustration for a moment before breaking eye contact and taking a pause. After a short moment to let them cool off, Quinn stepped forward.

“So we’ve got members of a law-breaking, PvP happy guild now running around on our island. Not to mention a strange behaving ganking Assassin, and that Simon player with a bounty high enough to buy me a small piece of land in the real world.” 

“NPCs are going to start dying. The players enjoying their peaceful life on this island isn’t going to last. Even if we find them and start catching them, it likely won’t be until after they’ve caused more damage.” 

“Still have to try. I can issue bounties for them thanks to what they did at the portal altar, so that’s a start.” Quinn tapped her feet as she pondered. “That oughta inconvenience them. If everyone in Kalmoore is looking for them, it’s only a matter of time before we figure out where they’re hiding.”

“And then what?” Christoph replied. “The bounties will imprison them for a bit, sure, but-”

“I’ll utilize the King’s authority to banish the leader from the island once he’s caught. Without the guild leader, the rest won’t be much of a threat. Even with the skill's massive cost and cooldown, it should do the trick.” 

“So, the plan is to find the leader and banish him, then imprison the other law breakers as efficiently and effectively as possible, to discourage their bad behavior?” Artaphernes asked.

“Correct. They’ve already been imprisoned before on Lanusk and Savringard, which means the duration for future crimes will be increased on them, and keep increasing with each subsequent capture. If we stick to them, they’ll have no choice but to stop, leave our island, or reroll their characters.” Quinn nodded at the others.

“Right, but there’s the issue of finding them, before they cause any major damage.” Christoph commented

“They must’ve come here for a reason. This was planned.” Artaphernes replied. 

“The most likely target is Savika, for revenge. It’s possible the bandit players hired Simon and sent him here ahead of time to help them execute this plan.” Quinn said.

“That’d explain Simon’s behavior, he plays like one of those professional mercenary players that takes real money contracts. Otherwise his actions make no sense. But still, for the bandits to hire someone like that just to get on this island would mean they hold a pretty big grudge against Aegis and Savika.”

“Yeah… Well, he did embarrass them on a stream in front of millions of viewers.” Christoph sighed.

“So did I, and Herilon, so I’m as much to blame as Aegis is.” Quinn shook her head. “I don’t regret it. Bad players were going to find their way here eventually anyway. We can handle this.”

“Well, we can’t just drop everything and have all of our members scouring the island for them. I’ve got a guild raid planned in the east. We want to level up and get new gear too, not just hunt down bounties all day.” Christoph replied.

“I’ve got all my bounty hunter, scout and assassin class players searching for them. They gain bonus experience and gold for killing or capturing wanted players, so they don’t mind. But they might not be enough.” Artaphernes shrugged. 

“I…” Quinn paused. “We have a guild raid scheduled as well, to start leveling up our members, due to start right now.”

“Well that’s nice. We get invaded by a PvP hungry guild, and both our number 1 and number 2 head off to grind in dungeons and leave all the work to me?” Artaphernes huffed at the two of them.

“If I try to cancel, our members will be pissed off. They’re already slowly bleeding, wanting to play more like Aegis as he levels freely without having to worry about any of this.” Quinn replied.

“Then, tell Aegis to hunt them down. It’s his fault they’re here anyway, isn’t it? They’re going after Savika, she’s in his land.” Artaphernes answered her impatiently. 

“No, I think it’s in our best interest to let him get stronger.” Quinn resisted.

“Are you kidding me? You’re perfectly fine ordering us around to protect Kalmoore, but the one drawing enemies to our doorstep gets to keep playing PvE champion all day?” Christoph groaned at her. 

“We all agreed to keep Kalmoore peaceful together. We’ve all benefited from it. He’s not a part of that agreement. You guys put me in charge because you trusted my judgment, so just trust my judgment.” Quinn crossed her arms and glared at the two of them. It fell silent once more for a moment as Artaphernes and Christoph glanced at each other nervously, startled from Quinn’s rare angry tone.

“Portal altars. I want one built in all of your territories. Both of you. Establish a watching rotation of players so that the moment any bandit player makes any move on any settlement on this island, all three of us hear about it. I’ll have Trexon and Tullan craft a batch of Silence-immunity rings for the watchers to wear, so we don’t have any repeats of what happened yesterday.” 

 “Wherever and whenever you go somewhere, you bring a sage with you carrying enough portal dust to portal you where you need to be. When they act, they’ll be ready, but we can’t sit around waiting and searching, we need to keep leveling up ourselves. People in our guilds play this game to have fun, too.” Quinn finished in a calmer tone than what she started out with. 

 “Understood.” Artaphernes replied.

 “Got it.” Christoph replied.

 “I’ll send some of the Royal Knights to guard Savika. They should, if she’s attacked, buy enough time for us to arrive and help her out. They have skills that allow them to redirect damage onto themselves, so no instant sneak attack kills will work on her. I’ll also keep a rotation of my players in Rene. That’s how we’ll handle this mess.”

 “What if they go after Aegis?” Christoph asked.

 “He’ll just have to handle it by himself.” Quinn replied. “What about Emerill?”

 “He’s just hanging around Kordas, traveling between temples, taverns and brothels. My best bounty hunter player is on him, she doesn’t miss a beat. If he tries anything, she’ll catch it.” Artaphernes replied.

 “Good. Communication is the key here - if any of you have any updates, anything at all, then share it. Good luck guys.” Quinn said with a tone of finality. Artaphernes and Christoph both nodded politely to her before turning and leaving her alone in the Night Hunter office. 

 Once by herself, she sat on the front of her desk, looked up at the ceiling and let out a long sigh of frustration. She remained like this for a good long while before waving her hands in front of her face to open up her guild interface. In it, she saw messages from Trexon informing her that the guild was making their final preparations for the upcoming raid, and numerous excited messages from various members eager to get started. 

 She waved them off and went into her friends interface and saw a message blinking from Herilon and quickly opened it.


 “Got a moment?” Herilon asked.

 “Yeah. Is everything okay in Rene?”

 “Yep. Too bad I was here instead of in Kordas.” Herilon replied.

 “What’s up?”

 “It’s the NPCs here in Rene. I’ve been watching them complain to Savika for the past week while guarding her. No matter what she does, they come back and complain about something new.”

 So? That’s been happening here in Kordas as well, hasn’t it? It’s not special.”

 “Yeah, except, the complaints they have are sometimes very personalized, but none of the complainers have been elite. And the complaining started in Kordas, just after the concert from Yumily. It started here in Rene around that time too, more specifically after Aegis headed to the underrealm.” Herilon explained. 


 “Hm.” Quinn pondered out loud as she scratched her chin. 


“Do they have any debuffs on them?”

“No. When I ask them about it, they act strange and stop talking. It might be player interference.” Herilon suggested.

“Could be, or just NPCs being dumb NPCs.” Quinn replied. “Thanks for letting me know, we’ll have to look into it later. We’ve got bigger problems now, though. I’m sending Royal Knights to Rene to replace you. Once they arrive, come join us and lets get some experience.”

“Yes ma’am.” Herilon answered back.


Once Quinn saw his reply, she closed out of her interface and moved around her desk to sit in the chair. Once seated she eyed a number of documents on her table containing information about the killed Kordas guards. She found herself staring blankly at them as all emotion left her face, and she stopped blinking.

After a moment of this, she suddenly shouted out loud, angrily, while simultaneously forking her fingers into her hair and squeezing her head. Tears began to swell up in her eyes as she started breathing heavily.

“Sis?” Ren spoke worriedly. Quinn looked up and saw him standing in the doorway with a look of concern - she hadn’t noticed that he had opened the door and was watching her.

“Huh? Yeah?” She quickly fixed her face and put on a smile, wiping the water from her eyes.

“Is everything okay?” Ren asked as he shut the door behind himself. “We’re all about ready to go on the raid.”

“Yeah, yeah. Everything is okay.” She smiled and stood up. It was clear to her though that Ren wasn’t buying it, he continued to stare with his worried expression.

“Maybe you could stop all this leadership stuff? You aren’t having fun. We could have more fun just playing the game, only the two of us, right?” Ren suggested. 

“I can’t.” She pulled her lips in for a moment. “The gold we get from Kordas due to our position is the only thing paying our bills right now. Don’t worry about me, I promised I’d take care of everything right?” She continued her forced smile. 

“What if we become streamers? Or maybe we can hunt down rare materials and sell them. You know? That’s how Aegis doe-” Ren started.

“STOP. Stop talking about that kid. I’m so tired of everyone comparing everything to what he is doing. I get it. He’s great, he’s famous now, and he’s discovered voidsilk.” She snapped at Ren, breaking her forced smile and shocking him. Seeing his reaction, she took a deep breath and tried to calm back down. “Look, he wouldn’t be able to do what he’s doing if it wasn’t for our guild and what we’ve done for Kalmoore. Our jobs are important, not just for us but for all of the players on this island.”

“I know…” Ren replied timidly. 

“Are you not having fun anymore?”

“N…no, I am. It’s just, I was worried about you.” Ren put his head down and looked at his feet. While Quinn shook her head and sighed.

“Stop worrying about me, I’m fine. This is nothing. When I was younger, I was one of the bad players causing all the trouble. These bandit’s got nothing on me.” Quinn smirked.

“Really? You were a PKer? In other games you played?”

“Yep. I hunted down people like you and Aegis for sport, stole all their items and put ‘em up for sale.” She grinned mischievously. 

“Why’d you stop? We could do that here too? Right?” Ren adopted her mischievous smile.

“No, no. I stopped to set a good example for my lil bro. I promised I’d take care of you, right? We’re the good guys now.” Quinn walked around her desk and ruffled his hair. 

“Yeah but that’s boring, and it seems so stressful. And no one appreciates us.” Ren pouted.

“I know, I know. Being good and following the rules, maintaining order - it’s not flashy or exciting like going to Hrath’mir or battling a Mosmir hive as a party of 5. It’s also not as rewarding as robbing a king of his crown and selling it for millions of gold, but.” Quinn paused and raised her index finger in front of Ren’s eyes. “Trust me, in the long run, it is much more rewarding. You will see - once all this bandit stuff is sorted out, who is enjoying the game more still. Us, the good guys, or them, the bad guys, who get banished and jailed.” 

“Okay.” Ren nodded hesitantly. “So we’re going to catch them all?”

“Yeah. Eventually. But first, we’ve got a raid to join.” She smiled back, for the first time not needing to force it as she saw Ren grow a big dumb smile on his face.

“Okay, let’s go!” He cheered excitedly as he grabbed her arm and began tugging her out of the office. 

 

Three weeks later…


Eli stepped out of the bathroom, freshly showered with a towel around his waist and a toothbrush in his hand, walking through the house. He was drawn to something interesting he’d heard on the television and made his way to the living room while brushing. 

There, he saw Jillian sitting on the couch, eating a sandwich and watching a news broadcast.


“There’s only 5 in-game weeks remaining before the presumed cooldown for Island invasions is up. The top guilds of every island are all on edge, anticipating the darkness to arrive, and have been bolstering up their defenses.” One of the broadcasters spoke while talking over footage from Aegis’ live stream during the Arallian invasion.

“It’s all just assumptions. No one actually knows if there is a cooldown on the invasions at all, right? They could come sooner, or never again at all. Now that the Harbinger of Darkness has received his advanced class, perhaps he’s lost all motivation to incur further invasions.” The other broadcaster spoke. 


“What do you think? You think we’ll see another one of those invasions?” Eli asked Jillian.

“Yep. Players that do stuff like that aren’t doing it for quests. I imagine they’re making a lot of money, stealing everything left behind on the broken islands and selling it. I saw another report covering the sale of many old Arallian relics on the black market, including the King’s crown. They made bank.” Jillain replied with a mouthful of her sandwich.

“Maybe we should sink an island.” Aegis smirked.

“Yeah, right. I can imagine you being a bad guy just about as much as you can imagine me dying my hair pink again.” She shook her head dismissively. Aegis face suddenly twisted oddly and he began coughing on his toothpaste, causing Jillian to give him a strange look. “You okay?”

“Ye-yeah.” He cleared his throat up. As he did, he spotted a package sitting on top of his Simbox. “What’s that?”

“Your early gift. I told you I’d get you something. I know it’s awhile still until your birthday, but…” Jillian shrugged innocently. “You should open it so you can put it on before we hop back in the simulation.” She motioned him forward towards the plain flat delivery box. 

Eli went to the bathroom to quickly spit out his toothpaste and rinse, then curiously returned to the living room and grabbed the box.

Jillian, having finished her sandwich, stood up from the couch and flicked the television off using her wrist implant, then eagerly watched Eli as he began peeling back the tape sealing the box shut. 

Once opened, he looked inside to see a dark black rubbery leather suit with purple and silver accents. It was wrapped in plastic, but he ripped it open so that he could unfold the jumpsuit and saw it was sized to fit him perfectly. 

“A jump suit?” Eli eyed her over it skeptically.

“No, no, not just any jumpsuit. It’s a Simulation suit. It enhances your immersion into the simulations and helps improve reaction time. It also helps maintain your bodily functions in the real world, preventing things like atrophy. Look.” She pointed at a socket on the feet of the suit. “Our fancy Simboxes come with a place to plug your foot in when you’re in simulation, to utilize the suit.” She then walked over to Eli’s open Simbox and pointed down at where his feet would normally rest, and sure enough there were plugs there that matched the sockets on the feet.

“Cool, I guess…” Eli replied hesitantly.

“Oh, trust me, you’ll think it’s cool once you try it out for a bit. I’ve seen a lot of people positively reviewing these suits.” Jillian nodded back at him. “C’mon, put it on.” 

“What about you, though? It sounds like you’d like this more than me.” Eli eyed her curiously.

“I got mine too, of course.” She smirked as she pulled a box out from beside the couch that she’d hidden from his view. “Figured you wouldn’t use it if I didn’t use it as well. I’ll get changed as well.” She rushed off towards the bathroom with her box. A few moments later, she returned, and Eli had put on his suit. The two of them stood in the living room eying each other in their strange jumpsuits.


“We look so stupid.” Eli shook his head in disbelief.

“No way, are you kidding me? We look awesome. Like high tech, futuristic space suits, or something. I love it.” Jillian proudly spun around to show it off. Eli just rolled his eyes at her. 

“I feel like a banana that hasn’t been peeled yet.” Eli grumbled. 

“Oh come on, it’s not that bad.” She shook her head at him. “Let’s plug ourselves in and play.”

“Plug ourselves in?” Eli replied mockingly.

“You know what I mean.” Jillian wiggled her feet. “We’re finally done grinding, aren’t we? It’s the perfect time to test them out, with a great new adventure into the underrealm!” She cheered with enthusiasm as she climbed into her Simbox and shut it. 

Eli moved to his Simbox and sat down, staring down at his feet for a moment as he awkwardly lined up his heels with the sockets with the plugs on the Simbox, until he felt them magnetize into position by themselves slightly and make a clicking sound.

Once it had clicked, small lights on his suit began to glow purple and silver, and he found himself staring at the suit in disbelief.

“This is so lame.” he sighed before tilting his head back and closing the Simbox, beginning the Shattered World simulation. 
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Aegis reappeared in the game world at the ruined town square of Belmiure with the glowing old tree at its center. Around the tree he and his party had set up a campfire and tents, as well as some makeshift stone block chairs to sit on around the fire. However, as he’d appeared, Rakkan and Lina were in the process of packing up the tents while Snowflake sat watching, Darkwing sitting atop his saddle. All of them were level 130, with the exception of Darkwing sitting at level 115 and Snowflake 125. 

 “Welcome back.” Lina smiled at him, causing him to smile back briefly before glancing about.

 “Where’d Pyri go? She should’ve logged in before me.” Aegis asked.

 “She’s invis, said she’s gonna go scout out ahead so we know where to go next.” Rakkan replied.

 “She knows I have a map, right?” Aegis rolled his eyes. 

 “Yeah, but it doesn’t show any dungeons where hidden runes and treasure might be.” Rakkan replied with a hint of excitement in his voice.

 “Did you put her up to searching?” Aegis asked with a raised brow, but Rakkan shrugged back innocently. Just as Aegis was looking up to see his viewership numbers climbing back to a respectable number, he spotted Darkshot materializing out of the corner of his eye.

 “Yo. Are we ready to go?” Darkshot asked while rubbing his hands together.

 “You waited to log in until my stream turned on, so you didn’t have to help them with the cleanup, didn’t you?” Aegis stared back at him.

 “Huh? Naaaah.” Darkshot waved this off with an over exaggerated huff of air. “Who else is hyped? The 5 week grind is over. Our skills are beefed up, we’re mean green fighting machines!” Darkshot cheered excitedly, getting a chuckle out of Lina. “Look out, Dark Elves. We’re gonna kick ass and take names. I bet I one shot the first Dark Elf we see.”

 “They’re not all bad guys, don’t just shoot them all.” Aegis grinned back at his enthusiasm. Hearing Darkshot brag gave him the urge to check out his own skills though, and he quickly fidgeted with his interface to pull up his own character sheet.





	
Name: Aegis
Title: Lord of Rene [Land Rank: 4 (Town)]
Race: Human
Gender: Male
Marriage Partner: Lina [+25% Experience While Grouped]
Level: 130
Class: Shattered Healer
Health: 63,751/63,751
Mana: 17,921/17,921
Stamina: 2485/2485
Hunger: 100/100
Armor Rating: 9,408 [27.35% DMG Reduction]

Strength: 94
Agility: 83
Constitution: 175
Intelligence: 200
Spirit: 325
Charisma: 13
Spell Damage Bonus: 231
Casting Speed Bonus: 12.5%

Favor:

Eirene: 42,270
Aphrodite: 4,260
Odin: 3,500
Shiva: 2,500






	
Equipment

Chest: Royal Basilisk Leather Armor of the Voidreaver [1764 AC][O1: +250FVR(Eirene)][O2: 2.5% M.SP][O3: +57 S.DMG]
Legs: Royal Basilisk Leather Leggings of the Voidreaver [941 AC][O1: +250FVR(Eirene)][O2: 2.5% M.SP][O3: +41 S.DMG]
Feet: Royal Basilisk Leather Boots of the Voidreaver [768 AC][O1: +250FVR(Eirene)][O2: 2.5% M.SP][O3: +33 S.DMG]
Hands: Royal Basilisk Leather Gloves of the Voidreaver [534 AC][O1: +250FVR(Eirene)][O2: 2.5% M.SP][O3: +25 S.DMG]
Back: Vestments of Eirene [1 AC] [O1: +535MP/m]
Accessory[2/3]: Simple Ring, Aegis' Bane[ENCH: MindShell]
Mainhand: Iron Shortsword [51-59DMG][ENCH: +16-20HLYDMG]
Offhand: Royal Iron Shield of the Voidreaver [2527 AC][O1: +250FVR(Eirene)][O2: 2.5% M.SP][O3: +75 S.DMG]





	
Class Skills [Shattered Healer]

Heal(Intermediate): Level 140 [+24,430HP, 780mp]
Smite(Intermediate): Level 140 [4,133-4,253HLYDMG]
Cleanse(Intermediate): Level 1
Bless(Intermediate): Level 140 [15m, +296-302HLYDMG, 345mp]
Healing Wind(Intermediate): Level 140 [+3,071hp/3s, 39s, 920mp]
Aura of Light(Intermediate): Level 140 [64mp/3s, 14m]
Avatar of Eirene(Intermediate): Level 140 [15m15s, +41.2%AC, 41.2%HE, +20.6%Aura]
Path of the Stars: Passive [Eirene]: Passive [3/3]
->[1/3]Aura of Beauty(Intermediate): Level 140 [15st/5s, 95mp/5s, 8.9m]
->[2/3]Challenging Roar(Intermediate): Level 90 [21,470threat, 256mp, 22.8m]
->[3/3]Varibhadra(Intermediate): Level 140 [74,5%dmg, 2790mp]
Gentle Touch: Passive [Eirene]
Light of Eirene: Passive [Eirene]





	
Basic Skills

Shield Mastery(Intermediate): Level 140 [+45%]
   Abilities: Brace, Shieldwall, Bash[1,296-1,344dmg]
Sword Mastery(Beginner): Level 2
   Abilities: Parry
Unarmed Combat(Beginner): Level 30
Leather Armor Proficiency(Intermediate): Level 140 [+55%AC, +8MS]
Shadow Resistance: Level 10 [10% DMG Reduction]
Fire Resistance: Level 30 [30% DMG Reduction]
Nature Resistance: Level 9 [9% DMG Reduction]
Acid Resistance: Level 25 [25% DMG Reduction]
Poison Resistance: Level 25 [25% DMG Reduction]
Void Resistance: Level 4 [4% DMG Reduction]
Cold Resistance: Level 25 [25% DMG Reduction]
Riding(Intermediate): Level 45
Land Vehicle Mastery(Intermediate): Level 30
Leadership(Intermediate): Level 74
Taming(Intermediate): Level 45
Dancing(Beginner): Level 7





	
Crafting Skills

Mining (Intermediate): Level 36
   Proficiencies: [Copper][Iron]
Woodcutting(Intermediate): Level 38
   Proficiencies: [Pine][Birch][Ironwood]
Herbalism(Intermediate): Level 61
Creature Harvesting(Intermediate): Level 91
Weaving(Intermediate): Level 51
Sewing(Intermediate): Level 52
Refining(Intermediate): Level 48
Blacksmithing(Intermediate): Level 55
Woodworking(Intermediate): Level 72
Alchemy(Intermediate): Level 32
Tanning(Intermediate): Level 74
Leatherworking(Intermediate): Level 74
Artistry(Intermediate): Level 48
Architecture(Intermediate): Level 88
Scribing(Intermediate): Level 30
Cooking(Intermediate): Level 64
Enchanting(Intermediate): Level 34
  Abilities: Enchant Object
Stone Cutting(Intermediate): Level 79
Farming(Intermediate): Level 30
Crafting Mastery(Intermediate): Level 55








“We are pretty strong now, huh?” Aegis smiled.

 “Yup.” Lina replied excitedly. Aegis joined her and Rakkan in packing up their things, stuffing the tents into his inventory alongside the countless stacks of wraith dust, of which he still wasn’t sure what to do with. Just as they were finishing their cleanup, Pyri returned to the group and dropped her invisibility spell.

 “So.” She said loudly to get everyone's attention. Her voice startled Darkwing from his slumber atop Snowflake’s saddle and caused him to flutter over onto Darkshot’s shoulder. “As I suspected, the undead creatures are more predominant in the upper section of this city, where we are. There are some in the lower city, but not nearly as many, and fewer of those dreadnaughts. If we sneak around the dreadnaughts up here, we can easily get to the lower city and traverse through it.” Pyri explained.

 As she spoke, Aegis pulled out the map he’d gotten from Pakro’Vielle and carefully analyzed it with Pyri’s scouting information in mind.

 “The map says we need to go through the lower city to reach the tunnels leading to the Dark Elf city. So, lead the way.” Aegis motioned to Pyri as he rolled the map back up.

 “Oh man, it’s surreal. It feels like it’s too good to be true. We’re finally done grinding.” Darkshot whispered with giddy excitement.

 “Did you find any interesting ancient runes or anything?” Rakkan asked Pyri, and she shrugged back apologetically. “I’ll just keep my eyes out, then.” He said with determination. From there, after a long and arduous 5 week long grinding session, the party departed from the dimly glowing tree which had kept them company over the past weeks.

 Aegis was sure to utilize the time to level up all of his skills, including smite, and unarmed combat as much as he could. Not wanting to be limited to PvE combat ability, though, the group had altered their grinding methods towards the end. 

 Due to their skills getting high enough that they were able to clear all sections of the undead before the first section respawned, they’d begun using downtime to practice fighting each other in PvP. Aegis had managed to significantly improve his ability to predict and defend himself against Lina, while Lina worked on becoming less predictable. It turned their training into a bit of a cat-and-mouse game.

 Rakkan had finally grasped controlling two echoes, but once his skill had reached level 130 he unlocked his third and final echo, and it felt for him like he was starting from the beginning all over again.

 With Pyri’s help, however, he quickly mastered control over the three. He still had a lot of room for improvement with his spell control, but he made it easier on himself by delegating one of the three echoes to simple Crossbow duty, providing himself with ranged damage support. In his own way, he had managed to make use of all of his intermediate weapon skills without having become a battlemaster. 

 “You know…” Aegis said to the group as he took point, the others following closely behind him in formation. “After all that training, not once did that free-loader help us once.” He briefly glanced back at the group and motioned to Darkwing, who cooed curiously from Darkshot’s shoulder. “You made it seem like you finally got a skill for him.”

 “Well, I did. And it’s an awesome one.” Darkshot replied proudly.

 “Why haven’t you used it yet, then?” Rakkan asked curiously.

 “Because we haven’t needed it.” Darkshot shrugged.

 “Oh. So it’s situational?” Lina asked.

 “You could say that.”

 “What is it?” Pyri asked.

 “You’ll just have to wait to see.” 

 “If it’s situational, don’t you think it’s best if the group knows what situations it's for?” Aegis turned to give him a raised brow.

 “Nah. Just know, when you are in trouble, that Darkwing will be there to save the day. From the darkness.” Darkshot replied as dramatically as he could,

 “Whatever.” Aegis waved it off with a chuckle. The party, led by Aegis and given guidance by Pyri, were able to traverse the decrepit, obsidian block streets of the Ruins of Belmiure without disturbing any of the nearby enemies that lurked about.

 They could hear the slinking of chains being dragged along the cracked paved streets nearby, but never saw the actual Dreadnaught enemies doing the dragging, despite Pyri lighting up the surrounding area with a now grand total of 6 cinderbolts, thanks to her multicasting going up in level. The cinderbolts themselves were all now much larger as well, thanks to their skill levels reaching 140 just as Aegis’ skills had. 

 The streets occasionally transitioned into bridges over large gaps in the city, and ramps leading to the lower sections. All around them remained the destroyed structures, despite them walking on for a good long while. It was only through traveling through the city that they were able to truly grasp just how massive it was.

 Even after walking for 30 minutes, they still saw plenty of the glowing trees far off in the distance of the large cavern, well off from where they stood. Utilizing the glowing trees was their only method of navigating the giant cavern, and provided them with a sense of scale for its size. 

 “I wish there was some way to light this entire cavern up. It’d be much easier to find points of interest.” Rakkan sighed after straining his eyes to scan the nearby structures for anything interesting for a long while, and coming up short. 

 “Maybe Aegis could get out his pickaxe out and dig up the ceiling until he reaches the surface?” Darkshot suggested with a smirk.

 “This game would need to let me craft T.N.T. before I’d ever try something like that.” Aegis shook his head. As they spoke they arrived at the base of another dimly glowing old gnarled tree sat in the middle of an intersection and paused. 

 “Which way is it from here?” Pyri asked Aegis expectantly.

 “Hm.” Aegis pulled out the map again and tried analyzing it. Only then realizing, he had no landmarks to go off of. “You mind giving me a hand?” He motioned Darkshot forward.

 “Yeah, of course. I am the master of tracking, after all.” Darkshot spoke proudly as he stepped forward to look at the map over Aegis’ shoulder. He went from looking at the various glowing trees off in the distance, to looking at the map. It didn’t take long for Darkshot and Aegis to begin squabbling over where they were currently and which direction they needed to go.

 In that time, Snowflake took a seat and began preening, while Rakkan started investigating a nearby structure that was somewhat still in-tact, stepping through the doorway. Pyri and Lina gave each other brief glances and shook their heads at the squabbling before taking to keeping an eye on their surroundings.

 It was only when Lina really focused on the ruined buildings nearby, illuminated in the red glow of Pyri’s cinderbolts, that she noticed something off.

 “Shh.” Lina said loudly to Darkshot and Aegis, causing them to both stop their discussion and look to Lina. She’d also gotten the attention of Pyri and Rakkan who stopped what they were doing. Snowflake, too, stopped preening and looked around alert, sniffing the air. After his first sniff, he lowered his head and pulled in his wings.

 “He smells something.” Aegis whispered to the others, noticing Snowflake’s behavior.

 “What is it?” Darkshot whispered, but got no response from the others. It took Lina another second of looking around them at the ruined buildings surrounding the intersection to understand.

 “We’re surrounded.” Lina declared. Hearing this, the tension thickened in the air around them. “I don’t know if it’s players or NPCs, but they aren’t attacking us yet.” Lina continued.

 “We come in peace.” Aegis called out to the surrounding buildings, but got no response. 

 “Are you sure we’re surrounded? I don’t see anyone.” Darkshot whispered after a moment of silence.

 “Try taking out your weapon, see how they react.” Rakkan replied jokingly, but Darkshot took him seriously and reached for his longbow on his back.

 “No, idiot-” Aegis tried to stop him, but it was too late. The sound of arrows whistling through the air reached their ears on all sides. Thankfully, through Aegis’ hours and hours of training with Lina, he was able to predict what they’d be aiming for, and from which directions. “Guard!” Aegis shouted, projecting a shield on one side of Darkshot while raising his shield up to block another. 




	You take 3321 Piercing damage.
You take 3556 Piercing damage.
You take 3482 Piercing damage.







 The arrows bounced off of his shield and his projected shield, none making it through to Darkshot. 

 “Bless, Aura of Beauty.” Aegis quickly cast, erupting in his bright aura while Rakkan summoned his echoes and armed them, and Lina shadowstepped to a nearby building. As she did, a group of three Dark Elves charged at them, coming out from the shadows of the surrounding structures.

 [Dark Elf Seeker - Level 120] sat above their heads, levels varying somewhat. They wore an aquamarine colored leather armor with no symbolism etched into it. Their armor, rather, looked tattered and worn down, as did the scimitars they wielded and swung at Aegis and his companions.

 “Challenging Roar!” Aegis shouted to get their attention all on him, which worked easily enough. All of the three charging Dark Elves changed their paths to move in his direction and prepared to swing their swords out at him.

 “Over here, one of the rangers!” Lina called out to Pyri after shadowstepping atop the nearby ruined buildings and finding one. The moment Lina had called it out, Pyri moved two cinderbolts over to help Lina see her enemy better. In that time, Darkshot nocked an arrow and prepared to shoot the three charging at Aegis, while Rakkan and Snowflake were readying themselves to charge at them as well.

 The three damaged scimitars swung down on Aegis from various directions. One in front, and one on each side, but he was able to do a wide sweeping swing of his shield to block all three, and with the final block, thrust his shield forward to bash the Dark Elf and get some damage in.




	You deal 1102 Bludgeoning damage.
You lose 100 Favor with Eirene. 







 “Shit, wait!” Aegis jumped back once he saw the message, getting distance between himself and the three Dark Elves. “Wait Lina, don’t attack!” He called out to her as she stood a few meters away now, atop one of the ruined building roofs that surrounded the intersection. She had her daggers out already and was milimeters from plunging them into the unsuspecting Dark Elf NPC on the roof wielding a longbow. He, too, was called a Dark Elf Seeker.

 “Wait? What do you mean wait? They’re trying to kill us.” Darkshot exclaimed.

 “I know, but I lost favor for hitting him. That means Eirene doesn’t want us to fight these guys.” Aegis explained.

 “Well, tell them that.” Darkshot shook his head in disbelief.

 “Seriously. Come on.” Aegis groaned at Darkshot.

 “Okay, okay, fine. They’re still shooting at you and swinging swords at you though.” Darkshot sighed as he lowered his bow, and Rakkan halted his charge. 

 “End this fight without hurting them. Subdue them somehow. That’s possible, right?” Aegis suggested.

 “I got it!” Lina replied excitedly as she began pulling out rope from her inventory. The attention of the non-elite Dark Elves were still on Aegis, making it easy for her to do what she was doing. Aegis continued to block and dodge their attacks, without retaliating, and began healing through the damage. Based on the arrows fired and the scimitar wielders in front of him, he counted there were 6 enemies in total.

 One by one, Lina used shadowstep to dance around each of them and bound them tightly with her ridiculously lengthy rope that she’d brought from Rene, compliments of Tullan.

 It took awhile, and multiple attempts on some of them, to completely bind them in rope and prevent them from attacking the group further. Once they were bound, Rakkan stepped forward and disarmed them, then he and Aegis managed to round them up under the glowing tree.

 “Man, we finally see new enemies to fight, and we’re not even allowed to fight them.” Darkshot grumbled. “I bet I coulda one shot these guys.” 

 “Probably. Look at their gear, it’s worn out.” Pyri nodded in agreement. Aegis and his party positioned themselves in front of the captured Dark Elves as Aegis stepped forward and eyed them curiously. 

 “None of them are elite, but they seemed pretty organized..." He pondered, taking one more look around at the surrounding buildings shrouded in darkness. "If Eirene gets mad at us for fighting Dark Elves, that’s going to make this entire quest a lot more complicated.” Aegis spoke as if the Dark Elves couldn’t hear him.

 “They don’t have any symbols on their armor, maybe they’re not a part of the Tyrant’s faction?” Rakkan suggested. Aegis considered this while scratching his chin, remembering that Luryala had escaped the Dark Elf city with her tribe and traveled through these ruins. 

 “You guys, are you working with the Tyrant?” Aegis asked them, glancing between their angry glares as they looked back up at him, bound in rope as if they were all spindles. He got no response and sighed in annoyance. “Look, we’re not going to hurt you. We’re going to let you go whether you co-operate or not, but it’d be really nice if you just co-operated.” Aegis spoke as kindly as he could, but still got no response. “Okay, got it. Not a talkative bunch. If we let you go, are you going to attack us?”

 “Who are you people?” A deep voice spoke from the darkness of a nearby building, causing everyone to look up in its direction. Stepping out of the shadows came a 7th Dark Elf, with [Iuomak(Elite) - Level 125] above his head. Darkshot quickly nocked an arrow while Lina reached for her sheathed dagger hilts, but Aegis put his hand up to stop them. 

 “Figured there was an elite in charge, ambush tactic was a bit fishy.” Aegis whispered to his party. “We’re here from the surface of Kalmoore, on the behest of one named Luryala.”

 “Luryala?” Iuomak’s eyes went wide with disbelief. “She and her traveling companions survived? They made it to the surface?”

 “Just her, unfortunately. You are a friend of hers?” Aegis asked.

 “You could say that.” He replied, and just as quickly as excitement entered his face, it disappeared. “Are you friends of hers?”

 “You could say that.” Aegis shrugged. “She asked us to come down here, defeat the Warlord and free the rest of her tribe.” Aegis added.

 “And that is why you have come so deep below the surface into these cursed ruins?” Iuomak asked.

 “Yeah.” Aegis nodded. “Got a problem with that?”

 “I can’t say that we do. Perhaps we can help each other. But the Warlord is clever and creative in his methods of quelling rebellions and those who stand against him. I cannot be sure you are not his agents.” 

 “How can we prove to you that we’re not?”

 “The cursed dreadnaughts that patrol these streets, they make it difficult for refugees from the Tyrant to hide out in these ruins peacefully. The Warlord allows the curse to live on for this reason, despite having the strength himself to break it. You cannot kill the dreadnaughts, they are immortal, and the people they kill have their souls trapped and chained, becoming servants of the dreadnaughts, adding to their strength.”

 “So if we break the curse for you, that’d help you and the refugees in these ruins stay safe, and prove we’re not working with the Warlord?” Aegis replied.

 “Precisely.” Iuomak nodded. “You would provide us with a safe refuge, and free the souls of many of our enslaved kin.”

 “How do we break the curse?” Aegis asked him.

 “It originates from the Cursed King’s tomb. Betrayed by his queen, in death his anger ravaged this once great city.”

 “Right, and that would be…” Aegis motioned around the various streets leading out of the intersection. 

 “I will lead you to it, should you accept the task.”

 “And what do we get out of it?” Darkshot butted in.

 “If you assist us, I can help you accomplish your task of taking down the Warlord. I can get you into the City of the White Tree.” 

 “City of the White Tree?” Rakkan whispered curiously. 

 “It is the name of our great city, where the Warlord and most of our people reside. It is incredibly difficult to enter, particularly for those who are not Dark Elves like myself.”

 “But you’ll be able to get us in?” Aegis confirmed.

 “It’s possible.” Iuonok nodded back. 

 “Okay.” Aegis shrugged. “See? Eirene’s got the right idea. Killing everything is not always the best way to go.” Aegis smirked at Darkshot as he stared back and pulled his lips to the side. “We’ll get rid of the curse. Lead the way.” Aegis replied confidently.




	Quest: Break the curse of Belmiure so that the Dreadnaughts haunting its ruined streets lose their immortality, and the captured souls of the fallen Dark Elves may be released from their endless torment.
Objective: 0/1 Curse of Belmiure Broken
Quest Giver: Iuomak, Belmiure
Reward: 2,500,000 Experience, Neutrality with the Dark Elf Seeker faction
Difficulty: Extreme







 Aegis hit accept quickly and looked at his companions to see that they too had all received the quest and were accepting it.

 “Extreme?” Pyri commented with a hint of excitement.

 “A tomb sounds like a dungeon.” Lina added.

 “A dungeon with some ancient runes, I bet.” Rakkan rubbed his hands together excitedly.

 “Please, free my companions first. Then I shall take you on the safest route to the tomb.” Iuonak motioned to his bound companions, who were still glaring grumpily up at Aegis with rope wrapped around them.

 “Oh, right, yeah. Sorry, I forgot about these guys.” Aegis quickly got to work on untying them with Lina’s help.
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With Iuomok’s guidance, Aegis and his party were led through the dark streets of Belmiure until eventually arriving at an old abandoned graveyard. It was a wide field of loose Soilrock with black obsidian headstones protruding out of the ground intermittently. The field itself was surrounded by a worn down, cracked and crumbling stone wall that could, in its current state, be easily stepped over in multiple locations.

 Dark grey moss and other strange tangling weeds grew up through the cracks in a paved stone walkway that ran through the center of the graveyard, in addition to the strange plants growing all over the soilrock. Interestingly though, the wild plants did not grow out of the mounds that sat in front of each of the headstones.

 “The Tomb of the Cursed King lies directly ahead. If you destroy the Wraith of the King, the curse of Belmiure will be lifted.” Iuomok explained as he stopped at the warped black iron gate that stood open at the entrance of the graveyard, barely still hanging off of its hinges.

 “You’re not coming with us?” Aegis asked.

 “No, this is as far as we go. Should you succeed, return to the intersection that we first met, and we will greet you properly. Bring proof of your deed, however.” Iuomok bowed.

 “Okay.” Aegis nodded. With that, he turned to leave with his escort of Dark Elf seekers. It didn’t take long for them to disappear from the light of Pyri’s cinderbolts, leaving Aegis and his companions alone once more. They found themselves standing at the gate, staring into the ominously quiet and dark field of gravestones. 

 “Somewhere in this place is a dungeon with an angry ghost king.” Darkshot commented.

 “Yep.” Aegis said as he began tapping everyone and applying his bless buff to them. 



 Some time later, Aegis and his companions arrived back at the intersection with the dark grey glowing tree. They looked similar to how they had when they were lead away by Iuomok, with two major differences. 

 Darkshot now wore atop his head a spectral, somewhat transparent grey crown adorned with colorless jewels. Rakkan was carrying an oversized ancient book whose pages looked cracked and ready to crumble at any moment if mishandled. 

 Upon reaching the base of the tree, they paused and looked around curiously. It wasn’t long before Iuonok stepped out of the shadows to greet them.

 “You’ve returned. So quickly… Is that…?” Iuonok motioned to the crown on Darkshot’s head.

 “The cursed king’s crown? Yep. 10 minute cooldown, activate to pass through solid walls and objects for 10 seconds. Pretty cool, right?” Darkshot motioned to it proudly.

 “I’m going to wait until I try reading this, I’m worried the pages are too damaged, if I’m not careful I’ll lose the knowledge in it.” Rakkan explained to Aegis, Pyri and Lina who gave him nods and watched him add the book he was carrying into his inventory. Iuonok stared at them with his jaw dropped in disbelief.

 “How? That malice and hatred that the Cursed King carried with him was immensely powerful…” Iuonok whispered in shock.

 “Yeah, but we do holy damage.” Aegis replied nonchalantly. A second later, the group was all hit with quest completed messages and fidgeted around with their interfaces to turn in their quest. “So, you trust us now?” 

 “There’s no doubt that you are not working with the Warlord. But come, we shouldn’t speak here.” Iuonok motioned them to follow him once more. Aegis glanced at Snowflake who squawked back curiously before moving to follow Iuonok. 

 As they were led once more through Belmiure, the other Dark Elf seekers joined them as an entourage. They didn’t follow the paved roads for long, eventually being led off onto a crudely marked trail through alleyways and ruined buildings. They climbed over and under piles of obsidian block rubble, with wild grey weeds and cobwebs tangled about the corners. 

 Though the Dark Elves had no difficulty navigating their way through the dark city, Aegis and his party were completely reliant on the light from Pyri’s cinderbolts which resulted in everything looking a shade dark red.

 Eventually, though, they arrived at an old crumbled obsidian tower where the top half had broken off and was laying on its side on the ground nearby in pieces. Iuonok lead them through the doorway of the lower half of the tower so that they stood in a round, roofless room filled with old broken furnishing and loose blocks.

 He approached what looked to be a plain pile of rubble and reached his hands through it, revealing the rubble to be an illusion. From underneath, he grabbed the handle of a hidden trap door and pulled it up open, causing the illusionary rubble to shimmer and become momentarily transparent.

 The trapdoor revealed a large dark stone staircase that descended below the surface, and Iuonok took point in leading them down the stairs. 

 Aegis hesitantly looked at his companions to see how they felt about following the strange elite Dark Elf NPC into an ancient hidden cellar of a ruined tower, but saw that they all looked fairly excited to continue. 

 Aegis was first, then Snowflake and Rakkan, followed by Lina, Pyri, and Darkshot, while the remaining Dark Elf seekers stayed outside.

 “This is a refuge for those who manage to escape the City of the White Tree.” Iuonok explained as they reached the bottom of the stairs and began walking forward through a narrow hallway with multiple doors. 

 As they walked down the hall, Aegis was able to look into the doorless rooms that lined it and saw groups of Dark Elves huddled together in tattered cloths. It was cramped tight with bedrolls, tables and the like, with the occasional dimly glowing fire for heat.

 As they passed, the various Dark Elves stared at Aegis and his companions blankly. He could see their sunken cheeks and blank expressions - they looked malnourished and thirsty, and indifferent to their presence despite them not being Dark Elves themselves. 

 “It is a struggle to find food and water within these ruins for all of these people. But now that you have lifted the curse, we Seekers should have an easier time procuring supplies so that we may survive.”

 “Is it really better to live here than in the City of the White Tree?” Aegis asked him, having spotted a couple of other NPCs that were marked as Elite. It was disheartening for Aegis to see that, even though they were AI NPCs, there were children who looked to be starving mixed in with the adults.

 “Yes. The Tyrant is cruel and demands absolute servitude. At least here we can be free.” Iuonok explained as they reached the end of the hall where a closed, decrepit wooden door stood, and Iuonok took out a key from his inventory and got to work on unlocking it. “Some who still have their strength, and hope, attempt to make the journey to the surface, in the hopes that they can find a better life under the sun. But we are taught at a young age that those on the surface are our enemies, and hunt us for sport.”

 “That’s why you attacked us initially?” Pyri asked.

 “Yes. But when I saw your unwillingness to fight back, I had to only assume that those teachings were false, like so many things that we are taught in that city.” Iuonok replied. He’d finished unlocking the door and swung it open, revealing a small chamber with an old sturdy table in the middle. 

 On the far side of the table stood another elite NPC leaning over it, he was sorting through a small crate set on the table filled with spongy looking gray balls, counting them. 

 Pyri had switched to using her Lumina spell to light their way so that they could see them, and the elite looked up at Aegis and his party as they entered, wincing from the light for a moment. [Partik(Elite) - Level 120] sat above his head.

 “What is the meaning of this?” Partik glanced between Aegis’ companions, and Iuonok.

 “These surface dwellers arrived in the lower ruins. We got the jump on them, but they overpowered us and spared our lives. They then, at my request, destroyed the cursed king and released the curse of Belmiure.” Iuonok explained. Hearing this, Partik’s eyes went wide.

 “Did they really, now?” He asked as he glanced at the crown on Darkshot’s smirking head. “I imagine you did not do all of that for nothing. But if it is a reward you seek, I’m afraid we have not much to offer.” Partik replied.

 “We need to get into the City of the White Tree. We’re looking to take out the Warlord who has enslaved all of the Dark Elves of Kalmoore. But, as peacefully as possible… I guess…” Aegis shrugged hesitantly.

 “To what end?” Partik eyed them curiously.

 “To free your people, of course.” Aegis replied.

 “Free us?” Partik huffed at him. “You wouldn’t be freeing the Dark Elves, you’d be sentencing us to death.” Partik shook his head.

 “I don’t understand…” Aegis squinted at him skeptically. “Removing the tyrant would sentence you to death?”

 “Kur’aktos is cruel, but not for nothing. The creatures from the abyss, and other abominations that lurk about the underrealm demand him to be so, to keep our people alive. If you march into the City of the White Tree and remove him from power, you will leave the city weak and vulnerable. Thousands of Dark Elves left without a leader. The city would not last a week.” Partik explained to Aegis with a disapproving tone. 

 “Hm.” Aegis paused as he pondered this, looking to the others. “So that’s why Eirene is against violence here. None of you are inherently bad, you’re just living in bad circumstances.” Aegis mumbled to himself out loud. 

 “Isn’t there someone else that could take over the city, that is less cruel?” Rakkan suggested. 

 “Yeah.” Pyri nodded at him. “Someone who could lead your people without causing so much suffering?”

 “Maybe one of you two could do it?” Darkshot suggested. Iuonok and Partik briefly exchanged hesitant looks with one another.

 “Perhaps he…” Partik mumbled.

 “It could change everything…” Iuonok mumbled as well.

 “He? Who? You have someone in mind to replace the Tyrant?” Aegis asked them.

 “Yes. Kur’aktos has a brother. He is the one who founded the Seekers, to rebel against his older brother's cruelty. He is the reason we were able to find this place and hide out here, and help so many others escape the city.” Partik explained.

 “Where is this brother?” Aegis asked.

 “Kagil’aktos remains within the city. He lives in the shadows, through an underground network of hideouts, helping out our people while remaining hidden from Kur’aktos and his watchful eyes.” Partik explained.

 “If you could find a way to remove Kur’aktos from power and replace him with his kinder younger brother Kagil’aktos, it’s possible our lives down here would improve greatly. The slavery and torture would come to an end.” Iuonok said with wide eyes of excitement.

 “It sounds a bit too good to be true. So I must ask. Why would surface dwellers go so far to help us?” Partik asked them.

 “Luryala, who resides in my city of Rene on the surface, requested me to save those who remain of her tribe. I promised her I would.”

 “I see. She lives on the surface, without discrimination?”

 “She does stand out, I won’t lie… but otherworlders don’t discriminate based on race.” Aegis shrugged.

 “I see. Kur’aktos forbids any contact to the outside, he believes it opens the Dark Elves up to needless risk, and that the surface dwellers would bring us nothing short of our complete and utter total destruction. But perhaps, if Kagil’aktos takes control, we would be able to establish good terms with your people.”

 “Definitely. I’m sure you’d be welcomed into the Kingdom of Kordas, like Pakro’Vielle.” Aegis shrugged. Once again, both Partik and Iuonok went silent and exchanged looks with one another.

 “Very well. But this plan will only be possible if Kagil’aktos is willing. You will need to personally convince him.” Partik straightened his back and took a deep breath. “Here.” He pulled out of his inventory a set of tattered dark grey cloaks with patches and tears on them, setting them out on the table in front of him for Aegis and his party to look at.

 “We use these cloaks to smuggle out slaves from the city. Primarily Plashrim, but some dwarves and elves that found themselves captured by Kur’aktos as well. They should work for you.” Partik motioned each of Aegis’ members to take a cloak, which they did with hesitance.




	
Name: Seeker’s Cloak
Slot: Back (Cloak)
Type: Cloth
Armor: 124
Quality: 43%
Durability: 72/150
Option 1: Wearing the hood up will conceal your level, name, and guild name from other players and NPCs.
Option 2: While the hood on the Seekers Cloak is up, the wearer will take on the appearance of a Dark Elf which closest resembles their own appearance. 
Description: Made from tattered Silk and Elmus wool, and imbued with morphing powder. 








 After Aegis eyed the item card he watched as Lina put the cloak on, pulled the hood up, and suddenly her skin darkened to a tinted purple, and her ears grew out upwards and pointy. She took a moment to look down at her own arms where the skin was visible, looking somewhat shocked.

 “Whoa, neat.” Darkshot commented as he eyed her, quickly following suit and throwing the hood up over his crown. He became a very dark, edgy and brooding looking Dark Elf. “How do I look?”

 “Basically the same, but edgier.” Aegis smirked. Shortly after, Rakkan put it on and became a bulky Dark Elf, while Pyri became a slender, long haired Dark Elf. Last was Aegis, who looked rather plain with his hair darkening to black along with his darkening purple skin and pointed ears. He wasn’t too happy about needing to take off his vestments of Eirene, though.

 “I was never expecting we would need to use these to smuggle people IN to the city.” Partik shook his head. 

 “So how do we get to the City of the White Tree?” Aegis turned his attention back to the NPCs.

 “We will lead you to the Bridges of Belmiure. Once you cross them, you will find yourself in view of the city, but you will need to find your way through the wastelands yourself. It is patrolled by not only the Tyrant’s soldiers, but occasionally, horrific creatures from beyond your wildest nightmares.” Partik said with a solemn expression.

 “Sounds lovely.” Pyri pulled her lips to the side. 

 “Once you reach the city’s outskirts, on the western edge you will find a jagged pillar of stones jutting out from the landscape. Hidden at the base of that pillar is an entrance into the city that the guards do not know about. It should allow you to enter without drawing their attention. Once inside, seek out the Pale Watch tavern. Tell the bartender you are seeking a place to rest, and that should get them to lead you to Kagil’aktos.” Partik explained.

 “Sounds like quite the quest.” Darkshot rubbed his hands together excitedly.

 “That is the easy part. It will be up to you to convince Kagil’aktos to go against his brother in this way.” Iuonok finished. Following this, the group was hit by a quest prompt. 




	Quest[1/5]: Travel through the underrealm and sneak into the City of the White Tree. Meet with Kagil’aktos, leader of the seekers, without being discovered by agents of the Dark Elf Tyrant, Kur’aktos.
Objective: 0/1 Kagil’aktos met.
Quest Giver: Iuomak, Belmiure
Reward: 5,000,000 Experience, 
Difficulty: Extreme(III)







 Aegis was taken aback by not only the quest being 5 steps, but the difficulty rating of it. 

 “Extreme III?” Darkshot exclaimed as he too spotted it.

 “That just means the reward will be really good, right?” Pyri smiled.

 “The Hrath’mir quest was only extreme II. This is going to be harder to pull off than that.” Aegis explained. “Makes sense, given what the end reward will potentially be.” He added, as he remembered what he’d learned about Mithral and Kur’aktos from Luryala. One by one, Aegis and his companions all tapped the accept buttons on their interfaces floating in their peripheral vision in front of their faces.

 “I will lead you to the edge of Belmiure whenever you are ready.” Iuonok bowed politely. Hearing this, Aegis glanced at the others and got a few shrugs. 

 “I think we’re ready now.” Aegis replied.

 “Wait.” Rakkan stopped them, eying something on the roof of the chamber. Him looking up caused everyone who glanced at Rakkan to follow his eyes and look up as well. Etched into the obsidian roof were strange looking old runes.

 “Yes, those have been here since the beginning, as well as scattered all throughout Belmiure.” Partik nodded as he eyed them too.

 “Those markings are also on the front of the book I found in the King’s Tomb. The book that his skeleton was clutching.” Rakkan explained as he paced around the room, looking at the engraved runes carefully from different angles.

 “Do you know what they say?” Aegis asked him.

 “Not exactly. It’s like a dialect of the ancient language, it uses the same characters but its unintelligible.” Rakkan pondered.

 “We, too, cannot read it. Nor could the Plashrim that have come through here.” Partik added.

 “Let me mark it down. Once I read through the book a bit and compare it to the base dialect of the ancient language, I should be able to figure it out.” Rakkan said while pulling out a parchment and quill. Everyone watched him patiently as he placed the parchment down on the table and alternated between copying the markings on the roof onto the parchment, and looking up at them for reference.

 “Ok. good. Got it. Sorry.” Rakkan said apologetically once he’d finished and saw everyone had been waiting, watching him.

 “No problem. It could be important, like the stuff you uncovered in Kolz.” Aegis shrugged. “Now I think we’re all ready to go.” Aegis nodded at Iuonok.

 “Ok. Stay close, and do not let your cloak hoods fall off of your heads.” Iuonok took lead out of the room.

 “Good luck. If you succeed, you will change the lives of countless innocent people.” Partik bowed as he watched them all leave the chamber one by one. On his way through the hallway, Aegis once again found himself staring through the open doorways at the starving and worn out Dark Elves, and felt motivation burning up inside of him. 

 The group made their way back up the stairs and through the trapdoor so that they stood once more on the ground floor of the ruined tower.

 From there, Iuonok and his waiting entourage of 6 Dark Elf seekers lead Aegis and his party back into the ruined streets of Belmiure.

 There were plenty of wraiths and banshees floating about in the nearby ruined structures, but Iuonok knew exactly which paths to walk to avoid drawing the attention of any of them.

 The city was nevertheless huge, and they walked on through narrow alleyways and along cracked paved streets for hours. Zigzagging, weaving, and winding around buildings assured them a safe path, but it was very indirect and made the journey take much longer.

 Eventually, though, as Pyri reignited her cinderbolts and rotated them around the group for lighting, they spotted the wall of the cavern that the city of Belmiure was built into.

 Its sudden appearance was intimidating. The group had been walking on for a long time with nothing but open space above and in front of them, so to suddenly see a tall black jagged wall of stone appear within the red glow of the cinderbolts threw them off. They could not see the ceiling of the cavern, but at the base of the wall where the paved roads they were traversing met it, the wall opened up into a large tunnel with two dark elf statues flanking it, and a broken archway in pieces on the ground between them.

 “This is it, this tunnel will lead you to the wastelands, and the City of the White Tree.” Iuonok motioned to the tunnel ahead. “I will leave you here. But be wary, the Dark Elves you encounter from henceforth will not be Seekers, but under the Tyrant’s influence. They are not evil - they are doing what they must to survive. But they will not show you any mercy.” Iuonok explained.

 “Got it.” Aegis nodded back at him. “We’ll be careful. Keep our hoods up, and not start any trouble.”

 “What of your gryphon? That is not something my kind are accustomed to seeing down here.” Iuonok motioned to Snowflake.

 “I got him covered.” Pyri smiled as she walked over to Snowflake and tapped him, casting invisibility so that he could no longer be seen.

 “I see. You truly are quite capable adventurers. If anyone is able to save the Dark Elf people, I’m sure it will be you. Good luck.” Iuonok bowed. “And, watch your step as you cross the bridges.” He finished before taking his leave with the other seekers.

 Aegis and the others remained standing at the entrance of the tunnel leading out of the Belmiure cavern, waiting for Iuonok and his companions to fade from their view.

 “We’re finally leaving this cave, huh?” Darkshot smiled and stretched.

 “I’m really excited, I’ve never seen a Dark Elf city before. And I think there are some Shadow Dancer quests in it.” Lina smiled excitedly.

 “I’m not sure if anyone has ever been in a Dark Elf city that wasn’t a Dark Elf.” Rakkan replied.

 “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. We’re not in the city yet.” Aegis said before taking the first steps forward into the tunnel. “Remember, no killing Dark Elves.” Aegis added, to which Darkshot let out a sigh. 
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Aegis and his party stepped forward into the tunnel leading out of the Ruins of Belmiure. Much like the tunnel they’d used to enter the cavern, the road was paved with broken obsidian blocks under their feet from wall to wall. It was odd for Aegis to hear the sound of Snowflake’s talons tapping on the stone, but not being able to see him walking beside him due to Pyri’s invisibility spell. 

 The tunnel didn’t go on for long before it opened up into a new wide cavern, and the road beneath their feet transitioned into an obsidian block bridge not unlike the bridge that they’d used to cross over the Red River. Under this bridge, however, was nothing but darkness. 

Strangely, there was a slight glow of light in this cavern, though from where it originated was hard to tell. Even without the light from Pyri’s cinderbolts, it was possible to faintly see the opposite wall of the cavern, the entirety of the bridge that spanned it, and the bottomless void beneath them with the black mist of the abyss waiting a few dozen meters below to catch anything that fell.

The sound of the wind howling through the tunnel from one end to the other dominated their ears, making it difficult to hear anything else. There were occasional, short moments of reprieve from the sound of the soaring wind where things quieted down, but they were few and far between.

The cavern spanned far onwards to their left and right without visible ends in those directions, and had an open, bottomless pit below. The cavern walls on the side of the bridge they stood on, as well as on the opposide side of the cavern, were jagged and covered in sharp rocks that jutted out from them. There was no ceiling, but rather a point where the wall opposite slanted upwards to meet the wall of the cavern on their side of the large chasm in front of them, giving the cavern the appearance of an upside down V shape. 

There also wasn’t only one bridge - as Aegis and the others panned their view left and right, there were multiple structures of varying make that spanned across the chasm. None of them looked in very great condition. They appeared to be coming out of other cavern tunnels from Belmiure, carrying forward obsidian block bridges, but the other bridges were hardly still in-tact, with chunks missing and some broken apart half-way across the chasm. 

The light that allowed them to see all of this had its source become apparent the longer the party took in the view. It was coming from insect-like creatures that Aegis had spotted clinging onto the high ceiling of the cavern. They had long translucent, veiny wings on their backs, six spine covered legs, and large, lengthy abdomens that were giving off feint glowing light.

As he’d spotted a few, he watched as occasionally the abdomens of the creatures would flare up and release a bright white flash of light before settling back down into a dull glow. In that time, it allowed him to spot the [Underrealm Glowbug - Level 120] floating above their heads. 

The flash caused the others to start noticing them. There were a lot spread throughout the cavern - not just on the walls but also hanging off the bottom and sides of the various bridges extending across the chasm.

“Whoa, fantasy fireflies.” Darkshot whispered with wide eyes as the others watched a few more of the bugs flash bright.

“Why’re they hanging out here?” Rakkan asked.

“Must be something they like to eat that exists in this cavern, I guess.” Aegis shrugged.

“Maybe they like eating the people who try crossing these bridges.” Pyri grinned mischievously, which got her a nasty stare from Darkshot.

“They’re really pretty.” Lina said with a big smile of wonder, which Aegis turned to see. She hadn’t even noticed Aegis staring at her as she looked up, completely mesmerized by the glowing bugs, and her smile was contagious to Aegis. 

“So, I guess we just cross this bridge? And watch out for big evil firefly attacks?” Darkshot asked as he squinted to try and see what was on the opposite side. “Oh, wait.” He paused, getting everyone’s attention. “There’s a lot of Dark Elves on the other end of this bridge.” He pointed forward. The bridge was long, nearly half a kilometer, so it was hard to see it, but once everyone focused their eyes they spotted the silhouettes of the humanoid figures on the side of the bridge opposite them.

“Hm.” Aegis scratched his chin as he thought about the circumstances. “I doubt those guys would let us through without causing any problems.” He thought out loud as he carefully looked around at other possible options. He spotted a broken bridge on their left, roughly 100 meters away, that had a giant section missing in the middle, making it unusable. It lead into a tunnel not unlike the bridge they stood on, though, and there was a narrow ridge extending out of the wall that allowed travel between the bridges.

“Let’s take that bridge.” Aegis pointed at it.

“That bridge has a big hole in it.” Darkshot sighed.

“Yeah, but we’ve got a gryphon.” Aegis shrugged.

“You aren’t worried that the bridge’s structural integrity is compromised?” Pyri asked him skeptically.

“Nah, look.” Aegis motioned to several glowbugs that were scurrying around along the underside of the broken bridge. “It can hold those big glowbugs, so I bet it could hold us. Just don’t do any stomping or anything.” Aegis shrugged. He took lead, moving to the left side of the bridge nearest the wall and stepping through a broken opening in the bridge's railing that lead onto the narrow ledge. 

He did his best to not look down and walked forward along the ledge. On his left was the jagged wall of the cavern, and on is right was a straight drop down into the darkness of the abyss. The narrow path he walked upon was uneven and barely one and a half meters wide.

Lina was the only one to follow Aegis without any hesitation, followed by the sound of Snowflake’s invisible feet. Rakkan, Darkshot, and Pyri all threw each other apprehensive stares while Darkwing cooed anxiously, but eventually they relented and followed behind Aegis.

Multiple times on their journey across the narrow ledge, Aegis had stepped on a loose section and it broke off, the stone crumbling beneath his feet and plummeting down into the abyss below. But he managed to shrug it off with an awkward, uncomfortable laugh and regain his footing, thanks to Lina grabbing his back and holding him up.

“Are you, like, secretly a thrill seeker?” Darkshot called out to him from the back of the group, after the third near-death tumble. “An adrenaline junky?” He added mockingly.

“No, this is just the best way. C’mon, we’re almost at the bridge.” 

“Did I ever tell you about my fear of heights?” Darkshot added.

“I think I picked up on that, yeah.” Aegis replied.

“Are you doing this to punish me for something?” 

“No…” Aegis hesitantly replied as he pondered it. “Well, maybe. You did marry my mom.”

“Fair enough.” Darkshot grumbled back, causing Lina and Pyri to chuckle. Aegis reached the broken bridge and was able to climb up over the railing from the ledge to get on top of it, followed by Lina and the others shortly after, without anyone falling. 

The first thing Aegis did was look down the tunnel on his left side, from whence the Bridge came, but not far into the tunnel he could see that it had caved in and was covered with large jagged rocks and boulders that had fallen down from the ceiling.

“Let’s hope it’s not caved in on the other side as well, or this’ll be pointless.” Aegis commented as he eyed it.

“It’s not. I can see better thanks to tracking.” Darkshot replied as he squinted across the way.

“Okay, good. Let’s go.” Aegis began walking forward across the bridge.

“Whoa, hold up.” Darkshot held up his hand to stop him. “I thought we were flying across.” 

“We are, when we get to the broken part. We’ll take turns flying over the gap with Snowflake.” Aegis replied, and Snowflake let out a squawk which let everyone know where exactly the invisible gryphon was currently standing.

“Why not just fly from here? I don’t trust this bridge.” Darkshot said apprehensively.

“Would you feel safer if we crossed the bridge with you on Snowflake’s back?”

“Very much so, yes.” Darkshot nodded.

“Fine, hop on Snowflake, the rest of us will walk across.” Aegis rolled his eyes and motioned him to Snowflake, who screeched lightly.

“Thank you.” Darkshot sighed with relief as he walked towards the sound of Snowflake’s noises, accidentally bumping into him. “Can you drop the invisibility spell, though?” Darkshot turned to Pyri.

“No way, too risky. It’ll blow our cover if one of the other Dark Elves see us.” Pyri replied.

“Seriously?” Darkshot groaned. “Fine. Fine.” He grumbled while feeling around for Snowflake’s saddle. Eventually he found the spot to sit on, and with great difficulty, settled down onto the invisible back of the gryphon as the others had already began walking forward across the bridge. Once he was settled, Snowflake began trotting forward behind the others.

“This is arguably way worse.” Darkshot mumbled nervously as he looked down, seeing nothing but the floor of the block bridge despite him knowing there was a gryphon saddle between his legs. Darkwing let out another nervous coo, causing Aegis to look back at Darkshot and see him riding on the air.

“Heh. That looks funny.” Aegis chuckled, causing Rakkan and Lina to look back and chuckle as well.

“Way to hold up the Darkshot image there.” Pyri joined in. 

“Yeah, yeah, everyone laugh at the guy who’s afraid of heights. We’ll see how you guys feel when we face your fears.”

“Who says we’re afraid of anything?” Aegis asked.

“Everyone’s afraid of something.” Darkshot replied. The group continued forward a long while without any issues, but as they neared the broken section of the bridge, there were a few ominous rumbling sounds coming from the blocks beneath their feet, mixed in with the tapping of glowbug feet beneath the bridge.

It wasn’t until they got just 5 meters away from where the bridge was broken that suddenly, from the destroyed section of the bridge, a large glowbug head poked its way up over the side. Seeing it, the group became startled and froze in place. They watched as the antenna above the creatures large, bulging black beady eyes wiggled around as if sniffing the air.

“Relax, it’s not a hostile creature. It shouldn’t attack us of we don’t hit it first.” Aegis tried to calm everyone down, but this didn’t help much once the glowbug showed interest in Aegis and his party, and climbed the rest of the way up onto the top of the broken bridge, walking towards them. Up close, they could see the creature was the size of a large horse, and it continued forward towards them without any fear or hesitation.

The group remained completely still, including the invisible Snowflake, and watched as it approached Aegis first. It wriggled its tiny antennae around Aegis and nonchalantly brushed them up against his face, rubbing the soft fuzzy hairs against his cheeks. Once it had, it turned to Rakkan and began doing the same thing.

“I think he’s just saying hello.” Aegis shrugged as he watched it finish with Rakkan and move on to Lina. Only then did he notice that Lina looked absolutely petrified with fear. As the glowbug rubbed its hairy antennae against Lina’s cheeks, her eyes went wide and her skin went pale, and it wasn’t long before she couldn’t bear it and shadowstepped away with a high pitched squeaking sound. 

Her disappearance startled the glowbug and it hopped backwards before spreading its wings and buzzing away from the group.

“Hahaha.” Darkshot began laughing, holding his stomach. “See? I’m not the only one scared of things. Lina’s scared of the cute lil friendly bug.” 

“Oh give it a rest.” Pyri rolled her eyes at Darkshot as Aegis ran to Lina, who’d shadowstepped back behind Darkshot and Snowflake.

“Are you okay?” Aegis asked her.

“Yes…” She replied with an embarrassed sigh. “Those hairy antennae were just really creepy.” 

“I thought they were kinda cute.” Rakkan shrugged.

“You okay to keep going?” Aegis said as he leaned in and eyed her carefully. Without thinking, he’d moved his face incredibly close to hers, and seeing him so close, staring at her with his concerned eyes quickly put a shy smile on Lina’s face.

“I’m okay.” She nodded back.

“You sure?”

“Yeah.” she smiled wider.

“Okay.” Aegis replied as he pulled back away from her for a moment, and the two stared at each other. A smile quickly grew on Aegis face as he recalled the squeaking noise she made. “That was a pretty loud squeak.” He mumbled mockingly, to which she shook her head at him. As she did, he glanced back to see that Darkshot, Rakkan and Pyri were all looking away from them, staring at the gap between their side of the bridge and the opposite side. Aegis used this short moment to quickly turn back to Lina and kiss her. “Was kinda cute.” He winked, causing her face to glow bright red.

“Don’t make fun of me.” She pouted as he turned away with a chuckle and walked back towards the others. 

“Alright Darkshot, since you are already on Snowflake, you oughta cross first.” Aegis declared as he walked right up to the edge of the bridge.

“Really? I think it’d be safer of Pyri went first, with her fly spell.” Darkshot suggested.

“How about we go together at the same time. Just to be safe?” Pyri smiled at him. Darkshot looked between Pyri, Aegis, and Rakkan who all stared at him expectantly.

“Yeah. Okay. Fine. Darkshot can overcome his fears, no problem.” Darkshot cleared his throat and straightened his back. “Ready when you are.” He nodded to Pyri.

“Okay. See you all on the other side.” Pyri waved to the others before tapping her own shoulder and casting fly on herself. As she lifted up off of the bridge and began soaring forward, the others could hear the sound of Snowflakes large wings begin flapping, though still unable to see them.

A moment later, Darkshot lifted up into the air and began soaring across the chasm towards the other side of the broken bridge.

“Oh shit, oh man. Does he really have to be invisible for this?” Darkshot exclaimed as he inadvertently looked down and saw as though he was riding on thin air above a bottomless pit, leading into the dark abyss below. “Oh fuck me. Fuck this. Oh fuck all of you.” He shouted as Snowflake flapped elegantly after Pyri across the chasm. He could faintly hear Rakkan and Aegis holding back laughter from behind him as he did. “Just you wait, I’m going to find out what you guys are afraid of, and you’ll regret laughing.” He snapped angrily at them. 

Luckily, the gap in the bridge wasn’t very large, and with less than 20 seconds of flying, Snowflake landed on the opposite side where Pyri was already waiting.

“That wasn’t so bad, was it?” Pyri said to him, seeing him pale and covered with sweat.

“Yeah, right. No problem.” Darkshot replied between heavy breaths.

“You’ll have to hop off Snowflake though, so he can go back and get the others.” Pyri added.

“Oh. Right.” Darkshot nodded as he hesitantly, and very slowly, climbed off the back of the invisible Snowflake, stumbling slightly as he took the final steps off of him. With a final squawk, Snowflake lifted off to retrieve the others, and it wasn’t long before everyone had made it across the broken bridge to the other side, Aegis being last.

“Good. Let’s walk very carefully across the rest of the bridge, it’s not much further now.” Aegis commented after landing. He hopped off of Snowflake’s invisible back and glanced to his right, in the direction of the intact bridge that they’d avoided crossing.

They were somewhat closer now and able to see more clearly the silhouettes of the numerous Dark Elves that were guarding the bridge, all adorned in dark iron armor wielding longbows, longswords, and spears, though intricate details couldn’t be made out. It didn’t seem as though the group of Dark Elves had noticed them, though, or their shouting. The sound of their activity had been drowned out by an ever present howling wind that passed through the cavern. 

Aegis took the lead, continuing forward across the bridge slowly and carefully, with the others trailing behind him, and it wasn’t long before they reached the opposite end and found themselves staring into a tunnel leading out of the cavern.

“That’s it?” Rakkan asked as they stepped into the tunnel and continued forward. 

“First cavern we’ve entered where everything didn’t try to kill us.” Pyri added.

“Why do you both sound disappointed?” Aegis turned to stare at them curiously, and they both shrugged back innocently. He shook his head disapprovingly at them while pulling out his map of the underrealm to check it. “According to the map, we’ll be entering the cavern with the City of the White Tree. It’s in the middle. The cavern is otherwise mapped out to be blank, empty space.” Aegis said as Rakkan and Darkshot walked forward to look over his shoulder at the map curiously.

“Empty space?” Rakkan asked.

“So, no landmarks? But look how big the cavern is, it’s bigger than the Belmiure ruins cavern.” Darkshot pointed it out as he wagged his finger at the two locations on the map.

“Yep. That’s the cavern’s name right there, but they wrote it in the ancient language.” Aegis pointed at the label on the upcoming cavern.

“The Plashrim labeled it, uh… I guess it loosely translates as ‘Horrifying Wasteland’.” Rakkan said apprehensively.

“The Iuonok guy said we should watch out for patrols, and creatures beyond our wildest nightmares.” Lina added nervously.

“Great. Time to find out just how dark and sadistic this game’s developers truly are.” Pyri replied as Aegis put the map away back into his inventory.

“I don’t know, we’ve already seen some pretty messed up stuff. Acid ooze, evil statues, undead monsters, giant void ants… creepy dark mist monsters, and dragons…” Aegis began listing off all of the dark creatures he’d encountered thus far, counting them out on his fingers. “Oh, the raid boss, with the sharp maw and those tentacles was pretty creepy, too.”

“Aegis, Aegis, Aegis…” Darkshot shook his head condescendingly at Aegis and gently placed his hand on his shoulder. “You are new to fantasy games, so you have no clue. But don’t worry, there’s still way worse stuff out there. Maybe, if we’re lucky, we’ll find one that you’re scared of.” Darkshot grinned mischievously.

“Hah, I doubt it.” Aegis replied confidently.

“I wouldn’t be so sure…” Pyri replied with a tilt of her head and raised brows. “As your mom, I do know there is one thing you are afraid of, and there are certainly monsters like that in these games.”

“Wait.” Darkshot’s eyes lit up with interest, while Rakkan’s and Lina’s lit up with curiosity. “I knew it, so is there something he’s afraid of?” Darkshot asked Pyri eagerly. “What is it?”

“Mom.” Aegis groaned at her.

“I won’t tell. Let’s just hope we never see it. The last time we did, he ran to his bedroom and hid under his covers.” Pyri pulled her lips in.

“Oh man, I hope we encounter it.” Darkshot rubbed his hands together eagerly. 

“You realize we’re in a party, right? We’re on the same team?” Aegis scowled at him.

“Yeah? So? Maybe I just want to be a good guy and help you overcome your fear. You know, like how you just helped me overcome my fear of heights.” Darkshot smirked.

“Oh, so you’re not afraid of heights anymore?” Aegis asked him skeptically.

“Yup. Flying over a bottomless void on an invisible gryphon did the trick.” He replied.

“Watch out!” Rakkan shouted suddenly, stopping Aegis and Darkshot from continuing forward and walking off of a cliff. They stopped at the last moment, not realizing the sudden drop in front of them as the tunnel they were traversing had come to an end and opened up into a new, gigantic cavern, with a drop of roughly 20 meters from their tunnel down to the ground level.

“Oh fucking shit!” Darkshot shouted in a panic, stumbling backwards and landing on his bottom.

“Yup, definitely cured.” Lina chuckled and held her hand out to help him up.

“You better hope there’s no more hairy antenna monsters here.” Darkshot grumbled back as he took her hand and let her help him up, while Aegis, Pyri and Rakkan looked forward into the cavern ahead.

“Whoa…” Aegis’ jaw dropped in disbelief at the view before him. 
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Before them, over the cliff below and beyond a great stretch of flat pale land stood the City of the White Tree. It was aptly named for the gigantic, glowing white tree that was visible to Aegis and his companions despite its great distance from them, at least two kilometers out from where they stood.

 The tree, however, did not grow up from the ground of the cavern, but rather it was hanging off of the cavern’s ceiling, upside down, and its leaves and branches reached out in all directions where the City had been built around its glow, illuminating itself despite the otherwise dark tunnel.

 Thanks to that same tree, its roots expanded outward along the roof of the cavern a great distance, occasionally arching downward and hanging low before curving back up into the rock, and its roots were giving off a pure bright white glow as well. This allowed Aegis and the others to not only see the city, but get a sense of size for the cavern and spot other illuminated sections of the huge, open space.

 The wasteland was a fitting name, as well. The bottom of the cavern was simple, flat gray stone. Unlike other caverns they’d encountered, it lacked soilrock, thus little to no vegetation could be seen growing anywhere. Instead, there were occasional pools of a black bubbling liquid mixed in with small pools of water and pits. There were also the standard occasional large rocks jutting out of the ground here and there, but for the most part, it looked completely flat.

 “There it is.” Aegis said as he looked upon it. “It’s finally in view. After months of grinding and exploring down here, the end is in sight.” Aegis said with a big grin.

 “Once we finish with that city, we’ll be able to bask in the sun again.” Pyri said with a dreamy voice. 

 “I’ve got so much stuff to tell Sherry.” Darkshot grinned ear to ear.

 “Amlie, too.” Rakkan joined in.

 “They’re probably watching us, though.” Lina motioned to Aegis livestream icon sitting at 75,000 viewers.

 “Eh, that’s just Aegis’ perspective. Mine is way more interesting.” Darkshot waved this off. 

 “Alright. So,” Aegis abruptly clapped his hands together, “We get down from here, sneak across the wasteland, and get into the city through the secret entrance. We find the tavern, talk to the brother, help him overthrow the warlord without killing him, interrogate the warlord, and then, victory.” Aegis declared.

 “That’s a lot of steps. How about you do all of that, and we just follow along and kill everything you tell us to?” Pyri suggested.

 “That’s okay too.” Aegis nodded back at her. “Snowflake, if you would do the honors.” Aegis felt around to find his invisible gryphon and hopped on his back as he squawked excitedly. One by one they were ferried down to the bottom of the cavern until they’d all landed safely on the wasteland floor. 

 Having landed first, Aegis had time to look around at his surroundings and spotted to the right a marked trail of dimly lit lanterns extending out of the same cavern wall that they’d come from. Standing about the lanterns nearest the wall stood the silhouettes of more Dark Elves.

 “Looks like thats where the unbroken bridge enters this cavern. It’s much lower to the ground, and they seem to have a marked trail to navigate through the wasteland from the bridge towards the city.” Aegis pointed it out as the last person, Rakkan, landed with Snowflake. The others looked over and spotted the Dark Elves as well, and Darkshot squinted his eyes.

 “Yep, that trail goes on far into the wasteland. It’s probably the safest route through it, if the Dark Elves are using it.” Darkshot nodded.

 “We won’t be able to use it though, if we want to avoid being seen by them.” Lina commented.

 “Yeah.” Aegis turned to look forward into the dark wasteland infront of them, unmarked and dotted with pools, pits and rocks. “We’ll be taking the dangerous route.”

 “Can’t be that bad, right?” Pyri shrugged, but a moment after she had, there was a loud, deep and ominous gurgling growl that echoed throughout the cavern, coming from somewhere within the darkness of the wasteland.

 “Yeah, sure. Walk in the park.” Darkshot sighed.

 “I’ll keep bless up at all times, just to be safe.” Aegis said apprehensively as he began tapping everyone’s shoulders, including a tap on the invisible Snowflake - though he wasn’t sure which part of Snowflake’s body he’d tapped. 

 “Good idea.” Rakkan nodded as he drew out his weapons. 

 “Slow, steady, silent.” Aegis said to the others once he’d finished, and with that, the party began walking forward away from the cavern walls and into the wasteland. 

Pyri created a single cinderbolt to minimize the light they let off, in order to remain as stealthy as possible. She widened it out into the shape of a ring that formed a perimeter around the group and kept it low to the ground.

Aegis and Darkshot took point, walking in front and taking note of any odd movements and strange sounds. As they approached the first pool of black viscous liquid, the only sound they heard was a loud bubbling from the center, as air was being released from something underneath the surface. Each bubble pop sent slow ripples outward to the edges of the pool and gave off a nasty sulfuric smell.

“I wonder what that stuff is. Looks a bit like tar, but it’s not giving off any heat…” Aegis eyed it curiously. Without thinking he began stepping toward it, extending his hand out and preparing to touch it, but Darkshot quickly slapped his hand on his shoulder and stopped him.

“Chances are, whatever it is, it wants to kill you.” Darkshot warned him. Aegis turned to the others and saw they were all nodding in agreement with Darkshot. 

“Fine.” Aegis sighed regretfully. “I won’t touch the strange bubbling black goo.”

“Thank you.” Darkshot bowed cordially before forcefully steering Aegis’ shoulder back on track towards the city they could see off in the distance. They continued on from here a good while undisturbed. They could hear the sound of creatures nearby in the darkness, but were able to avoid any direct confrontations. That was, until suddenly they began hearing a loud stomping off in the distance that was slowly getting closer to them.

“It’s coming towards us.” Darkshot whispered nervously as the stomping got louder.

“No shit.” Rakkan shook his head.

“Everyone quiet, stay still, we don’t know what it is yet.” Aegis motioned behind him to the others, seeing them all glancing around frantically. “Pyri, spread out the cinderbolt away from us to give us a wider viewing perimeter, and make it our location less obvious.” 

“Got it.” Pyri whispered back as she broke apart her ring into several smaller spheres and sent them out away from the group. The stomping got louder, and the stomping intervals gave a sense that it was a bipedal creature, but there was a strange dragging sound that followed along with the stomps that got louder as it closed in.

Aegis was partially excited to see what ‘great horror’ that the wasteland had in store for them, but at the same time was a bit scared about what it could possibly be. Part of him hoped it would just pass them by, but the stomping continued to get louder as the creature was clearly heading in their direction.

As it got closer, they began to hear a low growl mixed in with the stomps and dragging. Not a single growl, either, but multiple mixing in with each other. Then, finally, the creature became visible. Partly thanks to Pyri locating it with her cinderbolts, partly because of several dark purple glows that came off of its hundreds of eyes.

[Void Hydra(ELITE) - ??] stood above its head. Aegis immediately wanted to ask what capitalized elite meant, but he became too afraid to make any sound when he saw the beast. It wasn’t just that it was the size of a large two story building, or the fact that it had three long necks with huge snouts, filled with razorsharp teeth that were dripping with saliva. It also wasn’t the two gigantic talon covered feet that were stomping it forward, or the huge spiked tail that it was dragging behind its large bulky body.

The terrifying visage of the creature instead came from the fact that its three necks were covered in the bodies of dead Dark Elves, as if glued overtop of one another onto the creatures necks. Their bodies were primarily skeletal, but their eyes were still glowing dark purple with void energy and moving around, as if the hydra was seeing through them rather than using its own eyes atop its heads. 

It was due to that, that Aegis inadvertently looked up at the heads to try and see if the hydra had its own sets of eyes to see through. And it did, only, the eyes on the heads did not have pupils, but instead rippling waves of black and purple energy that sent chills down his spine to look directly at them. In fact, the moment he had, he saw a debuff appear on his interface.




	
[Terror]

Source: Void Hydra
Effect: While looking directly at the Void Hydra, your movement speed and physical attack power are reduced by 15%. 








It wasn’t just Aegis - he saw the same debuff appear on all of his companions and noticed they, too had all frozen stiff with fear. No one said a word as they all watched the creature stomp forward, across the wasteland in front of them. Luckily, it wasn’t travelling directly at them, but rather passing by a couple dozen meters away. It took while, but eventually, the sounds of the creature began to fade off into the distance as it left the light of Pyri’s cinderbolts.

“What the hell was that?” Darkshot whispered.

“It was still a question mark level, even though we’re level 130?”

“Capitalized elite means that the enemy is designed for raid groups, not small parties of five.” Lina explained to Aegis before he even had to ask. 

“I guess that explains why the Dark Elves put up with a Tyrant Warlord, if they’ve got things like that wandering around their doorstep.” Rakkan said.

“Yeah, no kidding. I was only half worried about encountering enemies here before, but now that I’ve seen what’s in this wasteland, I’m extremely worried.” Aegis looked at his party. “If we get engaged by anything here, we make a run for it. Pyri, have your portal skill ready at all times.”

“Way ahead of you.” Pyri commented as he watched her equip her pouch of portal dust to the belt on her waist, somewhat visible under her tattered seeker cloak. 

“That thing is walking in the direction of the marked trail that the Dark Elves use.” Darkshot pointed out.

“It’s not like we can do anything about it.” Aegis shook his head. “Come on, let’s keep moving.” He motioned them forward. The others were hesitant to keep moving, staring in the direction that they’d last seen the Void Hydra, but eventually, one by one, they continued forward after a few nervous coos from Darkwing. 

All desire to touch the gooey black pools had left Aegis now, and from henceforth the group utilized Darkshot’s tracking skill to steer well clear of any of the goo pools, water pools, pits, and even the jagged rocks jutting out of the ground that were possibly threats. 

The next potential danger they encountered came in the form of light, however. As they traveled, ahead of them came into view a large section of the wasteland floor that sat in the light of a low hanging root from the white tree. 

The light from the root acted like a spotlight, shining down on the section of the wasteland in front of the party, and due to that it seemed that some forms of vegetation had managed to grow despite the hard rocky floor of the cavern. Most of the plants were simply small strands of grey and brown grass, but at the very center of the illuminated section stood a large white fern-like plant with layers upon layers of white leaves growing out from its center in all directions, and at the very top, in the center stood a big blue flower with multiple layers of petals spread open towards the white root above it.

Aegis held his hand out as the group got a few meters away from stepping into the light of the root, staring at the suspiciously large, bright plant. It’s size was that of a small autopod.

“What, you think it’s something bad?” Darkshot whispered as the others stopped to look as well.

“Yeah.” Aegis nodded. “Look, there’s plenty of room in that light for more of those things to grow.” Aegis motioned around the large area that was illuminated. “But unlike the other strands of grass and weeds, theres only one of those growing.” Aegis explained as the others took in the information and glanced around. “That means one of two things, either that thing’s root system is so demanding that it doesn’t allow for neighbors, or it's predatory and killed all of its competition.” 

“Are plants predatory?” Pyri whispered curiously.

“It’s like Lina said. Everything down here tries to kill you, right?” Aegis turned to Lina and she nodded for confirmation. “Let’s just steer clear of the light pockets and avoid that plant for now.” Aegis instructed them, and from that, he and Darkshot began leading the group carefully around the pocket of light on the wasteland floor. As they made their wide circle around it, they all kept their eyes on the plant.

Sure enough, as they were coming around to the opposite side of the lit up section, they watched as the fern did a strange, shivering motion, as if it was shaking dust off itself and trying to pretty itself up.

“Yep, good call. That thing’s definitely alive.” Rakkan commented as the others saw it. 

“Let’s keep moving, we’re almost there.” Aegis whispered, motioning them forward once more. 

As they continued on, slowly but surely the City of the White Tree became more and more visible. They could see that at the base of the tree's vast, tangling branches, stood a tall man-made wall that wrapped around the base of it. The wall was at minimum 25 meters up from the ground, much higher than any of the walls Aegis had seen in Arallia or Kalmoore, but the cavern itself was also impressively huge, with the tree being at least 50 meters tall itself and its trunk wide and thick, much bigger than it had appeared when they saw it at the entrance of the cavern. It hung down from the highest point of the cavern, and Aegis imagined that it had to be relatively close to the surface of Kalmoore. He found himself wondering if it'd be possible to see the roots of that tree on the surface, somewhere above.

The closer they got to the city, the more impressive its size became, and Aegis could spot structures that the Dark Elves had built not only around the branches of the tree, but on and inside them, incorporating it fully into their lifestyle with walkways and bridges spanning between the various branches - wooden bridges that were made out of the very same white glowing wood, and the planks gave off their own feint, duller glow of light despite having been processed from their natural form. 

“That’s got to be the prettiest city we’ve seen so far.” Pyri whispered as she looked upon it in all its glory.

“Too bad it's run by a tyrant and filled with a bunch of Dark Elves that’ll want to kill us.” Darkshot added.

“Yeah…” Pyri sighed. 

“Look.” Aegis pointed out a dark, dim red glow coming from the base of the wall around the city. “Looks like they have a moat of magma going around the outside, to keep the bad creatures out.” 

“Can’t blame them.” Rakkan replied. 

“We might be the first players to ever enter this city.” Lina smiled excitedly. “Most Dark Elves cities are notorious for only letting in players that pick the Dark Elf race. And this one is run by a tyrant Warlord.” She added.

“Good thing we’re all Dark Elves, then.” Aegis smirked back at her as he motioned to their modified appearances. “Iuonok said there’s a jagged rock on the western side of the city. Any idea which way is west down here?” Aegis turned to Darkshot.

“I got you covered. It’s this way.” He motioned in the direction they needed to go. From there, the party continued forward, getting closer and closer to the city, but still a good distance away from the moat and the base of the walls. They had gotten close enough however to see the silhouettes of the many Dark Elf guards patrolling the tops of the walls and looking out at the surrounding wasteland.

Aegis couldn’t imagine what life would be like being forced to live in a place surrounded by such deadly creatures, under the rule of an oppressive tyrant. With those thoughts in mind he was grateful that it was only a game. 

It took a bit of careful, slow and cautious exploration before the party was able to locate the landmark that Iuonok had mentioned. It was a small jagged stone jutting out from the wasteland floor. It was only noticeable because the rest of the surrounding land was completely flat and devoid of anything interesting to look at. When Aegis and the others approached it, they couldn’t spot anything that resembled an entrance.

“That’s gotta be it, this is the western outskirts and there’s nothing else around here.” Darkshot pointed at it.

“There’s no entrance, though.” Pyri crossed her arms and looked at it carefully.

“Hm.” Aegis pondered while Lina stepped forward and began inspecting it more closely.

“It’s probably like the illusion in the tower.” Lina explained as she started feeling around the stone with her hands, and it wasn’t long before they all watched her hands suddenly pass through the ground. “Yup, here, I feel stairs under this part.” She commented. To the others, it looked as though suddenly her arms had been sliced off at the forearms and she was pressing the bottom against the solid wasteland floor.

“Good, let’s get out of this wasteland.” Aegis eagerly walked towards her as the others followed, including a curiously squawking yet invisible Snowflake. Aegis felt around through the illusion with his feet to get a footing on the stairs and slowly descended down them.

Eventually he got low enough on the staircase that his head passed through the illusion and he could see the narrow stone stairs continuing down below the surface of the wasteland. 

One by one the others followed behind him, and eventually the stairs transitioned into a widened, crudely carved tunnel that went directly forward in the direction of the City of the White Tree.

“Glad to be out of that wasteland, it felt like a death trap.” Darkshot commented as they traveled forward through the tunnel, using Pyri’s cinderbolts as light.

“We’re about to enter a city filled with Dark Elves. I’m not sure if it’s going to be safer, or even more deadly.” Rakkan replied.

“We’ve got these cloaks, we should blend right in. All we have to do is act natural.” Aegis shrugged. “What could possibly go wrong?”
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Aegis and his party continued onward through the tunnel. It was incredibly narrow at some spots, and wide at others. On multiple occasions Aegis was forced to pull out his pickaxe and work on breaking apart some of the walls to make enough room to allow Snowflake to pass through along with them.

 When they reached the section of the tunnel that traveled underneath the magma moat, it was very obvious. The tunnel turned into an oven for a moderately large section and the group was sure to rush through it, until finally the roof of the tunnel shifted from jagged, crudely carved stone into paved blocks and bricks, giving the sense that the very streets of the City of the White Tree were above their heads.

 Forward still, the tunnel began winding and bending around the corners of building foundations until finally it came to a stop in front of a wide, light gray stone staircase that led upwards to a trapdoor in the ceiling. 

 Pyri held her lumina enchanted staff out forward in front of herself to illuminate the surrounding tunnel and the trapdoor itself, but tiny beams of dark red lantern light were managing to pierce through the creases between the dark wooden planks of the trapdoor.

 The group stopped at the base of the stairs and listened carefully for any sounds, but it was completely silent on the other side of the trapdoor. Hearing this, Aegis turned to his party and motioned to the hood from their Seeker cloaks that they all wore.

 “Don’t let the hoods fall, otherwise they’ll figure out we’re not Dark Elves and this quest will be over really quick.” Aegis whispered, and the group all nodded, adjusting their hoods in various ways to make sure they were securely up. “Ready?” He asked after taking a deep, nervous breath. More nods.

 With that, Aegis turned and ascended the stairs, walking as light footed as he possibly could. When the trapdoor was in arm's reach, he carefully grabbed an old iron latch on it and gently pressed it to loosen the mechanism, then gave a little budge upward to lift it. To his surprise, it didn’t move at all.

 He was thrown off by the weight of the trapdoor and was forced to use a lot more force than he was anticipating to get it to start lifting up, and as he did he felt weight on top of the trapdoor shifting with his lifting movement, as though something was sliding off of the top of the trapdoor. 

 He was sure to slow his lifting so that whatever was on top of the door didn’t slide off too quickly, but once it had shifted off it was very easy to lift the trapdoor open fully and allow him to peek into the room. 

 He poked his head up through the threshold of the trap door and looked around. It was a small living room, with a comfortable looking set of chairs set about. He then realized that what he had pushed off the top of the trapdoor was a round table with a single wide circular leg in the center that had been carefully placed directly atop the trapdoor.

 The room had light gray stone walls, with several dimly glowing lanterns hanging off of them. The floor was a dark gray wood, and the furniture was a mix of both. The room had two windows with white curtains drawn shut, and several dark gray wooden doors leading out of the room. 

 Most importantly to Aegis, though, was that it was empty of any other NPCs or players. Seeing that, he climbed up the remainder of the stairs and stepped into the room, then motioned the others to wait down below. They gave him a nod, then he curiously began exploring the interior of the building.

 One of the doors led to a simple kitchen, with shelves full of kitchenware and spices, and a stone, unlit stove. Another room was a single bedroom with minimal furnishings and decorations and another window with closed white curtains. Still, it was empty of NPCs, so Aegis went to the windows that flanked what appeared to be the front door, in the same room as the trapdoor. 

 He pulled aside one of the curtains carefully to peer out of the window. There, he saw the outside city street of The City of the White Tree. 

 One of the many branches of the tree was hanging low over the street, with its glowing white leaves acting as permanent lighting for the city and removing the need for any lanterns outside. The center of the street was paved with light gray stone, with small walkways of paved stone leading from the street to the various simple brick houses that lined it, including the house that Aegis stood in.

 They were single story, small and simple houses, but Aegis could see the house opposite had additional houses stacked on top, with stairs outside to allow the residence of the houses on the upper floors to reach their front doors. This caused Aegis to look up at the ceiling of the room he was in curiously, thinking there was likely housing above as well, and possibly the resident was home.

 There were Dark Elves walking around outside wearing simple common clothing, a mix of undetailed gray, white and brown, giving Aegis a sense that no one in this section of the city was particularly wealthy.

 Still, none looked oppressed. He wasn’t exactly sure what an oppressive tyrant’s city would look like, but he expected to see more malnourished, injured NPCs walking around with solemn expressions on their faces, and guards patrolling along with whips and angry prideful strides.

 The NPCs looked healthy - normal even. He saw a few walking in groups, chatting with one another and smiling. Perhaps the lack of guards presence in this part of the city was what allowed these Dark Elves to live life normally? He didn’t think he’d understand it by just hanging out inside this stranger's house, though.

 Concluding that it was safe, he returned to the top of the trapdoor and motioned everyone else to come up through and into the room. One by one they entered, with Snowflake remaining invisible and accidentally bumping over some of the chairs in the center of the room.

 Once everyone was through, Aegis shut the trapdoor and moved the table to sit back on top of it, picking up the knocked over chairs along the way. With the table on it, it was impossible to distinguish the trapdoor from the rest of the floor, making it blend in perfectly.

 “We’re in the city?” Rakkan whispered to Aegis curiously.

 “We are.” Aegis nodded back. “Next step, find a tavern called the Pale Watch.” Aegis said as he moved back towards the windows and carefully peered out once more.

 “How’re we going to find it? This city looked huge from the outside.” Darkshot asked.

 “Hm.” Aegis paused to ponder, scratching his chin. “It doesn’t look like any NPCs are having trouble walking around out there. Still, a big group of us walking around with matching cloaks might look weird to any Elite NPCs that spot us out.”

 “Better if we split up then, right?” Pyri suggested.

 “Yeah, I guess. But everyone ought to be careful. And someone should stay here with Snowflake until we have a better feel for the environment here.” Aegis replied.

 “I volunteer to stay behind.” Darkshot eagerly raised his hand first.

 “Of course you do.” Rakkan shook his head and mumbled under his breath.

 “Okay, good, that settles that.” Aegis shrugged. “Let’s leave one at a time, keep your party interface communication open and share anything relevant. Don’t do anything crazy, just try and find the tavern.” Aegis explained. As he did he saw a big excited grin creep up over Pyri and Rakkan’s face, while a look of concern grew over Lina’s.

 “I’ll head out first.” Aegis declared once he saw they were all on the same page.

 “Good luck.” Darkshot gave him an encouraging thumbs up as he moved to the front door of the building and grabbed the handle. With a deep breath to psych himself up, he turned the handle and edged the door open just enough for him to fit through, stepped outside, and shut it behind him. 

 Standing on the doorstep, he looked up and down the street around him and spotted only plain, normal NPCs, which helped him relax. He knew none of them would be smart enough to look at him suspiciously, thus was able to step out onto the street and begin walking along amongst them.

 The streets were not crowded by any means, but at no point did he feel like he was alone or had any privacy either. The white glow of the tree made it possible to see in every alleyway around him, as well as forced him to squint slightly anytime he tried to look up directly at it. Slowly though, his eyes began to adjust to the light and just as he was coming up on his first intersection, he felt himself able to glance up at the glowing leaves and branches above him without issue.

 All of the houses that lined the streets around him and the upcoming intersection looked similar. Small, single story houses with a front door and two windows flanking it, stacked on top of each other. A stairwell went up the sides of the housing stacks with small walkways set in front of them to grant access to the homes. Some stacks went up higher than others, reaching the height of the lowest hanging nearby branch. From them, a walkway extended out of the stairwell towards the branch to grant access to it, where another walkway existed atop it leading towards the trunk of the tree at the center of the city.

 The streets of the city were paved around the branches, as each paved road appeared to travel directly beneath a low hanging, outstretched branch. Some branches were thin with small leaves and just had walkways constructed atop them, but others, as Aegis had spotted, were thick enough to hold structures themselves, particularly towards the center of the city where the trunk was.

 There, Aegis noticed great differences between the buildings on the ground level around him, and the structures built up on the branches. The structures atop the branches looked much larger and luxurious, and he spotted many Dark Elf guards patrolling about the upper walkways. It gave Aegis a sense of segregation between the city’s lower and upper class.

 Still, though, looking around him at what he perceived to be the lower class Dark Elf NPCs, none of them looked particularly unhappy. At least, that’s what Aegis’s initial impression was, until he spotted a pair of Dark Elf guards walking towards him from one of the intersection's four streets.

 Between the two heavily armed guards stood a line of three manacled humanoid NPCs. Two Plashrim, and one Dark Flf, all looking malnourished and hopeless, following the guards along obediently.

 Aegis felt a strong urge to intervene and break them out, but looking around at the city once more, he knew how little it would accomplish in the grand scheme of things. 

 Once they walked by and were out of his sight, he continued forward exploring the city. Despite the many winding streets, the large tree in the center and the tall outer walls were always visible to Aegis and served well to help him navigate the unfamiliar civilization.

 Not long after he began exploring, he received messages from Rakkan, Lina and Pyri letting him know that they too had begun their reconnaissance, but none of them were finding the tavern.

 In fact, after 30 minutes of wandering around the ground level of the city, they hadn’t found a single tavern of any kind, nor were there any shops or other public establishments. Aegis was quickly reaching the conclusion that the ground level was solely for the homes of the lower class, and began eying the walkways that lead up onto the branches.

 Seeing the many guards patrolling the upper walkways, he wasn’t particularly eager to ascend upwards and begin exploring them, but it was becoming increasingly clear to him the more he checked out the lower city that it was exactly what he needed to do.

 “The tavern’s gotta be up on the branches somewhere.” Aegis messaged to his party, “Head up, but be careful, the guard presence is heavy. Don’t do anything to stand out.” He finished, getting a few messages of confirmation. 

 He spotted a narrow, dark wooden staircase near one of the intersections that other Dark Elves were using to go up and down from a large branch above and hesitantly walked towards it. He climbed up the stairs with his head down, trying to act as natural as possible and mimic the mannerisms of the nearby Dark Elves. 

 At the very top of the stairs, flanking the walkway on both sides stood two stoic [White Tree Guard - Level 120]’s, spears at their sides and longbows and quivers over their shoulders. Aegis held his breath as he walked between them, and to his relief they didn’t react to his presence. From there, he found himself standing on a dark gray plank walkway that was nailed into the white glowing branch below his feet.

 It was painful at first to look at, like walking outside after a snowstorm on a bright sunny day. Even after his eyes had adjusted, he felt himself needing to squint constantly. Luckily, the dark gray planks that made up the wide walkway over the branch helped dull the light coming from below him. However when he looked at the other Dark Elves walking around him, he noticed none of them were squinting, so he did his best to look around normally. 

 He traveled along the walkway towards the trunk of the tree that towered above him, hanging down from the ceiling of the cavern. The closer to the trunk he got, the thicker and wider the branch became, and it wasn’t long before it was large enough to sustain structures that lined the wooden walkway Aegis was traversing.

 Here, for the first time, he began spotting non-residential buildings. Simple shops that sold foods and crafts. A small part of him had the urge to enter the shops and explore what sort of foods and styles the Dark Elves had, but the threat of being caught held him back and he did his best to focus on the task at hand. 

 It wasn’t until he got right up to the trunk of the tree that he began spotting restaurants, crafting halls and taverns.

 Walkways with wooden railings wrapped themselves around the trunk of the tree, winding up and down between the base of the many branches that extend out from it. It made it easy to travel between the walkways on the many branches simply by utilizing the stairs and paths that creatively intertwined with one another around the tree’s trunk. 

 The branches were not all on even levels, and the higher up the trunk Aegis looked, the thinner the branches became. Despite this, though, it looked as though the fancier, more luxurious structures were built higher up on the tree, and some he could see were built directly into the trunk itself. 

 “This place is amazing.” Pyri whispered into the party interface. Awestruck from the scenery once she too had reached the walkways on top of the branches. 

 “I was expecting a lot more shadows…” Lina replied to her nervously.

 “It’s hard to look at this tree.” Rakkan commented.

 “Try not to squint too much, or we’ll stand out. The other Dark Elves aren’t squinting.” Aegis replied to them. As he did, he saw a patrol of two guards walking towards him and awkwardly lowered his head so as to not be seen by them. Once they’d passed by him he took another deep breath and continued forward, looking closely at the signs of the buildings around the base of the trunk. 

 He didn’t need to travel very far before he spotted it - a small stone storefront sticking out of the trunk of the White Tree with a dark gray plank walkway extending out from it towards the larger, main plank walkways that served as a street of sorts. 

 The storefront, a simple rounded door with a stone archway around it and a stone sign jutting out of the trunk above it, had a sign with the words ‘Pale Watcher Tavern’ carved into it. Beside the archway was an extended stone wall with multiple windows carved into it, allowing Aegis to peer inside the tavern and see the tavern floor. Nothing about it stood out, there were round tables with stools set around them, and a few patrons scattered about.

 “I found the tavern.” Aegis announced to his party interface as he stopped and stood in front of it.

 “Where is it?” Pyri replied first.

 “Uh…” Aegis glanced around for some sort of landmark. “I don’t really know west from east down here. But it’s on the lower branches, built into the base of the trunk.” Aegis explained. “I’ll head in first. If we all enter together it’ll probably be suspicious.” He added.

 “Be careful.” Lina replied worriedly. He nodded to himself before stepping forward towards the tavern entrance, and swung the door open to step inside, closing it behind him.

 Once the door shut, the sound of the outside hustle and bustle was silenced and he was left with the quiet murmuring of the patrons mixed in with the sounds of clunking mugs, and a soft flute being played by a Dark Elf bard NPC in the corner of the tavern.

 Aegis looked around at the patrons, and several servers that walked from the tavern’s kitchens on the far side behind the bar towards the patrons. None of them were paying any attention to him, to his relief. The disguise appeared to be working.

 He walked forward across the floor towards the simple dark grey wooden bar and took a seat on a tall stool, waiting until he had the bartender's attention. 

 It didn’t take long for the old, gray haired Dark Elf wearing an apron to walk over to him and lean over the bar, eying him up and down carefully before speaking a word. [Barkeeper Kog’hal - Level 25] stood above his head, Aegis once again relieved to see it was a non-elite NPC. 

 “You’re an unfamiliar face. What can I get for you?” He replied with a skeptical stare. Upon being asked the question, Aegis’ mind suddenly drew a blank. For a moment, he couldn’t recall the words he was told to say by Iuonok.

 “Uh…” Aegis paused as a dumb expression grew over his face. “Oh.” It finally clicked. “I’m seeking a place to rest.” Aegis whispered. Hearing this, the bartender pulled his head back and it to the side like a curious puppy, continuing his skeptical stare.

 “We’ve got a room available for you. Free of charge. Up the stairs, first room on the left.” Kog’hal eventually answered. From behind the counter he grabbed a plain iron key with no label on it and placed it on the bar before sliding it forward toward Aegis. 

 Once Aegis grabbed the key, Kog’hal did a light head nod in the direction of the stairs leading to the second floor of the tavern.

 “Thanks.” Aegis replied as he stood up from the stool. He did a double take between the stairs and the Barkeeper who’d already lost interest in him, then walked up the stairs to find himself in a long hallway lined with numbered rooms. The first room on the left, however, had no number on it.

 Aegis carefully slid the key into the door's lock and turned it, making a loud clunking noise, then slowly pushed the door open. He was expecting to see a small tavern room, like the one he’d encountered back in Kordas. Instead, however, the room had no furnishings and contained a spiral staircase leading downward. With a shrug to himself, he shut the door behind him and began climbing down the stairs.

 “I’m inside. Tell the Barkeeper that you are seeking a place to rest, and he should let you in. Looks like a secret room of some sort.” Aegis reported through his party interface to the others. 

 When he reached the bottom of the spiral staircase he found himself in a round room with a single wooden door leading out of it. So, with nowhere else to go, he opened the door.

 On the other side of the door was a large open room that resembled another tavern floor, with a bar on the far side. However, upon entry this time, the patrons were not so inviting. The moment they saw him standing in the doorway, they all stood up and drew their weapons. Some had spears, some had longbows. Mugs of ale toppled over and spilled onto the floor due to the sudden movements of many of them, but they didn’t care.

 They glared at Aegis and he quickly and cautiously raised his hands in surrender. The names of the NPCs showed that though they were all lower level than him, averaging at level 115, many of them were elite.

 “Who the hell are you?” A deep Dark Elf voice spoke once the sound of weapons being drawn and drinks being spilled quieted down. Aegis looked across the tavern to see the source, [Kagil’aktos(Elite) - Level 150]. The moment Aegis spotted him, he got a quest completed message.
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“I’m a friend of Iuonok. He sent us here, from Belmiure.” Aegis explained. He remained still, with his hands up, but as silence followed his words he found himself staring at the NPCs with their weapons pointed at him, wondering if raised hands was a universal gesture that carried over into this game world. 

 “Iuonok is tasked with smuggling the unfortunate ones out of the city, not in.” Kagil’aktos shook his head. “Why would Iuonok send you here?”

 “We asked him to help us get into the city. We’ve got a quest here, and we need your help.” Aegis replied, but as he had, Kagil’aktos let out an elongated sigh. 

 “Otherworlder. Troublemaker.” He grumbled to himself. “Lower your hood, show me what you truly are.” He commanded Aegis. Aegis hesitated. Looking around he saw himself surrounded by only Dark Elves, but after consideration he figured he didn’t have much choice. With a shrug he slowly pulled back the hood of the seeker cloak, revealing his human appearance. Upon seeing his appearance, Aegis watched as Kagil’aktos shifted his eyes upwards towards the ceiling as if thinking of something, lightly bobbing his head and murmuring to himself until eventually looking back at Aegis.

 “Lower your weapons. He’s no threat to us, no guard would listen to a word he says even if he’s got ill-intentions.” Kagil’aktos instructed the others, and just as they all began to lower their weapons, the door behind Aegis swung open. Standing in the doorway was Lina, Pyri and Rakkan, all with their cloak hoods up. Their appearance immediately caused the weapons of the patrons to come back up.

 “Relax, they’re with me.” Aegis waved his hands in a disarming motion to the crowd of angry Dark Elves, but it didn’t do much in the way of lessening the tension. “Guys, lower your hoods so they know we’re not a threat.” Aegis turned to his allies.

 “You sure?” Rakkan hesitated.

 “Yeah, it’s fine.” Aegis insisted. Slowly, Pyri, Lina and Rakkan all lowered their hoods to reveal their true appearances. Pyri got a few nasty looks of disgust when it was revealed she was an Elf, but apart from that, it seemed to work.

 “Do as I said. Lower your weapons.” Kagil’aktos repeated to everyone on the tavern floor. “You four, you will come with me, where we can talk in private.” He motioned to Aegis and his companions to follow him before turning to enter through a door behind the bar. 

 Aegis moved forward slowly and cautiously across the large room, maneuvering around tables, knocked over chairs and spilled drinks. Despite Kagil’aktos’ orders, many of the patrons were slow to respond and kept their weapons readied and pointed at Aegis and his companions. Particularly the elite NPCs, showing continued hostility towards Pyri.

 Nonetheless, they managed to get through the tavern without incident and reached the backroom door that Kagil’aktos had gone through. Stepping inside they found themselves in a small back office, with a simple dark gray desk and a lantern bolted onto the back wall that was currently unlit - it was somewhat redundant as the walls of the office were carved into the White Tree. The inner wood of the tree did not shine as brightly as the exterior, but gave off a dull glow that provided enough light to allow them to see. 

 There was a chair behind the desk, and several more spread out along the wall that flanked the door. In addition, multiple bookshelves lining the sidewalls. Most interestingly, though, were the engravings carved into the wooden ceiling of the room, which drew Rakkan’s attention immediately.

 Rakkan quickly nudged Aegis to get his attention, then motioned up to the ceiling to make sure Aegis saw the markings as well. It worked, Aegis looked up and recognized them. The symbols were identical to the symbols on the book, and in the tower they’d visited in Belmiure. Aegis gave a knowing nod to Rakkan to let him know he saw it just as Kagil’aktos had settled into the chair behind the desk and turned back around to face them.

“So. What is your quest, and why do you need my help?” He asked as he rested his elbows on his desk, clenched his hands together into a ball and used them to prop up his chin. 

“Luryala sent us. She wants us to help free her people from your brother. Iuonok said you would be a more suitable leader for the Dark Elves. If we remove him from power, we need you to take his place.” Aegis explained.

“Hah…” He paused as he leaned back. “Luryala, you say?” He smirked. “She survived, and she reached you adventurers? She left quite some time ago.” He grinned. Something about his reaction felt off to Aegis and he found himself squinting curiously. 

“Yeah…” Aegis replied hesitantly. In the following pause he decided to chalk it up to just odd NPC behavior. “You know who Luryala is?” Aegis asked.

“Yes. She is one of those who came to the Seekers for help after this city let her and her tribe members down. We helped her and several others escape, but life outside the city is cruel. With determination they sought out a better life, despite my warnings on the dangers of both the underrealm and the surface for a Dark Elf. I’m amazed to hear that she and her people made it.”

“Not her people, just her.” Aegis clarified.

“Ah, I see.” He nodded, closing his eyes and lowering his head for a moment. “Still, to come here and suddenly announce you’ll be killing my brother and wish me to take his place, that’s very ambitious.” He began tapping his fingers on his desk as he eyed Aegis and his companions carefully. 

“We didn’t say kill him.” Rakkan interjected.

“You think he’ll just willingly step aside if you ask him nicely?” Kagil’aktos raised an eyebrow at him. “Not likely. No, it’s unlikely that as you are, you’d even manage to get inside his palace. You aren’t the first people to come, wanting to remove him from power. Half the Dark Elves in this city want him gone, but he is under heavy protection. His guard captain is armed with rare and powerful weapons, just as he is. Mithral. Have you heard of it?”

“We’ve heard of it.” Aegis nodded back.

“So, then you should understand just how hopeless of a task it would be. Even if you managed to get past the dozens of Royal Guards.” Kagil’aktos shook his head.

“Isn’t there any way you could arrange for us to meet with him? You’re his brother, aren’t you?” Pyri suggested.

“No. He tried to kill me, and thinks he succeeded. I’d prefer to keep it that way.” He replied.

“What about us? Is there any reason he’d want to meet with otherworlders?” Aegis suggested.

“Hm.” He squinted at Aegis curiously. “The only thing he’s interested in is power. If you had some way to expand his power, he’d want to have it.” 

 “What about an alliance with my city? I’m the lord of a land called Rene, on the surface. I could offer him a safe bastion for his people on the surface.” Aegis suggested.

 “Really…” Kagil’aktos stared skeptically, turning his head slightly to the side. “You’d be willing to host Dark Elves on your land?”

 “Luryala is already a resident.”

 “Where is this land?”

 “Built on the old Darxon hideout.”

 “I see.” Kagil’aktos nodded as Aegis eyed him carefully. “It’s possible that such an offer could pique his interest, but that would only get us in the door. We’d need to take more steps to handle my brother, and guarantee that the people of this city would accept me as their leader after the fact, before his Guard Captain and the guards crush us… Okay.” Kagil’aktos smiled. “Fortune is smiling on me today, for Luryala has delivered the Seekers a very powerful gift. The gift of potential freedom for our people.” He leaned back in his chair.

 “So, you’ll help us out and take your brother's place?” Aegis confirmed.

 “Yes. It won’t be easy, but if you complete a few tasks in preparation, it will be possible…” He began tapping his finger on the desk again. “The only way we’ll be able to convince the people to follow me in place of my brother is by having Mayiera by my side. She is a Seeker that is loved by the lower class of this city. She was imprisoned for life for standing up to the Tyrant, to be made an example of, and is held at the depths of the cities' prison. If we can free her and convince her to join our cause, the rest of the city will easily follow. Then, we’ll need a method to remove the Warlord from power. Once we have those two things, we can try to arrange the meeting. I will grant you two quests. They will not be easy, but they are prerequisites for our plan to go off without a hitch.” He explained, followed by a wave of his hand. After he had, Aegis and his party were all hit with two quest prompts. 




	
Quest[2/5]: Break into the Prison in The City of the White Tree, and release the prisoner Mayiera from her cell. Escort her safely back to the Seekers hideout in the Pale Watch tavern.
Objective: 0/1 Mayiera Rescued
Quest Giver: Kagil’aktos, The City of the White Tree
Reward: Unknown
Difficulty: Extreme(III)
Restrictions: Mayeria must survive.











	
Quest[3/5]: Deliver a Seekers shipment to the Quandros Apothecary and retrieve the shipments of goods in exchange. Return the shipment of goods to the Seekers hideout in the Pale Watch tavern.
Objective: 0/1 Shipment Retrieved
Quest Giver: Kagil’aktos, The City of the White Tree
Reward: Unknown
Difficulty: Extreme(III)
Restrictions: The goods must not be confiscated by the White City Guards. 









 “Yo, how’s it going? I just got two quest popups.” Darkshot said excitedly through the party interface communications.



 “It’s going smoothly.” Aegis replied as he accepted the two quests, looking nervously at his party members who looked back at him equally anxious after reading the quests.

 “Perfect. As I understand, otherworlders can comprehend what quests require them to do without very detailed explanations…” Kagil’aktos said while opening a drawer on his desk. From within, he pulled out a sealed small wooden box and plopped it on top of the desk before sliding it forward toward Aegis.

“This is the shipment you need to deliver to the Quandros Apothecary in order to get what we require for my plan. You will find the Quandros Apothecary on the upper branches, just below the Royal Ring.” Kagil’aktos explained while watching Aegis pick up the box. It was plain, but had an option identical to the Shiva Text - Aegis wasn’t allowed to add it to his inventory.

“As for the Prison, it is directly below the tree on the ground level. It is under heavy watch, both guards and magical defenses. The warden is a skilled Shadow Dancer, she is not easy to evade.” Kagil’aktos leaned back in his chair once more. “I hope you understand, both of these tasks are extremely dangerous, and borderline impossible. This is simply the only way that our plan will work. Removing the Warlord will not be easy.” 

“I understand. We’ll figure out a way to complete these tasks and return Mayeria and the shipment to you.” Aegis replied. “Let’s go.” Aegis motioned his party out of the room and back out onto the tavern floor.

The tavern had settled down in the time that they’d been speaking in the backroom. The patrons were seated once more and several barmaids were mopping up the spilled drinks. This time, on entry, there wasn’t a huge commotion from the patrons, but they threw them nasty stares.

“Let’s get back to Darkshot and come up with a plan. It’s not safe to talk here.” Aegis said through the party interface to his companions. He got nods of confirmation in return before the group of four all threw up their hoods and made their way back to the spiral staircase, while Aegis took the time to tuck the small box under his leather chest armor to conceal it.



It took some time for the four of them to navigate their way back down off of the branches and towards the house that Darkshot and Snowflake were in, given the similarities between all of the houses on the lower sections of the city. But with Darkshot offering to stand in front of the door and wave them down, they eventually found it and headed inside.

“No one has come to this house yet?” Aegis asked him as everyone sat around the table that was positioned above the trapdoor.

“Nope, not a single person.” Darkshot shrugged.

“Okay.” Aegis took a deep breath.

“Aegis, breaking into a prison in this game is serious. It’ll put a huge bounty on us if we’re caught. Our characters will be locked up for at least a week.” Lina explained.

“That guy didn’t have any qualms about us wanting to kill his brother.” Rakkan commented while staring at Aegis carefully. “And, I don’t understand why that symbol was in his office.”

“Are we sure this is the only way to do this quest?” Pyri added.

“I’m not. In fact, these quests are completely unrelated to the one that Luryala gave me. In addition, I need The Warlord alive. But based on these two quests, it seems like he plans to use Mayiera to get the people on his side after we retrieve this poison for him from the Apothecary. He wants to poison the Warlord.” Aegis explained. “There’s more, though. Luryala… and the Darxon Hideout. I said Rene was built on the Darxon hideout, and he knew where that was without further explanation. But that also meant he knowingly sent Luryala and her people towards that Darxon Hideout - until we cleared it, there was no other way out of the underrealm in that area. Not at least according to the Plashrim map.” Aegis pondered. 

“What does that mean?” Darkshot asked curiously. 

“I don’t know.” Aegis pondered as silence fell over the group, each of them deep in thought. “Has anyone done a quest in any game like this before?” Aegis asked the group.

“Sort of. Not in such an open ended game like this one though. Anything could happen.” Lina shrugged.

“Yeah. There's some prison break and overthrowing monarchy quests in a few games. But this game offers complete freedom. We should be careful how we go about this.” Pyri added.

“Alright.” Aegis took a deep breath. “Our ultimate goal is to get an audience with the Warlord. We need to talk with him before things get hostile. If we do these quests, we’ll get a meeting with him. From there, we’ll have to play it safe, and hopefully get a feeling for what's really going on here. From what I’ve seen of this city, it doesn't match the picture that Luryala or the Seekers are painting. It feels like we're missing something.” Aegis explained.

“Breaking into a prison with a Shadow Dancer warden. That sounds like a task made for you two.” Aegis motioned to Pyri and Lina. “Use invisibility and the shadows to infiltrate the prison, find Mayiera, and get her out. Be careful, learn as much as you can about the place, and take your time.” 

“Okay…” Lina replied as she and Pyri exchanged hesitant looks.

“Darkshot, you fit in the best with the Dark Elves because of your appearance and your skill with a bow. I want you to explore the city and try to understand the culture here. Find out just how oppressed these people are and what sort of social system is in place. Something has felt off since the moment we stepped into this city.” Aegis turned to him and he nodded.

“Rakkan, you’re on decryption duty. Those runes keep showing up. I was okay with them being in Belmiure, but the fact that they’re in this city as well means they’re probably significant in some way. I want you to stay here with Snowflake and work on decoding them using that book we got.” 

“I’m on it.” Rakkan nodded with determination.

“I’ll handle this shipment delivery quest. I want to check out that Apothecary and see what it is that Kagil’aktos is having us retrieve for him. If it is a poison, like I’m guessing, then it might be possible I can develop an antidote for it ahead of time just in case, without Kagil’aktos knowing.” Aegis continued.

“Makes sense.” Darkshot nodded.

“Good. Everyone be sure to memorize this location, we’ll use this as our base of operation so long as it remains private as it has been so far. Keep the party communications open at all times. And most importantly, keep your hoods up and be careful.” Aegis finished.

“We’ll be extra sneaky.” Pyri winked at Lina and smiled at Aegis, a hint of excitement in her voice now.

“I’ll make sure to blend in. I’m good at blending in.” Darkshot brimmed with confidence.

“Imma figure out this dialect so we know exactly what those runes are, and what the book says. Don’t worry.” Rakkan replied.

“Perfect.” Aegis took a look over his party members staring back at him. Every one of them inspired confidence, and he felt himself getting excited about the tasks at hand. “These quests’ll be interesting. They’re marked as Extreme three. So,” he smiled, “I’m glad you guys are my party members.”

“Aw, c’mon, don’t get all mushy. It’ll ruin my style.” Darkshot shook his head while Lina blushed and Rakkan and Pyri grinned ear to ear. 

“Right. Sorry. C’mon, let’s go save a city.” Aegis replied.
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Darkshot, with his pigeon left with Rakkan, made his way to the lower branches of the city and began wandering around. Anytime he neared a group of guards, he found himself reactively tugging on his Seeker’s hood to make sure it remained firmly in place.

 “Learn about the city…” Darkshot mumbled to himself as he paused at an intersection near the trunk of the tree, panning his eyes around at the surrounding environment. From what he could see, it didn’t feel all too unlike Kordas aside from the fact that it was strictly Dark Elves present. The guards patrolled the streets in groups of two, the shopkeeper NPCs tried to flag down other NPCs passing by to sell goods from a few market stands that lined the intersections, but most NPC’s AI were too simple to react to this and continued past them going about their business.

 Some NPCs traveled alone, others moved in groups. On numerous occasions Darkshot spotted out families walking together, with younger children giggling and laughing along as they went.

 Overall, it looked peaceful, but Darkshot’s image of the city was completely different from what he’d heard from Iuonok back in the ruins of Belmiure, so he’d assumed there was something missing, just as Aegis had. 

 Once he felt he’d learned all he could from just watching the NPCs move about on the streets, he decided he’d need to interact with them to learn more. He spotted a bowyer shop lining one of the dark grey plank streets just outside of the intersection he stood at and made his way towards it.Up a small staircase of three steps,, he opened the door to the wooden building and stepped inside.

 The building had no windows or torches. Instead, for interior lighting it relied on the dull glow of the wooden planks that the building was constructed out of. Before stepping through the doorway, Darkshot rubbed his fingertips along the frame. It felt cold, but like normal wood. The glow was intriguing to him, but he decided to shrug it off - Aegis was better at handling the crafting and material side of things. Still, he was feeling tempted to ask Aegis to craft him a bow using the glowing wood, for its potential coolness factor.

 These were his thoughts as he stepped into the bowyer and spotted racks containing beautifully crafted longbows, shortbows and crossbows, all made from the dimly glowing wood.

 There was a Dark Elf shopkeeper behind the counter who looked up at him as he entered, but Darkshot was eager to inspect the glowing weapons more closely and walked toward the nearest rack, picking up the first longbow he found.

 He lifted it up off the rack to inspect it and confirmed that it did indeed glow completely, at least the wooden portion of it. Unfortunately, the quality and stats of the bow were significantly worse than what Aegis’ had crafted for him.

 “Can I help you?” The shopkeeper asked him with a raised brow. Darkshot turned to see him staring skeptically at him, and got nervous the moment he saw the name above his head. [Varijas(Elite) - Level 115].

 “Why are so many shopkeepers elite?” Darkshot grumbled to himself under his breath. “Uh, yes. These bows are great, but where would one go to get the glowing wood to craft my own?” Darkshot asked nervously. Varijas didn’t reply immediately, instead tilted his head to the side suspiciously.

 “Are you new around here?” He asked, and suddenly the air in the shop felt extremely tense.

 “No, no of course not.”

 “Then how would you not know where the wood comes from?”

 “Ahah, well, you see…” Darkshot scratched the back of his hood awkwardly, but quickly realized he was accidentally shifting its position and began adjusting it back into position. “My parents, they never let me outside much, or teach me things. That's why I don’t know much. It’s my first time being let outside. Haha.” Darkshot laughed nervously.

 “You look to be at least 300 years old, though…” Varijas squinted at him.

 “Yup, yeah. That’s me. The 300 year old homebody. I’ve got a really nice house. Lots of things to do… but!” Darkshot clapped his hands loudly, taking a page out of Aegis’ book, “Enough about me, tell me about this wood. Did you cut it yourself? Where can I get some?” Darkshot asked. The skeptical stare continued, as did the silence.

 “You see my parents gave me all this gold to go shopping for a bow, I just don’t know much about what to look for.” Darkshot desperately pulled out all of his gold in his coin pouch and jingled it. The sight of the large sack of coins did the trick - Varijas’ skepticism seemed to vanish almost immediately.

 “I see. Well, I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to inform you how it is made.” Varijas moved around his counter and gently took the glowing longbow out of Darkshot’s hands, displaying it more clearly for Darkshot to see. “Once you have been given approval from the Master of the Tree, you are allowed a certain amount of wood each month.”

 “Master of the tree?” Darkshot asked.

 “Yes, the leader of the druids that tend to the White Tree and make sure it remains in good health. They control how much of its wood is cut, and distribute it to the various craftsman within the city.”

 “I see, they need to make sure not to take too much from the tree, else it’ll die, right?” Darkshot asked.

 “Precisely. To receive approval from the Master of the Tree, you must demonstrate exceptional craftsman ship in a skill that utilizes the wood, so that it is not wasted. I, of course…” Varijas did a light bow and motioned proudly to his creations hung about the shop. “Easily impressed the Master. And, from the wood of the white tree I’ve been given, have crafted all of these magnificent creations.”

 “That’s awesome.” Darkshot smiled as he got taken in by the story, but quickly shook out of it. “So, can anyone go before the Master of the Tree and try to impress them?” Darkshot asked.

 “Well… I suppose. Why, you think you have what it takes?” Varijas’ went back to staring skeptically.

 “Oh, no no. I could never craft anything as impressive as you have. I’m just curious…” Darkshot shrugged.

 “Well. I suppose, yes. The Master Resides in the upper city, though, and to enter there you must be granted permission by Kur’aktos. As you probably know.”

 “You need permission from Kur’aktos to enter the upper city?”

 “Yes. The Royal Ring, to be more precise. Kur’aktos keeps the upper tree under strict guard. Only those of nobility or great wealth are typically allowed up there, but you can be given a special, temporary pass in order to meet with the Master of the Tree. I of course, was able to easily obtain it, once Kur’aktos saw my impressive woodcrafts.” 

 “So you’ve met Kur’aktos before?” Darkshot asked him.

 “Yes. Only once, and very briefly.” Varijas replied proudly while gently setting the longbow back down on the weapon rack.

 “What was he like?” Darkshot asked with glowing eyes.

 “I’m not sure. He didn’t speak much. He was busy, but of course approved my request. So, even in our short meeting, he could see my talents. Now, what would you like to purchase from me today?” Varijas stepped back and waved once more at his wares.

 “Oh, uh…” Darkshot glanced around at the shop. Truthfully, none of it, but he knew his story wouldn’t fly if he walked out empty handed so instead looked carefully around the shop until he spotted the cheapest Shortbow he could find.

 “That one, that looks perfect.” Darkshot pointed it out. Immediately, Varijas looked between the bow and back to Darkshot with disappointment.

 “Are you sure? There are much better options available. If you’re looking for a shortbow, how about this one?” Varijas quickly waddled over to the most expensive shortbow in the shop. 

 “Nah, I think that one there is the one for me.” Darkshot insisted, causing Varijas to sigh with annoyance as he wandered towards it and lifted it up to hand over.

 Darkshot fidget with his coin pouch to balance the currency, then gladly held it out and exchanged it for the bow. 

 “Thanks for everything!” He grinned over-enthusiastically.

 “Have a pleasant day. May the tree’s light forever shine on you.” He bowed politely.

 “Ah, yes, you too. May the tree’s light forever shine on you.” Darkshot bowed back before leaving the shop and stepping back out into the street.


 “Yo Aegis, once we’re done these quests, I figured out how you can get some cool glowing wood to craft with.” Darkshot eagerly sent through the party interface.

 “Awesome, I was wondering about that. A lot of the buildings and furniture around here look really cool with how it glows.” Aegis replied.

 “Forget furniture, I want a glowing bow.” Darkshot replied.

 “Oooh, I want a glowing staff.” Pyri joined into the conversation.

 “Guys, c’mon, focus.” Aegis sighed.

 “Ok, ok. I learned we need permission from Kur’aktos to enter the upper city, something called the Royal Ring. And theres a group of druids that live up there that take care of the tree, they control the supply of the glowing wood. Kur’aktos also doesn’t talk much.” Darkshot said to the others.

 “Anything else?”

 “Nope, not yet. I’ll keep looking.” Darkshot replied before closing out of his party communications interface, then panning his eyes around the nearby buildings once more.

 Feeling more confident now, he decided to step up from shop and head towards a more social building - a tavern. He spotted one built out away from the base of the tree a few meters out of the same glowing planks that everything else was built out of, but had light grey stone as a foundation and used for several pillars to hold up the large three story structure.

 The tavern’s floors were high, so that the third story of the building reached a branch on the tree above it and the structure appeared to continue into the branch itself, up through it and out the top where the Tavern’s roof was sitting atop a 4th floor on the branch above. What it had in height, it lacked in width, but Darkshot could see several NPCs wandering in and out of its welcoming set of double doors.

 He took a deep breath to psych himself up before walking towards it and pushing the doors open to step inside.

 Despite being made of the glowing wood, it had windows to allow the pure, brighter white light of the tree inside and illuminated the interior with a blinding light.

 The tavern floor was large and multi-leveled, with a staircase leading up to a balcony on the second floor. Round, rectangular and square tables were scattered about with chairs and stools around them. On the far wall in front of him was a long bar that stretched the entirety of the far wall, with a door behind it leading into the kitchens and a bartender working hard serving drinks behind it.

 It was all Dark Elves, and some were obviously drunk, with rosy red cheeks shining through their normally pale dark skin. There was chatter, laughter, and a light tune being played from a lute-wielding bard on the right side of the tavern.

 Despite the size, it felt cramped with how many patrons and barmaids were moving about, but Darkshot was relieved to see that none of them were elite. 

 “They’re just non-elite NPCs. Easy to question. No need to worry.” Darkshot whispered to himself as he stood in the doorway of the tavern, panning around at the variety of individuals before him. He tried to look for the least intimidating looking NPC to talk to, and eventually spotted out a single, young looking female Dark Elf sitting at a square table by herself, drinking from a glass mug that reflected the light of the tree that made its way in from the windows.

 With his target chosen, Darkshot strode across the tavern floor and pulled up the chair on the table opposite the NPC, eying [Uylien - Level 15] above her head.

 “Hello, can I help you with something?” She asked curiously as she watched him take a seat. 

 “Yes, actually, I am looking for a friend.” Darkshot asked.

 “Oh. What does your friend look like?” Ulyien replied. Her nature of speaking felt very robotic and put Darkshot at ease - he could tell this was an NPC AI that had never been interacted with by another player almost immediately.

 “No, I mean, I am looking for a new friend. Can you be my friend?” Darkshot asked.

 “I’m sorry, I’m not interested in becoming your friend.”

 “Why not?”

 “I don’t know who you are.”

 “My name is Darkshot.”

 “Nice to meet you. My name is Uylien.”

 “Okay, well…” Darkshot pondered for a moment. “What do you do for a living, Ulyien?”

 “I was assigned the role of caretaker.” She replied.

 “Assigned?”

 “Yes, by Kur’aktos. What were you assigned?”

 “Uh, me?” Darkshot replied awkwardly as he thought of an answer. “I was assigned caretaker as well.”

 “Really? I’d never heard of any men being assigned caretaker. Most are assigned to be guards, or craftsmen. Are you extremely weak?” Ulyien asked nonchalantly.

 “No, it’s just, I’m a very good caretaker.”

 “But, every male Dark Elf is required to serve to protect the city, or craft for our people. I don’t understand.” 

 “You’re right, I was just joking. I am actually a craftsman.” Darkshot quickly replied as he saw her beginning to stare at him skeptically. 

 “I see. You were joking.” She smiled. “What sort of craftsman are you?”

 “I craft bows. I just got permission from Kur’aktos to visit the Master of the Tree.”

 “Oh, wow. That is quite a great honor. You must be very skilled at woodworking.” Uylien smiled at him.

 “Yup, that’s me. Skilled Woodworker. I made this bow myself.” He nodded his head towards the bow on his back that Aegis’ had crafted for him.

 “Incredible. It looks more powerful than any bow I’ve seen before.” Ulyiem smiled politely. 

 “I sometimes craft things for my friends, free of charge, you know.” Darkshot winked. “Want to be my friend now? Since we know a bit about each other?”

 “Sure, I suppose I could be your friend.” She smiled warmly. “What is your rotation, so we can arrange times to meet?” Ulyien asked excitedly, but she’d said a whole lot of things that Darkshot didn’t understand.

 “My rotation?”

 “Your rotation. Your working hours. My 100 hours starts in 5 hours. This is the middle of my break time.” 

 “Your break time is 10 hours, between 100 hours of work?”

 “Yes, just like everyone else's. If our break times line up nicely, we can become very good friends.”

 “Ah. Yes. Well, this is also the middle of my break time. So we can become great friends.” Darkshot replied hesitantly.

 “That is perfect. It is so rare for times to line up between strangers, I thought it only happened for families, pre-arranged by Kur’aktos. We are perhaps fated to be friends.” Ulyiem continued her smile, and Darkshot slowly watched as more life was brought into her NPC AI. 

 “Yeah, what are the chances?” Darkshot replied while avoiding directly at her. “So, caretaker, huh? What is that like?”

 “It is enjoyable to watch over the children of those whose parents are working, or have fallen defending the city.”

 “I bet. You’re good with kids, then, right?”

 “Yes.” She nodded proudly.

 “Was there another job you were hoping for?”

 “No… well…” She looked around the tavern. “I suppose being a servant wouldn’t be bad. If i was assigned to a tavern as a barmaid, I could meet lots of different people that are not so young, like the children.” She replied.

 “What other jobs are there, can you remind me?” Darkshot asked her curiously.

 “For women, typically we are assigned as a caretaker, servant, or farmer. Unless we are skilled in magic, then we are given the same opportunities to become wizards or druids.”

 “What about priests, or warlocks?” Darkshot asked, but the moment he had, Ulyien suddenly looked at him with horror.

 “Do not speak of those, not even in jest.” She whispered while glancing around the tavern to make sure no one had heard him. 

 “Right, sorry. Bad joke…” Darkshot replied awkwardly as he too glanced around to make sure no one had heard him. “Then, the men of course, we’re craftsman or guards, right?”

 “Yes. Depending on how well you preform in your tasks, I’ve heard its possible for even guards to be promoted to Royal status.” Ulyien replied.

 “Royal status?” Darkshot asked with a curiously raised brow.

 “Yes. Those who obtain enough wealth or preform particularly heroic deeds are sometimes selected by Kur’aktos to move up to the Royal Ring. Those in the Royal Ring, like magic users and nobles, are not forced to work like the rest of us. It’s the dream of every Dark Elf in the city to live up there.” Ulyien said with a twinkle of hope in her eyes as she thought on it.

 “I see, so the only way to escape the 100 hours of work, 10 hours off life is to become a noble, or flee the city.”

 “I wouldn’t dream of leaving the city. Nothing but death awaits us outside these walls. It’s for that very reason Kur’aktos forbids it, to protect us. We are safe here.” Ulyien nodded back at Darkshot with confidence.

 “Right.” Darkshot returned the nod as he pondered for a moment. “100 hours is a bit much though, isn’t it? Don’t you need to sleep?”

 “Hah.” Ulyien waved this off with a smirk. “Another funny jest, right? Everyone knows that Dark Elves don’t sleep. Only some light meditation in a place of rest once in awhile is enough for me. One hour. How long do you usually meditate for during your rest time?” Ulyien asked him curiously.

 “Me? Uh… well, you know. Like, an hour also.”

 “I see. Perhaps we can meditate together, since our rest times line up. Would you like to meditate with me?” She asked him, and suddenly his cheeks went red.

 “Ah, well, actually, you know, I’ve already got another girl I like to meditate with.” Darkshot replied quickly.

 “Oh. I see.” She looked down at the table with disappointment. “Well, if you change your mind, let me know. I’ve never meditated with another man before, so I am inexperienced, but it interests me greatly.”

 “Whoa.” Darkshot eyes went wide. “I don’t know if I’m misunderstanding this meditating stuff, but, hm. I think actually, I have to go now.”

 “Really?” Ulyien looked up with sadness as she watched Darkshot anxiously stand up from the table. 

 “Yes, but, it was nice to talk with you. Let’s do it again sometime, during our resting hours.”

 “Oh. Okay. Yes. I will be here during my next resting hours.” She informed him as she stood up as well.

 “Okay. Great. I’ll try to meet you here.”

 “I would like that.” She smiled back as Darkshot turned and began leaving the table. “Ah, may the tree’s light forever shine on you!” she called out after him.

 “May the tree’s light forever shine on you.” Darkshot waved back at her before he stumbled out of the tavern and found himself back out on the plank streets.

 

 “Man…” Darkshot opened up his party interface to talk to the others. “Dark Elf girls are really intense.” 

 “What happened?” Pyri was the first to reply.

 “I don’t know. One moment, we were just talking, next thing I know she wanted to meditate with me.”

 “Meditate with you?” Rakkan replied.

 “Yeah. Did you know Dark Elves don’t really sleep? So meditating is like their way of sleeping. So basically, she wanted to sleep with me.” Darkshot replied.

 “Are you sure that’s what she meant?” Aegis answered skeptically.

 “Pretty sure.” Darkshot replied.

 “Did you learn anything interesting from her before that?” Aegis asked.

 “Oh yeah, lots of stuff.” Darkshot said, and as he began walking back towards the house in the lower city, he explained to everyone all of the things he’d learned from Ulyien.
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Hearing the information that Darkshot had gathered gave Aegis confidence as he went out into the City of the White Tree to complete his task. He’d made it up onto the streets of the lower branches easily enough, just as he had before, but the ramps and walkways that led higher up were under increasingly heavy protection.

Aegis made his way up towards the mid-levels of the tree utilizing a windingly rope bridge that was strung between two lengthy branches near their ends. He chose it because it was a good distance away from the trunk and had much less foot traffic than the central walkways that wound upwards directly adjacent to the tree.

 The bridge was unstable, made of thick rope and dimly glowing planks with gaps large enough between them that he could easily lose his footing and slip through if he wasn’t careful. It was wide enough that two could cross at once and pass by each other without trouble, but Aegis was careful to time his crossing so that no other Dark Elves were on the bridge when he crossed it, making his way upward to the higher branches in peace.

 Once he had crossed his first, he spotted a few more similar, sparsely used outer bridges to continue climbing up the branches. Towards the ends of the branches there were little to no structures due to the thinning of them and lack of ability to support buildings, unlike the thicker sections near the trunk. 

 Not particularly skilled or experienced in being stealthy, his nerves were getting the best of him. He continuously patted the lump in his leather chest armor where the small crate was concealed underneath, or adjusted the hood of his cloak to make sure it was securely up and not at risk of being blown down by a light breeze - fortunately there was no wind down here. The air remained still, but held a light flowery scent originating either from the tree, or some of the markets on the trees around him. Aegis couldn’t tell, nor did he care to think on it much.

 Anytime he felt his mind wandering, a guard would arrive in his peripheral vision and he would tense up. They were still all non-elite, as were the NPCs, but that didn’t calm him down much now that he knew how thin the line between elite and non-elite could be.

 Still, he managed to climb very high up on the tree using this method of ascension. Everytime he looked up, the cavern ceiling was getting closer and closer. As the density and amount of branches lessened the higher he went, it became possible for Aegis to see the roots of the tree more clearly.

 They were enormous, like gigantic natural muscles that had plunged themselves deep into the thick stone of the cavern ceiling, spreading themselves out over a wide area of the cavern above. The roots were glowing just as the branches were, and due to them covering the entirety of the ceiling above him, looking upwards sometimes felt almost like he was staring up at the sun.

 It made it difficult to discern details about the upper branches above him, but as he closed in on them, he saw it - without any doubt in his mind he had spotted what was called the Royal Ring.

 It was built around the trunk. It utilized the thin upper branches somewhat, but was not nearly as dependant on them as the structures on the lower levels. 

 It resembled a round, circular balcony that held itself up using the trunk, and the majority of the structures built atop it were built directly into the trunk itself. Aegis could see the magnificent artistry put into some of the structures. He couldn’t tell if they were simply residential homes, or buildings meant for some grander purposes such as cathedrals, despite knowing from Darkshot that priests and warlocks were not allowed in the city.

 The only structure that’s purpose stood out in an obvious way was the wizard’s hall, as it took up a large vertical section of the trunk and had replaced the wood of the trunk with a stone wall with several windows and balconies, and Aegis could see on the balconies several Dark Elves practicing magic.

 His eyes wandered for a while in the direction of the ring, noting that it had a small stone wall constructed at its outer rim and was patrolled by many guards. He couldn’t see from his vantage point whether or not they were elite, but he’d assumed most of them were.

 The pathways up to the upper ring were few and far between, large ramps that wound up the side of the trunk from the branches below. The ramps were under heavy guard, with sets of 6 at both the base of the ramp and the top, and a large gate sitting at the bottoms that were all, as far as Aegis could tell, sealed shut.

 As Aegis arrived on one of the branches directly below the Royal Ring, he found himself staring at the gate curiously as he saw a Dark Elf Merchant approach with a cart, being pulled along by a strange stoney creature that resembled an armadillo. He watched the merchant hold out documents for the guards to check, and once they had, they signaled to have the gate opened, and he was allowed to pass.

 “So, merchants and traders sometimes get access to the Royal Ring?” Aegis pondered to himself quietly as he watched. Luckily for him, though, he didn’t need to go to the Royal Ring for his quest, and began scanning the nearby buildings for the Quandros Apothecary. 

 As he sought it out, he noticed a few of the guards patrolling the upper, thinner wooden plank streets of this level to be elite, and much more attentive to his behaviour. He did his best to blend in, taking note of how the other Dark Elf NPCs around him carried themselves and tried imitating them. But it wasn’t long before Aegis noticed out of the corner of his eye that he’d caught the attention of a patrol of two elites, and they began trailing him. Once he’d noticed it, his back stiffened and he took a deep breath, absentmindedly eying his livestream viewership numbers sitting at 80,000. His first thought was how embarrassing it’d be to get thrown in prison in front of such a large audience.

 He made a few unusual turns through the streets just to confirm they were following him, and indeed they were. It was at this time that Aegis had spotted out the Quandros Apothecary building built a few meters out from the trunk on one of the thicker upper branches. The building was made purely out of planks with a small staircase leading up to the entrance, and no visible windows. The sign hanging out front hung above the door and carried the name, so he was sure it was the right place.

 The bigger issue was that he was being followed. He now, more than ever, wished he had gotten skills like invisibility or shadowstep from the other deities, and his mind began to race on how to lose the guards. He carefully scanned the surrounding streets and spotted a section of several tightly packed buildings with narrow alleyways between them, and that was the best plan he could come up with.

 He carefully and casually approached the nearest alleyway while cautiously turning his head back just enough so that he could confirm the two elite guards were still following him - they were. As he neared the alley, he looked forward straight ahead again and took a deep breath. 

 Once close enough, he turned onto the alleyway to break line of sight from the guards. The moment they could no longer see him, he broke into a light footed sprint down the alleyway, making several quick turns in the hopes that they’d have no means to follow him. 

 By the time they’d gotten line of sight on the alleyway, he’d already made it around the corner. He could hear their armor shuffling and clinking as they too broke into sprints to pursue him, so he quickly curved back around to the front of the buildings with his eyes set on the apothecary building, and power walked towards it across the street as inconspicuous as he could.

 When he reached the front door, he double checked to confirm the guards hadn’t seen him - there were only a few normal NPCs walking about. So he quickly swung the door open and went inside, closing it behind himself with haste and leaning his back up against it to hold it shut.

 Once he felt he was safe, he let out a sigh of relief and looked across the way to see another NPC, [Apothecary Ruxim - Level 90] standing behind the counter, staring at Aegis curiously. 

 “How may I help you?” Ruxim asked Aegis. Aegis stared blankly at him for a moment to collect himself, then cleared his throat and pulled the crate from under his leather vest.

 “I have a shipment for you, and am here for pickup.” Aegis said while walking forward, holding out the small crate and placing it on the counter while briefly looking around at the shelves lining the shop. They were filled with various bottles of oils, ointments, and lotions. The elixirs and potions were all on shelves behind the counter. All of it was illuminated by the dull glow of the buildings wooden walls and floor.

 “I see. One moment.” Ruxim said as he pulled the crate forward and opened it. Inside were two vials of liquid, three pouches of something Aegis couldn’t see, and a small rolled up piece of parchment. Ruxim went for the parchment first and unrolled it, reading it promptly.

 “Ah, to have me concoct this mixture requires oversight by the White Tree Guard. Do you have the order information with the signature of the lieutenant that approved this request?” Ruxim asked, looking up from the parchment in his hands at Aegis expectantly.

 “Uh, yeah. I do. One moment, it’s here somewhere…” Aegis replied anxiously as he began awkwardly fumbling around with his pockets. “Oh, no, it seems I dropped it on my way up.” 

 “A shame. Forstunately, a simple matter to correct, as Leiutenant Tyak’lar patrols outside. I shall fetch him for approval.” Ruxim said as he began moving around the counter.

 “Ah, how about I fetch him, and you get started on the mixture?” Aegis suggested as he held his hands out nervously to Ruxim.

 “Yes, I suppose that is much more efficient.” Ruxim bowed politely before returning behind the counter, and began setting up the ingredients of the crate on an alchemy table he had behind his counter.

 “I’ll be right back.” Aegis said as he stepped outside of the building and leaned up against the outside of the door, trying to think of a solution. 

 He knew there was little to no chance that Tyak’lar was not an elite, and would probably see through his hood disguise. Not to mention, the likelihood that whatever Kagil’aktos had requested to be brewed would not be approved. But an idea quickly popped into Aegis’ head and he turned and entered back into the building, smelling an odd burning smell coming from the table.

 “Were you able to locate Tyak’lar so quickly?” Ruxim asked, briefly looking up from his work before focusing back in on it.

 “Yes. He’ll be here in a moment, he is handling something.” Aegis explained awkwardly as he walked forward towards the counter, close enough that he could see what Ruxim was doing.

 “Wonderful. I should be finished in a few minutes.” Ruxim replied. Aegis was thankful that Non-elite NPCs were so easily decieved, and now took the time to carefully watch Ruxim as he brewed the concoction. 

 He was a quick learner - in most cases only needing to see something once to understand it. This was no exception. While Ruxim was focused in on his craft, Aegis carefully leaned forward towards the crate to try and inspect the item cards of the various ingredients and understand their properties, and how Ruxim was utilizing them.

 Sure enough, after a quick 10 minutes of concocting, Ruxim was able to complete the mixture and sealed the vial before adding it into his own inventory and returning to the counter to look at Aegis expectantly.

 “It is finished. Once Tyak’lar arrives and approves the request, I can hand it over to you.” Ruxim replied with a smile. 

 “Great. Thanks. Do you mind if I take the left over ingredients? My employer wouldn’t want it wasted.” Aegis motioned to the pouches and vials that Ruxim had used, none of which had been used up entirely.

 “Of course not.” Ruxim smiled as he carefully gathered them up and placed them back in the crate before sealing it once more.

 “Thanks.” Aegis said as he took it and tucked it back underneath his leather vest.

 “And who did you say your employer was?” Ruxim asked curiously.

 “Oh… well…” Aegis awkwardly smiled and shrugged, forcing a laugh. “Actually, let me go check on Tyak’lar, he’s taking a bit long. Be right back.” Aegis replied flustered.

 “I suppose he is. Very well.” Ruxim nodded, and Aegis hastily turned from the shopkeeper and made his way back outside, shutting the door behind him and letting out a sigh of relief.

 He couldn’t get the mixture directly, but he had the ingredients and knew how to mix it, which was just as good. The only thing left now was to head back to the house where he could brew it in private, Aegis thought. But as he did, he noticed the two guards that had been chasing him earlier were standing nearby, questioning a bystander Dark Elf NPC. 

 Just as Aegis saw them and looked in their direction, the NPC pointed out the Apothecary to the guards. Aegis could only assume the guards had been asking the non-elite NPCs for where he’d gone - he’d only just then perceived how even non-Elite NPCs would be a threat to him.

 “You! Halt.” One of the guards commanded him in a low voice as they both stomped forward. His loud voice drew the attention of several other nearby NPCs, and Aegis suddenly had a lot more attention on him than he’d like. He was caught, but he wasn’t giving up yet. They were still NPCs, he thought. Aegis counted on being able to trick them and talk his way out of whatever he was in trouble for.

 “That style of cloak looks familiar. Would you do me a favor and lower your hood for us?” The guard instructed Aegis once they’d gotten a few meters away. Aegis’ adrenaline suddenly kicked up a notch - talking his way out was immediately removed from him as an option. If he lowered his hood, it was over - especially with what he had hiding under his leather vest.

 Being locked in prison in a fantasy game didn’t really sound all that appealing for him, so, with that in mind, only one option popped up in his head.

 Aegis broke into a sprint, running as fast as he could away from the two guards in the direction away from the trunk of the tree. His sudden burst of speed gave him a headstart on the guards as they were processing what he’d done, but it didn’t take long before both of them began to pursue him.

 “He’s a Seeker!” One of the guards declared loudly, as if to call over more guards to help. Aegis didn’t bother looking back to confirm whether or not that his number of pursuers had gone up, however, he just ran as fast as he could. 

 “Extreme III bullshit, I didn’t even do anything.” Aegis grumbled in frustration as he eyed the nearest wooden bridge leading down to the lower branches and made for it. Once he made it to the bridge post, he grabbed onto it to alter his momentum and help him turn onto the bridge quickly, then began making long jumps over the gaps in the planks, clearing several at a time.

 “Use sleeping arrows!” He heard one of the guards say, and as he turned his head back to look behind him he saw that both of the pursuing guards had stopped at the beginning of the bridge and had drawn out their longbows, with several more guards running down the branch towards them to join in. 

 Without any hesitation, they both knocked arrows and fired them, the heads of the arrows giving off a light white glow.

 “Shit.” Aegis panicked, hurriedly equipping his shield. He didn’t know if bracing it would block the effect, so relied on: “Guard!” he quickly shouted. A projection of his shield, depicting the symbol of Eirene, appeared behind himself and absorbed the two attacks.
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 It worked, he managed to avoid the sleeping effect of the arrows. But he’d accidentally made his problem much, much worse.

 “HERETIC!” One of the guards shouted in fear at Aegis’ shield projection. 

“A seeker who worships the world destroyers!” The other guard shouted out in a panic. “Forget sleep arrows, he must be put down!”

“Oopsie daisy.” Aegis whispered nervously to himself, and as he had, he noticed two guards taking up positions on the other end of the rope bridge he was running on, drawing their longbows. Upon seeing them, he stopped running forward and stood awkwardly in the center of the bridge as arrows were nocked and pointed at him from both sides. In his mind, there was only one direction left to go. “Eh. I’ve done stupider stuff.” He reasoned with himself as he equipped woodcutting axe. Just as the guards began firing a barrage of arrows at him, he swung the axe out at the rope bridge, cutting it in half and causing himself and the bridge to go into a free fall, the arrows flying over his head.

He quickly grabbed onto one end of the bridge and swung down it like tarzan, several of the arrows plunking themselves into the wooden planks of the bridge above his head. 

Once he had swung low enough that his feet neared one of the branches below, he released the swinging broken bridge and stumbled down onto the branch. But, given his lack of experience in swinging this way, he didn’t account for the forward momentum of the swing, and continued stumbling and rolling forward after he had landed, until he’d fallen off the branch completely and went into a freefall towards the branches further below.

“Guard!” Aegis panicked, quickly catching himself from falling to far.




	You take 14,320 bludgeoning damage.






“Ow.” He said with a gasp of fleeting air, as he felt the pain on his stomach that had impacted the shield projection, pressing the hard crate of materials into his chest. He quickly tapped himself to heal up the damage, knowing he only had 2 seconds before the projection disappeared. Once it had, he began falling further, until finally slamming onto the lowest branch below him, landing beside a busy wooden plank street. All of the falling had caused the wind to blow up his cloak and he hurriedly moved to adjust the hood and make sure it was on upon impact, then rushed to unequip his shield.




	You take 23,210 bludgeoning damage.






“Son of a…” Aegis groaned. Once the pain subsided 2 seconds later, he slowly got up back to his feet and was about to heal himself, but stopped when he saw several NPCs and guards, all non-elite, approaching him with concerned expressions.

“Are you alright? That looked quite painful.” The nearest, non-elite guard asked him, while his patrol partner looked up to see where he’d fallen from.

“Yeah, yeah, I’m fine. I just tripped.” Aegis replied flustered, making sure to get the guard to stop looking up. He then carefully confirmed that the crate under his armor was still intact before rushing away from the scene, making for the nearest stairs leading off of the branches and back to the lower city.

He found himself glancing backwards repeatedly to make sure no one was following him, and luckily none were.


“Got my quest done. Easy peasy.” Aegis replied into the party communications as he made his way back towards the hideout.

“You realize you’re streaming right? We all saw that.” Darkshot chuckled back at him. 



            

    
        Chapter 169: Prison Break Pt.1

    
    
    
    
                Chapter 169: Prison Break Pt.1


The walls of the City of the White Tree’s prison stood directly underneath the center of the tree’s trunk, encircling the prison itself. Guards patrolled its walls, and it had but a single guarded gate to enter from.

 Lina and Pyri had climbed atop a stack of the nearest residential buildings to get a better view. They were three stories high, right underneath a nearby, low hanging branch of the tree, and laying prone to avoid being seen as they peered over the nearby prison walls.

 On all sides, the prison was surrounded by an empty space of paved roads that stretched roughly 15 meters before any buildings were built, meaning the guards could easily spot out anything that was approaching the prison walls from all directions.

 The pair had picked a spot that was nearest the gate, so they could watch the process that the guards underwent anytime they were escorting in a prisoner.

 The guards were bringing in manacled individuals one, two, and sometimes three at a time. They’d walk up to the gate, and without any words spoken, an elite guard would open the gate and walk out to inspect them, then escort them inside the walls.

 Anytime the gate opened, Lina and Pyri were able to lightly glimpse the inside and saw that there was a small gap between the outer walls and the main, single story structure inside. The structure wasn’t very large, though - clearly not big enough to hold the amount of prisoners that the two were witnessing being dragged in. 

 The prisoners were primarily Dark Elves, but occasionally there were chained Plashrim, Dwarves, and Human NPCs as well. All looked worn down and were wearing torn rags as clothing. It was impossible for Lina and Pyri to discern whether the incarcerated NPCs deserved to be so, though.

 “Yep. It’s certainly a prison.” Pyri sighed as she laid on her stomach and peered over the top of the flat roof beside Lina. “I get the feeling we got the short end of the stick on this one.”

 “I think Aegis gave us the hardest task because he trusts us.” Lina replied with determination. Pyri looked at her briefly out of the corner of her eye and shook her head to herself with a light smile. “I can move in very quick with shadow dance, I’ve gotten really good at controlling it for rapidfire teleports, but I need to see where I am going or have a sense for where to go.”

 “Hm. I don’t think scouting using invisibility will be the play, though. Any sage or magical defense will likely be able to prevent such a basic tactic…” Pyri pondered as she glanced around. “That leaves scrying…” She began fidgeting with her interface.



 “Rakkan, I’m recasting invisibility so it’ll drop off of Snowflake, make sure he’s not standing in front of a window or something.” Pyri said into the party communications.

 “It’s ok, he’s sleeping.” Rakkan replied.

 “‘Kay’.” Pyri canceled out of her interface.




 “Hang tight, I’ll be back in a jiffy.” Pyri smiled at Lina before she tapped her own shoulder and turned herself invisible. Lina wasn’t sure what she was doing, but watched her footsteps as best she could as Pyri invisibly stood up and hopped down from the roof onto the stairwell. 

 She could still roughly follow Pyri thanks to the party interface helping her keep track of her allies locations, it wasn’t precise though - she only knew that Pyri had moved towards the gate of the prison and was standing idly, waiting for something.

 It wasn’t long before that something came along. A pair of two guards marched up to the gate with two manacled prisoners in tow - a Dark Elf and a Human. The standard process occurred where the gate opened, the elite guard walked out to inspect them, then took them inside. Once it’d finished, Lina saw Pyri returning to her, and a few moments later, she reappeared beside her on her stomach and dropped her invisibility spell.

 “Easy peasy.” Pyri winked at Lina.

 “What’d you do?” Lina asked.

 “I got some hair from the prisoners being brought inside, and that elite that keeps coming in and out. Which should we scry on first?” Pyri asked excitedly.

 “The prisoners, probably, while they’re still in motion.” Lina suggested with an eager smile.

 “Right.” Pyri nodded as she pulled out the human’s hair and focused on it, quickly casting scry. A round sphere appeared in front of the two, outlined by a light glowing magical aura. It was difficult to ascertain what they were being shown in the sphere at first, but once they got oriented around the human prisoner’s slouched movements through the dark stone halls of the prison, it became more clear.

 He was being led by two new guards down a long winding staircase, deep below the surface of the city. They went down deeper and deeper, the staircase seemingly endless. Eventually, after nearly 5 minutes of descending, they reached a landing with four hallways leading off in different direction, each barricaded by barred walls and watched over by two armed guards. 

 The two manacled NPCs were split up, taken down different hallways. Now being escorted by only one guard, they approached the barred walls and the flanking watchers opened a small iron door to allow them through. Then, through the door they continued, walking down a long dark stone hallway lit intermittently by dimly glowing lanterns that were bolted to the walls, until finally they stopped in front of the entrance to a large open chamber.

 “Clean yourself, then put these on.” The guard instructed the prisoner as he motioned him into the chamber, then handed him a set of folded orange cloth. In the room was a small well at the center with a barred metal drain nearby, and several plain wooden buckets sitting on the rim of the well.

 The prisoner NPC reluctantly complied and began drawing water and pouring it over himself. Once he was done, his equipment changed from his plain rags to the basic bright orange cotton shirt and pants that he'd been handed, making him extremely easy to see in his current environment.

 As this happened, Pyri carefully angled her scrying view to look at the well and the drain more closely - it went down deep into a dark narrow hole where she couldn’t see the bottom, only faintly hear moving water from within the darkness.

 “Hm.” Pyri said as she scratched her chin. She maintained the scrying spell but looked away from it at the surrounding city. “The City of the White Tree seems to have an underground water source that they rely on.”

 “Those holes and that drain look really small, but if I could find large enough gaps in where the underground water runs, I can shadowstep through the smaller spots.” Lina suggested.

 “That could potentially be a claustrophobic nightmare. Are you sure?” Pyri asked her with a look of concern.

 “I’ll be okay, I’m not afraid of small places.” Lina answered with confidence.

 “Good. That would be a safe way inside… Next is the issue of locating Mayeria, and getting her out safely.” Pyri replied while thinking about it.

 “I bet they separate the prisoner's based on race. Maybe try the other prisoner?” Lina suggested.

 “Right.” Pyri nodded as she canceled the scrying spell on the human prisoner, brushing his hair away and switching to the hair she’d nabbed off the head of the Dark elf. A moment later, she’d recast scrying and they watched the Dark Elf, now wearing orange clothing like the human, being escorted down another long hallway.

 Eventually he was taken around a corner and found himself in a long hall lined with iron barred prison cells, with runes etched into the walls between each cell that were giving off dim grey glows.

 “Do you know what enchantment rune that is?” Lina asked.

 “That’s anti-magic. It’s enchanted on each prison cell, meaning spells and magical skills won’t work while you’re inside a cell. So you won’t be able to shadowstep in them.” Pyri explained.

 “That’s okay, I’m a thief before I’m a shadow dancer, I’ve got a lock picking skill. It’s only level 41 but it should be enough.” Lina replied as they continued to watch. The prisoner’s cell ended up being near the end of the hall, and on his journey towards it the two kept an eye on the prisoners sitting in the cells that he walked by.

 Eventually, near the end of the hall, they spotted her. Sitting in the back of her cell with her head down, dark black hair covering her face, [Mayiera(Elite) - Level 150] could be briefly seen by Lina and Pyri.

 “There, got her.” Pyri said excitedly as she pointed at her scrying sphere.

 “Yes!” Lina cheered. “We have a way in, and we know where she is and how to get her. All that’s left is to find a way out.”

 “That’s usually the hardest part. Getting into prison is easy.” Pyri rolled her eyes. “Okay, let’s try the elite and see what's going on with the guard's side of things.” Pyri canceled the scry spell again and recast it a third time using the third and final hair that she’d nabbed. “This scry spell is really great. I hope no one yanked one of my hairs and is using it on me.” Pyri mumbled to herself as the sphere appeared. 

The elite guard was sitting in an office behind his desk on the upper level of the prison. His desk was covered with parchments that were neatly stacked, with a ink bottle and quill set directly in front of him and a ring of keys being playfully spun in circles using his right index finger absentmindedly as he read a document set out before him.

He continued like this for awhile, doing nothing but reading a document, signing it, then moving on to the next one. It was boring to watch, but eventually there was a low ringing dong sound that echoed through his office which prompted him to stop swinging his keys and grab them firmly in his fist. 

He then stood up and made his way out of his office down a short hallway, and stepped out of the central building of the prison through an iron door and walked across the open space between the building and outer walls. He gave a head nod to the guards on the wall, to which they nodded back and began opening the gate. 

From there, Pyri and Lina could see the elite guard not just through scrying, but from looking behind them off the side of the roof in the direction of the prison where he stood in front of the opening prison gate.

He slowly walked out to inspect a Dark Elf prisoner that was being brought in by two guards.

“What is his crime?” The elite guard asked the two.

“Theft. Minor.” One guard replied.

“Witnesses?”

“One of our own saw the crime and caught him, multiple civilians back up the story.”

“Very well. Come with me.” The elite motioned the NPC to follow him through the gate, while the two escort guards bowed and turned to walk away, leaving the area around the prison.

Once through the gates, they were drawn back closed behind them. The elite guard escorted the prisoner into the main building where another guard was waiting, and handed the prisoner off to him before going back into his office.

“I think I can get the attention of all of the guards on the upper level with a good distraction. If I time it to when the gate is open, I should be able to keep it open for a bit while leading the guards away. The time window might be really small, though.” Pyri suggested.

“Okay.” Lina took a deep breath as she looked Pyri in the eyes. “I’ll find a way into the prison using the underground water tunnels. I’ll get to Mayiera and lock pick her out, and we’ll wait until you say the gate is open.”

“Once it's open, I’ll start my distraction to draw their attention away and keep the gate open, and that’s the time frame you’ll have to get Mayiera up those stairs and out of the front gate. The staircase was long, though.”

“And there was another set of bars at the base of it I’ll need to get through.” Lina nodded.

“Maybe you oughta start your escape as soon as I spot prisoners approaching the gate, so that you’ll already be closer to the top of the stairs by the time the gate gets opened.” Pyri suggested.

“Good idea.” Lina nodded back. 

“But… well…” Pyri hesitated.

“What is it?” Lina asked.

“Seems a bit too easy. Kagil’aktos mentioned to watch out for a shadow dancer warden. We haven’t seen her at all. She might show up and be a problem.” Pyri replied.

“I think I’ll be okay. I’m also a shadow dancer, and I’m really good at my class.” Lina replied with a confident nod of enthusiasm which drew a smile out of Pyri.

“That you are.” Pyri replied. “Okay, let’s do it.” The two stood up and began scanning their surroundings, and it didn’t take but a few moments of looking for Lina to spot out a well in one of the nearby intersections of the city, away from the prison.

“I’ll go in through there.” Lina said while pointing it out.

“Here, lumina.” Pyri tapped Lina’s dagger hilt, causing it to begin to glow with white light that was barely noticeable due to the glowing tree above them. “So you can see down there. Good luck.” Pyri nodded. With that, the two separated. Lina hopped down from the top of the buildings to get back on the streets below and made for the well, following along under one of the glowing white branches that hung above the paved road.

Once she arrived at the intersection, she tried approaching the well as inconspicuous as she could. The light of the branch hanging above was too bright to allow her to simply shadowstep into the well, so instead she waited patiently for an opportunity to jump into the dark grey stone well.

NPCs were passing through the intersection intermittently, by themselves or in small groups, and some riding atop carts and wagons that were being pulled by short-legged, stony plated creatures with long snouts with [Barrock - Level 80] sitting above their heads. It took a surprisingly long time for Lina to find an opportunity to jump in the well without being noticed, but she managed to find a short time window where all the NPCs nearby were facing away from the center of the intersection where the well resided.

She’d been so focused on getting into the well, though, that she hadn’t considered what would happen afterwards, and immediately went into a freefall down the narrow circular hole. 

A rope hung down at the center which Lina prepared to grab onto at any sign of a bottom, utilizing the light of her dagger hilt now to see the walls around her. She fell for an uncomfortably long time before she’d even begun hearing running water, and upon hearing it immediately reached out to grab the rope. 

The rope burned on her hands for a moment, but dealt no damage and she was able to slow her fall rather quickly before hitting or seeing any sort of bottom. From there, she put her feet on the walls of the well and hopped down lower and lower, slowly, until finally the light of the lumina spell on her dagger began to illuminate the clear flowing water below her.

It wasn’t moving very quickly, and there was a mechanism built around the base of the drawing rope to prevent it from being dragged away by the water, with a metal bucket hanging off the bottom of the rope.

Lina got as low as she could with the help of rope, then oriented herself to make sure she went in the direction of the prison. Luckily, the prison was leading in the direction of the water’s flow, so with a final deep breath she hopped down into the underground river.

The water was waist deep for her, but the gap between the top of the tunnel and the top of the river was miniscule, forcing Lina to crouch down into the water and get completely soaked as she began traversing the tunnel. The worst part was the temperature - the water was freezing and immediately caused Lina’s teeth to start clattering together.

As badly as she wanted to start shadow stepping through it, she needed the light on the dagger to see where she was going, so was forced to tough it out. It wasn’t long before her crouch-walking through the waterlogged tunnel led her to an intersection where another flowing river joined in with hers and the water began to speed up. 

It was only then that Lina realized that the wells around the city were likely linked up through a maze of tunnels, and it wouldn’t be so easy to locate the prison. She began utilizing the party interface to keep track of Pyri’s location above her through the earth, relative to her own, and that helped her get a sense of what direction she needed to go in. She at least knew that there were no wells between the one she’d jumped in, and the prison, so the first hole up would be correct.

Sure enough, after wading through the water for a few dozen meters, she came across an opening in the roof and stood up straight, stretching out her legs and getting her torso out of the chilly water. 

Another rope was dangling down with an iron bucket hanging on the end of it which Lina quickly grabbed and began to climb, pulling herself out of the water. Luckily, thanks to it being a simulation, it didn’t take long for the cold chill from the water to leave her despite her armor being soaked.

She continued to climb up the rope a long while until the upwards tunnel began to narrow, eventually closing in to a point where it was only wide enough for the bucket to pass through.



“I think I’m here… can you cancel the lumina spell?” Lina asked through the party interface.

“Yup. I can. Are you sure, though? Once it’s gone I can’t recast it, and you’ll be in the dark.” Pyri confirmed.

“I’m pretty sure.” Lina replied hesitantly.

“Alright. Canceling it.” Pyri replied. A moment later, the glow around Lina’s dagger left her, and she was surrounded by complete darkness.




“Here goes nothing.” Lina whispered to herself after climbing as high as she could. Using her shadow dancer skills, she felt out the highest point of shadows above her that she could jump to, and did it. She teleported from the lower well, to the space above the well, bypassing the narrow section that was preventing her from climbing through.

She wasn’t sure exactly where she’d end up, but was relieved when the stone chamber around her looked familiar.

It had worked - she was in the washing room of the prison. A brief moment of excitement filled up inside her, knowing the plan was going well. But that excitement was quickly replaced by anxiety when the fact settled in that she’d just broken into a prison. She took a deep breath to collect herself, listening in for any possible sounds, but it was completely quiet.

She could see the door leading out of the chamber and the barred walls flanking it. It was locked shut, but Lina knew she could easily shadowstep through the bars.

She approached them as quietly as possible, now having a dim glow of light being sourced by the lanterns on the wall out in the hallway. Once close enough, she peered down the outside hallway through the bars in either direction, confirming that there were no guards nearby.



“I’m in the prison, and no one seems to have noticed me.” Lina explained through the party interface.

“Awesome, you guys are a lot sneakier than Aegis. He couldn’t even get into an Apothecary without being noticed.” Darkshot joined into the conversation.

“Those guards had it out for me.” Aegis grumbled back.

“Guys, keep the communication clear, this is tough stuff. Getting inside was just the easy part.” Pyri snapped at the two of them. “The next part is much harder. Find Mayiera without getting caught.”

“I’m on it.” Lina replied before closing out her interface, clenching her fists and taking a deep breath.



            

    
        Chapter 170: Prison Break Pt.2

    
    
    
    
                Chapter 170: Prison Break Pt. 2


Lina shadowstepped through the iron bars in front of her and appeared on the other side of them, in the hallway outside of the washing room. From here, she was able to more clearly look up and down the dimly lit hallway and see no immediate guards in her vicinity. She oriented herself as best she could and picked a direction, walking slowly and quietly.

 It wasn’t long before she came up to the corridor that she recalled turned off into the multiple hallways with the prisoner's cells lining it. The corridor had two guards standing watch, which she managed to spot out well before they had spotted her. 

 Holding closely to the shadows, she inched her way forward until she felt it was no longer safe to move further, then took a deep breath to psych herself up and knelt down, preparing herself for her next actions.

 “Shadow dance.” She whispered, suddenly bursting into a puff of smoke, multiple times. She wasn’t in range to simply shadowstep behind the guards around the corridor, so instead she utilized her skill to repeatedly jump. 

 Shadow dance allowed her to teleport, strike, and teleport - each jump costing mana and and stamina with the initial jump costing the most. There wasn’t a limit to how long she maintained the process, but it was difficult for her to control for long periods of time due to the need to constantly, every half second, select a location in shadows within range to jump to. Failure to select a location would end the spell and put it on its long 5 minute cooldown.

 She had a general idea of the layout of the corridors up ahead, though. She placed a jump a few meters away from the guards, and once there, her shadow skills detected teleportable shadows around the corner of the corrider which she quickly selected to jump to as her next target, making it possible for her to bypass the corridor and the guards.

 They undoubtedly saw traces of her bursts of shadow, but she had to count on the non-elite NPCs being too simple-minded to react to it.

 Once she’d made it into the hallway with the prison cells, she jumped a few more times down the straight path to get as far from the guarded corridor as possible, and began seeing the prisoners in their cells. They were humans - she was in the wrong section of the prison.

 Immediately, she began shadow dancing back from whence she came. She utilized the same method to go around the guarded corridor again, but continued beyond it past the washing room that she’d entered from, until she came into view of the large room that was set at the base of the stairwell.

 Here, she knew were many guards and barred walls leading into each hallway with the different types of prisoners. As she neared it, she hoped that the hallways were close enough together that she could shadowstep between them without a need to directly teleport into the room where the guards were.

 With this in mind, she edged as close to the backside of the iron barred doors separating her hallway from the stairwell room. Sure enough, as she teleported just a meter behind it, she sensed shadows in the neighboring hallway and was able to jump to it, arriving at the section of the prison she knew to contain the Dark Elf prisoners.

 From there, it was a simple matter of repeating the process, jumping down the hallway beyond the Dark Elf’s washing room to reach the guarded corridor in this section of the prison, then selecting the hallway she knew Mayiera to be at the end of. It took several long range jumps, but eventually she reached the end of the corridor and stopped, cancelling her spell just as her mana and stamina closed in on half empty.

 She stood in the hall for a moment in front of the cell trying to catch her breath while Mayiera slowly lifted her head up from its downward facing position as Mayeria sat on the edge of a plain, uncomfortable looking prison bed.

 “Mayiera?” Lina asked to get her attention. She could hardly make out Mayiera's dark eyes staring back at her through her long dark hair that hung over her face. “I’m here to get you out.” Lina explained. No response, she just continued to stare back at Lina. “Kagil’aktos sent me.” She added after a pause.

 This, finally, stirred a reaction from Mayiera, and she stood up and walked towards the bars of her cell, motioning down to the locked door with a head nod.

 “Right.” Lina nodded back as she opened up her inventory and took out of it her lockpicking tools, then got to work on the lock. She started off confidently with her lockpicking, but the longer it took, the more frustrated she became. 

 Just as she finally made progress and got a sense for the lock mechanism that his particular door used, she heard a familiar bursting puff sound approaching from the hall nearby. It took a brief second for her to process what the sound was, but reacted quick enough to avoid being slashed out at by a pair of daggers through shadowstepping a few meters away just in time - another shadow dancer had appeared and struck out at Lina where she’d been standing.

 Seeing she’d missed, the attacker stopped in front of Mayiera’s cell while Lina had jumped back a few meters to the very back wall of the hallway.

 [Warden Viella(Elite) - Level 152] stood above the female Dark Elf. She had short black hair and dark eyes with pale purple skin, wearing thick leather armor that bore the symbol of the City of the White Tree on the front.

 “I’m a little insulted that you would try to break into here as a shadow dancer. It feels like a direct challenge to me. Did you think I wouldn’t notice you jumping around in my shadows?” Viella said while glaring at Lina, daggers at the ready. Lina quickly drew her daggers too and took a fighting stance as her adrenaline began to pump up.

 “I kinda hoped you wouldn’t. Maybe you would be sleeping, or something.” Lina replied.

 “Dark Elves don’t sleep. You must not be one of us. Nice cloak…” Mayiera eyed the hood that Lina had up. Then, after a tense pause, she looked at Lina’s lockpicking tools hanging out of the lock on Mayiera’s prison door. “So you’re here to break her out? Do you have any idea what you’re doing? How dangerous it is for both you, and this city, to break her out?” Viella raised an eyebrow at Lina.

 Lina knew better than to respond and accidentally give this elite NPC any more information than she already had.

 “Release me.” Mayiera growled, now staring at Lina with an angry expression barely visible under her long hair. 

 “I’ll try.” Lina sighed as she shadowstepped forward towards Viella with her feet in the lead, appearing in front of Viella and jump kicking her in the stomach to push her backwards away from the front of the door, then spun around and fumbled with the lock once more. She barely had time to make much progress before Viella stood back up and recomposed herself, shadow stepping into Lina’s space and swinging her daggers out at Lina’s neck - Viella was not holding back her punches and was going for the kill, and it made the situation that much more intimidating when Lina saw the look of determination briefly in her attackers eyes, before she shadowstepped away to avoid the strike.

 She then shadowstepped back into Viella and elbow checked her from behind to push her away once more, giving Lina another moment with the lockpick. Still, not enough time to focus and make any progress before Viella retaliated.

 Forced to jump back and dodge again, Lina realized this method wasn’t going to be a realistic way of unlocking the cell. Luckily, she eyed a keyring on Viella’s belt with four different types of keys hanging off of it, and a new idea popped into her mind. Lina jumped forward and engaged Viella, using her daggers to parry Viella’s strikes as she swung them predictably at Lina’s head, then rather than retaliating against her in the time window that her arms were thrown off from the parries, she reached down at the keyring and yanked it off her belt before shadow stepping away once more.

 Viella paused infront of Mayiera’s cell, glancing briefly between her belt where the ring was missing, and back to Lina who was now holding it.

 “You’ve got serious skills as a shadow dancer. If you had come to me as a level 150, wanting to learn something new, we’d be having a very different conversation.” Viella glared.

 “Aww.” Lina let out a frustrated sigh. “Don’t tell me you’re the advanced shadow dancer class trainer…” She mumbled to herself quietly as she shook her head. Viella simply smirked back in response.

 “Unfortunately, I cannot allow you to release this prisoner. I must stop you at all costs. So I will not be holding back.” Viella positioned herself firmly in front of the door to Mayiera’s cell, giving off to Lina the impression that from henceforth, she had no intention of moving an inch by her own free will. 

 “My boyfriend is depending on me, so I’m going to get her out of here no matter what.” Lina glared back at her before shadow stepping forward into a jump kick once more. It was successful again, pushing Viella back away from the door, and Lina used the time to land on her feet gracefully and swing the keyring up to the lock. Having seen the guards use these doors through Pyri’s scrying, she was able to identify the correct key on the first try and popped it into the lock. Before she could turn it, though, Viella stood back up and waved her hands towards Lina.

 “Shadow Trap!” Viella shouted. A shadow dancer spell, or possibly an advanced shadow dancer class spell that Lina had never heard of or seen before. Suddenly, from the shadows on the walls cast by the nearest dimly lit torch, black tendrils made of shadowy mist shot out like spears towards Lina. She managed to dodge a couple by spinning around, but one tendril hit Lina’s ankle and wrapped itself around it. The moment it had, it acted as a grappling effect and prevented Lina from shadow stepping.

 “Gotcha.” Viella smiled proudly, before waving her hands to recast the spell and hit Lina with more the second time, binding her wrists and other ankle with shadow tendrils shot out of the ceiling, then pulling her arms up so that she could no longer move and had all of her limbs stretched out in different directions. 

 Lina struggled against the tendrils, but once they went taut they were immovable and she couldn’t budge them.

 “Unfortunate, but now you must pay for your crimes. Breaking into our prison is a serious offense.” Viella began walking forward with a big smile growing on her face. “On the bright side, we’ll have plenty of time to get to know each oth-

 “KARAK’SHATARA!” Mayiera screeched in a sudden deep low growl. Lina and Viella both glanced to see that Mayiera had reached through the bars and finished turning the key that Lina had inserted into the lock, opened the door and stepped out into the hallway.

 No longer inside her cell, the anti-magic runes were not affecting Mayiera any longer. As a result, immediately upon stepping out of her cell her hair began to levitate and float around her body oddly, by itself. In addition, black glowing strips and symbols etched into Mayiera’s skin on her forehead, arms, and other parts of her body were now glowing, and her eyes were giving off a dark purple light as well.

 Most importantly, though, was that Mayiera’s strange words had resulted in a spell being cast that blasted out a dark ball of energy at Viella, sending her flying off of her feet and dealing a whopping 43,053 damage, visible to Lina through the red number that had appeared above Viella’s head when she was hit by it and sent flying into the bound Lina.

 The impact had caused Viella to lose control of her shadow trap spell, so that as she crashed into Lina, both of them fell backwards onto the stone floor of the prison hallway and slid a few meters from the force.

 “Shit.” Viella sighed as she struggled to stand back up in front of Lina, daggers drawn. “I warned you.” She said in annoyance to Lina. Lina was prepared to continue fighting with Viella, but instead Viella for some reason seemed to position herself to stand in front of Lina, as if she was trying to protect her from Mayiera.

 “Shal’hazak!” Mayiera shouted.

 “Shadowstep!” Viella replied. A purple wave of energy released from Mayiera’s hands, which Viella shadowstepped over to get behind Mayiera and avoid it, then swung her daggers out at Mayiera from behind. But, Mayiera seemed to have been anticipating this and waved her hand backwards, redirecting the trajectory of the purple wave to shoot behind her and impacting Viella just a second before Viella’s daggers had pierced into Mayiera’s head. 

 The moment the purple wave hit Viella, her entire body froze up and began to give off sparks of purple energy.

 “Warlock…” Lina mumbled to herself as she watched it happen, but then saw that Mayiera wasn’t done with just using paralysis on Viella, she began charging up a large black ball of energy in her palms and was preparing to shoot it out at the warden. Paralyzed, and now low health from the first attack - Viella was helpless and Mayiera was about to mercilessly kill her.

 “Wait, stop!” Lina shouted, but Mayiera ignored her and continued to charge up the spell. “Stop!” Lina insisted, still got ignored, and Mayiera prepared to fire the spell directly at the paralyzed Viella’s head. Lina was forced to jump in. She shadowstepped behind Mayiera at the last second and pulled Mayiera’s arm away, causing Mayiera to shoot her spell at the wall and miss at the last second. 

 Mayiera turned to glare at Lina as a result with a scary, intimidating stare that was complemented by her dark glowing eyes and the glowing runes etched into her face, as well as the long strands of hair still hanging down and obscuring her expression somewhat.

 “She will pursue us endlessly if we do not kill her here.” Mayiera insisted.

 “If we kill her, everyone in the city will pursue us. We’ve got to go, or we won’t make it out. Come on.” Lina shouted back, motioning Mayiera to follow her away from the paralyzed Viella.

 She could see Mayiera hesitating, glancing between Lina and Viella, but Lina insistently tugged her along by the arm, determined to not let this advanced shadow dancer trainer die. 

 “There’s no time!” Lina persisted, and finally Mayiera let up with a frustrated sigh, allowing Lina to tug her along. From there, Mayiera and Lina broke into a sprint down the hall away from the paralyzed Viella, as multiple prisoners in the cells lining the hall stood up and started cheering, or begging them to be let out. Lina ignored them and instead went up into her party interface.



 “Uh, okay, I got Mayiera, but the warden is on us. She’s paralyzed right now but it won't last long. We need a distraction right now.” Lina quickly spoke to her party.

“Right now? But there’s no one approaching the gates outside.” Pyri replied.

“Can you get it open somehow anyway?” Lina asked.

“Uh… I’ll try. I’ll figure it out. Just get up those stairs, okay?” Pyri replied.

“We’re coming loud and fast.”

“You guys need some help?” Aegis asked.

“No, no, we’ve got it.” Pyri sighed back.




Pyri, who'd been standing up on top of the three-story tall building stack just outside the clearing around the prison, looked out over the prison in front of her as well as the sealed gate that seperated Pyri from the interior of the prison where Lina was.

"At least, I think we've got it." Pyri mumbled to herself nervously. 
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A loud, deep bell rang out through the prison halls. It hadn’t been more than a few seconds since Mayiera and Lina had begun sprinting away from the paralyzed Viella before the ringing had begun.

 As they made their way down the hallway back towards the corridor with two guards standing watch beyond a barred door, stealth was no longer an option. Lina knew she could shadowstep through the bars, but Mayiera would have to get outside the good ol’ fashioned way.

 The moment Lina reached the barred wall at the end of the hall, the guards had their weapons already drawn and were glaring at her in the dim light of the nearby torches. Luckily, the entire prison was designed to be easily utilized by the shadow dancer warden, and made it easy for Lina to shadow step through the bars to where the guards were. 

 They reacted slow, and her first course of action was to utilize the thief's stealing skill to disarm them. It required an attribute check, but all of her training the previous months with Aegis and the others resulted in not only Lina’s agility stat to be extremely high, but her strength as well, She was able to, with two shadowsteps and some fancy footwork, avoid their initial retaliatory strikes and pull their spears out of their inventories, disarming them and forcing them to resort to using their fists.

 From here, Lina was beginning to pull out a rope to somehow subdue them by shadowstepping around them, just like she’d done to the Seekers back in Belmiure, but she didn’t get beyond taking out the rope before Mayiera shot a wave of purple energy through the bars, paralyzing them both.

 “You said there is no time, no?” Mayiera looked at Lina expectantly, and Lina nodded back before pulling the keyring front and center and quickly slid it into the lock, making a clinking noise and opening the door. Mayiera and Lina quickly ran through the barred door and were now in the final hallway leading to the spiral staircase.

 They took off in a sprint down this final hallway, passing by the barred washroom.

 “Are you not focusing on the paralyzing spell on Viella? Or are you able to maintain more than one channeled spell?” Lina asked her as they ran.

 “My magic is very powerful. I have a strong connection to my lord.” Mayiera spoke pridefully. Still, Lina knew the game in and out - a warlock shouldn’t be able to do something like that normally. Something was off about this NPC. Lina didn’t have much time to think about it though as they encountered a group of armed guards rushing towards them. The one in the lead was carrying a shield with the anti-magic runes etched on the front of it.

 The moment both Lina and Mayiera saw the shield, they stopped running forward.

 “That is a problem.” Mayiera looked at it nervously.

 “I’ll handle it. Thief skills aren’t magic.” Lina took a deep breath and rushed head on while Mayiera stood back, preparing her next spells from a distance but not firing them off yet, which caused her hands to give off a strange, light-absorbing deep purple glow.

 Lina ran head first into the guard with the shield while two guards standing behind him in the hallway held their spears out and prepared to strike from behind the shield. Lina’s target was the shield itself, though. She parried the spear strikes, knowing she wouldn’t be able to shadowstep once she got near the shield itself, and jump kicked into it, her staple non-magic attack.

 The force from her kick threw the shield bearer off balance slightly, but only slightly. He held his ground and only stumbled somewhat, surprising Lina. Only then did she look up to notice that the one holding the shield wasn’t just a standard guard, but had [White Tree Prison Guardian(Elite) - 122] floating above his head. Lina had managed to just barely landed on her feet after the jump kick, but knew she’d need to act fast and get out of this fight quickly or it’d get bad. She ran in and used the small window she had given herself from the kick and spear parries and grabbed the shield with both hands, yanking it with all her might as she dug her feet down onto the stony floor.

 “Ughhhrrraa!” She shouted involuntarily as she was forced to push her strength stat to the limit to contest the elite, who glared back at her and held on as best he could. He was holding his own for a moment, much to Lina’s dismay, as she saw the guards behind him getting ready to strike their spears around him at Lina.

 Luckily, there was a sudden loud, booming explosion from somewhere in the distance that reverberated the very walls of the prison around them, sending a loud echoing sound through the halls around them and causing their ears to ring. That sound was enough to throw the elite out of focus as he was confused what the sound could’ve been. Lina, on the other hand, had a feeling she knew what it had come from - Pyri. 

 Lina overpowered the elite in this small timeframe and was able to yank the shield off of his arm, activating her thief skill which ignored the physical properties of materials while they were being stolen which allowed the straps of the shield to pass through the NPC’s arm.

 “Got it!” Lina shouted as she stumbled backwards with the shield in her hand and saw that the moment she had, the glowing rune on the front of it deactivated. She could immediately feel that her ability to utilize shadowstep had come back to her, she sensed the shadows all around her once more, and used this fact to shadowstep behind the five guards now bearing their spears in her direction, jumping behind them.

 The moment she had, Mayeria released a shockwave of dark purple energy which immediately paralyzed the guards.

 “You can still keep casting it?” Lina paused as she’d appeared behind them, looking over the shoulders of the paralyzed dark elves.

 “As many as I’d like.” Mayiera smirked. “Nice moves. You are like her, the warden.” Mayiera added as she casually strutted through the hall, walking around the paralyzed guards as if they were inconveniently placed pieces of furniture.

 “Thanks…” Lina replied hesitantly. “Almost there. My party member is making a distraction on the top to get us out, so let’s not waste it.” Lina explained, causing Mayiera to nod and break into another sprint.

 It wasn’t long before the two had reached the final barred gate, separating their hallway from the room at the base of the spiral stairs. This room was filled with guards, and had two elites with their shields held up on the opposite side of the bars.

 “Uh oh.” Lina paused as she saw it. “I can’t get on the other side of the bars with shadowstep because of the shield.” Lina explained as Mayiera and Lina stopped several meters from the bars. It wasn’t just the anti-magic shield bearers, but there were dozens of spear wielders glaring at them from behind the shields, weapons at the ready. 

 “I figured, as the one breaking me out of this prison, that you’d have a plan for this.” Mayiera replied with a hint of frustration.

 “Well, heheh…” Lina laughed nervously as she was forced to think on the spot, opening up her party interface.

 


 “We’ve got a problem. There’s like 25 guards waiting for us at the base of the stairs, and they’ve got anti-magic shields. I can’t even shadow step to get behind them.” Lina messaged through the party interface.

 “I’ve got my hands full up here… you’ve gotta figure something out on your own.” Pyri answered her anxiously.



 “I will clear the path.” Mayiera suddenly spoke coldly as she stepped forward in front of Lina. Lina closed out of her party communications quickly and looked in complete confusion at the elite NPC, knowing her spells wouldn’t be able to bypass the shields. Regardless, Mayiera began casting several spells using the glowing runes on her body.

 At first, despite the spells clearly being cast, nothing seemed to be happening. Soon, though, the ground began to rumble violently, quaking all around them as a low deep grinding sound came from beyond the walls and floor of the prison around them. Lina saw the guards begin glancing around at each other, their angry confident stares were traded in for confused, worried glances at one another.

 They, too, had no idea what Mayiera was casting or what the source of the rumbling was. They discovered it too late, around the same time Lina had. Suddenly, the very ground of the chamber they stood in cracked apart, breaking into pieces and falling downward, causing all of the guards standing in the room to fall along with it.

 “What the hell?” Lina’s eyes went wide in disbelief as she watched the small army of guards suddenly fall down, out of her line of sight. She ran forward to the bars to get a better view and saw that indeed, somehow, Mayiera had used her warlock magic to dig out the floor of the prison all the way to the bottom of Kalmoore. She watched as several of the dimly lit torches fell down into the black mist of the abyss below alongside the guards, through the open hole that Mayiera had created.

 “They build their prison too deep into this island, with no fear of the abyss.” Mayiera smirked. “They will certainly learn to fear it, though.” 

 “That’s basically killing them, isn’t it?” Lina looked at Mayiera with a shocked expression.

 “Were you expecting to break me out without killing any guards?” Mayiera raised an eyebrow back at Lina, and Lina saw a chilling, cold and heartless look in her eyes. It sent a shiver down her spine. “Open the door, we’ll need to jump to the stairs now.” Mayiera motioned Lina forward. Lina was hesitating, but was knocked out of thought by another loud booming sound coming from above the prison where Pyri was doing her part. 

 “Right.” Lina turned with the key and quickly unlocked the last barred door separating the two of them from the now bottomless room with the base of the spiral staircase, partially crumbling, still in the center of the room.

 Lina easily shadowstepped onto the stairs, then turned and held her hand out to Mayiera to help her jump, but was surprised to see her easily hover over the gap and arrive on the stairs by herself.

 “How’d they even arrest you?” Lina asked worriedly.

 “The Warlord is cunning and strong.” Mayiera grumbled back at her. 

 “Right.” Lina nodded. “Come on, we’re almost home free.” She said before she began her long ascent up the winding staircase, Mayiera following behind her. 

 As they made their way up the stairs, there were multiple loud crashing sounds that came above, each one louder than the last as they got closer and closer to the top. 

 By the time they reached the top of the stairs, Pyri’s distraction was in full swing and there were no guards present despite there being another barred gate before they’d be able to leave the building. Lina unlocked the door and the two sprinted beyond it, rushing out of the front doors of the main prison building to find themselves in the small space that stood between the building and the outer walls.

 It was filled with guards wielding longbows, firing them up at Pyri who stood atop the wall beside the gate mechanism. Lina didn’t have time to grasp the situation, but in a general sense it appeared to her that Pyri had overtaken the top of the wall where the Mechanism to open the gate was, opened it, and was simply holding her position by using her cinderbolts as shields to deflect any arrows or charging attackers.

 The booming sounds had come from supply barrels and crates that lined the outer walls of the prison building, that had all been ignited and some had exploded due to their contents being set ablaze. Lina glimpsed at portions of broken carts, barrels and crates scattered about between the longbow wielding guards - with small embers and flames still burning across the broken wood.

 “I’m running low on mana, hustle!” Pyri shouted down to them the moment she saw Lina and Mayiera step outside. Her words, however, had drawn the eyes of the guards standing around. They turned from shooting at Pyri to pointing their bows at Mayiera and Lina.

 “My magic needs time to recharge still, I used too much on that last spell.” Mayiera explained with a nervous glance around at the arrows now being pointed at her.

 “Just run through the gate, I’ll make sure no arrows hit you.” Lina replied confidently. Mayiera nodded and listened without hesitation, sprinting forward as a barrage of arrows were fired at the two of them.

 Lina jumped into action quickly, but so did Pyri. Pyri utilized cinderbolt shards to deflect a bunch of the arrows downwards into the ground, preventing them from hitting Mayiera, while Lina cast shadowdance and rapidly teleported around Mayiera to deflect the shots. Due to their efforts, not a single arrow made it through during Mayiera’s final sprint to the gate of the prison’s outer walls, and the moment Mayiera passed beyond its threshold, Pyri hit the gate mechanism and caused it to quickly begin to seal shut behind her.

 Lina shadowstepped through the gate behind Mayiera while Pyri hopped down off the wall, casting fly on herself at the last second to prevent taking fall damage as she landed beside Lina and Mayiera.

 “Cool tattoos.” Pyri commented as she eyed the markings on Mayiera up and down.

 “Thanks.” Mayiera grinned back at her. They didn’t have much more time to chat, though, as they watched from one of the nearby streets an army of White Tree guards marching forward - at least 20 and all heavily armed, with anti-magic shields and elite staff wielders mixed in.

 “Do you know how to get back to Kagil’aktos?” Pyri asked her.

 “Yes.” Mayiera replied.

 “Okay. Just steer clear of those shields and you’ll be fine. We’ll lead them away and lose their trail.” Pyri looked at Lina and Lina nodded back at her. “Greater invisibility.” Pyri tapped Mayiera’s shoulder, causing her to vanish from sight. “You go left, I go right?” Pyri then asked Lina, and Lina shrugged back. 

 From there, Pyri took off into the air utilizing her fly spell, while Lina shadowstepped to the right, away from the clearing.

 The guards initially looked disoriented on which of them to pursue, but eventually a captain barked orders and the guards split off, chasing after both Lina and Pyri, and rushing forward to the spot where Mayiera had been made invisible in an attempt to dispel the magic with the antimagic shields.

 Unfortunately for them, by the time they reached that spot, Mayiera was long gone, leaving the guards to fan out aimlessly in search for her and trying to spot any traces of her footprints, but found none as she had utilized her hovering to float slowly and soundlessly away from the prison.

 It was easy for Lina to lose the tail of guards, she simply had to keep shadow stepping through the streets of the city until she was so far away that it would be impossible for anything but another shadow dancer to be following her. She kept in mind Mayiera’s words, though, that Viella was relentless, and made sure to double check that she wasn’t being followed before making her way back to the party hideout.

 Pyri had a bit of a harder time losing them, being forced to fly up into the branches and then back down between the buildings multiple times, repeatedly breaking line of sight with the elite staff-wielding guards that were pursuing her with their own fly and short-range teleport spells, but eventually she managed to shake them off, and arrived back at the hideout roughly 30 minutes later.

 When she stepped inside, she saw Aegis, Lina, Rakkan, Darkshot, and Snowflake with Darkwing on his back all waiting for her.

 “Ah, you made it back first. Good.” Pyri smiled at Lina as she entered the building, slightly out of breath.

 “Amazing job guys, you pulled it off. We already got the quest completed message.” Aegis cheered at her and Lina.

 “Yup. That means Mayiera made it back to Kagil’aktos by herself.” 

 “Good, I can drop my multicast focus on her invisibility.” Pyri sighed with relief as she waved her hand in front of herself to cancel the spell. “What about the other quest?” Pyri asked.

 “I’m working on it.” Aegis replied as he walked over to the table in the center of the room. There, Pyri saw that one side of the table was being used by Rakkan for deciphering of the strange runed book, and the other side of the table was taken up by Aegis’ alchemy tools as he was in the process of working on concocting something.

 “This…” Aegis motioned to two vials of clear liquid. “Is the poison that Kagil’aktos wanted made by the apothecary. I couldn’t get it directly from the apothecary, but I watched him brew it and copied the recipe perfectly. It’s incredibly deadly, check it out.” Aegis held it out for Pyri to inspect.




	
Name: Death Poison
Type: Poison Elixir
Quality: 71%
Effect: Deals 16,312 poison damage a second after being ingested. Lasts one hour.
Option 1: Resistant to Cleansing Effects
Description: A mixture of essence of death, val’dir scorpion poison, shadow spider poison, and yix’lir extract. Created by Aegis.








 “Wow.” Pyri’s eyes went wide as she eyed it. “That’s pretty insane damage.”

 “Yep. Has to be ingested though. I looked it up, it’s hard to get NPCs to drink things, the game rules prevent you from forcing players or NPCs to eat or drink things against their will.” Aegis explained.

 “Makes sense.” Pyri nodded back.

 “That just means you’ve got to trick your enemy into drinking it then, right?” Darkshot confirmed.

 “Yep.” Aegis nodded back.

 “Remind me not to drink or eat anything from strangers anymore in this game.” Darkshot groaned.

 “You shouldn’t do that anyway.” Rakkan mumbled under his breath while shaking his head, not looking up from the old text in front of him. 

 “But,” Lina looked at Aegis as he was moving back into his chair in front of his alchemy tools. “It’s really impressive you could craft it. Are you working on making more?” Lina asked him.

 “No, not more… I made one for Kagil’aktos, and one for myself. I had enough ingredients leftover to make a third, though, so I’m using that to develop an antidote. It’s proving difficult.” Aegis explained as he focused back on his ingredients set before him. “It’s likely that Kagil’aktos plans to poison his brother with this, and if he does it won’t be something I can just heal through if we change our minds and want Kur’aktos alive. So this’ll be our back up plan.”

 “I thought the quest was to remove Kur’aktos from power?” Darkshot replied confused. “Why would we ever want to cure him of this poison? It sounds like Kagil’aktos is handling the hardest part of the quest for us.”

 “Yeah, in a way, that’s right…” Aegis replied as he paused, looking over at his companions. “But something has felt off about these quests. Luryala’s quest, and the Seekers quest, they’re the same, but different for some reason. It feels like Luryala’s request is for the sake of saving her people from Kur’aktos’ rule. But this one…”

 “Something was really weird about that lady we just broke out of prison. I think she’s bad news…” Lina commented with a worried expression.

 “Hm… you think, we’re accidentally being the bad guys?” Pyri said what they were all thinking, causing them all to pause and ponder.

 “I’m hoping, maybe, that the answer lies in those runes. But either way, we won’t know for sure until we meet with Kur’aktos and talk with him about his ruling tyrant ways directly. I have a feeling that only then will what’s actually going on be revealed. Don’t forget, this is an Extreme III quest.”

 “That means it’s harder than your Hrath’mir quest.” Darkshot replied.

 “Exactly. And while it hasn’t been easy, nothing has seemed impossibly hard yet. Which means…”

 “The hard part has yet to come.” Pyri replied and they all went quiet once more, glancing between one another.

 “Well…” Rakkan lifted his head up from his book. “I’ve got good news, and bad news.” He drew attention onto himself from the others as he carefully closed the old tome as to not damage its decrepit, crumbling pages. “The good news is, I think I understand the dialect of this ancient language now. I know what those runes were back in Kagil’aktos’ office.”

 “Really? What were they?” Aegis asked excitedly as everyone looked at Rakkan with eagerness.

 “They’re a type of protection rune. Even though I understand it, I can’t learn it, it’s not meant for my class at an intermediate level. I think it’s for advanced rune knights only.” Rakkan explained as he began tapping his fingers on the desk, pondering. “The way the runes are set up, it seems like they only work if you have a set of four of them nearby. The range wouldn’t reach Belmiure from here, it’s not that big, but it's pretty big.”

 “What kind of protection are we talking about?” Darkshot asked.

 “Not sure… I can’t say without seeing it in action. But it's definitely defensive in nature.”

 “Okay, so nothing bad. He could just be using that old ancient rune language as a precaution to protect himself and the seekers, right?” Pyri replied.

 “That’s the good news. What was the bad news?” Lina asked.

 “Well, the dialect, according to this tome…” Rakkan lightly tapped the cover of the book. “Is used solely by those who worship something called the Lord of the Void. One who wants to bring destruction to everything in this realm, including the gods of dark and light.” 
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“The enemy of my enemy is my… friend?” Darkshot asked with an extreme lack of certainty, raising his eyebrow as he looked around to gauge the others reactions to his words. 

 “No. Nope. This isn’t that.” Aegis shook his head in response. “Let’s think this out, consider all the facts that we know, and come to an agreed upon conclusion. Figuring out the true nature of whats going on here may be the very challenge of this Extreme III quest in the first place.” Aegis said while leading back in his chair and staring up at the ceiling.

 “Okay, first fact, these seeker guys are using a dialect of the ancient language used solely by worshippers of a guy who basically represents destruction and chaos.” Darkshot replied while crossing his arms.

 “When we were escaping the prison together, Mayiera, the warlock, did brag about her strong connection to her ‘lord’. I thought it was weird because, most warlocks work by stealing powers from dark gods. Mayiera didn’t mention a god, nor did it sound like she was ‘stealing’ his power.” Lina explained.

 “Whooo boy.” Darkshot rolled his eyes.

 “Did we just break a really bad person out of prison?” Pyri asked worriedly.

 “Sounds like it. But it was part of the quest. Don’t feel bad. It was never going to progress until we did that.” Aegis tried to reassure them. 

 “She killed a lot of guards…” Lina replied guiltily.

 “Don’t worry about that now, we’ve got to focus on what we do next.” Aegis chimed in again. “So, Kagil’aktos and the Seekers are likely hated for their connection to this dark lord. A detail they conveniently left out when talking to us. Therefor we can assume that their intentions are not what they say they are.” Aegis scratched his chin. “So we definitely don’t want them to succeed in their plan, whatever it is. But as it stands we don’t have any other method of meeting Kur’aktos, which leads us to the next question…”

 “Is Kur’aktos really the bad guy here?” Rakkan asked on Aegis’ behalf.

 “Well… like I explained in the party chat, he makes everyone work the majority of their lives, and doesn’t let them choose what they do. Everyone in this city are basically his slaves, in a way. Except for the people up on the Royal Ring.” Darkshot shrugged.

 “He’s also extremely xenophobic, which is why we’re forced to walk around with these hoods.” Pyri motioned to her Seeker hood that she currently had up.

 “Yeah…” Lina nodded along with her.

 “So I guess that settles that?” Darkshot asked while Aegis looked between the others briefly.

 “Extremely racist. Enslaves his people to work all day at jobs they don’t want to work, arrests them if they refuse… it’s pretty cut and dry.” Rakkan said.

 “I’m…” Aegis hesitated as he continued to ponder. “I’m not so sure that’s true.” 

 “Heh?” Darkshot looked at Aegis as if he was crazy.

 “What’re you talking about? You think those things are socially acceptable?” Pyri raised her eyebrows at him with extreme skepticism.

 “No, no, I’m not saying racism and slavery are acceptable, but, he might not be doing it out of malice, or to abuse his power. He might be doing it because he feels its necessary.” Aegis explained.

 “How could it possibly be necessary?” Darkshot sighed.

 “Let’s consider the facts…” Aegis stood up from his alchemy tools on the table and began pacing around the room while everyone else watched him closely, including his viewership of 80,000 viewers. “We all saw those creatures wandering through the wasteland outside the city, right?” Aegis said, and got a few nods. “Think, why would you build a city here, in the middle of this wasteland, knowing that such deadly creatures were marching around outside?”

 “Because of the tree, right?” Lina replied.

 “Exactly. If we assume the tree came before the city, and not the other way around, then they’re relying on it. He might be so strict as a means to just keep the city running and surviving in this hostile environment, because he thinks he has to. If they lose this tree, they lose everything.” Aegis explained.

 “That doesn’t say anything about their extreme xenophobia though.” Pyri crossed her arms.

 “Well, let’s think… what was at the entrance to the underrealm where we came in, initially?”

 “The Darxon cultists.” Rakkan replied.

 “And what did they do to Dark Elves?”

 “Trick them, then enslave and torture them.” Darkshot nodded along as though he was starting to see Aegis’ angle.

 “Yeah, and I’m willing to bet that other pathways from the surface to the underrealm are also preyed on by other cultists. The cultists consist of all surface races, so if that’s the Dark Elves only experience with people on the surface, it only makes sense that he wouldn’t want them in the city. Why risk it?” Aegis continued to pace.

 “You’re making a lot of assumptions to explain his behaviour, when it otherwise can easily be explained by him just being a bad guy.” Pyri pulled her lips to the side.

 “Yeah, you’re right. I could be wrong, he could just be a racist, power-abusing tyrant warlord. Luryala and many of the other seekers fled the city believing that. But, there is a chance they were coerced and manipulated into believing that by someone whose aim is to destabilize the city and destroy it.” Aegis stopped at the end of the room and crossed his arms, staring between his party members as he saw them all thinking on his words. It went quiet for a moment as the group did nothing but glance between one another, deep in thought.

 “The fact is, there’s really no way of knowing. Not unless we meet and talk with Kur’aktos directly, to figure out what kind of guy he is.” Rakkan broke the silence.

 “Yeah. Exactly.” Aegis nodded as he moved to sit back in his chair. “That’s why I need this antidote. We’re certain the Seekers are up to something, and are likely not our friends. But we’re unsure about Kur’aktos and his guards. The Extreme III difficulty of this quest may very well be due to everyone being our enemies, or something else entirely. We should prepare for all possibilities.” 

 “But we’re still going to do these quests with the seekers? Even though we know they’re bad?” Darkshot asked with hesitation.

 “Yeah. We’ve come this far, it’s the only way we have to meet Kur’aktos. There are possibly other ways to do it, but they could take months to discover. We’re only on part 3 of a 5 part quest chain. If we assume part 4 is the quest involving meeting Kur’aktos, then part 5 of the quest is still unknown.” Aegis continued to explain as he got to work on mixing ingredients together and keeping track of changes in the item cards.

 “So you’re counting on part 5 of the quest chain to reveal the true nature of both Kagil’aktos and his brother, Kur’aktos?” Lina asked.

 “Yeah, I guess. It’s a bit of a gamble, but as long as we’re prepared for anything and have each other, I think we can handle whatever the quest throws at us.” Aegis replied confidently, and with out realizing it, he’d made all of his party members shamelessly blush. 

 “Well, when you put it like that…” Pyri mumbled softly. 

 “You’re right. No matter what happens, you can count on me. Darkshot. I shoot…”

 “From the darkness, yeah yeah.” Rakkan rolled his eyes at him. 

 “Hey, not cool, don’t interrupt my catch phrase.”

 “That’s not a catch phrase.” Rakkan grumbled.

 “It is, don’t be jealous you don’t have one.”

 “I don’t want a catch phrase.”

 “You sure? You had a line back in the training grounds. What was it again…? I’m not an encyclopedia?”

 “That’s not a catch phrase, though.” 

 “Nah, not by itself. You gotta work on it a bit. Embrace your lore knowledge.” Darkshot motioned to the closed ancient tome on the table. “Something like, I’m Rakkan, fear my knowledge.” 

 “Seriously?” Pyri jumped into the conversation and raised her eyebrows at him.

 “That’s pretty lame…” Lina whispered.

 “I’m never going to say that.” Rakkan crossed his arms and glared at him.

 “Okay, okay, how about this. Rakkan is here. Suck on my lore.” Darkshot tried.

 “What the hell does that even mean? Suck on my lore?” Rakkan shook his head while Lina and Pyri had to hold back a burst of laughter, all the while Aegis continued to focus on brewing. 

 “Ok, ok, I’ll keep working on it. I’ll come up with something good, though. Don’t worry.” Darkshot assured them.

 “Shouldn’t things like that come from the person saying them?” Lina asked.

 “Yeah, but, he’s never going to make one as cool as I can. His name’s Rakkan, it’s hard to make that catchy.” Darkshot shrugged, causing Rakkan to roll his eyes at Darkshot. “Oh, I got it. I’m Rakkan, and I reckon this party’s over.” Darkshot tried, pronouncing reckon so that it sounded like Rakkan. 

 “They’re getting worse.” Pyri chuckled. 

 The party continued discussing various things, doing their best to not disturb Aegis’ work as he continued to try out different ingredients to create an antidote. At one point, he was forced to send Darkshot out into the city to a herbalists shop on the lower branches and retrieve as large of a variety of herbs as he could, then return, which Darkshot was able to do without a hitch.

 From there, after hours of work on the concoction, and multiple level ups in his alchemy skill, Aegis was finally able to complete the antidote.




	Level up!: Alchemy has reached level 57!






 “Got it, finally.” Aegis sighed with relief as he put down his tools and leaned back in his chair.

 “You made an antidote?” Lina asked excitedly as the others looked over. 

 “Yup. The final preparation for the quest is complete.” Aegis stood up and stretched. “Everyone ready and well rested? From here on out, it’s probably gonna get hard.” Aegis explained.

 “I’m ready.” Lina smiled back at him.

 “Let’s do it.” Darkshot answered.

 “Ready.” Pyri nodded.

 “Same. Can’t wait to finally leave this building and see the city with my own eyes.” Rakkan replied. 

 “Well… actually…” Aegis smiled awkwardly at Rakkan, to which he squinted at Aegis anxiously. “I was thinking, you hang back.” 

 “Hang back?” Rakkan raised an eyebrow.

 “Yeah. No one has seen you yet, not even Kagil’aktos. You or Snowflake. Without doing it on purpose, you kind of became our secret weapon. Elite NPCs are smart, they plan ahead, but they can’t plan for things they don’t know.” 

 “So you want me to wait here, still?” Rakkan sighed.

 “No, not wait here. Just, follow us but hang back and stay hidden. Pyri, keep Snowflake invisible, and you can use him to fly wherever you need to fly. I’ll give you a signal for when to jump in. We’ll be counting on you to get us out of trouble.”

 “Okay.” Rakkan nodded, suddenly filled with determination.

 “Hm… Showing up out of nowhere to save the day, in front of a stream of 80,000 viewers… could be a really good time to use a catchphrase. Just saying.” Darkshot gave Rakkan an expectant nod.

 “I’m not using a catchphrase.” Rakkan sighed back at him.

 “Fine, you’re loss.” Darkshot shrugged.

 “Right. I guess you’re back to being invisible.” Pyri walked over to Snowflake who squawked excitedly and tapped him on his head lightly, causing him to disappear.

 “You stay with them, just incase, okay?” Darkshot said to Darkwing, causing him to coo and flutter over onto Rakkan’s shoulder. Rakkan glanced at the pigeon awkwardly before looking back at the others as they prepared to head out of the door, hoods up.

 “Be careful. I’ll follow you out after a few minutes.” Rakkan said.

 “We’ll leave at different times and meet at the Pale Watch tavern. Be careful not to draw attention, we’ve already made enough commotion in this town with the prison break and the alchemy shop visit. The guards are probably already keeping an eye out for us, even the non-elite ones.” Aegis explained and the others nodded. “I’ll head out first.” Aegis finished, making sure to add the poisons and antidote to his inventory before leaving.

 “Be careful!” Lina waved him off.

 “I’ll be fine.” Aegis winked at her as he shut the door behind himself. He said this, but in truth the moment he was back out on the streets of the City of the White Tree, he got anxious and began nervously glancing around for any guards that might be watching him. 

 Like before, there were hardly any guards on the ground level, but the tavern they needed to get to was up on top of one of the lower branches. Using his memory of the layout of the city, he made it so that he’d climb up a staircase onto the lower branches that was close to the tavern, giving him a minimal amount of walking distance from the top of the stairs to the tavern entrance.

 Sure enough, as he ascended the stairs he saw two guards standing watch at the top of them. He hesitated the moment he spotted them, and decided to wait until a family of Dark Elves consisting of a mother, father, and two young boys were making their way up the stairs onto the lower branch.

 Aegis followed behind them uncomfortably close, using them as shield to hide from the view of the guards as they climbed the stairs and walked past them. 

 It worked - he was able to obscure himself enough that the guards didn’t react to him passing at all. And from there, he scurried away from the family towards the entrance of the Pale Watch tavern built into the base of the tree and quickly stepped inside. Once the door had shut behind him he let out a sigh of relief and leaned his back up against the closed door for a moment as the Bartender looked at him curiously from behind the bar across the tavern floor.

 Aegis collected himself and marched forward, saying the standard line to get the room key he needed, then went up the stairs to the second floor and entered the room with the spiral staircase.

 From there, he descended the stairs and entered the second, hidden tavern filled with Seekers who all looked at him apprehensively as he entered. 

 This time he saw not Kagil’aktos tending to the bar, but Mayiera. It was Aegis’ first time seeing her, and her many glowing runes on her body mixed in with her glowing eyes and floating hair was very off putting. Everyone stopped talking and drinking to stare at Aegis and silence fell over the room.

 “I’m here to see Kagil’aktos. I have his delivery.” Aegis explained, which was followed by a long awkward silence.

 “He’s in his office. He’s expecting you. This way.” Mayiera motioned Aegis to follow her as she turned from the bar and walked through the door behind it. Aegis followed, shuffling across the tavern floor between the seated patrons as all eyes remained on him. He could feel, not see, their heads turning and following him with their eyes as he reached the other end of the tavern and moved through the same door that Mayiera had. 

 Once inside, Mayiera shut the door behind Aegis and he saw Kagil’aktos standing and leaning over his desk with several large pieces of square parchment spread out flat over his desk.

 “Ah, you’ve returned. Good. Did you retrieve the item I asked for?” Kagil’aktos asked him as he straightened his back and smiled at Aegis.

 “Yeah. I’ve got it.” Aegis replied as he took one of the two poison bottles he’d made out of his inventory and handed it over to Kagil’aktos. Kagil’aktos inspected it closely for a moment before turning his attention back to Aegis.

 “We heard there was a commotion on the upper branches, and that Ruxim had not handed out the mixture to you, so I was worried you’d failed. But it appears you managed to replicate Ruxim’s work yourself.” Kagil’aktos gave an impressed nod. “I’ll need to modify the mixture slightly, of course, but this ought to do the trick.” Kagil’aktos shrugged before adding the poison into his inventory.

 “Wait, modify the mixture? Why?” Aegis asked him.

 “Well, because Ruxim reported to the guards that someone matching a seeker’s description was requesting this poison. Kur’aktos is no fool, he’ll suspect someone is looking to poison him using this mixture, now, and will undoubtedly prepare an antidote. It’s not an issue, though. I can add a small infusion to alter the antidote required, making any potential precautions that Kur’aktos take pointless.” Kagil’aktos answered confidently.

 “Oh, great. Good idea.” Aegis nodded back hesitantly. “What would you be adding to it, exactly? Just, curious, as an alchemist myself.” Aegis smiled awkwardly.

 “I’ll keep that a secret for now, just to be safe.” Kagil’aktos winked at him.

 “Yeah. Ok… right. Good thinking.” Aegis replied nervously. From there, Aegis was hit with a quest completed message, as were his other party members that were not present.

 “With this, we’re ready to arrange a meeting between you and Kur’aktos. Your position as a Lord will be the key to getting us into his palace on the Royal Ring. I already have several of my people working within the walls of the Palace, ready to act on my word and arrange the meeting. We’ll make sure it is arranged in a way that removes any suspicion that you or your companions were behind the prison break.” Kagil’aktos explained.

 “Yes, speaking of your companions. Where are the two that saved me?” Mayiera asked Aegis curiously.

 “They’re on their way. We’re arriving separately, to avoid drawing attention.” Aegis explained.

 “Clever.” Kagil’aktos smiled. “Let’s wait until they all arrive, then. Be sure to greet them.” Kagil’aktos motioned to Mayiera and she nodded back at him before leaving the room.

 With Aegis and Kagil’aktos alone, the Dark Elf went back to leaning over his desk and eying the large parchments spread across it. Aegis curiously peered over as well and saw that Kagil’aktos was looking at blueprints for buildings, and a layout map of the Royal Ring.

 “You’ll have an easy way to walk inside, but me and my people will not. If we want to support you in your task, we’ll need a plan on how to get into the palace at the same time you do.” Kagil’aktos explained as he noticed Aegis looking at the maps.

 “So… you’re planning to use us as a distraction to break inside?” Aegis raised an eyebrow at him.

 “Hm, I suppose you could put it like that. But we’ll be there just as support, in case the plan goes south. We will only have one shot at this, so we want to make sure we come at it from all possible angles.”

 “Right…” Aegis nodded back hesitantly. Aegis took the time to carefully analyize the maps alongside Kagil’aktos, doing his best to take in the general layout of both the Palace and the Royal Ring in the time it took for the other three party members to arrive. 

 First, Lina came. Followed by Darkshot, and then lastly Pyri entered with Mayiera behind her.

 “Ah, good, everyone has arrived.” Kagil’aktos clapped his hands together excitedly once Mayiera had shut the door behind Pyri. “Now, let us go over the final part of our plan, where we work together to have you meet with Kur’aktos, and remove him from his position as the Tyrant Warlord.” Kagil’aktos smiled deviously at the group, and following his words Aegis and his party were all hit with a quest prompt. 




	
Quest[4/5]: Meet with Kur’aktos within the Royal Palace on the Royal Ring of the City of the White Tree, providing a distraction to allow Kagil’aktos and the Seekers to infiltrate the Palace.
Objective:  0/1 Infiltration Complete
Quest Giver: Kagil’aktos, The City of the White Tree
Reward: Unknown
Difficulty: Extreme(III)
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                Chapter 173: Kur'aktos


Aegis, Lina, Pyri, Darkshot, and Mayiera all stood a few meters out from one of the many large gates leading into The City of the White Tree. There was a wide, sturdy obsidian bridge in front of them built overtop of the slow flowing moat of magma that surrounded the city, and it was covered with armed White Tree guards who all glared apprehensively at the five of them.

 They were not wearing Seeker’s cloaks, but instead their regular adventuring gear, with the exception of Aegis who wore the fancy business suit that’d been crafted for him by Yuki, to try and give the best impression possible.

 Mayiera, however, wore a mended white version of the Seeker cloak. Aegis had used Emerill’s stolen cloak as a design example and remade one of the seeker cloaks to perform a similar effect, then Mayiera had it enchanted to instead change her appearance to that of a human, rather than a Dark Elf, allowing her to disguise herself alongside the others.

 “Remind me…” Darkshot said nervously as he eyed the angry Dark Elf guards  standing on the bridge, and atop the wall. All of them not taking their eyes off of Aegis and his companions. “What exactly is the plan again?”

 “Well, I’m the Lord of Rene. I sought out an audience with Kur’aktos, and arrived here with my armed, adventuring escort party, in order to establish good relations with Kur’aktos and his people, and possibly trade.” Aegis explained.

 “Shouldn’t Chax be here for this then?” Darkshot asked apprehensively.

 “We’re not actually looking to trade.” Pyri rolled her eyes at Darkshot.

 “It’s just so we can get in.” Lina added.

 “Yeah, but then, why are we waiting outside of the city?” Darkshot replied.

 “It’d be a bit weird to explain how we already got inside without them knowing, wouldn’t it? Especially with all the commotion that we caused the past few days.” Aegis replied.

 “Oh, right. Makes sense.” Darkshot shrugged.

 “Once we’re in the meeting, we’ll talk to Kur’aktos, and…” Aegis paused and glanced over at Mayiera beside him, who was glaring back at the guards. “Well, we’ll see what happens from there.” 

 “Right. Right. Sounds easy.” Darkshot said, standing stiff.

 “Just relax. Act naturally. They don’t expect anything from us, you’re just my adventuring party member who helped me traverse the underrealm to reach this city.” Aegis tried to calm Darkshot down, but it seemed to have the opposite effect despite Darkshot nodding back to him in acknowledgement. He began fidgeting his fingers around and swaying side to side, looking around behind him at the wasteland scenery rather than continue to look forward at the countless angry dark elf guards staring back at him.

 Eventually, though, not long after they’d arrived, the gates into the city slowly began to grind open, just wide enough for a few people to pass through. They watched as four Dark Elves stepped out of the gate and walked towards them across the bridge.

 Immediately, Lina and Mayiera recognized one of the four people to be Viella, the warden of the prison.

 “That’s the warden.” Lina gave a slight nod in her direction.

 “Shadow dancer, got it.” Aegis nodded back as he spotted the short haired Dark Elf.

 “The one beside her is the Commander of the Guard.” Mayiera mumbled, pointing out a tall, broad shouldered elf wearing sparking light pink metallic armor with beautiful engravings carved into it on the spaulders and chest area, all symbols to represent the city of the white tree.

 “Is that…?” Darkshot’s jaw dropped as he saw the color of the metal and its shiny reflectiveness.

 “Mithral.” Aegis nodded excitedly as he eyed the man, [Commander Krael(Elite) - Level 155] sat above his head. The other two NPCs that accompanied Krael and Viella were simply named [Royal White Tree Guard - Level 145]. Aegis couldn’t take his eyes off of Krael’s equipment, though. It all looked incredibly powerful - not just his armor, but a long flowing white cape that trailed behind his legs as he walked, and the gigantic greatsword sheathed on his back that had a magnificent hilt, reminding Aegis of Herilon. He was bald, with a dull round head but a strong sharp jawline and a scar over his right eye that resembled a downward sword slash mark. 

 “Greetings, Lord of Rene.” Krael spoke with a deep voice and lightly bowed his head. “I am Krael, Commander of the Guard in this city. I will be escorting you to meet with the Lord of this Land.”

 “A pleasure to meet you, Krael.” Aegis bowed back as politely as he could.

 “Please forgive any rude stares to receive as we traverse the city, our people are not accustomed to seeing your kind walking about our streets freely.” Krael explained while motioning to the nearby guards on the bridge who were still glaring at Aegis and the others.

 “It’s no problem at all. It’s not our first time going into foreign lands.” Aegis smiled.

 “Good. It is quite the climb to reach the palace, at the top of our Great White Tree. Are you prepared to make the journey now, or would you prefer to rest inside first, given your long journey to reach our city?”

 “We are fine to climb. I am eager to meet your leader as soon as possible.” Aegis replied.

 “Very well. If you follow me, I will take you to him.” Krael smiled with another light bow before turning and walking back across the bridge into the city. Aegis gave a nervous glance to his companions before walking forward, following behind him. Aegis' party and Mayiera followed suit, while Viella and the two royal guards positioned themselves behind them and brought up the rear. Lina did her best to avoid any eye contact with Viella, hoping she wouldn’t recognize her with the seeker cloak off. 

 The moment the group stepped through the gate, Aegis could hear the sound of it slowly grinding shut behind them. 

 Entering the city as a human was a vastly different experience. Just as Krael said, every single Dark Elf that spotted them immediately stopped what they were doing to stand and stare. Some looked with wonder, others with fear. Aegis even saw some people immediately running away upon spotting him and his companions, or shielding their children as though Aegis was a monster that was going to try and snatch them up.

 Still, they continued forward through the streets of the city without any incident. Krael lead them up the nearest staircase so that they arrived atop the lowest level of branches. From there, they walked towards the trunk of the tree and began traversing up the ramps and stairs that wound around it.

 It wasn’t long before the group had arrived at the upper branches, stopping in front of one of the few gates that lead onto the Royal Ring. Krael wasn’t required to provide any documents to the guards that stood watch over the gate - instead the gate was opened the moment the guards had spotted him.

 Krael then led the way through the gate and onto the ramp that rose upwards, leading them onto the Royal Ring. Aegis was anxious to follow behind him, knowing just how densely packed the Royal Ring was with guards. The moment they reached the top of the ramp, though, he was blown away by the beauty and magnificence of the buildings and statues that surrounded them.

 Some structures were built into the thick upper half of the tree, others towards the outside rim of the Royal Ring. Buildings were primarily built out of the dim glowing wood of the tree, but there was a great deal of light gray stone and obsidian that accented and complemented the woodwork.

 Not only that, but the NPCs walking about up on the ring were dressed much more eloquently than those on the lower level. There were fancy silk dresses and dress suits of a unique design that Aegis had never seen before. His first thought upon seeing it was how jealous Yuki would be of them, but then remembered he was livestreaming everything and glanced up to see that his viewership had already shot up to 100,000. 

 Aegis’ jaw dropped without him realizing it as he stopped walking forward and spun around in wonder, taking it all in. This didn't go unnoticed by Krael, though, and he too paused. Rather than rushing Aegis along, he smiled and waited patiently for Aegis to stare in awe at the greatest creations of Dark Elf craftsmanship.

It wasn’t just Aegis, either. Lina, Darkshot and Pyri were all staring in wonder at their surroundings. All of the statues, wall decorations, and even pillars and foundations were covered in beautiful sculptures and decorative engravings that utilized the ever-present light from the tree to accent their forms. Even the shadows they casted seemed to be intentional and a part of the art.

 “Sorry.” Aegis finally realized that he’d been gawking about and Krael was waiting patiently without saying a word.

 “No need to apologize. I imagine you’ve never seen anything like this on the surface.” Krael smiled.

 “No, I haven’t. There’s nothing like this on the surface. How is a tree growing upside down like this even possible?” Aegis asked him curiously.

 “Truthfully, we are not sure ourselves. We believe the tree is a gift, and we do not squander it. The light watches over us, though. It keeps the dark creatures of the underrealm at bay.” Krael explained. “Kur’aktos will know more about such things though.” He added another bow and motioned Aegis to keep following him.

 “Right. Lead the way.” Aegis nodded. From there, the journey through the upper ring began. Aegis was able to, with some difficulty, spot out the purpose of many of the buildings upon seeing them up close. There were many craftsman halls, residential buildings, and other expensive looking shops that lined the streets. The barracks and the wizard’s tower were all built into the tree itself, side by side. On the complete opposite side of the very thick trunk, up another ramp above the Royal Ring, was the palace.

 Its outer walls jutted out from the tree trunk, constructed from pure white marble to blend in with the glowing light of the tree and reflect it.

 There were multiple windows built into the large wall that wrapped a long way around the trunk, but the windows were too high up above the ground level of the upper royal ring for Aegis and his companions to see inside. Instead, they were led by Krael straight to the front gate, carved out of dull white tree wood and covered with swirling elvish engravings. The two Royal Guards that flanked the gates immediately moved to open it for Krael and the others, and Krael led them inside where several female Dark Elf servants were waiting to greet them holding trays with glasses of water on them.

 “Finally. You’ve arrived.” A male voice called out the moment they’d stepped into the main hall of the building. It was a long rectangular room with a high ceiling, and multiple decorative wooden pillars flanking a long dark gray carpet that stretched from the entrance to a wide staircase on the far end of the room. 

 At the top of the stairs they spotted the source of the voice as he stepped down them slowly, waving his hands outwards in a welcoming motion. [Warlord Kur’aktos(Elite) - Level 155)] stood above his head. He had short black hair tied back into a ponytail and was wearing a fancy silk dress suit of white and dark purple colors, not unlike those that Aegis had seen worn by the other people walking around the streets of the upper ring. Like Krael, he too had a very large, imposing build that didn't fit with the typical slender elven image. The moment Aegis spotted him, he felt himself tensing up while hearing Darkshot behind him let out a nervous gasp. 

 “You must be hungry and thirsty after the long arduous journey through the wasteland.” He continued to speak as he reached the bottom the stairs. As he did, Aegis watched Krael, Viella and the two accompanying Royal Guards all kneel in his direction. Darkshot wasn’t sure what to do upon seeing it, so started kneeling as well, but was interrupted.

 “Please, there’s no need for that. You are guests.” Kur’aktos stopped him and Darkshot smiled awkwardly, standing back up while Lina and Pyri threw him anxious glances. A moment later, the NPCs stood up again.

 “Actually, we’re not that hung-” Aegis began saying, but Mayiera suddenly nudged him from behind. “Yes,” Aegis cleared his throat awkwardly. “Yes, you’re right, we’re quite hungry.”

 “Wonderful. My chefs have already prepared us a fantastic meal, of only our finest of dishes. I’m sure you’ll enjoy it.” Kur’aktos smiled, motioning them to follow him as he made his way through a large door leading out of the hallway on their left.

 Krael took lead, and Aegis and the others followed him. Through the door, they found themselves in a large dining hall with a greatly elongated rectangular table. The chairs on the furthest ends were quite some distance from one another and looked much more majestic and decorative than the others.

 Kur’aktos took a seat in one of these end chairs, and Krael and Viella moved to sit in the chairs nearest to him on either side of the table while the two royal guards moved to stand against the back wall behind Kur’aktos.

 Aegis then moved to take a side chair around the room, but Pyri grabbed his shoulders and stopped him.

 “You’re the lord, dummy. You’re supposed to sit at the opposite end, in the other fancy chair.” Pyri whispered to him and motioned to it.

 “Oh. right.” Aegis replied and quickly stopped himself from sitting, then moved to the far side of the table and sat opposite to Kur’aktos. From there, Mayiera, Pyri, Lina and Darkshot all sat in the chairs nearest to Aegis. 

 Once they were all seated, there was a good 5 meters of distance separating Aegis’ end of the table from Kur’aktos.

 “So, what are your first impressions of our city so far?” Kur’aktos asked. 

 “It’s beautiful. I’ve never seen anything like it.” Aegis replied.

 “Oh, surely you’ve got many skilled craftsman on the surface, no?” Kur’aktos smiled. Aegis was thrown off, from the way everyone had spoke about Kur’aktos up until now, nothing was making any sense. He was sure Kur’aktos was just putting on a polite face. 

 “Yes, we have some. I’m one myself, actually. I’ve heard that the wood harvested from your tree actually glows, and I think that crafts made out of such a rare material would hold great value to the people on the surface.”

 “I see, yes. It is quite the rare commodity. I presume it is your primary interest in our meeting today?” Kur’aktos raised an eyebrow.

 “One of several.” Aegis nodded, trying to sound as proper and polite as possible. He briefly looked to Pyri for affirmation on how he was doing so far and she threw him a subtle thumbs up. “But, I must say…” Aegis hesitated, taking a deep breath. “You do not match the descriptions I was given by the Dark Elves I’d met on the surface. They warned me that you were a Tyrant, of sorts. Ruling your people with cruelty.” 

 “Yes, and you do not match my known descriptions of the humans on the surface. Violent brutes with thoughts of nothing but worship of their destructive gods.” Kur’aktos replied with a squinting stare. “It seems rumors have gotten out of hand on both sides.” He let out a soft chuckle, which Aegis responded to by forcing his own chuckle and nervously looked between Lina, Pyri and Darkshot, but they all just shrugged back at him. 

 Before Aegis could say more, though, the doors into the room opened and several servants carrying trays of food entered.

 “Ah, here, the food has arrived.” Kur’aktos smiled as the servants began placing the food around the table, primarily at the ends. Once the trays were set down, the servants lifted up the lids to reveal the strange looking, but delicious smelling dishes. The line of servants kept coming, almost endlessly, until the entire table was filled with a wondrous, diverse feast. 

 Following this, plates, eating utensils and cups were placed on the table in front of everyone, and a final servant came through with a tray of various bottled liquids.

 “Would you care for some Trelyion Wine?” The servant asked politely.

 “Just water, please.” Aegis replied politely, and the servant bowed before filling his glass with water for him. Darkshot, Lina, Pyri and Mayiera all copied this request.

 “Wonderful. Feel free to try a little bit of everything.” Kur’aktos declared excitedly while motioning to the feast. “In particular, the hydramar steak is delicious, and quite a delicacy.” He motioned to several of the dishes containing strange, yellow colored meat. 

 Aegis was hesitant to eat anything, but once he saw that not only Kur’aktos, but Viella and Krael were eating, he felt like he had to. He reached out for several dishes and gathered food from them onto his own plate, then as subtly as possible, he began casting enchant object on the food just to confirm none of it was poisoned or anything before biting into his first bit of meat.

 It was unexpectedly delicious, and the moment he’d eaten some he saw in his interface that he received a stamina recovery buff. It wasn’t as good as the ones provided by his fisher kebabs, but it removed his concerns that Kur’aktos was looking to poison them and he was able to eat the rest of the food much more relaxed.

 Seeing Aegis eating, Darkshot, Lina and Pyri joined in. Mayiera, however, refused to do anything more than sip her water. 

 “And?” Kur’aktos looked over across the table at Aegis expectantly after seeing he’d finished chewing and swallowing his first bit of food.

 “It’s wonderful, like nothing I’ve ever tasted before.”

 “Ah, you’re too kind. I’m sure I would react the same if I were your guest, tasting your surface foods.” Kur’aktos smiled. “I find that everyone is much more open to speaking when their stomachs are full with good food.”

 “Yes…” Aegis said as he stopped eating and put his utensils down. He had to shake himself off and resist the urge to get caught up in the flow of things, reminding himself that he’d come here for a purpose - to discover Kur’aktos’ true nature.

 “Before we are able to establish any specifics on potential trade agreements, I’d like to know a bit more about this city, and it’s leader.” Aegis motioned towards Kur’aktos.

 “Certainly. And I have some questions for you as well.” Kur’aktos replied, also putting down his utensils and taking on a more serious expression. From here, the two stared intently at each other, as if scoping each other out. And in that time, Aegis noticed that everyone else had stopped eating, and tensions began to rise.

 Aegis didn’t want to waste anytime, so he thought carefully on what question to ask that could get him right to the core of the answers he needed, without Kur’aktos being able to politely weave his way out of it with smiles and flattery.

 “Is it true that you killed your brother?” Aegis broke the silence with this question. It somehow got even more quiet after that, so silent you could hear a pin drop on the floor.

 “I see. So even events like that have reached the ears of those on the surface. No wonder I have such a poor image painted of me.” Kur’aktos replied calmly, though Aegis could tell he was holding anger back behind the forced smile that he continued to put on display.

 “But you’re not denying it is true?” Aegis raised an eyebrow.

 “It’s not so simple as if I killed him or not. There are many things you’d need to understand.”

 “Please, explain, so I can learn more about you.” Aegis asked as politely as he could, but quite insistent.

 “Easy…” Pyri whispered to Aegis nervously. 

 “Very well. There’s no avoiding it. You ought to know how things are really like down here, if you are to truly establish a good relationship with me and my people.” Kur’aktos sighed and cracked his neck white Krael and Viella looked at him anxiously.

 “Roughly 100 years ago, my father, Koff’aktos was the ruler of this city. But he was cruel and monstrous. He forced our people to work day and night, with very little rest. He believed that only those necessary to the functional protection of the White Tree, or those necessary to run the city, deserved respect, or rest. So he constructed this Royal Ring to separate those of the lower city, from the upper.

 Naturally, those on the lower city felt oppressed under his cruelty. They were given sparse amounts of foods and water, handed only the scraps. He continued to instill this idea into them that if they worked hard and made themselves worth more, they could live a better life up on the Royal Ring. But in truth, no one from the lower tree ever made it to the upper tree, and he liked it that way. 

 At first, in my younger years, I believed the system was necessary for our survival. I, and I presume you, have seen first hand just how deadly the underrealm can be, and that's not including the threats that make their way down from the surface, or up from the abyss.” He paused and gave Aegis a chance to nod back in acknowledgement.

“But as I got older and matured, I slowly learned of other ways to keep a city safe under these harsh circumstances. I of course tried to share these ideals with my father, but he was not interested in any of it and had me thrown in prison immediately for speaking out against him for 100 years.

Fortunately, my younger brother Kagil’aktos was able to free me from the prison, as he too agreed that my father’s way of ruling was wrong. We both agreed that, if we could find a new source of power to protect our people, we would be able to convince him to change his strict method of ruling to allow our people more freedom in their lives, and therefor more happiness. So, we both sought out the power to do exactly that.” Kur’aktos continued, but as he did, Aegis noticed Mayiera begin clenching her fists under the table.

“I decided I would seek out power through ancient weapons, while my brother, Kagil’aktos, sought it out through ancient magic. My quest eventually led me to discover the long lost art of forging mithral.” Kur’aktos said as he suddenly drew out from his inventory a beautiful, light pink colored longsword to show Aegis and the others for a moment before putting it back away.

“My brother, on the other hand, was led down a darker path, in the ruins of Belmiure. He discovered that an ancient dark lord of void had corrupted the fallen king of the city, which led to its destruction. He sought to utilize and wield that dark lords power for himself, but such dark magic cannot be so easily controlled. Unfortunately…” Kur’aktos paused as he looked down at his table with regret in his eyes.

“He was taken advantage of, and instead, the magic of this dark lord took control of him instead, and attempted to use it to destroy this very tree and bring down our city. I was forced to stop him. Not long after that, with regret and hatred in my heart, I too, brought an end to my fathers rule once he refused to see any reason. I used the power of this mithral to end both of them. But I did it for the people of this city.

So I am sure that many people see me as a cruel, tyrant warlord. But I hope, as leader to leader, you can understand that I did what was necessary for the good of my people.”

“If you hadn’t done what you did, we’d all be dead now.” Krael reassured him as Aegis saw frustrated tears swelling up in Kur’aktos’s eyes. Aegis then looked between Mayiera, staring daggers at Kur’aktos, and back to his companions, and took a deep breath.

“But, you haven’t changed anything, have you?” Aegis asked him curiously, surprising Kur’aktos and the others. “I mean, from what I’ve heard, your people work 72 hours and rest only 10, right?”

“Yes… that is a great change from my fathers rule. He only allowed 1 hour of rest for our people. When I made this change, our people rejoiced… is it done differently where you are from?” Kur’aktos looked at him with a confused expression. 

Aegis, Pyri, Lina, and Darkshot all stared at each other and let out long, drawn out sighs.

“He’s not evil, he’s just kind of an idiot.” Darkshot whispered. 

“What about the ban on religion and worship?” Aegis asked him curiously.

“The war between the gods of light and dark is what tore our world asunder. Why would I invite such forces into our walls?” Kur’aktos replied as if this was obvious.

“That kind of makes sense.” Pyri shrugged awkwardly.

“But, you normally arrest anyone who isn’t a Dark Elf, right?” Lina jumped in with her own curiosity.

“That would seem true from an outsider's perspective, but in actuality we simply require non-Dark Elf outsiders to undergo specific tests, to prove they are not members of certain cultist groups. It just so happens that all of the surface-dwellers that have attempted to enter our walls thus far, did so with nefarious intentions. As you can see yourselves, we have done nothing but show hospitality towards you all.” Kur’aktos explained.

“Even the Plashrim?” Aegis asked.

“Plashrim are not immune to the corruption of evil down here in the underrealm.” Kur’aktos shook his head. “It is more than simply dark and light, and void. There are wild creatures that can blend in and take on appearances of other things or objects. There are parasitic beasts that utilize living hosts to accomplish their goals. Creatures that teleport, or manipulate the minds of those unsuspecting. So many deadly threats, that we must be incredibly cautious every time we open our gates.” Kur’aktos explained. “Which is why…” he cleared his throat. “I am hopeful that our discussions go well. It is the first time for me to speak with a lord on the surface, and I hope that through trade and good relations, we could improve the lives of each other's people greatly.” Kur’aktos finished.

Following his words, there was another long silence as Aegis thought on what to say next, briefly watching his companions to try and understand what they were thinking through their eyes. Eventually, Aegis’ eyes landed on Mayiera who had been glaring angrily up until now.

As he’d remembered just how dangerous a situation they were actually in due to her, he watched as suddenly her glare faded and was replaced by a wide grin. Aegis wasn’t sure what’d caused the grin, but quickly looked back across the table and saw that Kur’aktos had just taken a drink from his glass of wine.




	Quest Complete!
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“Shit!” Aegis shouted as he shot up from his chair, realizing what had just happened just as Kur’aktos suddenly let out a violent cough and stumbled up onto his feet. Almost immediately, Aegis saw red damage numbers popping up above his head. The moment they’d appeared, everyone else in the room reacted as well by standing up from their chairs.

 “My lord?” Krael asked with concern.

 “The poison. The seeker poison. No matter, I was anticipating something like this, due to recent events.” Kur’aktos coughed as he fumbled into his inventory, pulling out an antidote vial and quickly drinking it. Just as Kagil’aktos had predicted, Kur’aktos prepared for the poison. But Aegis already knew that the antidote wasn’t going to work, and the damage numbers kept appearing. During this commotion, Mayiera suddenly dashed across the room towards him, her right hand glowing dark purple.

 Mayiera managed to get to Kur’aktos with incredible speed, reaching out around Krael to rip something off of his neck just as Lina managed to shadowstep across the room and push Mayiera back away from doing any additional damage to Kur’aktos.

 “What’re we doing Aegis?” Darkshot shouted in confusion.

 “Don’t let Kur’aktos die!” Aegis declared as he jumped up onto the table and ran across it to reach him, while Viella looked at Mayiera and Lina with a look of wide eyed shock.

 “You…” Viella mumbled in disbelief as Lina nervously looked back and met her eyes, seeing the recognition in them. “This is the one who infiltrated the prison, and Mayiera. They are with the seekers!” Viella shouted to Krael, who quickly gritted his teeth and drew out his blades.

 “Hoo boy.” Pyri sighed as she pulled out her staff. Just as Aegis was about to get close enough to Kur’aktos to heal him, Krael charged at Aegis with his greatsword.

 “You will not harm our lord.” Krael declared to Aegis. He was forced to, extremely quickly, equip his shield of Eirene and throw it up to brace a swing from Krael’s sword that impacted his shield with a violently loud metallic ringing sound.




	You take 26,230 slashing damage.






 “Damnit!” Aegis jumped backwards to avoid a second swing. “Mithral swords are no joke.” He said to himself as he stumbled a few steps over the dishes on the table. “I’m not trying to hurt him, I’m trying to heal him. I’m a priest of Eirene.” Aegis declared.

 “A follower of one of the gods that bring nothing but destruction. I will not be fooled.” Krael replied as he jumped up onto the table and prepared to swing at Aegis again.

 “I don’t have time for this, that poison does too much damage.” Aegis shouted to his companions.

 “I got it.” Pyri declared, waving her staff and creating multiple cinderbolts and sending them out at Krael. From there, Aegis was able to quickly run beyond Krael by hopping off the table and running around him. He ignored Krael’s swings that came at him from above, and wasn’t punished for doing so thanks to Pyri catching the sword swings with small bursts of cinders redirecting Krael’s swing away from Aegis and forcing him to miss.

 “Don’t think so, wizard.” Viella turned and glared at Pyri, then shadowstepped across the room behind Pyri and prepared to slash at her from behind. Lina matched the teleport, though, and parried Viella’s daggers and knocked her away. Once she had, Mayiera took advantage of Lina being gone to run for the door and leave the dining room.

 “She took the inner chamber key!” Kur’aktos called out, struggling to reach out after her as his health began to dip dangerously low from the poison.

 “Heal!” Aegis slid the final meter to get in range of Kur’aktos and touch him, channeling holy energy into his body to mend the damage. “Fucking hell. Healing Wind! HEAL!” Aegis shouted after he saw that the damage he’d healed was being overtaken by the damage numbers ticking down. “What’s the key for? Why’d she steal it?!” Aegis quickly asked Kur’aktos as he healed him some more, all the while Krael ran at Aegis and attempted to slash his sword down on him again. Pyri protected Aegis, while Lina protected Pyri.

 “That key opens the inner chamber of the White Tree, where the source of its light is kept safe. If the seekers get inside there, they can easily destroy it and kill the tree. The Master of the Tree stands in its defense, but she may not be able to…” Kur’aktos interrupted himself with a cough. “If you are not with the seekers, then you mustn’t let them reach that chamber, or the tree that protects this city will fall and my people will die.” Kur’aktos forced the words out between Aegis’ heals. Hearing this, Krael finally stopped striking out at Aegis, and Aegis and his party were all hit with quest prompts that appeared in their peripheral vision. 




	
Quest[5/5]: Protect the City of the White Tree from the Void Harbinger that has been attempting to bring about its destruction for the past century.
Objective: 0/1 Void Harbinger Slain
Quest Giver: Warlord Kur’aktos, The City of the White Tree
Reward: Refining Proficiency: [Mithral], Mining Proficiency: [Mithral], Amulet of Pure Light
Difficulty: Extreme(III)
Restrictions: The City of the White Tree must not be destroyed. Kur’aktos must not die.








 “Holy shit, a mastercraft item reward? And those proficiencies!" Darkshot’s eyes went wide as he saw the notification.

 “It’s extreme three, this won’t be easy.” Pyri tried to bring him back down to reality.

 “Aegis?” Lina asked him for directions after accepting the quest, seeing that Viella had stopped trying to kill Pyri.

 “My lord, you are trusting these foreigners, even knowing they worked with the seekers?” Viella asked him.

 “They were most likely tricked by the void harbinger’s manipulative words, as so many have been before them. Either way, this one is healing me and the only reason I am still alive. I don’t believe he would do that if he wanted to destroy us.” Kur’aktos explained as he watched Aegis cast heal on him a few more times, barely being able to offset the damage from the poison. “I cannot fight like this. You are healer from the surface, can you remove this poison from my body?” Kur’aktos turned to Aegis.

 “Cleanse,” Aegis tried, but as he’d expected it had no effect despite gaining experience and reaching level 3. “Not with magic, it’s resistant to magic removal. But maybe with an antidote…” Aegis’ mind began to race. “Go stop Mayiera, cut her off by any means necessary. I’ll make sure Kur’aktos is healed. Once I’ve got an antidote made, we’ll join you.” Aegis commanded his party, and without any hesitation, all three of them ran out of the dining room after Mayiera.

 “Help them, I will be fine here.” Kur’aktos commanded Krael and Viella. Viella nodded in response, and Viella motioned the two royal guards to follow her out of the room before leaving herself. The guards, however, moved slowly and were still in the room by the time she’d left.

 “I will not leave you here alone unprotected in such a state, especially not with this foreigner.” Krael refused, to which Kur’aktos sighed.

 “I’m fine, I assure you, it’s-”

 “Look out!” Krael interrupted Kur’aktos, motioning to the two Royal Guards who suddenly turned in the doorway with spears drawn and thrust them forward towards Kur’aktos. Aegis lifted his shield at the last moment to brace one strike while Krael parried the other.

 “You die here today, tyrant!” The guards shouted with a dark glow in their eyes.

 “More seekers, hidden in our ranks.” Krael growled at them as he engaged them with his mithral greatsword. Aegis wanted to help, but it was taking all of his focus to continuously cast heal on Kur’aktos and keep him alive.

 “Damnit…” Aegis frustratedly turned from the fight as Krael stood between him and the royal guards and began clashing his sword against the tips of their spears. Aegis quickly did a wide sweeping arm motion over the top of the dining room table to clear a section of it off, then went into his inventory and pulled out his alchemist tools, dropping them down around the table while intermittently casting a heal on Kur’aktos.

 “That healing magic is powerful. How long can you keep it up for?” Kur’aktos asked him worriedly.

 “Not forever. You any good at alchemy?” Aegis replied as he began laying out his ingredients on the table in front of him, then sliding the glass of wine closer to himself that he knew had been poisoned.

 “No, unfortunately I am not skilled in alchemy.” Kur’aktos replied regretfully. “I feel too weak to stand. I despise such dishonorable tactics.” Kur’aktos said as his knees wobbled and he placed his hands on the table, struggling to hold himself up.

 “Hang in there, I’ll figure this out.” Aegis said as he took a deep breath. He looked at Krael fighting off the corrupt Royal Guards, then looked at the pale, sweating and low health Kur’aktos, then looked at his alchemist tools he’d set out on the table. “C’mon Aegis.” He whispered to himself with determination.




"Which way did she go, can you track her?” Pyri asked Darkshot as she, Lina and Darkshot ran back out of the front doors of the palace, where outside they began hearing a loud ringing alarm bell coming from the lower branches. Around them and below them on the Royal Ring they saw that Royal guards were engaged in fights with cloaked seekers in every direction they looked.

 “I don’t know, there’s no tracks that my skill is picking up.” Darkshot replied flustered.

 “It’s because she hovers. She probably isn’t walking anywhere.” Lina replied. “It's so chaotic out here..." Lina panned her eyes over the fighting in all directions. "Do you guys know what that bell means?”

 “It means a creature from the wasteland has breached the lower gates.” Viella answered her as she appeared behind the three in the doorway of the palace. Viella then glanced to the right and left and saw that the guards that should’ve been standing watch on the Palace Gate had been killed and were laying lifelessly on the ground nearby. “Most likely a distraction to create chaos, by the seekers. They’ve also breached the Royal Ring. Follow me, the way up to the inner sanctum is over here.” Viella motioned them to follow, then sprinted off away from the gate towards a ramp up off to the side of the palace, leading further up the tree.

 She didn’t just sprint, but shadowstepped intermittently in between, but not so much that the others were not able to keep up with her, until finally they reached the base of a long, steep and thin ramp that wound up the trunk, way up to nearly the very roots of the tree on the roof of the cavern where it met a small landing.

 However waiting at the base of the ramp stood Mayiera, Kagil’aktos, and several cloaked seekers armed with various weapons. They’d reached them just in time to see Mayiera handing over the necklace to Kagil’aktos that she had stolen from Kur’aktos.

 “I really should have just killed the warden.” Mayiera sighed in frustration upon seeing them.

 “So this was your big evil plan? Kill Kur’aktos, steal his inner sanctum key, then bring down the tree?” Darkshot shouted at the collection of Elite NPCs standing before them.

 “Precisely. Our lord revels in destruction. We will put on a most spectacular show for him here today, and it will be all thanks to your help.”

 “Nah, don’t get it twisted. It’s gonna be thanks to us that you won’t do shit.” Darkshot clenched his fist around his ironwood longbow and fired several shots out at them, piercing into both Mayiera, the seekers, and Kagil’aktos. None of them took any damage, despite the arrowheads clearly piercing their skin. Only red 0’s popped up before the obsidian-headed arrows dissipated into thin air.

 “I don’t think so. We are protected by our lord. You cannot harm us.” Kagil’aktos smirked as he turned and began heading up the ramp. “Don’t let them disturb me, I will be done with the tree shortly."


 “Uh… Aegis, we’ve got a problem. They’re immune to damage.” Darkshot said through the party communications. 



Hearing this, Aegis looked up in the dining room and saw that Krael, too, was unable to kill the two royal guards that were fighting him - despite his mithral swords he was also dealing no damage to them. 


 “It’s the protection runes.” Rakkan chimed in. “They work in sets of four, this is what they must do.” 

“How do we disable them, then?” Pyri replied as she, Darkshot, Viella and Lina could do nothing but stare down Mayiera and the seekers as they stood guard at the base of the ramp while Kagil’aktos ascended up it. 

“As long as you destroy one of the four runes, the protection should stop working. We know where one of them is, at least. Should I go there?” Rakkan asked.

“No, Lina will be faster. Take Viella with you, destroy that rune in the Pale Watch tavern.” Aegis replied. “The rest of you, use everything you’ve got to delay Kagil’aktos and Mayiera for as long as possible.” Aegis instructed them.

“Okay.” Lina replied into the party communications before closing it out.



 “Viella, they’re being protected by ancient magic. We can only stop it if we destroy one of their hidden runes. We know where a rune is hidden, but it’s probably protected.” Lina explained, and Viella simply nodded back respectfully.

 “Lead the way.” Viella replied. 

 “Good luck.” Pyri smiled at Lina and Lina smiled back, before both Lina and Viella began shadowstepping away, down the tree utilizing any shadows they could find. Once she was gone, Pyri turned to Darkshot.

 “I’ll handle this warlock and her goons, you go pinning shot the hell out of that Kagil’aktos guy.” Pyri instructed Darkshot, and he nodded back.

 “You will ‘handle’ me?” Mayiera glared at Pyri as she pulled back her white hood to cancel her human disguise and return to her creepy, floating hair and rune covered Dark Elf appearance. “Your magic is no match for the magic of my lord.” Mayiera said as her hands began to glow dark purple.

 “Oh yeah?” Pyri smirked as she cast 4 cinderbolts and sent the bolts at Mayiera from all directions. However, Mayiera finished her own spell and created a black orb that began floating above her head, and once the cinderbolts got close to Mayiera, the black orb sucked in all of Pyri’s cinderbolts like a blackhole, preventing Pyri from manipulating them at all. “Oh, yeah. That’s gonna be a problem.” Pyri took a deep nervous breath.

 “No worries, I got it.” Darkshot said as he shot out several arrows as well, but they too were all sucked into the black hole spell.

 “Kill them.” Mayiera grinned, motioning the four nearby seekers forward. They complied, rushing towards Darkshot and Pyri with weapons drawn.


 “Ok, slight complication, we can’t stop Kagil’aktos.” Pyri quickly explained to the others in the party interface before she was forced to begin manually dodging the spear strikes of the seekers in front of her. 



 Kagil’aktos, on the other hand, had reached the top of the ramp and arrived at the landing in front of the large door at the very top of the white tree. Standing guard in front of it was a tall female dark elf with long wavy black hair and a crown of dimly growing brambles around her head. She wore no armor, though, but a simple cloth outfit, and was clearly not prepared for combat. Despite this, she took her staff out from off her back and held it out in front of herself as she stood between Kagil’aktos and the door leading into the tree’s inner sanctum. [Master of the Tree, Seliolara(Elite) - Level 140] stood floating above her head.

 “You do not belong up here. Return at once.” Seliolara commanded Kagil’aktos, but he simply laughed back at her.

 “I go where my lord wills me to go.” Kagil’aktos replied as his entire body began to emit off a deep black aura that seemed to absorb the light around him, blacking out his surroundings despite the bright white glow of the white tree's roots a few meters above. 

 “Thelya’hak!” Seliolara shouted as she waved her staff forward at Kagil’aktos, causing white roots to suddenly shoot out of the dim gray planks of wood on the floor of the landing they stood on. The roots formed into sharp spears and pierced into Kagil’aktos, but none of it dealt any damage, and he quickly drew out a longsword and slashed away at the roots to break himself free.

 Then, with a sudden burst of incredible speed, he dashed forward and wrapped the fingers of his left hand around Seliolara’s neck and lifted her up off her feet, preparing to begin slashing at her with the longsword in his right hand.

 “You cannot stop me, Master of the Tree.” Kagil’aktos cackled as he pulled his sword arm back, but as he thrust it forward, it was slashed away by Rakkan’s sword, while simultaneously Snowflake dug his talons into Kagil’aktos’ shoulders and flung him back away from Seliolara.

 “Yeah, but I can.” Rakkan declared as he, having jumped off of Snowflake’s back to land beside Seliolara and protect her, moved to stand in front of her. Simultaneously, Snowflake recomposed himself after the flinging strike and landed beside Rakkan, lowering his head and glaring at Kagil’aktos. “Rune:Echo.” Rakkan shouted, creating three more copies of himself wielding all of his weapons - the echo wielding the crossbow jumped onto Snowflake’s back.

 “Who the hell are you?” Kagil’aktos glared at him with a hint of surprise and confusion.

 “I…” Rakkan pondered for a moment, but nothing flashy came to mind. “Am the encyclopedia.”
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“This is going to get out of hand really fast!” Pyri shouted to Darkshot as she continuously jumped backwards and recast cinderbolts to protect herself. She was able to deflect the strikes of several seekers using the balls of cinders for a few moments at a time before the black hole spell of Mayiera would suck them in. 

 Seeing her still being effective, though, Mayiera opted to start marching closer to Pyri so that her spells would get absorbed instantaneously.

 “I can hold the seekers off, but not if that black hole gets any closer!” She added as she saw Mayiera begin marching forward.

 “I’ll keep her away.” Darkshot declared anxiously, followed by a bending of his knees to launch himself forward around an incoming seeker. He maneuvered around the seeker’s thrusted spear to get beside, then behind him, and charged at Mayiera. Mayiera turned her attention to Darkshot and prepared to avoid whatever attack he was planning to do, but wasn’t expecting what he was actually doing - a head-on body tackle. He flipped his longbow over his shoulder before wrapping his arms around Mayiera’s waist and lifting up her light, dark elven body up off of her feet before running towards the edge of the palace’s upper ring where a small, waist high stone wall sat to prevent people from falling off.

 Darkshot didn’t stop, though, with the intention of tackling Mayiera off of the side of the platform completely. It was at the last moment of being taken in by Darkshot’s charging attack that Mayiera realized what he was doing, and was forced to cancel her blackhole spell and lower her hands from above her head to grab onto Darkshot’s shoulders. Just as her back was slammed into the wall on the edge of the upper ring, she used her footing and grip on his shoulders to conjure incredible strength, shifting herself to the side and thrusting Darkshot forward, over top of the wall beside her and off of the side of the platform.

 Darkshot lost his balance and wasn’t expecting her burst of strength, empowered by her warlock magic, and was caught up in his own charging momentum which she used to do the fling. He still had his grip on her waist, however, and decided at the last second that if he was going to fall, she was coming with him, and held on tight - yanking her over the wall off the side alongside him.

 “Darkshot, you idiot!” Pyri shouted as she watched both Mayiera and Darkshot disappear off the side of the upper ring, but she hadn’t time to jump in and try to help him as she was collapsed on by the nearby seekers. It wasn’t just the initial four either, more and more seekers were beginning to join in attacking Pyri as the remaining White Tree guards began to fall to them. They stood no chance against the seekers, due to them still being immune to damage.

 Pyri was forced to protect only herself. Even with her incredible spell control, the amount of damage-immune opponents thrusting spears at her was quickly becoming overwhelming.

 “I really need to learn some crowd controll spells.” Pyri shouted in frustration just after redirecting two spears that were thrust towards her head. 



 As Darkshot and Mayiera went into a freefall down towards the bottom of the tree, Mayiera waved her hands outward and stopped their downward motion by shifting into a hover with Darkshot still having his arms wrapped around her waist.

 “Let go of me, filth.” Mayiera shouted angrily at him, then released a burst of dark purple energy from her entire body, dealing small amounts of void damage to Darkshot and forcing him off her body and causing him to fall, by himself, down towards the ground.

 Darkshot panicked as he felt the air rushing up at him, but quickly pulled out his longbow and looked around for the nearest branch.

 “Grappling shot!” Darkshot shouted, firing an arrow that grew a magic rope out of it. The moment the arrow was fired, Darkshot grabbed the rope, even before the arrow had connected to a branch. Once it had, he began swinging to the side and looked up to see Mayiera had lost interest in him and was heading back up using her hovering movement.

 Knowing that Pyri would be in trouble if Mayiera got back up top, he desperately looked for a branch for some footing to land on to free up his hands, and found a thin branch nearby below his feet that he swung to.

 He managed to land on it within a few seconds, before Mayiera’s slow hovering movement took her far out of his vision, and aimed up at her as quickly as he could.

 “Pinning shot!” Darkshot shouted. The arrow flew true, swerving in between the branches up at Mayiera and piercing her leg. It did no damage, but it shot out vines towards the nearby branches and prevented her from moving any further upwards.

 “Hrrrraaah?” She turned and glared down at Darkshot with a horrifying stare of pure rage, then looked at the vines. ”Do not get in my way, insect!” She screeched, and Darkshot could tell she was pissed. Not just from her words, but from the giant black ball of energy that she began forming in her right hand, which moments later, shot forth as a void beam not unlike the beams the mosmir voidreavers used.

 Darkshot was forced to jump off of the branch he was standing on to avoid the blast as the beam smashed into the branch he’d been standing on, but it was channeled and Mayiera began to swerve the beam to follow him as he began to fall - he needed non-linear movements and fast.

 “Grappling shot!” He shouted, firing at another branch and changing his trajectory to swing out of the path of the beam as it began to scorch black energy into the glowing white tree’s branches and trunk.

 “Just die!” Mayiera roared, watching him swing to avoid it frustrated her further and she lifted her other hand, beginning to channel a second beam. Sure enough, a moment later, another one had appeared in front of Darkshot as he swung through the air, forcing him to release his grappling shot rope lest he swing straight into it. 

 His fall after releasing the rope didn’t last long though, as another moderately sized branch waited for his feet below, but he now had two black beams closing in on him from opposite sides as Mayiera remained pinning shotted above him, glaring down with disdain. It was then that Darkshot recalled that they were able to interrupt the voidreaver mosmir by hitting them, and he desperately decided to try that. He pointed an arrow up at Mayiera and shot it out at her head, but she saw it coming and tilted her head to the side to avoid it.

 Darkshot, however, was ready for this, and quickly wiggled his fingers to redirect the arrow to swerve around and come at her again from behind, hitting Mayiera in the back of her head.

 It had worked, even though the arrow dealt no damage it interrupted the channeling on both of the void beams just as they were about to converge onto him. This caused Mayiera to let out another furious roar as her legs were released free from the pinning shot, due to the duration running out.

 “Pinning shot!” Darkshot recast it, and hit her again before she could move.

 “You waste my time. You cannot harm me. How long do you plan to scurry around like an insect and get in the way of my lord’s will?” Mayiera snapped at him.

 “Oh, I'll be here all day, lady.” Darkshot replied as he bent his knees and gritted his teeth, preparing for whatever attacks Mayiera might throw at him next. 



 “Be careful, he has incredible speed. He is empowered by dark magic.” Seliolara warned Rakkan as he stood bravely in front of her as her protector. As she spoke, Rakkan began fanning out his echoes in a circle around Kagil’aktos wielding the single longsword, and Snowflake took off into the air with Rakkan’s crossbow wielding echo.

 “He’s also immune to damage, so no point trying to deal any.” Rakkan called up, his words directed at Snowflake.

 “Whoever you are, this desperate last stand serves to do nothing but waste my time. You cannot stop me.” Kagil’aktos replied as he suddenly dashed forward with an explosion of black void energy around his body. His speed was incredible, but Rakkan’s main body wielding the longsword and spear saw it coming. Having trained with Pyri and the others over the past few months gave him the reaction time needed to parry Kagil’aktos’ incredibly quick attack. Despite this, though, he still took a reduced portion of the damage from the attack.




	You take 9,350 void damage.






 It was a painfull burning surge of energy that shot through the muscles of his body, but he did his best not to show it and used his other two flanking echoes to grab Kagil’aktos and throw him back away from his main body immediately afterwards, to prevent any follow up attacks.

 “Nature’s touch!” Seliolara shouted from behind Rakkan, seeing he’d taken the hit. A wave of green light enveloped Rakkan and healed him up from the damage he’d taken.

 “You can keep me alive?”

 “As much as my mana allows, yes. But my mana supply is not endless.” Seliolara warned him.

 “That’s fine, my friends will be here soon. We just need to hold him back for as long as possible.” Rakkan replied.

 “I understand. I will support you with my healing magic.” Seliolara nodded at him with determination.

 “You will support nothing, Master of the Tree. Soon, your tree will be no more.” Kagil’aktos jumped in as he raised his left, free hand and released several small orbs of black energy that shot out in random directions. All of them curved around Rakkan and shot right towards Seliolara, but Rakkan quickly used himself and the body of his echoes to block the strikes.

 He took a lot of damage from it, but Seliolara reacted by healing him up again by tapping his real body on the shoulder and causing more green magic to swirl around his body. Kagil’aktos saw the attack as a success, though, and prepared to cast it again.

 This time, however, the moment the spell began forming in his left hand, a bolt impacted into Kagil’aktos’ shoulder and interrupted him.

 “A spell cast, no matter how short the cast time, can be interrupted by a well timed attack. You won’t cast that spell again.” Rakkan glared at him as Kagil’aktos looked up at the echo riding on Snowflake wielding the crossbow, as Snowflake circled them in the air in the small gap between the top of the landing they stood on, and the roots of the tree above them. 



 “More seekers have breached the Palace.” Krael announced to Aegis, forcing Aegis to look up from the table at the door of the dining room to see that two more seekers were now trying to kill Krael alongside the two corrupt Royal Guards. Krael, despite his skill, was also beginning to take a lot of damage as he attempted to hold back the attacks of four enemies.

 “Healing wind. Healing wind. Healing wind.” Aegis cast it on himself, Kur’aktos, and Krael before going back to casting another heal spell on Kur’aktos. He was just barely being kept alive as the red numbers of the poison kept on appearing above his head, and Aegis was getting to half mana.

 “Okay, come on. Think.” Aegis said to himself as he looked at the ingredients that Darkshot had bought for him from the alchemist shop. “This is basically every herb and mixture available in this city. Whatever was added to the poison is here in front of me, so therefore the ingredient required for the antidote is here as well.” Aegis thought out loud. “The poison damage matches that of the original poison, so nothing was added to change its potency.” Aegis declared as he looked at Kur’aktos carefully. “Can you tell me how long the poison will last on you?” Aegis asked him.

 “No, we do not possess such a skill like you other-worlders.” Kur’aktos replied with a violent cough.

 “Then, join my party, fast. Both of you.” Aegis fumbled into his party interface and converted it into a raiding party, then sent party invites to Krael and Kur’aktos.

 “What is this?” Kur’aktos replied in confusion.

 “Just, accept it. I know you’ve not much experience with other-worlders, but this will allow me to see more information about your poison.” Aegis explained, to which Kur’aktos hesitantly, without moving his arms, somehow accepted the raid invitation and appeared in Aegis’ raid party interface list. Moments later, Krael did the same, and Aegis immediately saw Krael getting low on stamina.

 “Aura of beauty.” Aegis released a burst of light to help with Krael’s stamina, then turned to heal Kur’aktos again. Now, with him in his group, Aegis saw just how bad Kur’aktos’ situation had been. He had been jumping between 10% and 20% health repeatedly thanks to Aegis’ heals. Once Aegis saw it, he began spam healing Kur’aktos to try and get him further away from death, managing to get him all the way back up to 50% health in spite of the constant damage intake from the poison.

 Once he had him higher, Aegis eyed the poison debuff on Kur’aktos in the interface and saw its duration.

 “It's 1 hour, 26 minutes. The original poison only had a duration of one hour. Whatever ingredient Kagil’aktos added, it had the property to increase the poison's duration.” Aegis said to himself as he excitedly eyed the ingredients set out on the table before him.

 “Many of these would dilute or ruin the mixture, or increase its potency. I can rule them out. Not this…” Aegis threw a pouch of herbs back into his inventory, “or this. Also can’t be this…” Aegis quickly went over each and every ingredients item card, ruling them out one by one, making sure to heal again in between, as the sound of blades clashing from Krael and the attacking seekers continued to overtake the sound of his voice. 

 “It’s gotta be one of these three. Depending on the one he used will determine what I need to add to the antidote mixture to make it work on your poison. Do you have any spare antidotes? If so, we can quickly just try all three.” Aegis asked Kur’aktos.

 “No, unfortunately I only had time to prepare the one, and I have already consumed it.” Kur’aktos replied.

 “Shit.” Aegis groaned as he pulled his own antidote out of his inventory. “I also only prepared one for the original poison. It’ll take too long to make another.” 

 “That means, you only have one shot at creating the proper antidote?” Kur’aktos confirmed.

 “Yeah. If I add the wrong ingredient to this antidote, then it’s game over.” Aegis replied anxiously as the two glanced at each other with knowing nods. “It’s between these three. He either added this,” Aegis motioned to a small brown pouch he’d set on the table with grounded up tiny gray leaves sticking out of the top of it. “Shilgrak weed, or, Terradite,” he motioned to a dull white mushroom with a light blue ring around the base of the mushroom’s head, “Or Haltrey petals.” Aegis pointed at a tiny vial filled with dried black flower petals.

 “Terradite has a pungent odor, it carries it into any mixture.” Kur’aktos said as he eyed the three ingredients.

 “You’re sure?” Aegis asked him.

 “Positive. I am no alchemist, but every child in the city knows the disgusting scent of a Terradite mushroom.” Kur’aktos replied. Aegis healed him again, then leaned forward and took a whiff of the mushroom. Sure enough, it smelt disgustingly similar to rotten food. Then Aegis went and did the same thing with the bottle of wine, and it had no scent at all. “No smell in the wine.” Aegis said.

 “Yes, he’d be a fool to use that, I would have noticed it before I took a sip.” Kur’aktos replied.

 “Okay.” Aegis reached for the mushroom and added it back to his inventory. “That narrows it down to two. Shilgrak weed, or Haltrey petals.” Aegis said as he looked between the final two ingredients anxiously. 

 “Then, let us take our chance. Pick one, and fate will decide the rest.” Kur’aktos replied.

 “No, medicine isn’t about chance, it’s about informed decisions. There’s got to be a way we can determine which one it was.” Aegis gritted his teeth in frustration as he began glaring intensely at the two ingredients, his mind racing over a possible solution. He was running out of time, though, as he saw his mana dip below 40% from the next set of healing spells he’d cast on Kur’aktos and Krael. 

 “Reactions.” Aegis said as a thought suddenly popped into his head, sliding the wine glass closer to himself. “Adding more of the same shouldn’t do anything, but there’s a chance that adding something that wasn’t in the original poison might trigger a reaction. It’s a longshot, but,” Aegis said as he grabbed some of the Shilgrak weed and sprinkled it into the wine glass, then stirred it into the mixture. 

 Nothing happened to the wine, it stayed completely the same color, so Aegis frustratedly turned to the petal vial and opened it, taking a few dried petals out and dropped them into the wine. This time, the red wine began to change it its color to a darker shade of red.

 “I know my wine, I would not have drank it if it was that dark. I would’ve noticed darker coloring.” Kur’aktos declared when he saw the color change slightly.

 “You and Leonard sound like you would get along.” Aegis smirked as he pulled out a white powder from his inventory in a small bottle. “That means he used Shilgrak weed. Therefor, the ingredient I need to add to make the antidote work is this…” Aegis said as he opened the bottle, then opened the bottle with the antidote in it, and quickly poured in the powder into the antidote. Once in, he closed the antidote vial and shook the mixture, then handed it to Kur’aktos.

 “Drink it, it’ll work.” Aegis said confidently.

 “You’re sure?”

 “Yeah, I’m not just an alchemist, I’m a healer.” Aegis smiled with a look of eager determination. Truthfully, though, Aegis wasn’t 100% sure, and as he watched Kur’aktos pop open the antidote bottle, his heart began to race.



 “I’m not sure if he got it right. I’m not an expert on alchemy. Vote in the chat if you guys think Aegis managed to make the correct antidote!” Hae-won shouted anxiously to the audience of 120,000 viewers as she sat on the edge of her seat, leaning forward and staring at the broadcast of Aegis’ stream.



 It felt as though time slowed down to a halt, the sound of Krael’s blades echoing faintly in the background as Kur’aktos tipped the antidote vial into his mouth, and made a loud gulping sound as he swallowed the liquid. 

 Aegis’ eyes went from staring intently to Kur’aktos as he drank it, to staring at Kur’aktos’ name in the interface as his health, finally, stopped dropping. The poison debuff was removed from him.

 “I think it worked, my strength, it’s returning to me.” Kur’aktos announced as he stood up straight for the first time since he’d been poisoned.



 “Oh thank god. That was a butt clencher.” Hae-won let out a sigh of relief as she looked at the poll she’d created. “And what do you know, 96% of you voted that Aegis got it right. Shame on those 4% doubters.” Hae-won continued.



 “I am glad you are better, my Lord, but I could use some help.” Krael shouted as Aegis and Kur’aktos looked up to see that there were now 6 attackers fighting their way into the dining hall.

 “Yes. You shall have my help. The seekers will pay for this attack on my life, and this city.” Kur’aktos declared as he drew his blades and stomped forward. 

 “Right, well,” Aegis gathered up the last of his ingredients into his inventory, then readied his shield to join the fight. “They’re still not taking any damage.” Aegis warned them.

 “Good, I can beat them until my anger has subsided, with no remorse.” Kur’aktos growled with determination.

 “I assume you have a plan to remove this protection they have placed on themselves?” Krael asked as he deflected several more spear strikes.

 “Yeah. Lina and Viella are on their way. It’s all up to them, now.” Aegis replied. 
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Lina took the lead, using her shadow step spell to find suitable shadows cast by the buildings of the Royal Ring. Initiailly, she moved slowly in fear that Viella wouldn’t be able to keep up though.

 “Come on, go faster.” Viella urged her after a few jumps, prompting Lina to speed up. As she shrank the intervals in between her jumps, she was repeatedly glancing back to make sure Viella was still able to follow, and to her surprise, she was. This continued until Lina was jumping at her maximum speed and still, Viella was able to easily keep up with her.

 “Can’t you go faster? They won’t last long against those immune seekers.” Viella urged Lina, and at this point Lina let out a frustrated sigh - the answer was no, she couldn’t go any faster. But the pair made it down off of the Royal Ring in a short amount of time and then began to work their way down the ramps to the lower branches.

 There were small sections along the ramps where Lina couldn’t even locate shadows to jump to and was forced to run.

 “You ought to plan your paths through a city more carefully. Don’t ever get caught without shadows.” Viella scolded her as the two ran side by side. 

 “Why do I feel like you’re trying to teach me? Aren’t we in the middle of a mission?”

 “You should be prepared to learn at all times, always.” Viella snapped back. “If you wish you master the shadows, that is.” 

 “Right.” Lina grumbled back. Once they reached the lower branches, the abundance of shadows around them increased significantly, making it easy to jump around thanks to the many nearby buildings and NPCs.

 The NPCs however were all fleeing in terror, looking down off the sides of the branches at the commotion occurring on the lowest level of the city. Lina couldn’t help but look as well and saw an army of white tree guards engaged in a battle with an extremely large serpent covered in dark brown scales, whipping its long tail around and destroying the stacks of buildings on the ground floor of the city. 

 The citizens seemed to have all already been evacuated up on to the lowest branches, and it was only the White Tree guards on the ground level fighting it. Coupled with this, there were plenty of longbow wielding guards shooting down at the serpent from above on the branches. They seemed to be handling the serpent, but in Lina’s eyes the battle could still go either way. 

As she looked beyond the commotion, she saw where the wall had been breached. A giant gaping hole in the city's outer wall with a pile of crumbling rubble at its base could be seen far off in the distance, with multiple dark elf druids and wizards working to mend it and seal it back up while simultaneously holding back and preventing a second serpent from entering the city.

“They will not fall so easily. We have our own task to complete. Focus.” Viella said to Lina after she’d caught her stopping to stare.

“Right.” Lina nodded back as she turned her attention towards the surrounding buildings once more, in particular the ones built into the side of the tree. She was sure that the Pale Watch Tavern should’ve been visible in the trunk nearby, but instead it was just a plain flat section of tree.

“It should be right there.” Lina pointed at the blank section of the tree’s trunk that sat at the base of the branch they stood on.

“Illusions can trick your eyes, but the shadows will always tell you the truth.” Viella replied before shadowstepping towards the point Lina had motioned at. Lina followed, and sure enough despite not being able to see the tavern’s hidden entrance, Lina could feel the shadows of the interior on the other side of the illusion.

“They’ll probably be guarding it. Follow me once inside.” Lina said as the pair stopped in front of the hidden tavern entrance, and Viella nodded back at her. Following this, Lina shadow stepped beyond the illusion and ended up inside, on the tavern floor of the Pale Watch tavern. 

It was devoid of any NPCs, not patrons or the bartender or barmaids were present. This made it easy for Lina and Viella to shadowstep up to the second floor and down the hidden spiral staircase, but once they had appeared inside the second hidden tavern floor, the lack of patrons was no more.

Several heavily armed and armored seekers were waiting for them. Lina knew it wasn’t necessary to fight them all, given that they were severely outnumbered 10 to 2, in addition to them not being able to take any damage. Instead, Lina focused in on the chamber beyond, where Kagil’aktos office was and the rune they needed to destroy sat on the roof. But as she focused on it, she felt her control over the shadows being blocked.

“They’ve put an anti-magic rune on the door. We will need to get through it the old fashioned way.” Viella said as she pointed over the shoulders of the angry seekers at the door behind the bar and spotted the dimly glowing gray rune carved into it's wood.

“Or, just destroy the rune.” Lina replied before shadow stepping around the seekers to arrive in front of the door, then slashed her daggers downwards at the rune carved into it. Before her daggers could impact it though, a longsword shot up from the ground out of nowhere between her and the door and parried her strikes away. A second later, an axe came swinging down at her from the side, forcing her to shadowstep back out of its path to where Viella was standing in the entry of the lower tavern.

From this vantage point she carefully looked over the patrons to see who it was that had stopped her, and spotted an elite battlemaster seeker mixed in with the other non-elites, grinning with bright white teeth under his dark tattered gray hood.

“Light your flames, they cannot move in the light.” The elite seeker shouted, and following this the other patrons began pulling lit torches from their inventories, brightly illuminating the tavern and severely limiting the locations in which Lina and Viella could shadow step to. Simultaneously, the elite moved himself directly in front of the anti-magic door and hovered his multiple weapons around himself, preparing for Viella and Lina’s next moves.

“We’ll need a bit more finesse, it seems.” Viella sighed as she pulled her own daggers out. 



 Aegis, Krael, and Kur’aktos fought the 6 seekers back out of the dining room. The enemies were not able to take damage which made them impossible to vanquish, but they were non-elite and had very predictable attack patterns. Once Aegis and the elite NPCs with him got the hang of it, it became incredibly easy to handle their attacks.

 Once they’d managed to push them back into the main hall of the palace, they had a lot more room to maneuver. Aegis had plenty of experience fighting enemies without attacking them, so it was easy for him to conserve his energy and focus solely on blocking and healing. Krael and Kur’aktos, on the other hand, could not resist their urges to repeatedly slash out at the enemies despite it being pointless.

 “Don’t waste your stamina on attacks. Just parry and dodge. Conserve your energy until the time that the protection is worn off, we’ll need it then.” Aegis commanded them as he threw out more healing winds. “The less damage you take right now the better, I need to recover some of my mana.” 

 “Right, my apologies.” Kur’aktos nodded as he stepped back and avoided a swing, then held back his own arm despite the obvious temptation he had to swing his mithral blade down on the enemy in front of him. 

 “And you trust your companion to break the protection spell?” Krael asked him worriedly.

 “I trust all of my companions to do exactly what they need to do.” Aegis replied.



 “That’s 25 now. C’mon. Haven’t you guys…” Pyri desperately waved her arms around, wiggling her fingers frantically. The seekers crowded the platform at the base of the ramp to the inner sanctum. Spears, longswords, shortswords, battleaxes, arrows - all constantly flying at her from all directions. “Ever heard of a fair fight?” She strained her words, spinning in circles and mixing in incredible footwork to assist her cinderbolts as they danced around her in repeated spiral motions. 

 Despite her incredible spell control, there were too many attacks and her mental state was being heavily strained and exhausted. Not only that, but the number of seekers attacking her kept going up as the last few White Tree guards died, and their killers joined in on attacking Pyri. 

 She mixed in ducking and sidestepping into her avoidance measures, but her stamina was beginning to rapidly drain alongside her mana, it wasn’t going to last much longer. 



 “You will not interrupt me again, insect. Dissolve in the absolute nothingness of the void.” Mayiera shouted down at Darkshot angrily. She currently held a blackhole spell above her head with her right hand, and was maintaining a void beam with her left hand that she was aiming at Darkshot, following behind him as it crashed into the trunk of the tree behind him and left behind a scorched shimmering trail of where it had impacted.

 “Pinning shot.” Darkshot shouted desperately out as he strafed along a branch, just narrowly keeping ahead of the beam. The arrow he’d fired up at Mayiera didn’t reach her, though, as it was pulled into the blackhole spell. With this combination of spells, he wasn’t able to interrupt her beam any longer, and Mayiera began hovering closer and closer to Darkshot to absorb his arrows with her black hole spell more easily.

 “Grappling shot!” Darkshot fired an arrow out to swing forward off of the branch he stood on to another, to get further from the beam as it closed in on him. It worked, he landed on the next branch over, but both Mayiera and the beam continued to close in on him.

 “Grappling shot!” He cast again, aiming to continue his tarzan-swinning to create more distance. This time, however, Mayiera was too close to the shot and her black hole sucked in the arrow, removing the possibility that he could swing forward onto it. He was now left with the choice of being hit by the beam, or jumping down further off of the tree.

 That was, until he felt the light tapping of talons on his shoulder. He glanced to his side and saw that Darkwing had found his way to him from flying with Snowflake, and let out a soft cooing sound. 

 Seeing this, Darkshot held his ground and let the void beam crash into him, while simultaneously Darkwing activated the Fae spell and blocked the damage from the beam. Using the small window where the channeled spell was blocked, Darkshot dashed through the beam to get to the other side of it where he’d be further from Mayiera, and shot another grappling shot at a faraway branch.

 This time, he’d had enough distance from the blackhole spell that the grappling shot went out without issue, and he was able to swing safely away from her and create more distance.

 “What is the meaning of this? How does one so pitiful like yourself take on the power of my lord and be unaffected?” Mayiera shouted out in anger as she watched it happen, a look of confusing falling on her face.

 “What can I say? I’m just a special kinda guy.” Darkshot smirked back.

 “Your pigeon.” Mayiera gritted her teeth as she eyed the bird on his shoulder.

 “Damn, she figured that out quick.” Darkshot grumbled. 

 “I’ll pluck its feathers and roast it for dinner. You cannot escape me forever, insect.” Mayiera roared at Darkshot. This caused Darkshot to glance up at his own interface and see his stamina and mana bar, and knew she was right. Despite this, though, he took a deep breath and prepared for his next move.

 “Kiting spellcasters is usually pretty hard. Luckily, you’re kind of an idiot.” Darkshot taunted her.



 Kagil’aktos rushed at Rakkan and began swinging his longsword down on him rapidly from all directions. Despite only having one weapon to match Rakkan’s six weapons in the hands of his three echoes, Kagil’aktos’ blade swings were ridiculously fast and made it incredibly difficult for Rakkan to keep parrying them. 

 He was forced to utilize all six of his weapons to prevent Kagil’aktos from landing a direct hit. Simultaneously, though, with his free hand, Kagil’aktos continuously attempted to shoot out black bolts of void energy and wrap them around Rakkan to hit Seliolara. 

 Snowflake cautiously angled Rakkan’s crossbow wielding echo in the air to have the easiest shot on Kagil’aktos, repeatedly firing bolts down on him each time he began a cast at the precise moment to interrupt the spell.

 All the while, Seliolara repeatedly cast druidic healing spells on Rakkan to heal him from the damage he was taking. Despite parrying all of the strikes and reducing the damage from them, he was taking massive amounts of damage. Seeing this, he did his best to incorporate dodging into his parrying, which worked, but Kagil’aktos skill with his sword, and his speed, made it impossible for Rakkan to dodge them all - especially with his need to continuously focus on controlling his crossbow echo to interrupt the spells.

 “Damnit.” Rakkan shouted in frustration as he’d realized why he was struggling. His spell control still wasn’t good enough.

 “Hahaha, how long can you keep this brutish orc alive, Master of the Tree? I am amazed you would taint your pure magic by using it on such an impure being. How the Dark Elves have fallen from grace without their true leader Koff’aktos!” Kagil’aktos shouted mockingly.

 “The only impure being here is you.” Seliolara snapped back at him. “I hope your friends are almost here, I cannot keep this up much longer.” She warned Rakkan anxiously.



“There are plenty of shadows waiting for us still in this room. We must prove to those shadows that you are worthy of their power." Viella said to Lina as the two stood side by side in the doorway of the lower Pale Watch tavern.

“We can’t jump anywhere near the middle, or the door, though. And we can’t deal damage to these guys.” Lina gritted her teeth in frustration as several seekers began approaching them cautiously, spear in one hand and torch in the other.

“Light does not remove the power of a shadow, it simply pushes the shadows together and condenses their power into a smaller area. The brighter the light, the denser and more powerful the shadows you’ll find at its edges. SHADOW TRAP!” Viella shouted as she reached her hands outwards towards the sides of the tavern floor where the shadows had gathered, and from them, black tendrils of mist shot out from the edges of the room like spears and began piercing through the chests of the seekers, binding them in place.

“How?” The battlemaster looked at Viella confused as he found a tendril pierced into his own stomach, binding him in place. “I researched your talents, your shadow trap must connect from one shadow to another…” He roared in anger.

“You can stand in the light as much as you like, but you will always have shadows within you.” Viella grinned back at him. 

“You mean, like, in his stomach?” Lina looked at Viella in disbelief.

“To master the shadows means to utilize all of its power, not just the shadows that you can see.” Viella replied. “Now, hurry up and break that rune while they’re held in place. This spell is not that powerful, especially spread on so many targets.”

“Right.” Lina shadowstepped around the edges of the room, utilizing the shadows cast by the torches that the bound seekers were wielding, until she arrived behind the bar where the battlemaster and the door was. Despite being bound, he was still able to manipulate his floating weapons to strike them out at Lina, but she easily spun her body around to dodge and parry the strikes of the downward thrusting spears, longsword, and battleaxe, to get close enough to the door. She then did a long downward slashing motion to cut through the wood where the anti-magic rune had been carved. Once she had, she could almost immediately feel the shadows on the other side of the door, and used them to jumped into the office. 

There, she looked up and saw the protection rune on the roof. It was no longer a plain, dull engraving, but was giving off a dark purple glow to signify that it had been activated and was currently being used for a spell of some kind. Without any hesitation, Lina jumped up onto the desk and thrust herself up at the roof, violently slashing a cross shape into the rune. The moment she had, the rune exploded, releasing a burst of void energy as the protection spell was canceled.


 “I got it, the protection rune is destroyed!” Lina quickly announced to her party through the party interface.

 “Good work Lina. Now, guys.” Aegis paused as a huge smirk grew across his face. “Time for the counterattack.”
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Lina quickly shadowstepped back outside of Kagil’aktos’ office and across the tavern floor until she was standing back beside Viella.

 “It’s done, we can get out of here.” Lina said to Viella as she continued to hold her hands in front of her body, emitting an aura of shadows that wrapped around her fingertips as she maintained the shadow trap spell on the bound seekers.

 “Not yet.” Viella replied with a strained voice.

 “What do you mean? They are going to need our help with Mayeria and Kagil’aktos.” Lina replied.

 “Yes, but if we leave these seekers as is, they will continue to spread chaos throughout the city. We need to take them down before we leave. I have a duty to protect all people within the city.” Viella replied, and Lina looked at her with hesitation, briefly glancing between her strained eyes, and the angry glares of the bound NPCs. She could see in real time as the solidity of the shadow tendrils that bound them all in place began to slowly become transparent. 

 Lina was being forced to choose between helping Viella, or leaving her alone to go back to the battle atop the tree and assist there. The only thought that entered her mind, though, was what would Aegis do. That thought alone was enough to make her take a deep breath, bend her knees, and prepare to engage the seekers in their immediate vicinity. Seeing this, Viella glanced at Lina and gave her a weak smile.

 “Give them the opportunity to surrender peacefully. If they refuse, use whatever force necessary to stop them. Let’s deal with them quickly, the others will need our help.” Viella instructed Lina, and she nodded back at her.



 “Your weapons should work on them now.” Aegis declared to Krael and Kur’aktos. The moment he had, all six of the seekers, including the two corrupt Royal Guards, halted their reckless attacks towards Aegis and the two elite NPCs, and suddenly stumbled backwards away from the encounter with looks of fear in their eyes.

 “Ah. Perfect.” Kur’aktos grinned as he straightened his back and glared at them.

 “What is the matter? You are backing away. Are you afraid of us, now that your ancient magic has been nullified?” Krael taunted them as the two leading Dark Elves stomped forward towards them. The six continued to stumble anxiously, nearly tripping over their own feet as they backed away down the entry hall of the palace, towards the open front gates leading outside.

 “How adorable. Perhaps we should show them mercy?” Kur’aktos suggested to Krael.

 “I don’t believe they would have shown mercy to us. In fact, they had every opportunity to do so, but the only words I heard them utter were ‘die’.” Krael replied.

 “Let us return the sentiment, in kind.” Kur’aktos roared, and with that, Krael and Kur’aktos lunged forward at them, swinging their razorsharp mithral weapons down on the six NPCs who immediately turned and broke into a sprint, attempting to flee the battle. It took only a few swings of the mithral blades to cut them down and kill them while Aegis just watched calmly from the back.

 “Ah, that felt good.” Krael sighed once they had been slain, stretching his shoulders and neck.

 “Come on, the rest of my party is keeping back Kagil’aktos and Mayiera, but I don’t think they’ll be able to hold out much longer.” Aegis ordered them, running past them and out of the palace. Kur’aktos and Krael followed behind him and the three found themselves on the landing of the Palace, outside the gates and above the Royal Ring.

 Around them, they could see the chaos brought on by the seekers’ onslaught. The upper royal ring was littered with the bodies of the White Tree guards, and the ringing alarm bell signifying the wall had been breached was echoing off the tree and banging on their eardrums.

 “The seeker’s must’ve breached the wall to create a distraction.” Kur’aktos explained with a worried look on his face, before running to the edge of the landing and looking down off the side. Aegis and Krael ran to follow him and look down.

It was difficult to see the ground level under the branches of the tree, due to the many layers and branches of the city below them that stood between the upper level they stood on and the bottom of the city. They couldn’t make out any real details about the commotion going on down below.

 “Our priority needs to be the tree. Once you have your inner sanctum key back, then we can worry about the breach.” Krael instructed Kur’aktos firmly. Aegis looked at the two NPCs and saw determination in Krael’s eyes, and hesitation in Kur’aktos’.

 “He’s right. Stopping the breach won't mean anything if the tree is destroyed.” Aegis chimed in, and this caused Kur’aktos to nod back. 

 “The way to the inner sanctum is this way.” Kur’aktos turned and broke into a sprint across the landing, and Krael and Aegis quickly followed behind him. They didn’t need to run very far before they curved around the tree trunk and got a view of a gigantic gathering of angrily shouting seekers.

 They had gathered around in a makeshift circle at the base of the ramp leading further up the tree. All of them seemed to be engaged in combat with someone, or something, at the center of the commotion.

 “What are they fighting?” Krael asked in confusion as he looked upon the scene. Aegis counted upwards of 30 seekers wielding various weapons, swinging and firing them wildly.

 “Good. You’re here. Lil’ help please.” Pyri shouted from the center of the circle, her voice strained. 

 “It’s my companion. Clear them out, save her!” Aegis shouted at the two elite NPCs before himself charging forward. The moment he caught a glimpse of Pyri at the center of the crowd, he targeted a healing wind spell at her. Then, using his shield, began forcing his way into the gathering of NPCs, knocking them to the side and making sure she’d gotten in range of his Aura of Beauty to gain its benefits.

 Pyri continued to swirl her split apart cinderbolts around herself in circles at incredible speeds. She’d taken some damage, but was still rather healthy, to Aegis' surprise. The only thing really low was her mana and stamina.

 Krael and Kur’aktos jumped into action quickly with their mithral blades and began cutting through the gathering of Seekers, and it wasn’t long before the attention of the crowd began to split up. With all the commotion, it took awhile for Aegis to realize that even though they were humanoid, the enemies attacking her were still just non-elite NPCs.

 “Challenging Roar!” Aegis shouted, once he’d realized it. The moment he had, his voice carried up and down the tree so that not just the NPCs heard him, but Rakkan and Kagil’aktos up on the upper inner sanctum landing heard him, as well as Darkshot and Mayiera who were battling amongst the branches below them heard him too. 

 It immediately caused all of the seekers to turn their attention from Pyri onto Aegis.

 “Thanks.” Pyri gave Aegis a knowing nod and smile, grabbing her knees to catch her breath and recompose herself. As the seekers converged on his location, he lifted his shield and Krael and Kur’aktos stood on his flanks to help guard him from incoming attacks. 

 They were easily holding their own - the power of their mithral equipment put them miles above the strength level of the seekers, but the tides of the battle really truly only began to turn when Pyri had finished collecting herself and stood back up straight.

 “Alright, you little shits. Time for some payback.” Pyri roared angrily as she launched her cinderbolts out at them, engulfing every last one of the enemy seekers in four separate flames, causing them to take four sources of fire damage every few seconds. 

 From that point, it was less than a few minutes before all of the seekers at the base of the inner sanctum ramp had been dispatched. The moment the last one fell, Pyri rescinded her cinderbolts and the two Dark Elves paused to catch their breath.

 “You... You managed to hold your own against that many seekers this whole time?” Kur’aktos asked her with wide eyes.

 “Yes… yeah…” Pyri replied, hesitantly glancing between the NPCs and Aegis to gauge his reaction.

 “That’s incredible, mom.” Aegis praised her with a big dumb smile.

 “Yes. Krael was having trouble with just six.” Kur’aktos replied, to which Krael coughed.

 “I wouldn’t say I was having trouble.” Krael grumbled back at him. 

 “But, you managed to come up with an antidote for the poison that quickly? That’s way more incredible.” Pyri replied hastily, motioning attention back onto Aegis.

 “Yes, quite. I would say you surface dwellers have shown yourselves to be quite impressive in a number of ways.” Kur’aktos gave Aegis a knowing nod.

 “Where’s everyone else? What’s the situation?” Aegis asked Pyri, ignoring the praise.

 “Darkshot took a dive off the side with Mayiera to stop her black magic from messing with my spells. I’m useless against her. Kagil’aktos went up there, but Rakkan and Snowflake are holding him back.” Pyri explained.

 “Alright, you guys go up and help Rakkan, I’ll-”


 “Aegis, you gotta get up here. This Master of the Tree is out of mana healing me, and this Kagil’aktos guy hits hard.” Rakkan sent a message through the party communications, interrupting Aegis.

 “Right, on my way.” Aegis replied reluctantly. “Darkshot you gotta find a way to disengage Mayiera and get back up here. We’ll be able to handle her now.” Aegis continued.

 “Uh, yeah, right. I’ll try. I kinda made her angry though.” Darkshot replied.



 “Let’s go.” Aegis nodded to the others before sprinting up the ramp. Pyri, Kur’aktos, and Krael all ran up the ramp behind him, heading towards the landing in front of the inner sanctum below the roots of the tree.



 “So, it turns out, you can take damage now. I bet that scares you, huh? You probably are thinking about running away?” Darkshot shouted up at Mayiera as she was giving off a dark purple aura, hovering in the air amongst the nearby thin branches of the white tree.

 “RYYRREAAAAAAAAAAAEEHHH!” She screeched out at him with a wild expression. Her eyes were wide, her teeth were bared, and she was hovering forward towards Darkshot while multiple small black bolts of energy repeatedly fired out of her finger tips, barraging Darkshot with attacks that he desperately dodged by running and jumping between smaller branches nearby, occasionally resorting to using grappling shots to swing away from her.

 “Coo coo!” Darkwing said from Darkshot’s shoulder, clearly anxious about the psychotic NPC pursuing them.

 “I know, she’s completely nuts.” Darkshot replied to the pigeon. He landed on a thin branch and used his footing to do a quick spin around and shoot a red mark on her chest, which she made no attempts to dodge. “Rain of arrows!” Darkshot shouted desperately, firing out a single arrow which multipled into dozens. All of the arrows then converged onto the red mark he’d imprinted on her chest, hitting her and dealing massive amounts of damage. Despite this, though, Mayiera appeared unphased and continued to hover forward towards him, barraging him with magic.

 “We gotta find a way to get back up to the top with the others. I can’t beat this lady alone.” Darkshot declared to Darkwing, who didn’t respond at all but instead had his head turned backwards on Darkshot’s shoulder so that he could stare at Mayiera. “Pinning shot!” Darkshot shouted as he fired an arrow forward in front of himself, but then used some subtle finger motions to redirect it backwards and caused it to pierce into Mayiera’s arm, binding her in place.

 He glanced back briefly to see she was bound, then began firing grappling shots upwards at branches above him, swinging around the side of the tree until he spotted a branch jutting out from the base of the Royal Ring above him. He grapple shot the branch and quickly climbed up the rope to get atop it, and from there was able to run down the top of the branch to the wall on the outer rim of the Royal Ring, and hopped over it.

 Once on the ring, he saw the results of the commotion caused by the seekers. Several guards were laying slain on the ground nearby, and the noble NPCs had all fled and were hiding inside the buildings, leaving Darkshot alone on the rich fancy streets of the ring.

 He didn’t have time to stand around though. After briefly glancing back over the side of the Royal Ring to try and spot out Mayiera, he noticed that she was no longer where he’d bound her- in fact he couldn’t see her anywhere down below him at all anymore.


“Uh, little problem. The crazy warlock disappeared.” Darkshot quickly messaged into his party interface 



The moment he’d finished sending the message and turned around, a huge explosion erupted from the floor in front of him, as a blast of void magic blew through the ground of the Royal Ring, and Mayiera rose up through the hole that the blast had created, glaring at Darkshot.


“Never mind, found her.” Darkshot added to his message before closing out of his party interface and nocking an arrow.



“You will die a most painful death for how you have insulted my great lord.” Mayiera hissed at him as she prepared to charge up another powerful spell.

“I think we got off on the wrong foot. Maybe if you told me a bit more about your lord, I might like the guy. He sounds really interesting.” Darkshot replied with an awkward smile.

“DIE!” Mayiera screeched at him as she released a huge ball of void energy in his direction, too large and fast to contemplate dodging. Luckily, the moment it hit Darkshot, it dispersed into nothingness thanks to Darkwing activating his Fae ability. This, however, only enraged Mayiera into yelling out incoherently and charging up the same spell again.

“Oooh boy.” Darkshot bent his knees, preparing himself to dodge the next attack. “Pinning shot!” He fired an arrow out at her, and hit her easily. The ropes bound her in place as she continued to hover above the hole she’d created in the Royal Ring, but she didn’t seem to care. 

A moment later, the large black ball of energy had formed once more in front of her hands and she was preparing to shoot it out at Darkshot like a bullet. He prepared to dodge out of the way of it, despite knowing its incredible projectile speed and unlikeliness that he’d get out of its way.

Luckily, though, he didn’t need to try to dodge it - the spell was interrupted by four daggers that began slashing out at Mayiera from all sides, as Viella and Lina had appeared near her using shadowstep.

“Time to go back to prison, Mayiera.” Viella shouted after dealing decent damage and landing on the ground nearby, just at the edge of the hole that Mayiera had blasted through the floor. Lina landed similarly close.

“You okay?” Lina turned to Darkshot and he gave her a nod, throwing a thumbs up.

“Thanks for the save.” Darkshot replied.

“No problem.” Lina smiled.

“YOU INSECTS WILL NOT STOP MY LORDS WILL!” Mayiera screeched out at them, releasing an outward shockwave of void energy that pushed all three of them backwards off of their feet, losing balance from the force of it but taking no damage. 

By the time they’d recomposed themselves, Mayiera was already hovering upwards away from them at incredible speed.

“She’s heading up to where the others are.” Lina announced.

“Aegis said they’d be able to handle her now. Let’s join up with them to fight her.” Darkshot replied.

“Right.” Lina nodded back, before both her and Viella began shadowstepping away, leaving Darkshot and Darking alone in the middle of the Royal Ring. 

“You… you could’ve waited for me…” Darkshot grumbled to himself with disappointment before letting out a frustrated sigh and breaking off into a sprint towards the ramp that led up to the palace landing. 



Rakkan’s stamina was getting low, as was his health. His focus was strained on timing his crossbow shots from atop Snowflake to stop any spell casts, making it difficult for him to time his parries of the rapidly attacking Kagil’aktos.

“I’m sorry… I… I don’t think I can mend your wounds anymore…” Seliolara cried out anxiously from behind him. 

“It’s fine. When I go down, just run away. Don’t die alongside me.” Rakkan instructed her as he took a deep breath and blocked another strike.

“You really think I will spare her life, after she stood in defiance of my lord?” Kagil’aktos cackled back at him.

“Spare this, jackass!” Pyri shouted out from behind him, causing Rakkan, Kagil’aktos, and Seliolara to all look over towards the top of the ramp leading onto the inner sanctum’s platform. 

Standing there stood a staff wielding Pyri, a shield wielding Aegis, and two angry looking, mithral wielding Dark Elves. The moment Kagil’aktos saw them, he turned back to Rakkan and encased his sword in dark void energy before swinging it down at Rakkan, but a burst of cinderbolts formed in front of the blade and halted his downward swing just long enough for Rakkan to turn and grab Seliolara, then pull her out of the way of the sword’s path.

A moment later, the sword overpowered Pyri’s cinderbolts and continued its downward slashing motion into the dull grey planks that made up the floor of the platform, cutting cleanly through them and exploding void energy outwards from the impact point.

“Brother. What a pleasure it is to see you again.” Kagil’aktos shouted out jovially, turning from Rakkan and Seliolara as Rakkan used his echoes to create distance between himself and Kagil’aktos.

“You are not my brother.” Kur’aktos replied, stepping forward with weapons drawn.

“Easy, stay behind me.” Aegis quickly grabbed Kur’aktos shoulder and nudged him to step back while simultaneously stepping forward with his shield held out in front of himself.

“Ah, that is the symbol of Eirene, is it not?" Kagil'aktos asked as he eyed Aegis' shield. "Do you want to hear something ironic?” Kagil’aktos asked in a mocking tone, eying Aegis. “These fools have banished all worship of your surface gods, yet have failed to realize that this very tree exists due to their magic. They have banished from their city the very thing that gives their city life. Such is the way of their closed-minded ignorance.” Kagil’aktos said while motioning to the tree behind him.

“Yeah, well…” Aegis glanced at the tree curiously for a moment, before turning towards Krael and Kur’aktos and seeing the anger in there eyes. “Ignorance can be cured by shared knowledge, and a willingness to learn. There’s no cure for being evil, though.” Aegis replied as he fastened the straps on his shield and stepped further ahead of Kur’aktos. “You’re sure he’s not you’re brother? You’ve got no problems fighting him?” Aegis confirmed with Kur’aktos, without turning back to see his face.

“I am positive. I killed my brother and buried him with my own hands. It is a painful memory that I will never forget. This is a monster that is simply imitating his appearance.” Kur’aktos explained.

“Right, then.” Aegis nodded towards Rakkan, and Rakkan nodded back at him, but a second later, Lina and Viella shadow stepped up to the platform, appearing on either side of Aegis.

“Aegis, are you okay?” Lina asked him worriedly.

“Yeah, I’m fine.” Aegis nodded back at her.

“Mayiera is on her way up here.” Viella declared quickly, but the moment she had, an explosion erupted from the ground beside Kagil’aktos, and out of the hole it had formed came Mayiera.

“Oh hey, yup. There she is.” Pyri said with sarcasm. Kagil’aktos and Mayiera glanced at each other with big smiles growing over their faces.

“They have destroyed the protection runes and defeated all of our seekers. Now they aim to stand in our way and stop us from entering the inner sanctum.” Kagil’aktos explained to Mayiera.

“Then it is time we show them the true power of our lord.” Mayiera screeched back at him.

“Uh oh. I don’t like the sound of that.” Aegis shouted out worriedly. “Whatever they’re about to do, don’t let them do it!” He yelled to everyone on the platform. No one needed to be told twice - Lina and Viella shadowstepped forward, while Krael, Rakkan, Aegis and Kur’aktos charged at them with weapons drawn, and Pyri sent her cinderbolts flying across the top of the platform at them, and a bolt shot from atop the flying Snowflake.

 All of it was too slow, however. Mayiera reached out and touched Kagil’aktos’ shoulder, and the moment she had, a huge blast of void energy released from their contact, sending out a powerful shockwave that knocked everyone backwards off of their feet and covered the platform in dark black smoke and debris, leaving a loud ringing in Aegis’ ears.

 It took a few moments for the dust and smoke to settle, allowing the light of the tree to penetrate it and reveal what had happened.

 One by one, everyone got back to their feet and composed themselves, including Seliolara, as they looked over to where Mayiera and Kagil’aktos had been standing. They were no longer there, and in their place was a gigantic round creature hovering above the platform.

 The creature had a large, singular eye in the center of its round body with multiple eyestalks swinging around out of the top of it, each with its own small eye. All of the eyes had different colors on their pupils.

 Below the central eye of the main body was a gigantic large opening for a mouth with large razor sharp teeth that were clenched together as it opened its mouth to grin at them.

 Most distinct, though, was the color of the creature's skin. It was as if the creature’s skin was made up of void magic itself, like staring into empty space that absorbed all of the light around it. The worst part of all of it, for Aegis, however, was the name that was now floating above the creature’s head. [Raid Boss(Elite)] in dark red text.

 “I told you that wasn’t Kagil’aktos.” Kur’aktos said hesitantly as he stood back up beside Aegis, alongside Krael, Lina and Viella. Across the way, Rakkan stood up with his echoes and helped Seliolara get back to her feet, while behind him stood up Snowflake, Pyri, and Rakkan’s crossbow wielding echo.

 “Sorry I’m late. What was that large explosion jus-” Darkshot called out, gasping for air as he made the final steps up onto the platform, taking in the scene before him. “Whoa! HOLY SHIT! What the hell is that? Is that a beholder?!” Darkshot shouted in disbelief.

 “Not just any beholder, it looks like some weird hybrid void beholder.” Pyri declared, though as Aegis glanced back at his mom he saw nothing but excitement on her face.

 “More importantly, it’s a raid boss.” Aegis sighed.

 “We’re not gonna fight that thing, are we? Aegis, I’m all about those quest rewards, but this extreme 3 shit is getting out of hand. We don’t even have a raid group.” Darkshot shouted out hysterically.

 “What’re you talking about?” Aegis grinned back at him as he fidgeted around with his interface and sent raid party invites to Viella and Seliolara. They both accepted the invites without hesitation, bringing Aegis’ party size up to 9 members. “We’ve got a raid party right here.” Aegis said as he bent his knees, preparing to engage the boss.
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Before the smoke had finished clearing, the boss turned its hovering body away from Aegis and towards the large glowing white door that was carved into the tree behind it. A small tendril extended out of the base of its spherical form holding the pendant-key that had been snatched from Kur’aktos’ neck.

 “Lina,” Aegis motioned towards it as he dashed forward with his shield out. “I’ll head it off, Seliolara, heal me, Pyri, probe for damage vulnerabilities, everyone else just hang back for now. It’s elite so its aggro will be hard to manage, so everyone, be ready to dodge anything at all times.” Aegis instructed them quickly. Lina was the first to nod back, shadow stepping into the dark, lightless region that the boss had created around himself before using her thief skill to try and grab the key out of his tendril. The moment she came into contact with the key, though, she winced in pain and took a large amount of void damage. A second later, she shadow stepped away empty handed.

 “Can’t. He’s immune to all forms of crowd control, is the what the ‘skill failed’ message implied. Also took damage from touching him.” Lina announced as she appeared back beside Aegis, while Pyri began sending out magic bolts of varying colors towards the boss. It was ignoring all of this in favor of hovering towards the door leading to the inner sanctum, which was buying them time to probe their enemy.

 “We can’t let it get inside that chamber.” Kur’aktos commanded Aegis as he watched the boss close in on the door.

 “I know, but we also need to know what we’re dealing with or we’ll all die.” Aegis replied anxiously. “Healing wind.” He quickly cast on Lina, then turned to face Rakkan after stopping a few meters away from the boss. “Try attacking with a weapon using your echoes, without directly touching the boss.” 

 “Got it.” Rakkan replied before sending one of his echoes forward, and swinging at the boss with it's battle axe. The axe cut into the void being’s form, shifting itself to form around the blade and taking normal red damage. “No recoil.” Rakkan declared.

 “Alright, physical attacks are fine as long as you don’t directly touch him. That means you’ll be hanging back for this one, Snowflake.” Aegis shouted to the group, getting a squawk of acknowledgement from his gryphon. In this time, the boss arrived in front of the door and extended its tendril out towards the keyhole, preparing to unlock it. “I might have a way to keep it’s threat on me, even though it’s elite…” Aegis thought out loud as an idea popped into his head, and he charged forward towards the boss, sliding under its hovering body and arriving in front of it, beside the tendril that had extended outwards with the key.

 “Avatar of Eirene!” Aegis shouted, creating a blinding burst of light that erupted from his body as he began to emit light alongside the tree. This light overtook the void light absorption that the boss was emitting, and for a brief moment, forced him to close his gigantic eye and wince away, as well as coiling its tendril backwards and leaving the key in the key slot on the door. Aegis took advantage of this and snatched the key from the keyhole, only to see that it couldn’t be added to his inventory. So instead, he used the chain that the key was hanging from and put it around his neck.

 The boss had hovered back away from his glowing body a short meter before opening its large eye and glaring at him.

 “I will rip that key, and your head, from the rest of your corpse.” The boss roared at Aegis, before suddenly thrusting its body forward while bearing its fangs at Aegis, biting into his shield.




	You take 12,353 Slashing damage.
You take 4,089 Void damage.







 The messages both popped up from the same attack, but Aegis was surprised at how managable it seemed. Aegis quickly healed himself up and waited for the next attack, but the boss took a moment to pull its overing body back and strike out at him again, doing the same bite attack.




	You take 11,293 Slashing damage.
You take 3,987 Void damage.










	Level Up!: Void resistance has reached Level 4!






 Again, Aegis had more than enough time to heal up the damage before the next, very telegraphed attack came through. All the while, Pyri continued to test out various spells on the boss.

 “He’s weak to lightning magic. Resistant to cold, arcane, and poison. Everything else is neutral.” Pyri announced.

 “Do you have any lightning spells?” Aegis asked her.

 “Yes, but, the skill level is low, cinderbolts will still do more damage.” Pyri replied.

 “Okay, good.” Aegis shouted back before glancing around at the others, seeing them all benefitting from his Aura of Beauty. The downtime was allowing everyone to refill their stamina and mana bars somewhat while Aegis easily tanked the boss, but he knew right away that the lessened damage he was taking could be heavily attributed to his Avatar of Eirene spell, which wouldn’t last forever.

 “He wants this key, so he’s focused on me. I think that despite being elite, his intelligence has taken a hit from the transformation. His attacks are really easy to manage, surprisingly.” Aegis announced to the others. His words angered the boss and caused him to roar in anger, but nothing happened beyond that.

 “Aegis, I feel inclined to warn you that this type of monster appears quite often in fantasy games, and that typically, the real threat with them doesn’t lie in their physical attacks, but the eyestalks.” Darkshot shouted back at him. This caused Aegis to look up at the 6 eyestalks flailing around on top of the spherical creature’s body as it pulled away from him after one of its bite attacks.

 In that instant, one eyestalk straightened itself out, began glowing red, and turned around to face Darkshot as he stood beside Viella, Krael, Pyri, Kur’aktos and Snowflake.

 “What’s the red glowing mean, then?” Aegis asked Darkshot.

 “No idea, could be anything.” Darkshot replied anxiously. 

 “Everyone, be ready to dodge!” Aegis shouted as he watched the group in front of the eye bend their knees and stare intently at it. “Guard!” Aegis created a shield in front of the eye.

 “NO! It is decay magic, you must not let it touch you or anything you possess!” Seliolara shouted out. The moment she had, Aegis’ eyes went wide in a panic as he canceled the guard spell just in time, while simultaneously Darkshot and the others dashed out of the way just as the red eyestalk released a thin beam of red light, not unlike a laser pointer. It had a near immediate travel time - had Darkshot and Aegis not been warned pre-emptively to avoid it, it would’ve been impossible to react to its speed.

 Instead, they watched as the beam impacted a single plank of wood on the floor of the platform they stood on, where Darkshot had been, and the plank immediately disintegrated into ash. Aegis looked under the hovering body of the boss while Darkshot anxiously glared back at him, both with wide eyes.

 “Ok, dodge the red eyebeam at all costs. It looks like it’ll kill us in one hit.” Aegis announced.

 “Should we join the battle yet?” Krael asked as he and the others looked on anxiously from the sidelines.

 “No, not yet. We’ve got to be patient and learn what all of his abilities are first. If the other eyestalkers are as deadly as that one, we need to be prepared for them.” Aegis replied, causing Krael to nod back with a hint of impatience. He didn’t need to wait long, though. After another bite attack into Aegis’ shield, a second eyestalk began glowing blue. This one did not point at anyone, though.

 It curved around the back of the boss’ body and pointed downwards towards the floor of the platform, and it took much less time to charge up before it shot a blast of blue magic down at the floor.

 The moment the blue beam hit the floor, it released a shockwave that rippled outward in a circle from the impact point, growing as it did and covering the planks in solid ice.

 “I’ve seen a spell like that before, jump over the shockwave!” Pyri shouted, recognizing the spell from her studies in the wizard’s tower of Kordas.

 Aegis, being the closest, was the first to have the shockwave ring reach him. The moment it had, he jumped over it and landed on the other side, avoiding the growing ring. Aegis then turned to look at his companions and watched as everyone cautiously eyed the ring and hopped over it when it got close to them.

 “What happens when we don’t jump over that?” Aegis asked Pyri.

 “We turn into popsicles.” Pyri replied.

 “Aegis, next one!” Rakkan called out, drawing his attention back to the boss and his eyestalks. He saw now that one of the eyes was glowing green, and almost immediately afterwards released a blast of poison gas around itself that Aegis accidentally inhaled. 

 “I can burn it up with cinders!” Pyri shouted.

 “It’s in melee range, so if we see it we need to back off.” Lina added as Aegis saw himself afflicted by a poison debuff. 

 “Cleanse.” He cast, removing it after taking a bit of poison damage, while Pyri rapidly rotated her cinders around the boss to burn up and clear away the poison. 

 “Good, three down, three to go.” Aegis said after coughing and clearing his throat of the poison effects. A second later, the boss lunged at him once more with its fangs, forcing him to brace the attack. Just as Pyri was finishing up with the poison, though, an eyestalk began glowing purple and formed a blackhole above itself that sucked in all of her cinderbolts.

 “Shit, of course it can do that spell, it’s half Mayiera in there.” Pyri groaned as she watched her bolts get absorbed. Simultaneously, though, as Aegis attempted to heal himself from the damage he had just blocked, he watched as the light of his spell too was sucked into the black hole and the spell was canceled.

 “It’s sucking in my magic as well.” Aegis told the others. They all stood back, waiting patiently for the black hole to disappear, but it never did after two more attacks onto Aegis. “It’s not going away, if I can’t heal for long periods this will make things very difficult.”

 “Maybe it needs to be canceled with damage?” Pyri suggested.

 “Ranged attacks and spells don’t work, though.” Darkshot replied, nocking an arrow anyway.

 “Lina, Rakkan, hit the boss, the black hole, and the eyestalk channeling the black hole. See if you can interrupt that skill.” Aegis ordered them as he prepared to brace another hit. Not just Lina and Rakkan, but Viella as well jumped into action and tried attacking all of the suggested targets. It wasn’t until Lina shadowstepped up top and hit the eyestalk below the blackhole, that the spell destabilized and canceled, exploding outward in a shockwave that engulfed everyone nearby and dealt roughly 1,312 void damage to everyone. The explosion, however, had hints of holy and fire magic amidst its magical shockwave that it released.

 “Did you spot that?” Pyri shouted across the platform to the others. 

 “Yeah, it did damage equal to what it had absorbed.” Aegis nodded back at her, causing her to smile proudly. “That means purple eye, stop ranged and magic attacks and have melee focus on it as soon as possible. Four down, two to go.” Aegis said while Seliolara stepped forward to help Aegis recover from the damage of the last few bite attacks. 

 Following another bite attack, another eyestalk began to glow. This time, it was yellow, and it turned to face Rakkan’s echo that was riding atop of Snowflake. Immediately upon looking at them, both Snowflake and Rakkan became paralyzed and Snowflake dropped down onto the floor of the platform.

 “Shit. I can’t move the echo. It’s not replying to any spell control.” Rakkan shouted as Aegis looked up and saw the yellow eyestalk was getting brighter and brighter, as if charging up a spell.

 “What’s it going to do? Anyone?” Darkshot looked around anxiously, hoping for another call-out from Seliolara. Aegis, on the other hand, glanced through the raid party interface to look at the debuff that Rakkan’s echo had received.




	
[Lighting Rod]


The focused target of an incoming lightning rod attack. The damage of the Arc Lightning will be dispersed amongst all lightning rods evenly. 
Effect: Paralyzed until hit by the Arc Lightning Eyestalk








 Aegis barely had time to process it, but he recalled hearing of such attacks from The Night Hunters and the Blades of Kalmoore back when they were preparing to fight the Raid Boss near Rene, and the counter-measure for such attacks was…

 “Group up on them, fast! It’s a split damage attack!” Aegis shouted out. Lina and Viella were first to react, shadow stepping to Rakkan's echo and Snowflake. Then Pyri, Krael, and Kur’aktos made it there, followed by Seliolara and Darkshot at the last second as the yellow eyestalk released a blast of lightning magic that arced forward, dividing itself evenly to hit all of them and dealing 13,304 nature damage each.

 “Holy shit, if that hits any less of us, we’re in trouble.” Rakkan announced.

 “You better heal my damn pigeon!” Darkshot snapped at Aegis after seeing that it, too, had taken some of the damage.

 “Seliolara, focus on healing everyone, I’ll handle myself.” Aegis replied.

 “I understand.” Seliolara nodded back at him as she began moving around and casting her druidic healing spells on everyone, including Darkwing and Snowflake. 

 “Give me that key!” The boss roared angrily at Aegis as it bit out at him again, forcing him to brace the hit. Aegis noted after blocking it that he’d already used up two minutes of his Avatar of Eirene spell. 

 “One eye left!” Aegis shouted.

 “Here it comes!” Lina replied as they watched the 6th and final eyestalk begin to glow white and point upwards, then shoot out three white beams upwards into the sky that arched and curved back down towards three separate targets. One aimed at Lina, one at Rakkan, and one at Krael. The tip of the beam formed into the shape of a glowing white spearhead and began to speed up as it closed in on each of them.

 “Be ready to dodge it, it's homing in on you and speeding up. Make it hit something that isn’t yourself.”

 “Icewall!” Pyri shouted, glowing her hands blue and raising a small wall of ice up out of the ground in front of Rakkan. “Try it.” Pyri instructed him and he nodded, positioning himself behind the wall so that it stood between him and the homing white spear. 

 The spear crashed into the ice and released a blast of holy energy before vanishing. It caused the icewall to shatter, but otherwise did no damage to Rakkan.

 “Looks like it worked.” Rakkan announced to Pyri.

 “Good, you two next. Multicast, icewall.” Pyri said as she formed walls for both Krael and Lina to get behind, and managed to protect them from the attack as well.

 “Ok, that’s it, that’s all of the eyestalks. Darkshot, keep eyes on them and call out the color thats glowing. Everyone else reacts accordingly. Red, you dodge. White, you get behind an icewall. Purple, we stop spells and melee goes for the stalk. Yellow, we group up on the targeted player to split the damage. Blue, you jump over the ring on the ground. And green, the melee backs up while Pyri gets rid of the poison. Seliolara, you heal the group when they take damage, otherwise I’ll focus on healing myself. Focus, avoid unnecessary damage, and prepare for potential changes in his attack patterns.” Aegis ordered everyone. Once he looked and saw everyone giving him nods of acknowledgement, he took a deep breath and eyed his viewership sitting at 250,000.

 “Good. Start dealing damage. Let’s kill this thing!” Aegis shouted with enthusiasm. It was the words that Krael and Kur’aktos had been eagerly waiting for, and they charged forward with their mithral weapons and began swinging wildly at the boss. Rakkan, Lina, Viella, Darkshot and Pyri were all strong, and high level in their own right, but the damage being dealt by the Dark Elf leader and his commander using mithral weapons was on a whole other level.

 Aegis maneuvered around the battlefield carefully to spread his bless buff out to everyone as the opportunity presented itself, granting more damage to everyone, but he knew that this boss would still likely take a very long time to go down.

 Healing through the physical attacks wasn’t going to be an issue - Aegis’ mana was staying at roughly equalized level. His points in spirit were helping his mana recovery offset the amount of mana he was needing to spend to keep himself alive while maintaining bless and aura of beauty on his party.

 His biggest concern, though, was that his Avatar of Eirene spell wouldn’t last forever, and once it was gone he’d lose armor and healing effectiveness.

 “We’re really going to need to kill this thing as quickly as possible, guys, so don’t hold back.” Aegis shouted out once he saw his Avatar spell’s duration drop below 8 minutes remaining. He held on, though, putting faith in his own damage-reflect skill that he was building up and saving for the boss’ enrage.

 The fact that the boss was getting low on health was becoming apparent in another way, though - as it began to shorten the intervals between its eyestalk attacks, until eventually it got to the point where it was using them one after another, with no break in between.

 Everyone played out the battle with incredible focus, though. The jumps over the blue rings were timed perfectly. The spellcasting stopped immediately everytime the black hole appeared. The party grouped up instantly whenever the yellow eyestalk began to glow, and the melee attackers jumped back away from the green poison cloud the instant that Darkshot called it out.

 The worst eye, by far, was the red, though. They’d discovered that the eye would look at one person and follow them, but stop moving half a second before the red beam of decay was shot out. That meant that whoever was being focused was given less than half a second to jump out of the path of the beam.

 Without exception, every time someone got focused, Aegis could see the fear in their eyes as they maneuvered away from the others and prepared to avoid it. He could only count himself lucky that despite the deadly nature of the eyestalks in general, none of them ever targeted Aegis and he was able to focus on bracing attacks and healing himself.

 He’d estimated, after watching the damage numbers from Krael and Kur’aktos for some time, that they were dealing the damage equivalent of five raid party members thanks to their mithral weapons. Unfortunately, it seemed to not be enough, as Aegis watched his Avatar of Eirene spell’s duration drop below one minute, and the boss still showed no sign of enraging.

 Luckily, though, just as it dropped to 30 seconds remaining, the large white eyeball that glared at him and the key around his neck began to glow red, and the void body of the boss emitted a deep crimson aura.

 “There it is, it’s enraging!” Darkshot shouted out anxiously.

 “No matter, I’ve been waiting for this! Varibhadra!” Aegis shouted out, dealing a massive amount of holy damage to the boss thanks to all the hits he'd taken over the last five minutes.




	You deal 2,463,210 holy damage.






 He had hoped that the burst of damage might end the fight, but it did not, and the boss continued to glare back at him.

 “Focus, burn him down fast before he does anything crazy!” Aegis shouted anxiously as he prepared for whatever the boss would do next.

 “YOU WILL RUE THE DAY YOU STOOD AGAINST THE LORD OF THE VOID!” The boss screeched out at him angrily. 

            

    
        Chapter 179: Extreme III

    
    
    
    
                Chapter 179: Extreme III


“Viewership is still climbing…” Shinji mumbled nervously from inside his editor simulation. He had screens containing multiple points of view around Aegis as he stood between the door of the inner sanctum and the void beholder as it began to emit its red enraged aura.

 “Of course it is, it’s the first time anyone’s seen a beholder in the Shattered World Online. Not to mention, no one has ever cleared an Extreme III quest before. I’m having trouble striking down the other networks trying to leech his live feed.” Tommy replied through a call he was in with Shinji. Tommy was in his own, separate office simulation managing multiple screens that displayed various networks trying to broadcast Aegis’ footage themselves. “God damned parasites. Don’t they have enough of their own streamers?” Tommy grumbled angrily. 

 “Without any precedence of this sort of boss, it’s hard to predict what sort of mechanics will become active now that it is enraged. We can only hope that Aegis’ party and the mithral wielding Dark Elves will be able to handle it. He’s been doing great to come this far in this Extreme III quest, though. We’re in the final stretch.” Hae-won shouted as she stood in front of Aegis’ broadcast, talking to his audience of now 300,000 viewers with a look of anxiety and excitement. “Wait a second, it’s doing something new!” Hae-won noticed on the broadcast something interesting.



 “Keep damaging him! Everything you’ve got!” Aegis shouted as he watched the giant red eyeball of the beholder begin to glow brightly, as if charging up an attack. He glanced up at his UI to confirm he still had a few seconds left on the Avatar of Eirene spell and took a deep breath, preparing to brace whatever was coming.

 Over, around, and behind the boss he saw arrows, bolts, and cinders piercing into it’s body shot by Rakkan’s echo, Pyri, and Darkshot. He watched as Viella and Lina shadowstepped rapidly around the boss, slashing it from all sides with their daggers. He saw Rakkan’s echoes mix in with Krael and Kur’aktos as they slashed their powerful weapons up at its body from below. Their damage numbers kept appearing around the boss, but it wasn’t going down.

 “Come on… how much health can this guy have left?”

 “Some bosses can enrage at 20%, others at even 30%, there’s no way to really know!” Lina replied to Aegis. 

 “Okay, then everyone stay focused. Don’t treat it like the fight's almost over, it could be just beginning. Here it comes…” Aegis shouted anxiously as the spell on the boss’s eye finished charging, and a blast of red energy as wide as the large eye shot forward at him.

 It was quick, but not so fast that Aegis couldn’t brace it, reducing the damage of the attack as much as possible.




	
You take 59,630 Void damage.
 Level Up!: Void Resistance has reached Level 11!
 Avatar of Eirene has expired.








 Aegis went momentarily deaf, as all of his muscles ceased to function. His knees buckled as his back slammed up against the door of the inner sanctum behind him, and he collapsed forward, going limp. He felt and saw nothing but pain for the next 2 seconds, until it subsided thanks to the game’s immersion of pain only lasting that long. Despite the pain being gone, though, Aegis still felt weak and had trouble standing back up.

 Lina shadowstepped beside him and grabbed his arm to help him get back to his feet. He looked up at Lina’s face and saw her shouting something at him, but he couldn’t make out her words as his ears continued to ring. He then saw Seliolara run to his side as well and began healing him. This caused Aegis to look up at his health bar and see that he had nearly been one-shot. In the time that Seliolara managed to heal him twice, Aegis saw that the boss was bearing its teeth and preparing another bite attack on him. 

 Lina just managed to get Aegis back to his feet in time so that he could knock her away and hold his shield out in front of himself, bracing the attack as Seliolara hopped away to avoid it.




	You take 14,017 Slashing damage
You take 5,411 Void damage.







 He braced it, but the damage from the attack had gone up now that his Avatar spell had worn off, and it felt more powerful. He was forced back against the door of the inner sanctum again. Luckily, though, despite the pain in his arm and muscles that surged outwards through his body from the point of impact due to the void damage, his hearing and coherence of the situation was returning to him. Seliolara had healed him just enough that he was able to survive this second attack.

 “Heal, healing wind. Fuck me.” Aegis said as he quickly cast on himself and took a deep breath, preparing for another bite attack. He was only thankful that the boss wasn’t repeating that eyeblast attack over and over, but instead it began to do something else. Aegis looked up and saw that suddenly, all six of the eyestalks on its head began to glow red and were selecting targets randomly from his party members.

 “Heads up! All red! Everyone on your toes! Figure out which one is looking at you and dodge it!” Aegis said as he spotted it, turning from the eyestalks to his party members. There, he saw them glancing up at the eyestalks and backing away from the boss anxiously. 

 They were having difficulty discerning who the eyes were staring at, and worse yet, they were standing so close to one another that the likelihood of them dodging into each other's decay beams was extremely high.

 “You guys have got to spread out, give each other room to dodge without being hit by each other's shots. Focus!” Aegis called out desperately. He wanted to give more instructions, but he had no time, he had to prepare for another bite attack from the boss as his attack speed had increased.

 “Uh, I think I got two on me.” Darkshot announced anxiously.

 “Can you dodge them?” Aegis asked him.

 “Yeah no problem…” Darkshot looked up anxiously at the two stalks pointed at him, while Pyri had one aimed at her nearby and attempted to clear away from Darkshot to give him space. Meanwhile, a stalk was aimed at one of Rakkan’s echoes, one at Viella, and one at Snowflake who was flying above the platform off in the distance.

 “Snowflake, get out of here, it’s not safe.” Aegis commanded his gryphon, who squawked obediently and began to dive away off the side of the platform. A few moments later, the six red beams began firing, but not simultaneiously. The first to fire was at Viella, who was able to shadowstep out of its path easily.

 The second to fire was at Snowflake, who was already in motion, thus the beam missed just barely, shooting behind Snowflake’s rear as he disappeared below the platform they were fighting on, while Rakkan’s crossbow echo hopped off of Snowflake’s back to land on the platform at the last second in order to stay in the fight. The third to fire was at Pyri who quickly dashed to the side to avoid it.

 The fourth shot fired at Darkshot and he dashed out of its path, but the fifth beam had itself timed to fire as soon as Darkshot’s dashing movement had stopped, giving him no time to dash again. Luckily, a shield of fae magic wrapped itself around Darkshot and blocked the spell, despite it hitting him.

 “You got hit?” Aegis asked as he saw it happen.

 “Yeah, but it ain't nothin’ for my buddy Darkwing. Told you my bird was a badass.” Darkshot smirked back confidently. The sixth beam, aimed at one of Rakkan’s echoes, began to fire, so Rakkan unsummoned the echo with a snap of his finger, thinking this would be enough to dodge it.

 What Rakkan didn’t realize, unfortunately, was that this unsummoning of his echo caused the red eye-stalk to lose its target, and it immediately picked a new one just as it was firing. It picked Darkshot, and he wasn’t ready for it.

 Mid sentence, bragging about his pigeon, Aegis watched as damage numbers to the tune of 250,000 appeared over Darkshot’s head, causing him to immediately disintegrate. His bow and a pouch of coins dropped to the ground while Darkwing let out a panicked coo, finding himself flapping his wings suddenly when he’d been patiently sitting atop Darkshot’s shoulder a second earlier.

 Aegis didn’t need to confirm it, but did anyway - Darkshot had hit 0 health in his party interface and was forced to log out.

 “What the hell just happened?!” Aegis shouted out in confusion - not fully grasping why the stalk had switched targets. Rakkan, however, understood it and looked back at Darkshot’s disintegrating body with a look of shock.

 “I… I thought if I unsummoned my echo to dodge the beam, it’d be okay. But it swapped targets…” Rakkan explained nervously. Aegis glanced between Rakkan, then the others as they continued fighting.

 “Okay, don’t worry about it. Focus, don’t try that anymore.”

 “I… yeah, I won't, I’m sorry…” Rakkan replied weakly. From there, Aegis watched as Darkwing flew around aimlessly, not sure what to do.

 “Get out of here, go join Snowflake, it’s too dangerous!” Aegis shouted at the pigeon, but it either didn’t hear him, or didn’t understand him. A few seconds later, after another bite attack, all six eye stalks began glowing red again.

 “He’s doing it again Aegis!” Pyri called it out.

 “I think he’s going to just keep doing it.” Lina added as she spotted two eyestalks pointed at her.

 “Spread out as much as you can so it's easy to tell who they’re pointing at. If you don’t have one aimed at you, you gotta do as much damage as possible. Take this guy out NOW!” Aegis shouted, trying his best to keep his cool, but it was clear to everyone that Aegis was getting worried. 

 “There’s one pointed at Darkwing!” Pyri called out, but then saw that two were pointed at her. 

 “Get the damn pigeon out of here!” Aegis shouted. Kur’aktos, too, had one pointed at him, but he backed away and eyed it carefully, preparing to dodge. First, the two shot at Lina, which she easily shadowstepped away from.

 Next, one fired at Kur’aktos, which he dashed to the side to avoid. Then, one at Pyri which she avoided and continued sprinting to the side as the second one fired at her. Lastly, one shot at Darkwing as he flew around in place, in confusion, not taking any action to avoid the shot. Instead, Rakkan sent his crossbow-wielding echo forward and jumped in front of the shot to protect the confused pigeon. Rakkan was hoping that the damage from the attack would not transfer fully to his true body, but that was not the case.

 Aegis watched in horror as a 250,000 damage number appeared above Rakkan and forced him to log out, causing all of his echoes to vanish and drop their weapons on the ground.

 “Damnit!” Aegis shouted out in frustration. “Get that pigeon out of here!” Aegis shouted, and Pyri nodded, creating bursts of cinders around Darkwing to scare him away from the battle. It worked, and he anxiously flew away and down below the platform out of sight just as Snowflake had done. 

 “The less targets those eyestalks have, the harder it’ll be to dodge.” Lina declared worriedly as Aegis braced another bite attack and healed through it. Now, due to him taking increased damage and having shorter intervals between the attacks, he saw that his mana supply was beginning to drop.

 The next set of glowing eyestalks appeared, selecting their targets. This time, there were two eyestalks targeting Seliolara, one on Lina, Viela, Pyri, and Krael. Aegis turned to his side to see Seliolara staring up at the eyestalks with a look of terror on her face.

 “Go, just run. Run in a circle around the boss, and don’t stop running, and they won’t hit you.” Aegis instructed her. She glanced at him and gave an anxious nod before breaking into a sprint. “Steer clear of Seliolara’s eyes while you’re dodging your own.” Aegis instructed the others.




	Level Up!: Leadership has reached Level 75!






 Through his instructions, all of them were able to avoid the shots and were given a small time frame to deal damage before the stalks began to wind up again. This continued on for a good minute into the enrage, until Aegis witnessed the red eye of the beholder begin to charge up its powerful eye blast attack again.

 “Oh shit. Okay.” Aegis took a deep breath and watched it carefully. “I can’t brace this attack, it’ll one shot me. I’m going to have to dodge it. Everyone steer clear!” Aegis announced to the others as they nodded back at him anxiously. He bent his knees and watched the glowing eye carefully. Having seen the attack once before, he had a sense for its wind-up time and the moment the blast fired out from the eye, Aegis dashed to the side to avoid it. 

 Instead, the red eye blast shot forward and hit the door of the inner sanctum that Aegis had been standing in front of, exploding the doors inward and decimating them into tiny splinters as they blew into the chamber. Once the dust had settled, Aegis and the Dark Elf NPCs all looked on in horror to see that the boss now had a clear path forward into the inner sanctum.

 “Shit, he breached the door!” Aegis declared.

 “No!” Seliolara called out.

 “You mustn't let it destroy the core!” Kur’aktos commanded him.

 “I won’t!” Aegis quickly dashed back to where he’d been standing, positioning himself in the now open doorway in front of the boss. Behind him, as he briefly glanced back, he saw the circular chamber where thousands of tiny white roots extended down from the roof of the chamber, converging on a single pure white glowing orb that had several glowing white halos rapidly rotating around it at various speeds, at various angles. That, without a doubt in Aegis’ mind, was the tree’s core. 

 “HAHAHA! I SEE IT! SUCH PURITY MUST BE TAINTED! BECOME ONE WITH THE VOID!” The boss roared out excitedly as it attempted to hover forward.

 “I don’t think so!” Aegis shouted back at him, jumping forward and slamming his shield into the head of the beholder. He’d realized now that the key which was keeping the elite bosses' attention on him would no longer work. He needed to actively keep the boss's attention on himself. Slamming it in the eye with his shield seemed to be quite effective, luckily, as the moment Aegis landed from his jump-shield bash attack, the pupil of the beholders main eye swerved from the tree’s core to glare down at him, and he let out a ferocious roar.

 “YOU CONTINUE TO INSULT ME, EIRENE PRIEST. YOUR GOD HAS NO POWER HERE!” He screeched as she lunged forward at Aegis, completing another bite attack which was braced. Following the brace, Aegis retaliated with another shield bash.

 “HURRY UP AND KILL THIS THING!” Aegis shouted at his party, and they didn’t need to be told twice. Viella and Lina went right back into shadow dancing, Krael and Kur’aktos swung their blades, and Pyri multi-casted her maximum amount cinderbolts despite it draining her mana rapidly. All while this happened, the six eyestalks on the beholder's head began glowing red again and picking out targets. 

 They were all in sync now, accustomed to the attack patterns of the eyes. Even in the case that one of them got targeted by three eyestalks, no one got hit by a single beam. Aegis was so focused on bracing and shield bashing, then healing himself up, that he lost track of time. As the fight went on, he felt his frustration growing that the boss wasn’t going down, and eventually, the eyeblast attack came off cooldown.

 “No fucking way. It’s still not down?” Aegis shouted as he saw the central eye beginning to charge up.

 “It’s possible that it is enraged at a higher health than normal.” Lina suggested as she saw it.

 “I can’t block this, or I’ll die.” Aegis shouted, then turned to glance back at the tree’s core behind him. “But, if I dodge…” Aegis took a deep breath, turning to face the eye and preparing to block it knowing full well it would kill him.

 “I’ll block it. I’m out of mana anyway.” Pyri shouted as she dashed forward at the last second.

 “But…” Aegis looked at her with wide eyes.

 “If you go down, it’s over. Teamwork makes the dreamwork.” Pyri shouted back at him as she pushed him to the side, positioning herself in front of the eyeblast at the last second. The blast of red energy shot out from it, and she crossed her arms to protect herself from it as best she could - but she stood no chance at surviving it and was taken out by the massive amount of damage it dealt.

 Luckily, though, the blast did not go beyond her. Aegis watched as her health hit 0 in his interface, and a pouch of coins fell to the ground where she had died. Aegis looked from his interface to Lina who returned a nervous glance.

 “It’s gotta be almost dead!” Lina yelled as she broke back into shadowsteps, slashing out at the boss desperately with her daggers. Each slash released a flash of holy light from Aegis’ bless buff, but the boss continued to hover forward menacingly.

 “DIE ALREADY, DAMNIT!” Aegis jumped into the air and slammed his shield into its eye desperately. With five targets remaining, though, the boss’s mechanics became more difficult to manage. 

 “You will not destroy this city, fiend.” Kur’aktos yelled out as three eyestalks targeted him, and three targeted Krael. They were forced to sprint and run half circles around the boss away from each other to avoid getting hit. They’d both managed to do so, but by the time they dodged, then ran back to the boss to continue attacking, they were targeted by new sets of eye beams.

Even though they were surviving, because they had so few people left alive it was becoming difficult for anyone to find time to deal damage. Seeing it, Aegis became desperate to add in as much of his own damage as possible by repeatedly shield bashing the bosses eye, forcing him back away from the inner sanctum’s doorway somewhat and letting Seliolara focus on healing him up from the bite attack damage.

 Still, it was inevitable. Another minute went by where Lina and the Dark Elves had little time to do much more than dodge the red beams of death from the eyestalks. Then, the eyeblast attack began charging up once more.

 “Shit… it’s coming again…” Aegis said with the sound of defeat in his voice. “Why is he not going down?!” Aegis shouted angrily.

 “It’s okay. I’ll block this one.” Lina shadowstepped in front of Aegis. “Your varibhadra is almost up again. Just hang in there, okay? You’ve got this.” Lina said encouragingly to him, turning and giving him a weak smile as she stood between Aegis and the boss, her back facing the boss as it released its fourth eyeblast. He watched the blast hit her, and her body disintegrated from the damage, dropping one of her daggers and a coin pouch on the ground.

 “I am sorry, about your companions. But please, do not let my people die.” Kur’aktos begged Aegis desperately, seeing the look of panic in Aegis’ eyes.

 “I, no, we won’t. Don’t worry, we’re otherworlders, we don’t really die. Just focus and kill this thing please, we can’t block anymore of those attacks.” Aegis replied.

 “HYRRRAAAAH!” Viella shouted out angrily as she desperately shadowstepped around the boss, slashing out at it. Seeing her enthusiasm, Aegis joined in and bashed his shield into the bosses eye repeatedly a few more times.

 “IT IS FUTILE. THE WHITE TREE WILL FALL. YOU CANNOT STOP THE LORD OF THE VOID!” The boss cackled at them as its eyestalks began to charge up once more. It was just Aegis and the NPCs remaining, now, and at one point Aegis saw four of the six stalks target Viella. Luckily, in Aegis’ eyes, she was the best target as she could dodge them easiest without disrupting her damage much.

 He was sure, with those bless enchanted mithral blades, that the boss had to be going down any second now. He continued to brace, heal, and shield bash. Any second now. 

 Brace. Shieldbash. Brace. Shieldbash. There can’t be much health left, right? Aegis thought. As time went on, he felt the dread building up inside of him. Sure enough, the boss was still standing by the time its main eye began glowing red again, charging up the eyeblast.

 “This is the end.” The boss grinned as it squinted its glowing red eye, aiming it at Aegis.

 “Keep attacking it. Don’t give up. No matter what.” Aegis said defiantly as he stood, determined with his shield held forward as he prepared to take the attack head on, knowing full well it would kill him.

 He closed his eyes shut tight as the blast was released, putting the fate of the quest in the hands of these elite NPCs. Instead, though, he took no damage, and when he opened his eyes he saw that Krael, instead, had taken the blast by jumping in front of Aegis.

 “Krael!” Viella shouted in horror.

 “No!” Aegis yelled angrily as they watched Krael’s body disintegrate.

 “Do not let our city fall, surface lord.” Krael’s last words left his mouth as his body vanished, deleted from the gameworld. Kur’aktos, Viella, Seliolara and Aegis all froze for a moment as they watched him fade. They were broken out of the trance by the cackling of the boss, which turned their emotions into anger.

 “RRRAAAAAH!” Aegis felt himself filling with a rage he didn’t know he was capable of, lunging wildly forward at the beholder and slamming his shield into it repeatedly, rapidly, and from multiple angles. His stamina began to dip, but he didn’t care. He couldn’t comprehend why this thing was still alive, he knew it must’ve been taking insane amounts of damage. Had it enraged at 30% life? 40%? It wasn’t far, it was too hard, it was…

 “Fucking extreme III bullshit!” Aegis shouted, reminding himself of Darkshot’s words. He saw by looking under the body of the boss that Kur’aktos was swinging his mithral blades, and Viella’s shadow dance had come off of cooldown allowing her to rapidly jump around the boss and cut at it from all sides. Seliolara was using the last of her mana to heal up Aegis, giving him more time to deal damage.

 But it wasn’t long before the red eyestalk attacks came in again, aiming at all of them now, including Aegis. Aegis was surprised to see it, but was able to compose himself enough in time to dodge the two eyestalks that had pointed at him. He utilized minimal movements to dodge them in order to jump in and continue dealing damage as quickly as possible after they had fired. 

 Every bash he placed into the creature’s eye, he’d hoped it was the last one needed, but it never was. After a few, he instead looked into his skills and saw the cooldown on Varibhadra getting close to completing. Just as Lina said, it would be up again soon. That, without a doubt in Aegis’ mind, would be enough to finish it off.

 He found himself staring intently at the cooldown timer as he bashed the boss, braced it's bite attacks, and dodged the red eye beams alongside the three Dark Elves.

 Just as the cooldown timer for his varibhadra hit 5 seconds, however, he saw that the red eye blast attack of the boss began charging up again.

 “What? But, that makes no sense, it’s a minute cooldown isn’t it?” Aegis shouted angrily as he saw it. “Come on. I NEED 5 MORE SECONDS!” Aegis shouted as he positioned himself in front of the blast desperately. The boss stopped all other outgoing attacks while it charged its eye blast attack, pointed at the tree’s core. Aegis made sure he stood between the core and the boss, shield up, staring at the cooldown on his skill.

 “THREE SECONDS!” Aegis announced, but the blast attack was finished charging. He’d seen it enough times now, it would fire before his cooldown came up - he was sure of it. As the cooldown hit 2 seconds left, the blast of the boss was released, shooting forward out at Aegis. It didn’t hit him, though. Instead, it hit Kur’aktos, who dashed in front of Aegis to block it on his behalf.

“Do not let my people die.” Kur’aktos said as he looked Aegis in the eyes, his back towards the eyeblast and his face pointed towards Aegis, towering over Aegis’ shield with his tall elven stature. He released his grip on his mithral weapons as his body disintegrated in front of Aegis.




	Quest failed.






“NO! MY LORD!” Viella screeched.

“KUR’AKTOS!” Seliolara screamed. Once his body had completely disintegrated in front of Aegis, he was left with nothing but a clear view of the grinning boss.

“VARIBHADRA!” Aegis shouted as loud and desperately as he could, releasing a shockwave of holy energy around himself as the red transparent arms extended out of his body. As the spell encased the body of the boss, he watched a damage number to the tune of 3 million appear above its head. Several messages appeared in front of Aegis’ interface, confirming that he’d killed the boss. He gained several levels in experience, but his mind went blank as the beholder disintegrated in front of him, dropping several item orbs onto the ground. 

Aegis, instead, dropped to his knees and stared blankly ahead at the various colored orbs rolling along the planks of the inner sanctum's outer platform. 

            

    
        Chapter 180: Reflection

    
    
    
    
                Chapter 180: Reflection


Hae-won, like Aegis, had a blank expression on her face as she stared in disbelief at Aegis’ broadcast. The broadcast itself on the screen behind her showed Aegis sitting on his knees on the platform in front of the inner sanctum, staring blankly at the item orbs of purple and blue quality rolling around in front of him.

 “Hae-won? You gotta say something.” Tommy said to her through a voice call that connected their Simboxes. She could hear him clearly, but Aegis’ audience of 300,000 viewers could not.

 “That’s so unfair… They cured the poison, disabled the protection, stopped all the seekers, and killed the boss. His skill was 3 seconds left from being off of cooldown…” Hae-won whispered in disbelief. She glanced over to look at Aegis chat, and the text was scrolling by at an incredible speed. She saw some messages of support, and some of sympathy. The majority of the comments, however, were of blame. Blaming Aegis, or one of his companions, for how they played out the fight. Suggestions on how they could’ve done it better. Mistakes that were made, both major, and minor, were all being called out, and every choice heavily scrutinized.

 “Hey, you guys in the chat with the negative comments. Don’t think I don’t see that shit. Sure, they didn’t play it perfectly, but I’d like to see any of you guys do it yourselves, eh?” Hae-won roared at them. “I see you, Timothy3663. He found the poison antidote too slowly? Huh? How many times have you made an antidote on the fly, while healing someone dying from the poison taking 15,000 damage a second. What’s that? Never? Yeah I thought so.” Hae-won shouted, and the chat was quickly filled with ‘lol’ and ‘stfu timothy’. In a second, she’d gotten the viewers back on the side of Aegis.

 “No one has ever cleared an Extreme III quest before, but I think that was the closest we’ve seen.” She paused to take a deep breath and recompose herself. “Any streamer can act cool when they’re winning, but when you fall on your face is the time your true character will come out. Let’s see how Aegis learns and grows from this experience, once he overcomes the initial shock. And be sure to show him lots of love and support.” Hae-won continued. 



 Aegis remained staring blankly at the orbs for quite some time. And it wasn’t just him doing it, either. Viella and Seliolara gazed idly as well, both looking at the orbs alongside Aegis.


 “Aegis, you okay?” A familiar voice spoke to him, breaking him out of his trance. 



It wasn’t either of the NPCs talking, but rather Jillian talking to him through the Simbox communicator.

 “No. I failed. I let everyone down.” Aegis replied to her in monotone, but his voice was heard by not just Jillian, but the livestream and the NPCs around him as well. 


 “You did your best. You made really good calls. At the end of the day, don’t forget that this is an MMORPG. It’s about the numbers. The boss just had too much HP to kill it in time. No way we could’ve known. Extreme III quests really are bullshit.” Jillian said, trailing with a laugh as she’d quoted him.



 “Yeah…. Right…” Aegis responded in monotone. 


 “How about you gather up the items we dropped, then log out for a bit and take a break?” Jillian suggested.



 “Yeah… well, no…” Aegis stood up slowly as he turned to look behind him, seeing the tree’s core sitting unprotected. “I can’t leave the tree’s core like this, almost all the guards died.”

 “I will begin mending the door. The tree’s power is still intact. I can draw on its lifeforce and make it heal itself.” Seliolara replied, as she broke out of her stare to look at him. Having something to do seemed to bring life back into her eyes, and without any hesitation she began waving her hands around and casting spells. Slowly, the inner sanctum doorway began to fill itself in with the sides of the tree around it growing inward to close up the hole.

 “But, then, the monsters that breached the walls… They still need help down below, don’t they?” Aegis said as he worriedly began rushing towards the edge of the platform, but Viella shadowstepped to his side and gently grabbed his arm to stop him. 

 “The alarm bell stopped ringing. That means they have it under control. The lower city guards and archmages will likely be on their way up here to see what has happened.” Viella explained. “It’s probably better if you are not here when they arrive. At least until I have had time to explain.” Viella finished.

 “Right…” Aegis nodded back at her hesitantly. “You probably need this, then…” He took the necklace off that had the inner sanctum key on it and held it out for her. She slowly took it out of his hands and forced a smile as she took it.

 “Thanks… And thank you, for saving our people.” Viella said weakly, before shadow stepping out of sight. In a daze, Aegis wandered around the platform and collected the items that his party members had dropped, finishing by grabbing the items that the boss had dropped, without looking at them. In this time, Snowflake had flapped his wings up over the side of the platform and arrived beside Aegis, with Darkwing sitting on his saddle. Darkwing’s head jerked around curiously while he cooed, as if looking for Darkshot.

 “Hey, lil buddy.” Aegis said as he looked Snowflake in the eyes, and the gryphon stared back at him. He wasn’t sure why, but he felt as though Snowflake understood what had happened without Aegis needing to say anything, and quickly rushed forward and gave him a soft nudge in his chest with his fluffy head. “I messed up. Got a lot of NPCs killed. Two very important NPCs.” Aegis said with tears swelling in his eyes. The moment he caught himself being frustrated to the point of tears, he took a deep breath to shake it off and turned to Seliolara mending the door behind him.

 “I need to leave for a bit. Will you take care of these two?” Aegis asked her.

 “Yes, they’ll be safe with me, I promise.” Seliolara nodded back.

 “Thanks.” Aegis replied, then turned to his gryphon. “Keep Darkwing safe and do anything Seliolara asks, I’ll be back in a bit.” Aegis instructed his gryphon, who squawked back obediently. He then glanced up at his livestream viewership, and the only thought on his mind was how annoying it was that not only had he failed, but so many people had watched him do it. He couldn’t understand his own emotions flooding into his head at that moment, and knew he needed time to collect them. “Cya.” Aegis waved awkwardly to the gryphon before hitting the logout button, and exiting the simulation. 

 When his Simbox opened up and he sat up to get out of it, he saw Jillian waiting for him, standing and staring across the living room.

 “You sure you’re okay?” Jillian asked, and she saw the tears swelling up in his eyes.

 “Yeah, it’s just…” He paused, struggling to think of the words. “They’re just AI, right? I know they’re not real… But, they were looking right at me when they died.” Eli explained as he looked away, and in that moment Jillian gave a knowing nod as she came to understand where Eli’s head was. 

 “Hell of a game, huh?” Jillian forced a smile.

 “Heh. Yeah. Hell of a game…” Eli replied weakly. With that, Jillian walked forward and put her arms around him, pulling him in for a tight hug where he pressed his head against her shoulder. In that moment, despite him being 18, she felt as though she was holding her little baby boy. He remained in her arms, Jillian gently swaying him for a good long minute until Eli pulled back. She was expecting to see him still looking upset, but instead he had a look of anger on his face. One that she’d seen before, but not often.

 “Whoa.” Jillian gasped once she saw his expression, causing Eli to catch it and quickly shake it off.

 “What?” Eli replied, trying to appear dumbfounded.

 “I haven’t seen you look that pissed off since that time you failed that astronomy test in 10th grade.” 

 “Yeah…” he gave her a slight nod, “I hate failing tests.” Eli replied back with a determined glare which shocked Jillian again. Seeing her reaction though once again caused Eli to hide his expression and shake it off. “I mean, you’re right. It’s an MMORPG. We just need bigger numbers.”

 “Yep.” She smiled. “But Kur’aktos was the key to finding out about mithral, right?” She asked as she turned and made her way towards the kitchen. “Mac n’ cheese.” she called out once she’d turned the corner.

 “No, not exactly. He said that he sought out the power 100 years ago. That’s after the shattering occurred. Also, he mentioned he’d never been to the surface before. So that means, however or wherever he discovered the key to forging and mining mithral, it must’ve been somewhere near that city, in the underrealm. And on that side of the Red River. That narrows it down a lot.” Eli replied, with determination coming through on his voice once more. 

 “Ooh, good point.” She replied, “Let’s shower, exercise, and eat. Come down a bit, that was an intense encounter. Then we can plan our next move, okay?.” Jillian said to him in a commanding tone as she poked her head out of the kitchen to watch his expression. He appeared somewhat normal, but Jillain could see in his eyes that he was still shaken up.

 “Right. Okay…” Eli nodded back at her hesitantly as he took a few awkward paces around the living room, as if unsure what to do with himself. “I’ll go do a workout and hop in the shower.” 

 “Good plan.” Jillian smiled back with a nod, watching as her son walked up the stairs and into his bedroom, and shut the door. Hearing the door shut, something Eli rarely did, caused Jillian to let out a worried, exasperated sigh to herself. “He’s gonna beat himself up for this for a while…” She mumbled before turning back into the kitchen to get started on the meal. 



 In the end, Eli ended up resting outside of the Simbox for a few hours. After working out, showering, and eating, the calm after the storm of his pumped up adrenaline caused him to crash in his bed. He was woken up a few hours later only when Jillian was notifying him that her log out timer had worn off.

 “Hey, I’m going to log back in now. You want to come with me?” Jillian said as she opened his bedroom door and stepped inside to check in on him. She watched him sit up in his bed fully alert and look back at her. Despite laying down, it hardly looked like he had slept a wink.

 “Eh…” Eli hesitated.

 “C’mon. Darkshot will be happy we at least kept his pigeon alive.” Jillian smiled.

 “Yeah, but, I let everyone down. I failed the quest…” Eli replied.

 “Hah. You think you failed the quest? We all did. Look.” Jillian cleared her throat and put her arms on her waist. “The best players in any team-oriented game will never look to blame others, they’ll always look to blame themselves first. Just like you are doing right now.” Jillian motioned to him laying in the bed.

 “What about you? You're not blaming yourself.” Eli replied as he eyed her skeptically.

 “Are you kidding me? Of course I am. I’m just not vocalizing it. It’s better if everyone vocalizes their thoughts together. So we can grow as a team. So, come on. I guarantee they’re all waiting for you to log in, to apologize for their mistakes. They won’t feel better until you let them do that, at least.” Jillian grinned. “Mom always knows best.” She grumbled after a moment of seeing him not reacting, grabbing his shirt and tugging him out of the bed with great difficulty. “Damn, you got heavy.” she groaned.

 “Alright, yeah, I’m coming.” Eli chuckled at her desperate attempts to get him out of the bed by force, and relented by standing up on his own. The two made their way down the stairs and gave one last quick glance at each other before hopping in their simboxes.

 “See you inside.” Jillian called out before beginning her simulation. Eli, however, just remained sitting in his Simbox for a moment without logging in. It took him a few minutes to build up the courage to log in, with the image of Kur’aktos’ disintegrating face flashing in front of him briefly.

 “Just a game.” Aegis reminded himself. He took a deep breath to clear his head, then entered the simulation. A few moments later, he found himself standing on the platform in front of the inner sanctum.

 The door had been mended shut and returned to its original appearance. In addition, all of the destroyed planks and other signs of battle around him had been cleaned up and mended. It was impossible to ever tell that a great battle had taken place at that location just 24 hours prior.

 Standing in front of the door stood Seliolara, with Snowflake and Darkwing huddled up together off to the side of the inner sanctum door, fast asleep.

 “Ah, you’ve returned.” Seliolara smiled at him warmly.

 “Yeah… Thanks for looking after them.” Aegis smiled back, and the sound of his voice was enough to cause Snowflake’s head to perk up. Very quickly, the gryphon jumped up to his feet and excitedly rushed over to Aegis with a hopping movement that shook Darkwing awake on his saddle, causing Darkwing to coo in annoyance.

 “Viella has explained everything to the other Dark Elves. You and your companions are to be regarded as heroes, and the new warlord would like to meet you as soon as possible.” Seliolara explained.

 “Really? New Warlord?” Aegis looked back at her in confusion.

 “Yes. The oldest of Kur’aktos’ sons, Kaef’aktos, has taken on the role in place of his father. He wishes to personally speak to you about everything that transpired.” Seliolara explained.

 “Right… sons. He has sons?”

 “Three. They, and his wife, are all eager to speak with you. I promise you they have no ill-will.” Seliolara nodded back.

 “Right. Okay.” Aegis smiled back at her awkwardly. “What about my companions? Do you know where they might have respawned? I mean, well, you know. Returned to life?” Aegis asked while scratching the back of his head, struggling on how he ought to word his question to an NPC.

 “Yes, outside the city. Viella is retrieving them and escorting them inside. They’ll meet you outside of the palace.” Seliolara replied.

 “Okay. Great. I’ll go meet them, then.” Aegis said before giving Seliolara a polite bow. She bowed back, and with that Aegis turned and made his way off the platform and down the ramp with Snowflake and Darkwing trailing behind him.

 The long way down the winding ramp gave Aegis time to glance up at his livestream viewership and see it climbing back up to 70,000 viewers from 0 since he’d logged in.

 When he arrived at the base of the narrow ramp he spotted two Royal Guards standing watch, heavily armored and bearing the symbol of the White Tree on their iron chest plates. They both turned towards him as he got close and bowed respectfully as he walked by with Snowflake in tow.

 It was quite a change in reception that he received from them, compared to when he’d be walking around the city as a Seeker. He made his way around the tree on the palace platform until the palace walls came into view. Sure enough, waiting in front of the palace gates already were Viella, Pyri, Rakkan, Darkshot and Lina.

 “Darkwing! There you are!” Darkshot cheered excitedly the moment he spotted Aegis and the two animals. He rushed forward to greet his pigeon who hopped off of Snowflake’s saddle and fluttered over to land on his shoulder, where Darkshot promptly began scratching his head.

 “Good, you’ve arrived. I will let everyone know you are ready to meet them now.” Viella smiled and bowed politely to Aegis before turning to enter the Palace. Two Royal Guards that flanked the palace gates opened them on her behalf, then closed them behind her. This left Aegis and his party to stand together a few meters in front of the gate.

 Aegis was expecting to get scolded, but instead he saw Lina and Rakkan both shamefully staring down at their feet. So Aegis turned to check Darkshot, and sure enough he too was looking down, after the initial happiness of seeing Darkwing again had faded. When he turned to Pyri, she gave Aegis a knowing ‘I told you’ nod, before stepping forward.

 “Okay. I’ll start.” Pyri cleared her throat as the others all looked up at her confused. “I’m sorry, I messed up. If I’d played smarter, none of that would have happened.” Pyri declared.

 “What are you talking about? You played perfectly… It was-” Darkshot replied, but Pyri promptly interrupted him with a loud laugh.

 “Hah! Are you joking? I didn’t have a single spell that could work around Mayiera’s blackhole. One warlock spell completely shut me down. If I had just learned and leveled up a proper spell to deal with that, I could’ve killed her before she even merged with Kagil’aktos. Bam, no boss.”

 “Yeah, bu-” Darkshot tried to interject, but got interrupted again.

 “AND! Don’t even get me started on the boss itself. Vulnerable to lightning. Did you know, he was taking 50% more damage from lightning attacks? But because my lighting spells are so low level, they still were not worth using. If I wasn’t relying so much on cinderbolts and thought to level up lightning magic, I would have been doing way more damage to that guy. That fight woulda been over in an instant.” Pyri shouted, and Aegis could see in her eyes that she wasn’t just putting on a show - she was indeed very frustrated with herself.

 “It’s the same for me.” Darkshot spoke loudly, this time determined not to let Pyri talk over him. “Travis told me not to just rely on my bow, but I haven’t been leveling unarmed, or any melee weapons, even though my class gets experience bonuses for a few of them. If I had just run in and punched Mayiera, or hit her with some swords, that would've done the trick.” Darkshot explained.

 “Not to mention, I never told you guys what Darkwing could do. I thought I was being cool, but, in the middle of the fight I lost focus, and started talking, and it got me killed. If I had just shut my mouth and paid attention… If I was alive a bit longer during that enrage…” 

 “I’m the reason you died though.” Rakkan chimed in. “I didn’t fully understand how my echos work, I haven’t experimented with them enough. If I hadn’t canceled that echo summon and just dodged, the beam wouldn’t have aimed at you. Then, I went and ate that beam for Darkwing stupidly, instead of just grabbing Darkwing and pulling him out of the way. I knew that the echoes damage would kill me beyond a certain threshold, but I just wasn’t thinking straight. I’m sorry.” Rakkan explained with his head down.

 “I bet if I used smoke bombs, it would have disrupted those eyestalk beams. And the eye blast. I don’t know why I didn’t think to even try it. Sure, the boss probably had truesight, but I bet it would have done something. I was just so focused on dealing damage, I lost all sense of contributing utility to the team.” Lina explained as her head, too, was facing down at her feet.

 Aegis was dumbfounded as he looked over his companions and saw their genuine disappointment in themselves. He was sure that the fault was all his own, yet they seemed to all feel the same way. 

 “Well…” Aegis cleared his throat. “I was slow on the antidote. We should have pre-emptively destroyed that rune before the quest even started. If I thought to do more recon, we probably would’ve learned more about what they were planning as well. But I just rushed ahead into the quest without enough information once I saw the quest reward, and didn’t prepare us properly. Not to mention, I stupidly used my Avatar of Eirene skill at the start of the fight. If I had saved it for the enrage, I would’ve been able to block those eye blasts, and no one would’ve had to jump in for me.” Aegis said, clenching his fists in anger as Kur’aktos’ face once again flashed in front of him. 

 “Yeah, but the biggest mistake you made was not asking for our help.” Quinn’s voice suddenly called out from behind them. Aegis and his party all looked up to see Quinn, Trexon, Tullan, Herilon and Cheryl all approaching from across the palace platform, surrounded by an escort of four Royal Guards.

 “I did give you portal dust, didn’t I?” Trexon said while nodding towards Pyri.

 “What the hell are you guys doing here?” Darkshot asked with a skeptical stare. 

 “We watched it all go down. Sucks, you almost had it.” Quinn replied sympathetically. “But, at the very least, you made the Dark Elves not hate us. So, just like with the Plashrim…” She motioned towards Aegis, then the palace gates.

 “You want to try to bring them into the Kordas kingdom?” Aegis asked her.

 “Bingo.” She gave Aegis a thumbs-up. “Think you can introduce me to the new Warlord?” 

 “Uh…” Aegis glanced around to see his companions shrugging back at him. “Yeah, sure, I guess. I still need to be introduced to him too, though.”

 “That’s fine. I’ll let you do the talking.” Quinn replied.

 “Can’t believe ye’ let him go down. I bet that guy knew how to forge mithral. D’you know how rich Kalmoore woulda been?” Tullan grumbled angrily at Aegis. “Tell the warden to eat the eyeblast next time, not the warlord.”

 “Hey, hey…” Herilon stepped in. “There’s a big difference between someone sacrificing themselves, and being asked to sacrifice themselves.” Herilon said to Tullan.

 “He’s right.” Trexon joined in.

 “Just ignore him, he’s grumpy that you got to see mithral weapons up close and he didn’t.” Cheryl smiled at Aegis.

 “How’d you guys get here?” Lina asked them curiously.

 “With great difficulty.” Trexon replied.

 “We’ve got our own known entrances to the underrealm, one of them is not far from here.” Quinn shrugged. “We never went out into the wasteland though, after we saw it was filled with level 190 raid enemies. You had balls, just sneaking through it.” Quinn explained.

 “Those Hydras were level 190?” Rakkan asked her with wide eyes.

 “Yep.” Quinn nodded back.

 “We ate their steaks at that feast.” Pyri commented as she recalled the names of one of the dishes from the day before.

 “Oh, really? How was it?” Tullan asked with intrigue.

 “Eh… it was okay. Probably a low level cooking skill. I bet it’d be amazing with a proper chef class player.” Pyri replied with a shrug.

 “Aw, we’ve gotta hunt some of ‘em so I can cook ‘em.” Tullan said with a look of determination in his eyes.

 “Easy, we’ve got business to settle first.” Quinn reminded him, just as the gates to the palace began to slowly swing open. From them stepped Viella as she looked on at the group of other-worlders that had grown in size since she’d left.

 “Uhm… the Warlord requests a meeting with just a small number of you…” Viella replied awkwardly as she glanced between the newcomers.

 “That’s fine. Me and Aegis are enough.” Quinn stepped forward, then nudged Aegis in the back to push him forward as well.

 “And you are?” Viella eyed her skeptically.

 “I am Quinn. Guild leader of the Night Hunters, leading guild of Kordas. I come as a representative of the King of Kordas, the kingdom that rules the surface of this island.” Quinn explained. Hearing this didn’t do the trick for Viella though, and she turned her eyes onto Aegis.

 “She’s okay. She’s with me.” Aegis explained.

 “Very well. If you’ll both follow me. The rest of you, please wait outside.” Viella bowed respectfully, motioned Quinn and Aegis to follow her, then turned and walked back inside the Palace. Quinn gave Aegis an uncomfortable smile before the two followed in after Viella. 
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                Chapter 181: Kaef'aktos


“So… you doing alright?” Quinn asked Aegis as the two walked side by side into the main hall of the Palace, Viella leading them by walking a few meters ahead.

 “Huh? Yeah… just… sucks.” Aegis shrugged.

 “Was teasing about the portal, by the way. I watched the fight. Most raid bosses scale themselves up based on how many enemies engage them, and those eye attacks looked hard enough to coordinate without having a ton of players bumping into each other. Probably would’ve made it worse.”

 “Couldn’t be worse, we failed.” Aegis replied.

 “Nah. You didn’t fail. Look…” Quinn motioned to the pillars and walls of the palace around them. “City survived.” She smiled. “I bet this new Warlord will see it that way too.” 

 “I hope so.” Aegis replied. They continued through a few more hallways after the main hall until finally arriving at a beautiful, glowing white door covered with engravings. Viella opened it and motioned Quinn and Aegis inside, where they found themselves stepping into a large circular office with a dull gray desk near the far wall.

 The walls themselves were lined with bookshelves, and paintings that depicted Kur’aktos, Kagil’aktos, and another older elf with a white goatee which Aegis could only assume was Koff’aktos.

 Sitting in a chair behind the desk sat a teenage-looking Dark Elf, with short spiky black hair and a jawline that resembled Kur’aktos. [Warlord Kaef’aktos(Elite) - Level 95] stood above his head, but even without the name Aegis could see the resemblance between him and his father Kur’aktos.

 The moment that Aegis and Quinn stepped into the room, Kaef’aktos stood up and bowed to them respectfully.

 “Ah, you are here. It’s a pleasure to finally meet a surface dweller.” Kaef’aktos said with a polite smile as Aegis, Quinn and Viella stopped on the other side of the desk. “Please, have a seat.” He motioned to a set of dull grey wood chairs that were glowing faintly, sitting off to the side of the room. Viella quickly pulled the chairs up for Quinn and Aegis to sit opposite him. “I was expecting Aegis, but I don’t believe I know who you are…” Kaef’aktos said while reaching his hand out to shake both Aegis and Quinn’s, which they quickly obliged. 

 Rather than answer herself, she gave a nod to Aegis as if to tell him to answer on her behalf.

 “Oh, right.” Aegis cleared his throat. “This is Quinn, leader of the Night Hunters. The leading guild on the surface, for the Kordas Kingdom. The Kordas Kingdom rules the surface of Kalmoore and she has come to speak on behalf of the King.” Aegis explained as he took a seat, the others doing the same.

 “I see. It sounds very official.” Kaef’aktos replied with an awkward smile. “To be honest…” he began tapping his fingers over the top of the empty desk. “I don’t really know what I am supposed to do from here…” Kaef’aktos said as his eyes began to glaze over.

 “Do what you think is best. Speak your mind. You are our leader, now.” Viella replied.

 “Right… uhm…” Kaef’aktos hesitantly looked up at Quinn and Aegis, who both waited patiently for him to speak up. “Just a day ago, we were told that a Lord from the surface wished to have a meeting. To potentially trade. It was a lord who already had Dark Elves living on his land alongside his people. It sounded too good to be true…” Kaef’aktos looked up at Aegis briefly before staring back down at the desk.

 “My father hired the best sages to confirm it. To look into this land of Rene, using farsight and scrying magic. It was difficult, but, he was able to confirm that one named Aegis did indeed rule over the lands of Rene, And there was indeed a Dark Elf living amongst his people. There was still one problem, though…

 My father was no fool. He knew something was wrong with the timing of the meeting. He knew it was likely that the Seekers were involved, given the recent poison creation, and the prison break. He was certain, in fact, that something was up, and that it was a trap…” Kaef’aktos explained.

 “But then… why did he still agree to meet me?” Aegis asked.

 “Because he believed that if there was even the slightest possibility that you could improve the lives of our people, he had a duty as our Warlord to take that chance. Plus, it was an opportunity to have the seekers expose themselves, so we could root them out once and for all. He put a lot of faith in the power of his and Krael’s Mithral weapons to deal with whatever was thrown at him.” Kaef’aktos replied as he briefly glanced up at Aegis, before looking down at the desk once more. Aegis saw the conflict on Kaef’aktos face, then looked to see Quinn give him an encouraging nod to speak up.

 “He was right.” Aegis cleared his throat, speaking loudly and confidently while straightening up his back. “We were manipulated into thinking the only way to speak with Kur’aktos was through the seekers. That fault is my own, and I hope you’ll forgive me for it. But it was only ever my intention to establish good relations with your people, and if possible, help improve the lives of the Dark Elves that live in this city.”

 “The seekers have been a plague upon this city for the last 100 years. The fact that you’ve managed to have them expose themselves, and then assist in their defeat, is not something that has gone unnoticed by our people. If you had not acted the way you had, it was unlikely we would’ve been able to rid ourselves of them.” Kaef’aktos replied.

 “But, I wasn’t able to do it without losing many of your people along the way.” Aegis replied while himself turning his head down at his feet.

 “I was there when Kur’aktos sacrificed himself for his people. He did so because he knew full well that his son would still be here to take his place. And that it meant a better future for the Dark Elves. I have no doubt that he is looking down on us now, proudly.” Viella spoke up again, smiling at both Aegis and Kaef’aktos.

 “Right…” Kaef’aktos nodded back weakly. “So, how is it you could improve the lives of those living in this city? My father was inexperienced with leading and was always trying to learn more about how other cities were run, but unfortunately he only ever had his own father as a mentor, and he wasn’t a very good one.” 

 “Well… do you want me to speak honestly?” Aegis replied as he glanced between everyone.

 “Yes, please do. I will not be offended.” Kaef’aktos replied with a determined expression.

 “I understand it is dangerous in the underrealm, but the people living here are being given very limited freedom. Forcing them into jobs they can't choose themselves, and with such intense work schedules, gives people little time to enjoy their lives. Standard work schedules on the surface are 8 hours on, 16 hours off, with usually two 24 hour periods in between with no work at all.”

 “Really…” Kaef’aktos immediately pulled out a parchment and a quill and began scribbling things down, taking notes on what Aegis said.

 “I imagine, due to Dark Elves not needing to sleep, in addition to the imminent and constant threat that the city faces due to its location, you’d want to increase the duration of work shifts to keep your people safe, but, I’d suggest you increase the rest time and allow your people to choose their professions on their own.”

 “Right, interesting…” he desperately continued to scribble it down.

 “Also, imprisoning every surface dweller and Plashrim will guarantee that you never form any good outside relationships. You were right to be cautious of cultists and malicious individuals, but there are spells and divine magics that can be used to detect them, so that you may isolate the truly evil ones from the wayward travellers. I imagine a number of those in your prisons currently are innocent of any wrongdoing, and it’d go a long way if you moved them into our custody so that we could review and confirm for you if they are indeed in need of incarceration.” Aegis motioned to Quinn.

 “Yes. If you were to join the Kordas Kingdom, we would share with your people a list of wanted bounties, and in turn you could do the same with us. In addition, you’d be free to export any prisoners to our capital city.” Quinn spoke.

 “Escorting prisoners up to the surface seems like it’d be needlessly risky…” Viella replied apprehensively.

 “On foot, yes. That is why one of our first orders of business would be the construction of a portal altar, that would allow teleportation between your land, Rene, and the capital of Kordas. That would allow anyone with the magic capable of forming portals to easily transport individuals between those three locations, among others. You, of course, would maintain control over whether or not the portal altar would be usable.” Quinn explained while motioning to Kaef’aktos.

 “Wait… you mean…” He stopped scribbling and looked up at them with wide eyes. “I’d be able to step through a portal and explore a city on the surface? You would welcome us, and my people, to do so?” Kaef’aktos asked with disbelief.

 “Yes, of course. It might be best if you initially ease into surface life through Rene,” Quinn motioned to Aegis, “as Lord Aegis has already taken in a number of individuals from all over the world, including those from another island entirely. They are much more open to outsiders. Overtime, I’m sure that the people of Kordas will grow to be more comfortable with seeing Dark Elves, though.” Quinn explained, but as she did, tears began to swell up in not just Kaef’aktos eyes, but Viella’s as well.

 “It was always my fathers dream to allow our people to escape the darkness of the underrealm.” Kaef’aktos replied as he wiped the tears from his cheeks, and seeing him like this, Quinn and Aegis couldn’t help but both smile. “It’s as simple as building a portal altar…”

 “Yes. Of course, it would be best if you agreed to become a part of the Kordas Kingdom, though. That would entail a 5% tax on trading between the cities, but we would be able to offer you any manner of resources, from food, stone, wood, and iron. In return for whatever unique delicacies, crafts and materials that you have available for trade yourselves. I’m sure there are many things you have in abundance.” Quinn said.

 “Of course. I would have to talk with our Master of the Tree, and the Quartermaster, though.” Kaef'aktos replied excitedly.

 “Right, those things can be discussed after. I brought someone with me as well, another member of my guild, that could arrange the details of trade with your people. That is, of course, if you agree to join the Kingdom.” Quinn asked.

 “Yes. Yes, I would like to join.” Kaef’aktos replied enthusiastically.

 “My lord, are you sure you wouldn’t like to take more time to think on this?” Viella replied hesitantly.

 “I’m certain. This is what my father would have wanted.” Kaef’aktos replied with determination.

 “Well, it’s as simple as signing a few forms. Viella’s right to hesitate, though. You should read over them first.” Quinn said while glancing between Kaef’aktos and Viella briefly. She then pulled out of her inventory several scroll cases, and from them she took out rolled up parchment which she slowly unrolled onto the desk in front of Kaef’aktos.

 “Right, okay. Yes, I will read into these first.” Kaef’aktos nodded back, then looked up at Aegis and Quinn. “I cannot thank you enough for this opportunity. You do not know how much it means to our people. This… it represents hope.” He smiled.

 “Whether or not you agree to join, we can construct the portal altar. I brought with me a few builders, and the necessary materials. All we’d need is a work project assigned by you, and we could get started.” Quinn said.

 “Right. Yes, of course.” Kaef’aktos replied as he started waving his hands around, and promptly sent out a work project invitation to both Quinn and Aegis which they both accepted.

 “Wonderful.” Quinn smiled as she stood up, prompting Aegis to stand up as well. “I will get started on the construction of the portal altar, on the ground level of your city. In that time, please read over those documents and let me know when you’ve come to a decision.” Quinn said.

 “Yes, of course. Thank you very much. It was a pleasure meeting both of you.” Kaef’aktos replied, standing up and bowing politely. They all shook hands very quickly, then Aegis and Quinn turned and left the office. Before the door had even closed behind them on their way out, they overheard Viella and Kaef’aktos going into an intense discussion. Once the door had shut, though, Aegis stopped walking forward and turned to Quinn.

 “We sure this is a good idea?” Aegis asked Quinn.

 “What do you mean? Expanding the connected power of the Kordas Kingdom to all of Kalmoore is ideal, for both us players and the NPCs.”

 “Yeah, but… it’s like they said. Dark Elves have typically not gotten along with the other races when it comes to the NPCs. I’ve seen it first hand already. Heck, even the Arallians and Kalmoorians were having some trouble getting along, and most of them are human.” 

 “Yeah… There’s been a lot of conflict with the NPCs lately…” Quinn trailed off in thought on Aegis’ words. “But, it’s up to us as leaders to make sure everyone gets along. Especially you,” she playfully nudged his shoulder, “Priest of Eirene.” She smirked. “You’ll be heading back to Rene now, I presume?”

 “Not yet, there’s stil-” Aegis was interrupted by the office door behind them opening, and Kaef’aktos came walking forward eagerly.

 “Ah, good. You are still here.” He said with a smile as he spotted them, Viella trailing behind him with a nervous look on her face.

 “Is something wrong?” Aegis asked.

 “No. Well, sort of. Me and Viella began to discuss, and, well…” He paused and looked at her, and Aegis saw them both looking quite apprehensive. “Your suggestions of how our people should work less sound great, but it reminded me that we have lost not just my father, but the power he used to keep us safe. The mithral weapons disappeared along with him when he died.” Kaef’aktos said, and immediately Aegis and Quinn’s eyes lit up with anticipation.

 “Wait.” Quinn suddenly shouted, holding her hand up to stop him from talking. “Are you planning on sharing information about Kur’aktos’ mithral forging?” Quinn asked.

 “I… possibly… yes…” Kaef’aktos replied hesitantly. 

 “That art has been lost to all surface dwellers, on all islands. It’s extremely valuable information. It’s been earned by Aegis here, but, no one else.” Quinn explained as she glanced up to see Aegis’ livestream viewership suddenly shooting up to 450,000. “I’ll back out of this conversation, under the condition that you turn off your livestream for it.” Quinn said to Aegis. 

 “Really?” Aegis looked at her surprised. “Tullan’s gonna be pissed, though…”

 “Yeah, but, I just piggybacked on your quest for the sake of Kordas. It wouldn’t be right to steal your quest rewards too, when I didn’t earn them.” Quinn shrugged.

 “That’s…” Aegis looked Quinn in the eyes and saw the sincerity in them. “Okay. thanks.” Aegis nodded back at her. “Sorry guys.” Aegis said to no one in particular, then turned off his livestream.

 “Okay. Finish your conversation without me. I’ll get started on the altar.” Quinn bowed politely to Kaef’aktos and Viella, before turning and leaving them in the hallway.

 “What was that all about?” Viella asked with a look of confusion.

 “Nothing, she’s just not a blacksmith or refiner like myself.” Aegis cleared his throat and eagerly looked back to Kaef’aktos with a sparkle of excitement in his eyes. “So, you were saying?”

 “Yes. Right. With my father gone, we have lost our most powerful weapon to protect our people. He had managed to locate the knowledge needed to mine, refine and forge mithral. Unfortunately, I am not able to utilize this knowledge in my current state…”

 “Are you sure you want to do this? Kur’aktos was always worried about this falling into the wrong hands…” Veilla interrupted him.

 “I am sure. This man saved our people once. If he is able to utilize this knowledge and forge a new set of weapons for me, he would be saving us again. I would be able to protect our people just as my father did.” Kaef’aktos replied with a determined look in his eyes. “I will share with you the method in which to properly mine, refine, and forge mithral.”




	Quest: Use the knowledge that Kaef’aktos shares with you to mine, refine, and forge a pair of Mithral shortswords for the new Warlord of the City of the White Tree.
Objective:  0/1 Mithral Shortswords Delivered
Quest Giver: Kaef’aktos, The City of the White Tree
Reward: [Amulet of Pure Light]
Difficulty: Extreme
Restriction: Quality of both shortswords must exceed 50%.






Never in his time playing the game thus far had Aegis ever hit the accept quest button faster.
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                Chapter 182: Tablets of the Ancients


“Where exactly are you taking me?” Aegis asked Kaef’aktos as he followed behind him. They’d initially been traveling through the elegantly bright halls of the palace, illuminated by the natural interior wood of the White Tree. But as they continued on, the halls went deeper into the core of the tree, became more narrow, and as a result, the glow of the walls began to dull to that of a dark gray. It was still easy to see due to the lighting, but it was much more gloomy and ominous.

 The sounds of other people moving about were gone, replaced only by the sounds of Aegis and Kaef’aktos’ footsteps tapping down on the wooden floors.

 “My father was very protective of what he’d discovered, so he took extra precautions to keep it safe. He first showed it to me when I was only 50 years old.” Kaef’aktos explained.

 “Only 50 years old? Is that considered young for Dark Elves?” Aegis asked curiously.

 “Yes, quite. Why, is it not young for your kind?”

 “Not really. At 50, we’ve lived half of our life already. Of course, medical science lately has been proving that not to be the case…” Aegis mumbled the last part to himself.

 “Interesting. With such a short lifespan, it must be difficult to accomplish things, no?” Kaef’aktos asked curiously.

 “That’s why humans prioritize working together to accomplish things more quickly, and relish our free time away from work so that we can pursue our own goals… or, just relax and enjoy life, I guess.” Aegis shrugged back. 

 “That makes sense. I suppose it wouldn’t hurt my people to adopt those tendencies and have more free time to pursue such ways of living…” Kaef’aktos nodded before stopping in front of a dead end in the long narrow hallway they’d been walking along. “It’s here.” He motioned to the wall.

 “What is?” Aegis looked suspiciously at him.

 “Only one of his blood may open the way. If I recall, I place one hand here…” Kaef’aktos placed one of his hands on the wall, then placed his other hand in another spot. Nothing happened at first, but he shifted his second hand around a few times until there was a loud clicking noise, and suddenly the wall began to shift and rise up, revealing a doorway into a chamber at the end of the hallway.

 “Here we are.” Kaef’aktos motioned Aegis forward into the room, then stepped inside himself.

 The interior was cylindrical, and much brighter than the hallway outside. All around the walls of the round room stood stone altars, and upon the stone altars were large rectangular stone tablets sitting atop them upright, depicting images and text written in the ancient language. With one exception, however. One altar had a glass case atop it with a large book sitting inside, that did not appear ancient at all.

 “This rooms walls have been enchanted with numerous protection spells. Not even the most powerful warlocks, sages, or druids could breach them. You don’t need to worry about being scryed on inside here."

 “This is incredible…” Aegis said with wide eyes as he approached the first tablet. He recognized the images carved into the tablet, of that of a miner digging away at a strange looking ore deposit he’d never seen before. “But, I can’t read ancient…” He added with a hint of disappointment.

 “Do not worry. My father translated everything in his journal, over here.” Kaef’aktos explained as he walked over to the altar with the glass case and lifted it up carefully, then removed the book from the altar and handed it over to Aegis.

 “Thanks…” Aegis excitedly took it from him.

 “I believe his discovery begins on page 237. He located these tablets in an ancient ruin far off on the outer depths of the underrealm. They were made by, and for, an ancient civilization of dwarves, as you can see…” Kaef’aktos motioned to the humanoid depictions on the tablets resembling dwarves.

 Aegis, excited to read the book, quickly flipped it open to page 237. Sure enough, detailed translations of all of the tablets were written down on the pages.

 “I’ll leave you in silence for now, let me know if you have any questions.” Kaef’aktos said once he’d spotted Aegis reading the book. Aegis read it with intense focus, taking in every last detail, and it took a good long 30 minutes before he’d gotten all the notifications he’d been hoping for.




	Mining Proficiency Learned: [Mithral]
Refining Proficiency Learned: [Mithral]
Blacksmithing Proficiency Learned: [Mithral]







 Once the last notification came down, he let out an excited sigh of relief and a big dumb smile fell over his face. 

 “Finally. You don’t know how long I’ve been trying to learn this stuff.”

 “Just remember, Mithral is much more powerful than Iron. It tips the balance of power, and could disrupt nations if the power is not respected. At least, that is what my father said.”

 “Right.” Aegis nodded back as he flipped through a few more pages. “I’m curious, though. According to your father’s journal, he taught you these things. You know how to mine, refine, and forge mithral, right?” Aegis confirmed.

 “Yes, I am capable of doing it. No experience doing it myself, but I understand the theory behind it all.”

 “Well, then why teach it to me and give me the quest? Why not do it yourself and keep the power within your family?” Aegis asked, which caused Kaef’aktos to let out a hearty chuckle.

 “I suppose that’d make sense from your point of view, but… did you ever wonder why not all of the Royal Guards were wielding mithral?”

 “I assume due to trust, right?” Aegis replied curiously.

 “Why did Viella not have mithral daggers, then? Surely my father trusted her. He also only had mithral weapons, not armor…”

 “Oh…” Aegis came to the realization before Kaef’aktos had to say it directly.

 “As you likely read in his journal, when my father found the tablets in that ancient dwarven city, he also found a storehouse containing old chunks of mined mithral. He used that mithral to practice, and forge the weapons for himself and Krael, but once he ran out, he ran out. Even though he figured out how to mine, refine and forge mithral, he still never found out where to look for it.” Kaef’aktos explained, causing Aegis to let out a frustrated sigh.

 “And now we’re back to square one. The original problem. No one in the world knows where to find Mithral.” Aegis mumbled to himself as he went deep in thought. He carefully looked over the tablet depicting the dwarf mining it, but there were no direct clues on where it might be mined from.

 “The only clue my father ever uncovered from the ancient ruins was a line of text in an ancient dwarven tome, mocking a race of ancient humans that were attempting to mine mithral themselves. The line read: ‘those idiots can dig for thousands of years, and they’ll still never find it’.” Kaef’aktos quoted the text.

 “Well, that’s not very helpful.” Aegis sighed.

 “No, it wasn’t.” Kaef’aktos chuckled. “But, I hope, with this information I’ve shared with you, and your vast knowledge available to you on the surface, that you may be able to locate Mithral, so that you may re-arm my people against the darkness of the underrealm.” Kaef’aktos said.

 “Right.” Aegis nodded. “I’ll do my best. It isn’t just the underrealm filled with darkness, but these would be great to use against the abyss. Do you mind if I take this journal with me?” Aegis asked him.

 “I’d prefer if it stays here.” Kaef’aktos replied.

 “Right… well, I’m actually a decent scribe. Would it be alright if I made a copy of it? Just to keep reading over it for more details on where to find Mithral?”

 “I suppose it should be fine. But I should warn you about sharing the information in that book and spreading the teachings of these tablets to the world at large.”

 “I won't share it irresponsibly.” Aegis smirked as he pulled out several empty parchments that he’d brought with him from Rene, then his own ink quill. He then plopped down on the floor and sat cross legged, and got to work copying everything important from the later pages of the journal.

 Despite it taking well over two hours for Aegis to copy it all down onto multiple parchment pieces, (gaining several levels in scribing in the process), Kaef’aktos waited silently and patiently, seemingly going into meditation while Aegis worked.

 “Finished, that should be the last of it.” Aegis spoke up once the last pages had been copied. He gently closed the journal and handed it over to Kaef’aktos.

 “Wonderful.” Kaef’aktos smiled and bowed politely before moving back over to the glass case and placing the journal inside it once more.

 “The moment I discover mithral, your swords will be the first thing I forge.”

 “I look forward to it. I must return to my mother and brothers, and look over those documents. I will escort you back to the upper halls so that you may rejoin your companions, and I’ll try to have an answer for Quinn as soon as possible.” Kaef’aktos said.

 “Right. Sounds good to me.” Aegis replied as he added all of the parchment to his inventory and stood up off the floor. From there, the two headed back out of the chamber and Kaef’aktos sealed it shut behind himself. They then made their way back down the narrow winding hallways from once they’d came until they arrived back at the main hall of the Palace, of which Aegis was familiar with.

 “Once more, I wish to thank you personally for saving our people.” Kaef’aktos said as a final farewell.

 “It was my pleasure.” Aegis bowed back, and the two parted. Aegis made his way down the large entrance hall until arriving at the front gates of the Palace, and the guards standing watch gave him nods before pushing the palace doors open for him to leave.

 As he stepped outside, he saw his party waiting together, and Quinn’s group standing off to the side. Surprisingly, though, they all looked very anxiously at Aegis and stood staring silently at him.

 “Hey… guys? What’s wrong?” Aegis looked over the group, his eyes landing on his own companions. There, he saw Darkshot and Lina giving him eye gestures that pointed in the direction of Quinn’s group. Aegis turned to look at them and saw Cheryl leaning in and whispering something to Tullan, which seemed to prompt him to push past Quinn, Herilon and Trexon that were standing in front of him as if to hold him back.

 “I’ll tell ye’ what the problem is.” Tullan growled at Aegis, startling him as he saw an angry expression in his eyes he’d never seen before. “You. Yer the problem.” Tullan snapped at him, wagging his index finger out at Aegis.

 “What do you mean?” Aegis replied, looking confused as he glanced between Tullan and Quinn.

 “He’s refusing to build the portal altar. He… he says-” Quinn began to explain, but was interrupted.

 “I said what I meant. I’m done with this guild. Done doin’ all these crafts for ye, runnin’ around like yer little worker bee.” Tullan shouted at Quinn angrily. 

 “But, we pay you a good amount of gold to do it, it’s not like you’re a slave or something…” Trexon replied.

 “That gold aint nothin’ but a drop in the bucket compared to what this kid is gonna be makin’, now that he’s got the secret to mithral on his character sheet.” Tullan motioned to Aegis.

 “It’s about the mithral proficiencies?” Aegis asked.

 “Yer goddamn right it’s about the mithral proficiencies.” Tullan shouted. “I was watchin’ the stream. Quinn turned down the chance to learn ‘em herself just now, all because she thought it wasn’t fair to you. Eh? WHAT ABOUT ME? WHAT'S FAIR TO ME?!” Tullan shouted at her.

 “Hey, we’re the ones that came here and found the quest. Aegis earned them. I didn’t see any of you coming down here exploring the underrealm.” Pyri interjected.

 “OH REALLY?! I WONDER WHY THAT IS!?” Tullan shouted at Pyri, startling her with his abrupt anger. “Maybe it’s because we’ve been busy keepin’ Rene safe from all those damn bandits that Feng and Makaroth brought over!?” Tullan added.

 “Wait, what?” Aegis looked over the Night Hunter’s with a surprised expression. “Makaroth was here, on Kalmoore?”

 “Only for a week… him and Feng just brought over some priests to do the shattered healer quests at the monastery you built…” Trexon explained.

 “Seriously? They’re stealing Aegis’ class?” Darkshot shouted with a surprised tone.

 “It’s not exactly stealing. The class isn’t exclusive, and has some unique skills, so it's only natural they’d want members in their guild with it…” Herilon shrugged.

 “You didn’t think to tell me any of this was happening?” Aegis replied.

 “I didn’t know that I had to.” Quinn answered him with an annoyed expression. “Besides, you were busy grinding in Belmiure. Would you have really wanted to know?” Quinn asked with a raised eyebrow.

 “I don’t like that you decided for him.” Pyri chimed in.

 “She didn’t decide anything for him. It aint her job to babysit Aegis and keep him updated on everything that happens. Damn streamers always think they’re the center of the universe.” Tullan jumped in angrily. “We’ve given him plenty of chances to join the guild, or form his own guild and join our alliance. But he aint never taken ‘em, cause he’s too focused on himself, and gainin’ power for you lot. Doesn’t think to give back to all those who’ve been lookin’ out for him.” Tullan added as he stomped forward and closed in on Aegis, wagging his finger furiously at him.

 “Who took you to Arallia, eh? Stayed behind to help you save those Arallian’s despite the danger it put us in? Who guarded you while you started out in Orm? Who gave you that god damned necklace yer’ wearin’ right now, and helped you with the raid boss under your city? All that, and what the hell has he done fer us except attract a guild of bandits to our island!?” Tullan roared, his words directed both at Aegis and Quinn.

 “And yet, yer’ still givin’ him special treatment, thinkin’ more about bein’ fair to him, than bein’ fair to your own god damned, hard working guild mates. Turnin’ down learning Mithral when it was handed to you on a silver platter, that was the last straw.” Tullan shouted directly at Quinn. Following these words, it went deafly silent as no one had anything to immediately refute Tullan’s words, but Aegis’ mind was racing and thinking over it.

“Forget it. I’m done. Trexon, give me a portal outta here.” Tullan marched over to Trexon, who turned to Quinn. Quinn gave Trexon a hesitant nod, so Trexon began preparing to cast a portal, but was stopped by Aegis.

“Wait.” Aegis called out, causing all eyes to turn onto him. Once they had, he realized that he hadn’t quite finished collecting his thoughts yet and didn’t exactly know what he wanted to say. He took a deep breath and looked down at his feet. Part of him was angry to hear about Makaroth, but he did his best to swallow that anger and frustration in favor of dealing with the more immediate issue - the Night Hunters were hurting, and it was all his fault.

“You’re right. The Night Hunters have done a lot for me. I’ve seen first hand what its like on other islands, so I know you guys must put in a lot of effort to keep this island peaceful.” Aegis said as he gave a nod of respect to Quinn. “Ultimately, we’re on the same team, even if I don’t wear your tabard. We both want what's best for our friends, and the people on this island. It’s because of you that we were able to level up and explore the underrealm, undisturbed. You guys did something about Emerill, didn’t you?” Aegis asked.

“Yeah, busted his ass.” Herilon smirked proudly, while Cheryl’s eye seemed to twitch slightly. 

“We’re only able to quest, level, and explore peacefully because of the hard work you guys do. So it’s only fair to share it. It’s also, logically smarter, to work with you, given your class.” Aegis thought it out while motioning to Tullan. “So, I’ll make you a deal…” Aegis looked Tullan in the eyes.

“I’m listenin’.” Tullan replied.

“I’ll share the mithral proficiencies with the best Night Hunter crafter, only if he plans to use it to help the Night Hunter’s keep Kalmoore safe. And in return. I want to be a part of every craft of mithral we make together, through work projects. Your class has access to skills that will allow you to craft gear beyond what a Shattered Healer can, but I want to be a part of all of it. I’m just as excited about discovering these proficiencies as you are.” Aegis explained.

“Aegis, are you sure?” Lina asked.

“Mithral proficiencies will be worth millions…” Rakkan added.

“Yeah, which is why it’s okay to share it with someone I trust. There will still be plenty of gold for both of us. Tullan’s right, we’ve been standing on the shoulders of the Night Hunters for awhile now.” Aegis explained.

“Very mature of you.” Pyri smiled. After this, it went quiet again as Tullan was clearly deep in thought, but slowly, his expression turned to that of guilt and shame, and he reluctantly nodded back at Aegis.

“Al… alright.” Tullan nodded. “Sorry fer’ yellin’, it’s just… it aint fun like it used to be. The NPCs in Kordas, they just keep complainin’, makin’ demands, no matter what we craft and supply ‘em with. It’s been wearin’ me down.” Tullan mumbled.

“It’s alright, I understand.” Quinn nodded and gently put her hand on his shoulder.

“They’re wearing all of us down.” Trexon replied. Aegis listened and was reminded of how the NPCs had been treating Savika, and a hint of worry filled his heart. But while Aegis was thinking on it, Pyri heard the sound of sucking teeth coming from an annoyed looking Cheryl, which piqued her interest. She kept her eyes on Cheryl from that moment forward, but Cheryl quickly noticed she was being watched and evened out her facial expressions so that she appeared emotionless.

“Come, let’s talk over here. I’ll teach you the proficiencies. Besides, I could use your help with something.”

“Wait, ye’ can teach the proficiencies to me yerself?” Tullan asked, surprised.

“Just, come. Let’s talk in private.” Aegis smiled and motioned him to follow, heading away from the group.

“Ain't gotta tell me twice.” Tullan replied excitedly, his short dwarven legs waddling after Aegis. 
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                Chapter 183: Trouble in Paradise


“Hm.” Tullan grunted as he began to stroke his beard, pondering on Aegis’ words. The two were standing near the edge of the upper palace platform, looking down over the city of the white tree below. Some distance away, talking amongst themselves, were Aegis’ party and the rest of the Night Hunters. “That clue doesn’t help us find it, does it?”

 “It might, we could just not be looking at it from the right angle.” Aegis nodded back, scratching his chin while equally deep in thought. After a moment though, he gave a shrug and began shuffling the parchment in his hands back into his inventory, having finished letting Tullan read the copied journal and learn the proficiencies.

 “Regardless, ain't gonna matter much if we can’t forge one of those eternal flames. Refining it and forging the stuff requires quite the heat. Dragon fire? Peh…” Tullan shook his head.

 “I have my merchant lead looking into finding the locations of the silver dragons. They’re likely to listen to us and help us out if we find them.” Aegis shrugged.

 “What about the other materials?”

 “I know where to gather elemental cores and a giant heart. You think you can handle the rest?” Aegis asked him.

 “Aye, I can get the obsidian, iron, and the enchanting orbs.” Tullan nodded.

 “Good. Once we have the base materials, we’ll look into finding a dragon to breathe on it. I’ve also got some other ideas on how to produce intense heat for the forging process of the eternal flame.”

 “As do I.” Tullan nodded back. “How long are yeh thinkin’ you’ll need for the giant heart and the elemental cores?”

 “Not long. Gonna stop by Rene to see how things are going first.” Aegis said as he and Tullan turned to look over the others standing far off across the palace platform. “Check in with Chax, Luryala, and Savika. Any idea what the NPCs are like in Rene?” Aegis asked him curiously.

 “Nah, Sapphire’s watchin’ over Savika right now. She said it ain’t good though. Not much different from Kordas.” Tullan replied.

 “What exactly is going on? Last I heard, the neighbors kept complaining about land size, and who had free land versus who was getting paid to work…” Aegis asked.

 “Yep. Things like that. Yeh craft a new tool for one guy, and the next day the guy’s neighbor wants the same tool but better, for no reason. I had to craft a horse shoe for a family of NPCs that didn’t own a horse, just ‘cause they didn’t think it was fair that I’d delivered a shipment of horseshoes to the stables they lived near. It’s madness, I tell yeh. And it's drivin’ me nuts.” Tullan shook his head.

 “Why’re they suddenly acting like that?” Aegis asked.

 “Ain't got a clue. Not like they’re elite… The theory is that Arallian’s from another island comin’ here is what’s caused it. Messed their AI, or triggered somethin’ in them to set ‘em off. Having two kingdoms on one island brings potential for a lotta issues.” 

 “Maybe… They were getting along at first, though, right?” Aegis asked.

 “Honey-moon phase.” Tullan shrugged.

 “I guess… More important that I get back to Rene then. I left a young princess in charge, doubt she’s fairing well if the NPCs are acting like that in Rene too.” Aegis said, and Tullan nodded.

 “Alright, then. I’ll get to work on the base of the eternal flame and try and find out more info about those Silver Dragons, like yer’ buddy Chax is doin’.” Tullan said with a nod as he began shuffling towards the others.

 “Sounds good. I’ll let you know when we’re done getting the last materials for the flame, and finish our final leveling session.”

 “Grindin’ to 150?” Tullan asked with a hint of excitement.

 “Yep. We’re almost there already, thanks to that boss fight’s experience. Figured we’d do the final push to 150 so my party members can work on their advanced quests while we work on Mithral.”

 “Smart thinkin’.” Tullan replied as Aegis and Tullan rejoined the others.

 “How’s it going?” Quinn asked curiously as all eyes turned to the pair.

 “S’all good. I lost me temper for no reason, I regret my behavior, dunno what came over me. We’re gonna be workin’ together to hopefully get some mithral for the guild.”

 “You can’t just go out and get some already?” Herilon asked eagerly.

 “Nope, even with the proficiencies, we still’ve got no idea where to find mithral.” Aegis shrugged.

 “Aww.” Darkshot let out a disappointed sigh.

 “Don’t worry. I haven’t given up. I’ll find it.” Aegis replied with determination, causing Lina to smile excitedly at him. 

 “Great. What’s the plan for now, though?” Pyri asked him curiously.

 “Well, I’d like to stop by Rene to check in on things and turn in this quest with Luryala. We can get some sunlight and take a break. Then, we’ll head to the Red River to finish our grind to level 150 and gather some materials for an eternal flame.” Aegis replied.

 “You want us to go back to that magma river to grind?” Darkshot asked with raised eyebrows.

 “It’s level appropriate now, and has the materials we need for the flame…” Aegis shrugged.

 “Yeah but, it’s also a magma river.” Darkshot grumbled, causing Rakkan and Lina to chuckle at him. 

 “One more thing…” Quinn stepped forward. “Blades are finishing a dungeon grinding session in two weeks. After that, we’ll be having a meeting with the guild leaders of Kalmoore to discuss some issues our island is currently facing. The NPC’s recent behavior, the bandit guild, and that high bounty mercenary player that’s been wandering around, to name a few.” Quinn explained as she crossed her arms. “I understand you won’t be joining a guild, nor will you likely be founding one anytime soon, but I’d appreciate it if you attended the meeting anyway, as the Lord of Rene.” 

 Aegis looked towards his companions briefly before turning back to Quinn and giving her a nod.

 “Yeah, sure, I’ll be there. Just let me know the time and place.” Aegis nodded.

 “Great.” Trexon answered excitedly. 

 “Let’s construct that portal altar so we can get out of here.” Tullan said enthusiastically.



 Aegis’ party worked with the Night Hunters to lead them down to the ground floor of the city, where they selected an open spot near the center of the city to begin construction. It was relatively close to the prison, with a strong presence of White Tree guards in the area to provide extra security for the portal altar. 

 The portal altar they built was nothing fancy, just the bare minimum to get it to function as needed. They utilized cut stone that Tullan had brought along with him in his inventory. 

 With everyone helping and joining in on the work project, it went very quickly and the altar was completed within 30 minutes. After that, Trexon was able to enchant the altar to get it up and running, and both Trexon and Pyri were sure to attune to it, allowing them to portal back to the city from that point forward.

 “Perfect, all done. We’ll be off to Kordas now, then.” Quinn called out when everything was confirmed working. She gave an instructional nod to Trexon which prompted him to begin opening a portal.

 “And we’ll be heading to Rene?” Pyri asked Aegis, to which he nodded back at her. This prompted her to begin opening her own portal a few meters from Trexon’s.

 “Good luck with your final grind.” Herilon waved as the Kordas portal finished forming, and he was the first to step through.

 “Bye. Nice seeing you again.” Cheryl winked playfully at Aegis, which Aegis pretended to not have seen as he felt anger suddenly exuding from Lina. 

 “Take care.” Quinn waved.

 “Don’t go slackin’ on gettin’ those materials, I’ll be waitin’ with the highest quality iron base ye’ can dream off.” Tullan waved.

 “I look forward to seeing what advanced class you choose, once you’ve finished your final grind.” Trexon said to Pyri with a smile before stepping through the portal last and closing it behind him. Pyri nodded back as her own portal opened up, allowing the bright sunlight of Rene to shine in through the circular magical doorway.

 “Ah, it’s brighter than the tree…” Pyri said as she was the first to excitedly run through the portal, followed by Aegis, Lina, Darkshot and Darkwing, then Snowflake, and lastly Rakkan.

 The cold stale air of the underrealm transitioned to the warm humid air of Rene, with the noisy sounds of players and NPCs moving about the streets nearby. Off in the distance, Aegis could see the mountain peaking up over the walls of Rene that encircled the city.

 Horses and Lagnuk’s pulled along various carts and wagons filled with goods. Rene guards patrolled the streets, birds soared through the clear blue sky above singing various songs, and a light breeze flew over them, lightly fluffing their hair and causing their cloaks to billow.

 “Oh man. Wind… Moving air… I never thought I’d miss that the most.” Rakkan said as she stretched out his arms to let as much of the breeze hit him as possible, and closed his eyes to enjoy it.

 Seeing him do this, the others joined in - closing their eyes and turning their faces up towards the sun. Snowflake and Darkwing, on the other hand, both launched themselves up into the sky and began to soar freely through the air above, enjoying the freedom provided to them. Aegis opened his eyes to watch Snowflake squawk and screech joyously as he began to fly in circles above the group.

 “I think he’s happier to be out of the underrealm than all of us combined.” Darkshot joked as they opened their eyes to watch the excited winged beasts fly around. 

 “I was expecting Chax or someone to come meet us, though.” Pyri said with disappointment as she glanced around the streets nearby.

 “Oh, right. He probably doesn’t know we’re here, ‘cause the stream is off.” Aegis said as he’d realized it and began fidgeting around in his interface. “Should turn it back on before Hae-won shows up and starts lecturing me.” Aegis grumbled as he hit the last few buttons to turn his livestream back on.

 “So, what do you need us to do?” Rakkan asked.

 “Just relax, resupply and catch up with our friends. I’m going to check in with Savika and Luryala, and sort out my inventory, then we’ll be heading back down into the Red River to finish our leveling.” Aegis replied.

 “Wait, hold up. You’re forgetting something.” Darkshot stopped him.

 “I am?”

 “Yeah. The loot that the beholder dropped. What was it?” Darkshot asked. His excitement was contagious, as suddenly Pyri, Lina, and Rakkan all looked at him with glowing eyes.

 “Oh, right…” Aegis fumbled around into his inventory. “The purple item was a necklace, a utility item. The blue item was a crafting material. Here…” Aegis pulled the necklace out from his inventory so that the others could inspect the item card for it.




	
Name: Eye of the Void
Slot: Neck
Type: Necklace
Quality: 91%
Durability: 100/100
Requirements: Level 100
Option 1: Activate the necklace by opening the eyelids on the pendant. Once opened, it grants the wearer the ability to see through all illusions and deceptive magic, as well as the true form of all transforming or shapeshifting creatures. After 10 minutes, the eyelids will shut and cannot be opened again for 24 hours. 
Option 2: Adds 51-89 void damage to melee weapon attacks done by the wearer.
Description: A spherical pendant hanging from a dull black iron chain necklace, with an opening on the front from the pendant. Encased within the sphere is an eye that has a will of its own. 








“Whoa, that’s true sight, right?” Darkshot asked as he inspected the item card carefully.

 “Looks like it.” Rakkan nodded.

 “Seems like it’d be best on one of you two.” Pyri motioned to Rakkan and Lina, which prompted the two to glance at each other.

 “I took the last item, so it’s best if you took this one.” Rakkan replied.

 “Are you sure?” Lina asked, but Aegis was surprised to see just how excited Lina suddenly became at the prospect of getting it. Her eyes twinkled and a big smile grew on her face which she tried to, but couldn’t stifle.

 “Yeah, of course. With a fast attack speed you’ll get more out of the damage addition than I will anyway.” Rakkan nodded.

 “Okay…” Lina replied as she turned to Aegis. “Is it okay…?” She asked him.

 “Huh? Yeah, yeah, of course.” Aegis smiled at her as he handed it over and she excitedly took it from his hand and equipped it.

 “Okay… thanks!” She cheered. “It’s my first time getting a high level monster drop. In my old guild, they never really killed bosses, and when they did, the leaders always took the best stuff for themselves.”

 “Ah, one of those guilds, huh.” Pyri rolled her eyes. 

 “Is getting items really such a big deal?” Aegis asked as he saw her practically glowing as she looked down at the dull iron necklace now hanging from her neck.

 “Are you kidding me?” Darkshot raised his eyebrows at Aegis. “Getting loot is the whole reason people play MMORPGs. That, and leveling up. It’s the best part.”

 “It’s always nice to get upgraded equipment.” Rakkan nodded in agreement.

 “It’s the best part of the game, in my opinion.” Pyri added.

 “Well then, you guys we’ll be in for a treat when I…” Aegis looked up and saw that his livestream viewership had already climbed back up to 100,000 viewers. “Finally crack this Mithral mystery wide open, and craft us all the best equipment in the game.” 

 “Of course. Why else did you think we were all staying in your party?” Pyri smirked, causing the others to chuckle lightly and Aegis to throw her a grumpy stare. 

 “What about the crafting material the boss dropped?” Lina asked.

 “It’s just a void resistance material. I’ll probably add it to my next shield.” Aegis shrugged. “So, with that sorted out, I’ll be off to talk with Savika and Luryala. You mind taking care of Snowflake for me for a bit?” Aegis asked Pyri and she nodded back.

 “Yup, gonna go check on Melon anyway.” She shrugged.

 “I’ll go see how Amlie is doing. I heard she’s back with her intermediate farmer class now.” Rakkan said

 “Same, Sherry’s an intermediate merchant and has been working in the stalls here.” Darkshot said. With that, the others parted ways and left Aegis and Lina alone, though Lina barely noticed as she was still checking out her new necklace. She felt around the spherical pendant and located where the eye slit was, carefully tracing it with her fingertips.

 In that short time that Aegis let her stand in silence, he spotted Chax anxiously approaching them from down the street.

 “Good, glad you’re finally back.” Chax called out to them.

 “Is everything alright?” Aegis asked.

 “No, not really. Savika’s been getting a bit overwhelmed. You oughta come check in on her quickly.” Chax gave him a motioning nod towards the town hall.

 “Right.” Aegis replied as he and Lina hurriedly followed after him. When they arrived at the town hall, they found a large line of NPCs had formed out front, all of them looking grumpily at Aegis as he was ushered past them by Chax and led inside the building. It was a mix of both Arallians and Kalmoorians of all ages, races and genders.

 When Aegis got into the central room of the town hall with the large round table, he saw Celestian standing guard at the door, and Sapphire and Yuki both sitting in chairs on either side of Savika on the far end of the table. 

 Sitting in a chair closest to the door was an Arallian NPC who was in the middle of speaking to Savika. Chax opening the door into the room caused him to pause for a moment, and wait until Chax, Lina and Aegis had all entered and shut the door behind themselves before he kept talking.

 As Aegis looked up across the table he saw a look of relief and joy on Savika, Yuki, and to his surprise, Sapphire’s face.

 “As I was saying…” The grumpy sounding, older Arallian NPC cleared his throat as Aegis, Chax and Lina made their way around the table to get to the farside of the room where Savika stood. “The noise is unbearable, I cannot get a moment’s rest ever since you allowed my neighbor to practice his lute skills in his home.”

 “He was told he could only practice during the day, though. Has he been using it at night?” Savika asked the NPC.

 “No, only during the day, but it’s just not fair how noisy it gets.”

 “But he is training to become a bard. If he isn’t permitted to practice in his own home during the day, he won’t have an opportunity to improve.” Savika explained.

 “I understand. But I feel it’s only fair that if he is allowed it, I would like to be allowed it as well.” The NPC replied.

 “You wish to practice music in your home during the day, too?” Savika confirmed.

 “Yes.” The NPC nodded.

 “That’s fine… I don’t see a problem with that…” Savika glanced at Yuki who nodded back apprehensively.

 “Then, I’ll need my own instrument. Will the city provide me with one?” 

 “I’ll arrange for one to be crafted for you. Do you have a preference?”

 “Yes. I want a lute. It must be higher quality than my neighbors.” The NPC demanded.

 “I’ll see what I can do. Is there anything else I can help you with?” Savika asked politely.

 “No, that is all. Good day.” The NPC stood up and stomped out of the room.

 “Hold the next one, Celestian.” Chax instructed Celestion by the door as the door shut behind the leaving NPC. 

 “You handled that pretty well… What’s wrong, what’s the problem been?” Aegis asked Chax, to which Chax motioned his attention back towards Savika. Savika, upon seeing Aegis, suddenly disfigured her face as tears filled her eyes, and she stood up from the chair and ran around the table as quickly as she could, shoving her face into Aegis’ leg as she began to cry loudly. 

 Aegis was taken aback by what was happening - confused. He looked up to see that Yuki and Sapphire were both equally struggling to hold back their own tears upon seeing the young Savika in this state.

 “What’s the matter? What’s going on?” Aegis asked as he looked to Lina and Chax for answers, getting only looks of worry and sympathy.

 “It’s that. What you just saw. It doesn’t stop. Day and night, without rest, the pettiest of petty complaints. No matter what Savika does to try and appease them, it fails to work.

 “I am a terrible leader. I can’t keep the people of Rene happy. I failed you.” Savika sniffled into his leather leg armor before crying more loudly.

 “It’s not true, you are doing great. It’s not your fault!” Yuki called out to her from across the room.

 “The same thing is happening in Kordas. Trexon and Tullan have had to take over for our elite NPCs to give them breaks. It started after the concert…”

 “It’s most likely something to do with having two kingdoms on one island. That’s the going theory, at least.” Chax explained.

 “It’s causing the NPCs to just constantly be unhappy?” Aegis asked, and Sapphire, Yuki and Chax all nodded back at him to confirm. “So, in reality, this is all my fault, isn’t it?” Aegis said.

 “No, no. You saved all of us, we’re really grateful.” Savika insisted as she quieted down her crying. “My father, everything he taught me, it just doesn’t work. I’m trying to be fair and keep the peace… I’m just not good enough.” Savika added. Aegis wasn’t exactly sure how to calm her down, and found himself gently patting the top of her head to try and soothe her as he began pondering the situation.

 “What about Farlion, and Celestian. And Clara?” Aegis asked curiously.

 “The monastery has been fine. None of the new priests, or Clara, have had any issues.” Yuki replied.

 “Me and Farlion are doing our best to maintain order. For the time being there have not been any major conflicts or need to imprison anyone.” Celestian replied.

 “The other Rene guards, are they okay?” Aegis asked Celestian specifically.

 “Not exactly. They too, have their own complaints. But it’s nothing I can’t handle with a bit of discipline.” 

 “Okay… strange.” Aegis began scratching his chin.

 “What’s strange?” Lina asked curiously.

 “The only one’s not complaining are the Elite NPCs.” Aegis replied.

 “They’re smart enough to not be bothered by another kingdom showing up here.” Chax reasoned with a shrug.

 “Yeah, maybe…” Aegis pondered out loud. “Either way, we can’t leave things like this.” Aegis said to Lina and she nodded back at him. “I’d like to head back out and finish our grind to level 150. It shouldn’t take long, only two weeks or so… but we’ll need a way to stop this before Savika grows gray hair by the age of 12.” Aegis said as he looked over the others.

 “You oughta just separate ‘em.” Sapphire shrugged.

 “You mean like, segregation?” Aegis raised an eyebrow at her.

 “Yep. Put all the Arallian’s on one side of the city, and the Kalmoorians on the other.” Sapphire said nonchalantly.

 “Won’t that make things worse?” Chax asked.

 “Maybe. Or better. But at this point, you need to start a process of elimination to figure out what the cause of this behavior is. Like troubleshooting. Don’t forget, Non-elite NPCs are just basic computer programs. Trial and error is an effective way to locate the cause of the problem.” Sapphire explained, causing everyone to look at her strangely. “What?” She pulled out a carrot and bit into it loudly. “I’m a programmer in real life.” She shrugged. 

 “I can see what she’s saying. It’s not possible to execute segregation in Kordas due to the logistical nightmare it’d be in a city of that size. But in Rene, we can try it out. It’d at least confirm whether or not the issue is indeed the fact that we’re mixing two kingdoms together on this island.” Chax shrugged. 

 “Okay…” Aegis considered what they were suggesting. “Let’s try it, I guess. Is Ruffily back yet from her intermediate quest?”

 “Yup, she’s been constructing some magnificent homes with the Arallian architects.” Chax replied.

 “Good. Work with her to move the Kalmoorian’s to the western end of the town, and keep the Arallian’s on the eastern side. They’ll be separated by all the shops and trading halls in the center of Rene.” Aegis said to Chax and he nodded back at him. “Then, in the spirit of trying different things to stop the complaints, I would like to change how you approach these NPCs.” Aegis said as he looked down at Savika, then up at Yuki.

 “I know you probably want to work on your tailoring, but I could really use your help…”

 “Don’t worry. I’m an advanced class, Master Tailor now.” Yuki gave him a thumbs up and a smile. “What do you need?”

 “Can you take over as Mayor for Savika for a bit, to give her a break?”

 “Of course.” Yuki nodded back with enthusiasm.

 “Ok, and also. I want you to turn down every request that you get, unless it’s serious.”

 “Hm.” Sapphire squinted curiously at this.

 “That’ll make them angry, and unhappy…” Savika mumbled weakly as she looked up at Aegis with a worried expression.

 “Yeah, but, they’re already unhappy and angry, and giving them what they want hasn’t been doing anything, right?” Aegis asked.

 “I guess not…” Savika replied.

 “Okay, I’ll do it. Grumpy NPCs won't bring me down, so don’t worry.” Yuki replied with confidence.

 “Good, thanks.” 

 “And I’ll just keep loitering around as a bodyguard…” Sapphire mumbled to herself before taking another bite of her carrot. 

 “Is there anything I should do?” Lina asked with enthusiasm.

 “Yeah. I’m going to go talk with Luryala, and check in on Erikson and Josephine to see if they have any insight on this. In the meantime, can you check out the NPCs and see if you can spot any patterns in their behavior?” Aegis asked her.

 “I’m on it.” Lina nodded back.

 “Good. Perfect.” Aegis replied as he looked over everyone present in the room, landing finally on Savika as she remained holding onto his leg. “I’m sorry for leaving you alone to deal with this by yourself for so long. I hadn’t realized it had gotten this bad. But we’ll sort this out now, okay? You did good to keep things together for this long.” Aegis said to her, gently stroking her hair as he’d seen Yuki do. This caused Savika to smile weakly up at him, and for a brief moment he forgot that he wasn’t talking to a real little girl, but a simple elite NPC.

 “Let’s begin. Operation ‘stop the whiny NPCs’.” Aegis declared to the group. 
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                Chapter 184: Words of Wisdom


Aegis walked through the townsquare of Rene on his own, taking in the sight of the many players haggling with each other over trading goods. There were several market stalls set up by other players selling their crafts, but also many NPCs. 

 Gathered around his fountain he heard shouts of players looking to trade, or recruit party members for quests and dungeons, and even some people advertising their streams and encouraging people to watch them play. It was incredibly lively, and the negative attitude held by the NPCs that were making their way into the townhall was not present in any way whatsoever.

 Once through the townsquare, he found himself in the doorway of Erikson’s tavern and walked inside. It was just as lively, with barely an empty chair in the place. Two bards were on the stage doing a miniature competition with one another, and most of the patrons were looking up and paying attention to it. One of the bards was playing his instruments incredibly seriously, while the other was goofing off and winning the crowd over by getting them to laugh. Mugs of ale were in the air and many people were cheering and shouting up at them.

 The attention on the bards made it easy for Aegis to slip across the tavern floor towards the bar on the farside where Erikson was busy handling orders, using the kegs behind the bar to fill up pints and mugs skillfully and sending them out with the barmaids. It wasn’t until Aegis had made his way all the way to the bar and sat on an empty stool that Erikson had even noticed him.

 “Oh, hey there, Lord of Rene. I see you’ve caught up in levels pretty damn quick.” Erikson grinned as he stopped what he was doing to lean over the bar in front of Aegis, eying his level and name above his head.

 “Yeah, we’ve been busy.” Aegis smiled.

 “What can I get for you, need a drink?” 

 “Uh, just water I guess. Came to talk with you and Luryala.”

 “Oh, yeah. You’ve managed to finish her quest, right? We were all watching your boss fight here on our livestream viewers, it was a big viewer event. Shame how it ended, real nailbiter.” Erikson said as he moved his hands around behind the bar to pull up a glass and filled it with crystal clear water, then slid it forward to Aegis. 

 “So everyone saw me failing?” Aegis replied shamefully as he glanced back at the crowds of patrons still looking towards the bards on the stage.

 “Nah, not failing. They saw you going all out with everything you had and not giving up.” Erikson winked at him before fidgeting with his interface. “Josephine said she’s sending Luryala over, should be here in a few minutes.” He said after he’d finished working with his interface and waved it away. “What’d you need to talk with me about?”

 “The NPCs, they’ve been causing some issues with Savika lately. Wondering if you’ve noticed anything…” Aegis asked him.

 “Nah. I mean, I’ve noticed them getting uppity, but, everyone’s noticed that. It’s happening all over the island.” Erikson shrugged.

 “Any idea what might cause it?”

 “The going theory that’s been spreading around is that it’s because we’ve mixed two kingdoms together, and the AI doesn’t like it, but…”

 “But you don’t think that’s the reason?” Aegis asked with a raised brow as he took a sip of water.

 “No, that’s not it. It could very well be the reason, it’s just, I wouldn’t say that to you.” Erikson shrugged.

 “What do you mean?”

 “Well…” He leaned forward and looked seriously at Aegis. “Me and Josephine are big fans of the stream, we’ve been watching since you saved Arallia. And, when you went in to do that Hrath’mir quest, what do you think I, or most of these people would’ve told you about that quest?” Erikson asked.

 “I don’t know… seems ridiculous, maybe?”

 “Yeah. What would we have all told you about going for that shattered healer class, leveling up all those skills in the first place with pacifism active?”

 “I don’t know…” Aegis looked at him confused, unsure of what he was getting at.

 “We, most players would’ve told you that you were stupid, wasting your time. A class like that wouldn’t exist, a quest like that is unbeatable. But you came into this game with no preconceptions of how games work and just did your own thing, and look how far it got you.” Erikson paused to tilt his head to the side knowingly, but Aegis still looked back at him with a look of confusion. 

 “Look, my point is, you should stick with that. With your instinct. I’ve been watching you lately - the higher level you’ve gotten, the less confident you’ve been in yourself, and you’ve begun to adopt the more standard MMORPG gameplay flow. But what you were doing by yourself, in your own way, is the reason you managed to get this far up on top. You shouldn’t be asking other people what they think is going on, or how to do quests. You should be trusting yourself. You’re near the top of the mountain now, that means, as you put it, there’s no more shoulders left to stand on. You shouldn’t be asking us what’s going on, or how to do things anymore - we should be asking you.” 

 “So basically, you’re saying I should trust my instincts and think about this NPC problem on my own?”

 “Exactly.” Erikson snapped his fingers into the shape of his index pointing at Aegis, then gave him a nod. “All these hardcore MMORPG players like to pretend they are experts, and will backseat game you to the ends of the earth if you let them. But the reality is, none of them discovered the shattered healer class, you did. None of them beat the Hrath’mir quest in under two days. Not even those priests that Makaroth and Feng brought over could do it - following your clips of completing the quest for guidance, they still took longer than you to beat it… And. none of them unlocked the mithral proficiencies…" Eriskon threw him a wink, "and, well, you get the point. Don’t listen to any of them. Not even me. If you think you’ve got the answer, trust yourself.” Erikson said before looking up and nodding towards the entrance of the tavern, causing Aegis to turn and see Luryala stepping inside and walking towards him excitedly with a big smile on her face. 

 “There’s your quest giver. I’ll leave you two to it.” Erikson finished.

 “Ah, wait.” Aegis turned to stop him from walking away to another patron. “Thanks.” Aegis said with a smile. 

 “No problem.” Erikson smiled back with a nod before turning to tend to the other patrons. Luryala quickly made her way across the tavern floor and took a seat on the stool beside Aegis, looking at him eagerly.

 “I’ve heard the news from the others. You have saved the City of the White Tree and defeated the Tyrant?” Luryala asked him hopefully.

 “I… yeah, I guess I did…” Aegis replied reluctantly.

 “And what of my tribe, are they alive, living within the city?” She asked.

 “Yeah, I suppose so. The city is under new rule and should be undergoing some positive changes in the future. They’ll also be able to travel between the Dark Elf city, Rene, and Kordas, allowing your people much more freedom.” Aegis explained.

 “That is wonderful.” She smiled with tears swelling up in her eyes. “Here, please take this. It’s a family heirloom passed down to me by my grandfather, the leader of our tribe. It was to protect me on my deadly journey through the underrealm, but thanks to you I never needed to use it. I hope you can make use of it and continue to do good for the people of this island.” Luryala explained as she pulled out a simple golden ring with a clear cut diamond encrusted on the top of it.




	Quest Complete!









	
Name: Ring of Hope
Slot: Finger
Type: Ring
Quality: 87%
Durability: 1/1
Requirements: Level 10
Option 1: When the wearer of this ring is killed, they will be given the option to activate this ring’s effect and revive instantly at the nearest graveyard. Once the ring has been used in this way, it will be destroyed and cannot be repaired.
Description: A simple golden ring enchanted with a powerful diamond of life bringing, passed down by generations of Dark Elves to protect their leaders from the evils of the underrealm.








“Whoa, this… This is very powerful. Are you sure?” Aegis eyed it, reading the item card carefully before looking back up into Luryala’s eyes.

“Yes, I am positive.” She nodded back at him. Aegis took the ring from her hand and didn’t hesitate to equip it on himself, inspecting the ring on his ring finger on the hand opposite to the one he wore his marriage ring on. 

“Thank you very much.” Aegis bowed respectfully to her.

“No problem. I know you will use it to continue to save many more people like me.” She smiled before bowing and stepping down from the stool. “Goodbye for now, and take care.” She said before turning and leaving the tavern. Aegis finished his glass of water while admiring the ring, thinking of potential uses, until finally hopping off the stool and making his way out of the tavern.

He found himself standing in front of the tavern for a moment, looking over the various NPCs and players that were walking about, and his mind wandered back to the issue at hand.

“Trust my instincts, stop listening to what everyone else is saying…” Aegis mumbled to himself, and found his eyes wandering over towards the mountain in the north, with the monastery just visible on the side of the mountain, peeking up over the walls that surrounded Rene. His instincts were telling him to get him more information, so that is what he intended to do. With purpose in his step, he began walking hastily in the direction of the monastery. 

He made his way out through the northern gates and followed the winding trail up the mountain until he arrived at the open gate of the Monastery of the Stars. Inside he saw the beautiful garden filled with clerics, priests, and apostles all donning the symbol of Eirene as they walked about gracefully.

Immediately upon stepping through the threshold and entering the gardens, he felt at peace. It’d been a long time since he’d seen so many like-minded individuals, or at least that was the first thought that entered his mind. Here, he didn’t need to worry about any evil or deception or darkness, only peace and love.

He surprised himself by how excited and relaxed he’d become just by stepping into the garden of Eirene’s monastery, and quickly tried to shake it off as embarrassment fell over him. He’d never thought himself as someone who would so easily get immersed in the game in this way, and he wasn’t exactly accepting of it. After he’d shaken it off, he briefly glanced up to his livestream counter and saw the viewership holding steady at 100,000. He found himself hoping that no one noticed the peaceful smile that he’d had when he entered the garden, and began strutting hastily along the stone pathways that he’d created many months ago in order to reach the building’s main entrance.

Once inside, he looked straight ahead through the main hall and saw Clara speaking with another Eirene priest player, but the moment the two locked eyes, she looked at him, smiled, and hastily walked towards him.

“Aegis, it has been such a long time since we’ve last spoken. How are you doing?” Clara asked him.

“I’m doing alright…” Aegis shrugged.

“You have become much stronger. Eirene has had things she wished to teach you about her light, I’ve been waiting for you to return so that I could share her words with you.” Clara said excitedly.

“Really? Teach me?” Aegis looked at her with surprise.

“Yes. As a Shattered Healer grows in strength, so must their connection with Eirene. She may empower your magic now, so that you may better aid those who need her light.” Clara nodded, and promptly sent out two quests to Aegis. Both of the quests were identical, instant completion quests that granted him new skills. One had a level requirement of 90, the other had a level requirement of 125. He’d only needed to hit the accept, then complete buttons, and the skills were granted.




	
Light’s Reach - Passive
Required Deity: Eirene
Your skills that target allies with healing or beneficial magic can now be cast on them as long as you can see them, and they are within 15m.

Skills Affected: Cleanse, Heal, Bless
Requirements: Level 90











	
Holy Mastery(Intermediate) - Passive: Level 1
Required Deity: Eirene
Holy spells cast by you can be divided to target multiple allies or enemies. Forcing your magic to hit multiple targets will reduce the effectiveness of the spell. Cast effectiveness reduction decreases, and the number of targets possible increases, with this skills level.

Targets Possible: 2 [3 at Level 50, 4 at Level 100, 5 at Level 150]
Spell Effectiveness Reduction: 60% [-.20 per level]
Skills Affected: Cleanse, Heal, Bless, Smite, Healing Wind
Requirements: Level 125








“Whoa…” Aegis’ eyes went wide with excitement as he read over the skills. His first thought was whether or not other people would learn about them as well, so quickly went into the game database to look up Shattered Healer. Sure enough, the entry was devoid of any information on these two skills. This caused Aegis to close out of his database interface and rub his hands together excitedly.

“No other cleric or priest class has skills like this, huh?” Aegis pondered out loud.

“These techniques are granted by Eirene solely to those who follow in her footsteps.” Clara smiled, watching as Aegis looked around the hall and spotted two level 15 Priest NPCs walking side by side, chatting with one another. 

He couldn’t resist the urge, and immediately snapped his fingers to cast heal on them. It worked, he was able to target them with his heal despite being so far away, but he struggled to control the spell and split it to target both of them. Upon one of them receiving the healing, the NPCs stopped walking and both looked at him confused.

“He is practicing his healing magic…” Clara said apologetically to the two Priest NPCs who bowed back awkwardly.

“I couldn’t split it…” Aegis looked at Clara confused.

“It will likely take some practice for you to get the hang of it. Manipulating magic is no easy task, not even for the most skilled of wizards.” Clara explained with a smile.

“Tell that to my mom…” Aegis rolled his eyes back at her. “By the way, there are some other things I’d like to discuss with you…”

“Oh?” Clara replied with interest.

“Firstly… While I was in the underrealm, I was ambushed by a group of Dark Elves. I reacted by defending myself with my shield, and struck one of them once. I afterwards learned from my mistake. I was hoping that Eirene would forgive me for this transgression.” Aegis explained.

“Ah, yes, I see. Give me one moment.” Clara said, then suddenly reached forward and clasped her hands around Aegis’ and closed her eyes. It went silent for a moment, and Aegis felt a bit awkward just staring back at her, so decided to close his eyes as well.

“Yes, Eirene watched over your actions, and has decided that such a transgression should not be forgiven. You must not resort to violence unless absolutely necessary, no matter how afraid you are. It must always be the last resort. Only bad things come from violence.” Clara said before releasing his hands.

“Really…” Aegis grumbled back while pulling his lips to the side, then let out a huff of air.

“What was the other thing you wished to discuss?” Clara asked, unphased by his suddenly grumpy mood. 

“It’s about the Arallians and the Kalmoorians. They’ve not been getting along, Do you have any insight into why? I’ve noticed everyone up here in the monastery seems to be fine.” Aegis asked.

“Ah… yes. Eirene has been worried. She is concerned that if their unhappiness continues, it will become fuel for darkness to spread throughout this land. But I am unsure of what is causing this behavior.”

“Hm…” Aegis scratched his chin as he pondered her words.

“I apologize I cannot be of more help.” Clara saw his look of deep thought.

“No, it’s fine. You’ve helped plenty.” Aegis gave her a nod. “We’ll be trying a few things over the next weeks to try and improve their moods, so hopefully things will start to fix themselves. Trial and error it is, I guess…” Aegis shrugged reluctantly. “Thanks for everything. I should go, I have lots to do.” Aegis bowed politely to her, causing her to bow back.

“Of course. You are welcome here anytime. Don’t hesitate to ask for help if you need it.” Clara replied respectfully, and with that, Aegis made his way back out of the monastery and headed down the trail towards Rene.

“Trust my instincts… but, what instinct?” Aegis grumbled frustratedly to himself as he closed in on the city’s walls. He found himself getting more and more annoyed by the game’s AI itself, rather than what could possibly be making them act like this. Once back within the city, he headed straight for the town hall where he saw the line formed of grumpy NPCs. It appeared to have gotten longer since he'd last seen it, and many of them made uncomfortable grunting sounds in his direction as he approached. A few seconds after he'd stood around staring at them, Chax stepped out of the hall.

"Yuki's been turning them down, but, they just go back to the end of the line and try again. It's not helping at all." Chax explained to Aegis as he moved to stand beside him.

"No... it wouldn't. They're not elite NPCs to begin with. I studied how NPCs in this game work. A non-elite NPC has no personality traits, nothing that would make them abruptly show hatred towards other NPCs on their own." Aegis thought out loud as suddenly his face became very serious. "Trust my instincts..." Aegis took a deep breath, then raised his hands into the air. "AURA OF LIGHT!" He shouted out, releasing a burst of light outward from himself in the shape of a dome. The aura quickly encapsulated all of the NPCs in front of the townhall, and in the nearby structures.

In the instant that the aura effected them, the facial expressions on the NPCs changed from grumpy, to neutral. They quickly began dispersing, leaving the line and heading back into the town of Rene as if suddenly forgetting why they'd lined up to begin with.

"What the hell?" Chax said with disbelief as he saw it happening.

"Yeah. My instincts were right. This has got nothing to do with Kalmoore and Arallia. Someone, or something, is making the NPCs act like this." Aegis clenched his fists. 

            

    
        Chapter 185: Instinct

    
    
    
    
                Chapter 185: Instinct


Aegis and Chax made the rounds through the streets of Rene, with the goal of ensuring that every single NPC within the walls of the town were hit by his aura of light at least once. Thanks to him having trained the skill back in the Mosmir hive, the radius was quite large, resulting in Aegis finishing the task quickly.

 “Notice anything that might’ve been causing it?” Aegis asked Chax as the two walked side by side back towards the townsquare.

 “No, nothing…” Chax replied apologetically. 

 “Hm.” Aegis stopped walking forward a few meters out from the townsquare on the eastern residential paved road, looking over the jovial NPCs and players talking amongst each other loudly in front of him. Unlike before, though, he looked at them with suspicion. It wasn’t until a few familiar faces stepped out of the crowds to approach him that he snapped out of it.

 Trexon, Quinn, and Sapphire walked forward with looks of concern.

 “Wasn’t expecting to see you again so soon…” Aegis commented as they approached.

 “When the NPCs stopped coming in to complain to Yuki and Savika, I turned on your stream and saw what happened, then let Quinn know right away.” Sapphire explained.

 “What exactly does that Aura of Light spell of yours remove?” Quinn asked Aegis in a serious tone.

 “A host of negative emotions… but the main thing it gets rid of is Darkness, that black stuff that the abyss is made out of.”

 “If whatever is making the NPCs act the way they’ve been acting can be removed, it means it’s being caused unnaturally, by a spell of some sort.” Trexon said while rubbing his chin and going deep into thought. “That could be any number of things.” His eyes began to wander, but Quinn nudged him and motioned him to look forward at Aegis, who stared back confidently.

 “You’ve already got an idea of what’s causing it, right?” Quinn asked.

 “Yeah.” Aegis nodded back. “I think I’ve had an idea this whole time.”

 “Why didn’t you say something earlier?” Trexon asked.

 “Well, so many people were sure of so many things, I thought I was just being paranoid. But recently, I was told to trust my instincts… and…” Aegis motioned to his aura and the NPCs coming out of the nearby buildings lining the streets.

 “Okay, so, what’s your instincts telling you about what's going on?” Quinn asked him, and as she spoke the group saw Lina suddenly appear in the shadows of a nearby building and quickly step out to stand beside Aegis, who gave her a knowing nod. 

 “Clara, the Prophet of Eirene, hinted that if things continue like this, they’ll allow darkness to spread throughout this land. I think that's exactly what someone has been trying to do, using the NPCs to do it… And It didn’t start after the Arallians got here, nor did it start after Yumily’s concert.” Aegis explained.

 “When did it start?” Sapphire asked, too intrigued to bite into her carrot. Before Aegis could answer, he watched as Savika, Yuki, and Celestian all appeared from the crowds of the town square as well and joined the group. With the large number of them present, Aegis motioned everyone to shuffle off to the side of the street to allow others to pass by.

 “It started after the day of that gnoll raid, when Rene got attacked, didn’t it?” Quinn asked Aegis before he could answer, and Aegis gave her a nod.

 “Before the raid, Clara gave a vague warning that she sensed a great deal of darkness amongst the gnolls. I believed the timing of the raid was too coincidental to be just a random occurrence, and despite what everyone else tells me about monster raids, I think I was right.” Aegis explained.

 “But how? Even if we know what is happening to the NPCs and when it started, we still don’t know exactly how they’re doing it…” Trexon replied curiously. It went quiet from there, save for the loud sounds from the players gathered in the town square. The group all seemed to be thinking on their own theories to answer the question, and during that time, Sherry and Darkshot arrived, along with Amlie and Rakkan, making a rather large gathering of players that closely huddled together.

 “What’s going on?! Woof!” Ruffily arrived last, spotting everyone staring at each other seriously in the streets. However, Ruffily appearing caused Aegis to remember his earliest days in the game, and it reminded him of his first few quests.

 “I know how they’re doing it.” Aegis announced, causing everyone to look at him excitedly with wide eyes. He fumbled around into his inventory to dig up a few items that he’d long since forgotten were in there, and pulled them out. Broken shards of what appeared to be black stone, reflecting the sunlight from the sky off of its sharp jagged edges.

 “What are those?” Amlie asked curiously.

 “Those are the shards from the orb of suffering we destroyed, right? When we saved Luryala?” Rakkan confirmed, and Aegis nodded back at him.

 “The Darxon cultists had an orb of suffering that they were using to absorb suffering of all the NPCs nearby, with the intention of using the orb to empower some sort of Avatar. I didn’t think much of it at the time, because we thwarted their plan through the quests and destroyed the orb before they could finish what they were up to.” Aegis explained.

 “But, if there’s an orb that’s causing this, why hasn’t there been any quests from the priests or clerics to stop it? That's what happened with the Darxon cult, right?” Sapphire asked.

 “Because…” Quinn looked knowingly at Aegis, and he nodded back at her.

 “The difference this time is that it’s not NPCs doing it, it’s players.”

 “Players? That would mean…” Darkshot replied worriedly, but most of the people present already knew what he was going to say before he said it, and Aegis did the honors.

 “Kalmoore is the next invasion target. They’re empowering these orbs using the NPCs in order to spread darkness, so they can gather enough of it to bring down the island.” Aegis explained.

 “We need to find those orbs and destroy them.” Quinn replied and gave a nod to Trexon, who nodded back and quickly began fidgeting with his interface. Aegis did the same a moment later, sending a message to Pyri who quickly replied that she’d be on her way. “We’ll start with Rene, it’s smaller, so it’ll be easier to prove or disprove this theory. It’s still not 100% confirmed what’s going on, but it all makes sense.” Quinn nodded.

 “Okay. Listen up.” Aegis turned to the group, making sure to land his eyes on everyone at least once to confirm they were all listening. “Somewhere in Rene, most likely in a central location, I’m guessing they’ve hidden one of these orbs. The ones who put it there are players, it could be anyone. Keep an eye out for Vagosh, or Simon, or any of the Black Lion guild members. We need to find that orb and destroy it, fast. Everyone spread out and get to work. Celestian, inform Farlion and the other guards to join in on the search. Yuki and Sapphire, please stick with Savika during the search.” Aegis ordered everyone.

 “So this means, it wasn’t my fault? It wasn’t the Arallian’s fault?” Savika replied, looking hopeful at Aegis.

 “You did everything perfectly. It was a malicious actor that was causing all the trouble.” Aegis assured her with a nod, after which Yuki playfully ruffled her hair and saw her let out a big sigh of relief. 

 “Let’s get to it. Portal anyone you can that is available to help with the search.” Quinn instructed Trexon who nodded back at her, continuing to fidget with his interface as he communicated with the rest of the Night Hunters using his guild interface, on her behalf.

 Within seconds, everyone dispersed and headed out in different directions around the city. Aegis watched as they began inspecting the walls of the buildings around the downsquare, looking for any hidden compartments where the orb might be hidden.

 Just as all of them had left, Pyri arrived from the skies, riding atop Snowflake who excitedly landed beside Aegis.

 “What’s going on?” Pyri asked curiously.

 “I’ve got a theory that someone planted an orb somewhere in Rene to absorb darkness, and have been using it to set off the NPCs.”

 “Hm. Decent theory. A bit far-fetched though.” Pyri looked at him curiously. “Got any proof?”

 “No, not yet, but if we can find an orb, or at least evidence of an orb, I’ll know I’m right.” Aegis explained.

 “Okay. And what we’re looking for, it’s a big ol’ black shiny orb made out of that stuff?” Pyri confirmed while motioning to the shards of suffering in Aegis' palm, and Aegis nodded back at her before placing the shards back in his inventory. “I’ll search in the typical spots. If I were a player looking to hide an orb, where would I put it?” She mumbled to herself as she hopped off of Snowflake and turned from him, wandering into the town square.

 “We’ll search from above.” Aegis said to Snowflake who squawked back at him excitedly. With that, Aegis hopped onto Snowflake's back, and Snowflake promptly leapt up off the ground and into the skies above Rene. He began soaring around above the rooftops initially, but Aegis pulled the reins to signal him to fly higher up so he could get a better view of it all. 

 The most central location was the town square, and the fountain, and Aegis watched as numerous Night Hunter members began to funnel out of a portal cast by Trexon, and began inspecting the fountain itself and the surrounding buildings. 

 He saw sages, clerics, wizards, druids, warlocks and paladins all activating various detection spells as they scoured every inch of Rene. 

 Lina shadow danced around the outer edges of the city, while Darkshot navigated the rooftops, and Amlie and Rakkan went through the pastures and farm fields to make sure it wasn’t buried anywhere in the soil.

 The search went on like this for a long hour without anything being found at all, Aegis continuously flying in circles as he overlooked the search efforts, thinking deep on where it might be. Eventually, though, Pyri and Trexon both used fly spells to soar up into the air to where Snowflake and Aegis were hovering.

 “We’ve used every type of magic, and searched every inch of Rene. Nothing.” Trexon explained.

 “Looks like your theory might’ve been wrong. There’s still a lot of other possible answers to what’s going on… One’s that aren’t so scary like ‘Kalmoore’s about to be invaded’...” Pyri smirked.

 “No, I’m trusting my instincts. I know I’m right.” Aegis dismissed her words as he panned around. “I’m just missing something…” He said to himself as his eyes wandered, and eventually landed on the monastery of the stars outside of the city. “The range on the orb of suffering was large, it was able to absorb Orm from here…” Aegis said as a light bulb flicked on in his head. “The gnoll raid occurred when I returned, because with me present it would guarantee I would draw all attention towards Rene and its obvious targets.” Aegis mumbled out loud as his eyes went wide.

 “They knew I would be suspicious. They knew I would put a focus on protecting Savika, and the town square. I took all of the guards away from the monastery. No one was looking at the monastery at all during the gnoll raid. And despite it being such a vulnerable, easy target, the gnolls made no attempt to attack it.” Aegis said excitedly, and before Trexon or Pyri could reply, Aegis yanked on Snowflake’s reins and caused him to dart forward towards the monastery with Trexon and Pyri trailing behind him with their slower fly spells.

 When Aegis arrived at the monastery, he landed atop the tall viewing tower that stretched up to towards the stars far above the monastery itself, and began searching around it. There was a singular statue of Eirene sitting atop the large platform in the center, with a hole in the floor leading into a winding staircase downward in the interior of the tower. 

 As Aegis began to frantically search over the top of the tower, Trexon and Pyri landed on the tower softly beside him.

 “You really think they hid it here?” Pyri asked.

 “Yeah. It’d be a great way to mock us. Players like to do that sort of thing, right?” Aegis replied as he began feeling around the blocks that made up the floor of the tower's top. 

 “He’s got a point…” Trexon nodded at Pyri.

 “I built this tower myself, I know every block I placed. I should easily be able to tell if something has been moved or altared…” Aegis explained as he crawled around beside Snowflake, who began sniffing the ground alongside him curiously. 

 “Aegis… Stop.” Pyri instructed him with a calm voice as she watched him, putting her hands on her waist.

 “No, I’m certain, it’s gotta be here.” Aegis replied without looking up at her.

 “It was.” Pyri replied firmly, causing him to stop and look up at her. When he did, he saw that she was staring at the statue of Eirene in the center of the tower top, looking down at it from above. Her tall elven stature allowed her to easily see that a giant, spherical shaped hole had been carved into the top of the statue of Eirene’s head.

 Aegis quickly got up and ran over, standing on his tippy toes to look down into the hole and inspect it. The stone around the edges of the hole had dark black purple stains.

 “You were right. They must’ve done it during the gnoll raid. No one would’ve been paying attention, not even Clara and the Eirene priests.” Pyri said.

 “To carve a hole into the top of her head, that’s sending a grim message.” Trexon added with a look of deep concern. “They’ve already retrieved it. Either because they saw on your stream that we were onto them, or, they retrieved it earlier because they’d already gotten what they needed.” Trexon sighed. “Without the orb present, there’s no telling what it was absorbing.” Trexon crossed his arms and eyed Aegis, seeing his viewership shoot up to 150,000. He wasn’t sure what Aegis’ reaction would be, but he certainly wasn’t expecting what he got.

 Aegis looked away from the hole in the statue of Eirene’s head to glance at Pyri and Trexon with an expression of pure, unrefined rage. 

 “These assholes… Do they have any idea how long it took me to craft this high quality statue?” Aegis said between his clenched teeth. This caused Pyri to let out a loud chuckle.

 “That’s what you’re mad about? I figured you’d be more mad about the other thing.” She shook her head in disbelief.

 “What?” Aegis snapped back at her, not appreciating her laughter.

 “She means…” Trexon stepped in awkwardly. “This proves that you are right. Kalmoore is the next target for an abyssal invasion.” 

 “Oh. Right. Yeah. That.” Aegis nodded hesitantly. “That pisses me off too.” He clenched his fists. “Get everyone to the town hall.” Aegis said to them before hopping on Snowflake and getting nods from both of them.



 It was crowded. Every member of Aegis' council, and his party, were present. In addition, Christoph, Quinn, Trexon, and one person Aegis had never seen before named Artaphernes had shown up.

 All of the chairs of the townsquare were taken, and some of the players and NPCs present were forced to stand. But all were quiet and attentive, as Aegis cleared his throat and began pacing around the far side of the room.

 “Let’s make this quick, my guild is in the middle of a dungeon raid right now.” Christoph spoke, breaking the silence.

 “Kalmoore is being targeted for the next abyssal invasion.” Aegis declared, his viewership now at 200,000. There were a few gasps, mainly from the NPCs, but it went silent again after that.

 “How can you be sure?” Artaphernes asked.

 “I can’t, but all signs are pointing to it.”

 “You mean, you’re interpreting all the signs to point to it.” Artaphernes shook his head back at him.

 “It’s within the realm of possibility. We’d be foolish not to take it seriously and prepare as though it’s the reality.” Trexon spoke on Aegis’ behalf.

 “Well, what do you want us to do about it, then?” Christoph asked, and it went quiet again.

 “Given the time between the first two invasions, it's presumed that there’s a cooldown in effect before the next invasion can start. There’s about four weeks left.” Quinn explained. “We need to get as powerful as we can in that time. Locate and lockdown as many of the Black Lion guild members as possible, and ideally take Simon out of the picture since he's most likely working with the Harbinger of Darkness player Vagosh.” Quinn explained.

 “Good, so, you oughta let me get back to my dungeon raid with my guild. We’ve been getting a lot of good items and experience.” Christoph shrugged.

 “We’ve scoured all the known spots in Kordas and the surrounding cities. There’s no sign of the Black Lions anywhere.” Artaphernes replied.

 “These guys dug a hole in the head of my Eirene statue. They think they’re clever, and probably have a ‘hide in plain sight’ approach to things.” Aegis explained with a not-so-subtle hint of anger in his voice.

 “Can’t believe you didn’t tell us those jackasses were running around on our island again.” Erikson grumbled angrily, causing Josephine to gently pat his shoulders in an effort to calm him down. 

 “I’ll double our efforts. We’ll do our best to find them and lock them up. But, they were not behind the invasion in Arallia, so it’s unlikely they’ll be behind this one either. And…” Artaphernes did a motioning gesture towards Aegis, “Is it really so smart, broadcasting all of this to the world? With that many viewers, you’re probably sitting in the top 25 of streamers, aren’t you?” Artaphernes raised an eyebrow at him.

 “I doubt it’s going to matter, these guys are already several steps ahead of us. We’ve got catching up to do.” Quinn answered on Aegis’ behalf. 

 “And what will the Night Hunters be doing?” Christoph asked her.

 “Well, Aegis, I’ll have to ask that you use your Aura of Light on Kordas. Then we’ll search the city and confirm there isn’t any orb still working its way through the Kalmoorian NPCs there. We’ve at least got some idea on where they like to hide the orbs now, so it shouldn’t be too hard to find.” Quinn explained. "After that, we'll be training and bolstering the defences around the island stones."

 “And you?” Christoph turned to Aegis.

 “We’ll…” Aegis looked over his party members who were sitting near him in the town hall chamber. “Finish grinding to 150 and get as strong as we can. More importantly though, this puts a time limit on me and Tullan.” Aegis explained.

 “Time limit for what?” Artaphernes asked him.

 “We’ve got four weeks to craft an eternal flame, find a silver dragon, and mine some mithral. And knowing the strength of mithral, Vagosh and whoever he’s working with are probably going to do everything in their power to stop us.” Aegis replied with a glint of determination in his eyes.

“I’ve got some leads on a silver dragon. I’ll follow up on them as quickly as possible.” Chax jumped into the conversation.

 “You really think you’re going to do all that in four weeks?” Artaphernes replied skeptically.

 “Don’t challenge the kid.” Quinn shook her head with a smirk, seeing a big grin grow across Aegis’ face which quickly spread to Lina, Rakkan, Pyri and Darkshot. 
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Aegis led his party through the glowing moss and mushrooms of Reltrak forest. Snowflake walked beside him, with Rakkan and Lina at his back, then Pyri and Darkshot with Darkwing on his shoulder further back still. The group were each sitting at level 138, up from 135 thanks to the massive experience given by the beholder raid boss.

 “You really think all that stuff is true?” Darkshot asked as the group neared the pillar of stones marking the entrance to the red river.

 “It explains everything that was going on.” Aegis shrugged back to him.

 “Damn…” Darkshot sighed.

 “No island has survived an abyssal invasion yet. If things go badly, we might be playing together somewhere else a month from now…” Rakkan said.

 “The abyssal invasion isn’t the problem.” Aegis spoke loudly. “I saw first hand the strength of the creatures that invade. The abysslings, reapers, ferrawolves… none of them are particularly high level. And the Juggernauts? They’re big and strong, but slow.”

 “If the invasion isn’t the problem, what is?” Darkshot asked.

 “Most likely, it’s the players.” Pyri answered on Aegis behalf, and both Lina and Aegis nodded in agreement.

 “The black lions attacked the defenders of Arallia, if they hadn’t, the juggernauts would’ve probably been defeated.” Lina said.

 “Not only that, the abysslings and reapers were level 30. A properly defended city wall should’ve easily been able to hold that off.” Aegis added.

 “So you’re saying, we need to prepare for PvP, and deal with the Vagosh and those bandit players?” Darkshot asked.

 “Exactly.” Aegis nodded.

 “That should make things interesting…” Pyri grinned. “I’ve been kind of itching to see what real PvP feels like in this game.”

 “If everything Aegis said is true, then we’ll probably get our chance sooner than later. They won’t want us getting Mithral, that’ll be game over for them. I'm expecting them to show up and try to gank us.” Rakkan replied.

 “We should be ready for anything, at all times. With the stream on, we are easy targets, especially if we’ll be grinding using big pulls like we usually do.” Lina said worriedly.

 “That’s exactly what we’re going to do.” Aegis smiled as he stopped near the hole leading down towards the red river, not far from the pillar of stones in the forest. “We’ve got no time to waste. If they’re gonna come try and mess with us, we’ll just have to learn to deal with it.”

 “Trial by fire, eh?” Darkshot nervously pulled his lips to the side as he stared back at Aegis.

 “Literally.” Pyri added as she leaned over the hole leading downward, and felt the waft of hot air rising up out of it on her face. 

 “C’mon, let’s get started.” Aegis motioned them forward with a nod, causing Snowflake to squawk back excitedly and be the first to follow him down the ramp into the hole. The others came swiftly after, and once they reached the bottom of the ramp they navigated the heated tunnels until they saw the red glow of the river shining through the narrow opening the group had carved through the cave in at the end of the tunnel.

 Just as they reached the threshold to enter the cave containing the river, Aegis stopped and began wrapping strips of high quality basilisk leather around Snowflake's talons and paws to protect them from the heated obsidian floor. Then, the group made their way through the rubble and found themselves standing on the obsidian shores of the slow flowing red magma river.

 “Oh, the memories…” Darkshot spoke weakly as the group looked on over the river.

 “First thing is first…” Aegis said as he glanced around and spotted some of the strange plants growing near the cavern walls. The first one he spotted, he eagerly rushed towards it. “I’ve been dying to know what the hell these things are…” he said as he inspected one of the strange red plants with tiny balls growing at the center of its large blossoming flower petals.

 Using his herbalism skill he was able to scan the details of the plant and find the valuable parts usable in other crafts. He first tried touching the red petals of the flowers on the tall stemmed plants protruding out of cracks in the obsidian floor where it met the cavern walls.

 The moment he touched the petals, however, a small burst of flames erupted from the point of contact on his fingertips.
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 He immediately pulled his hand away and shook off the flames that encased his gloves.

 “Ow.” Aegis sighed in annoyance.

 “Nice one.” Darkshot chuckled as the others watched him from behind. Aegis just shook his head and rolled his eyes at Darkshot before looking back at the glowing red petals of the flower. He was determined to gather some, so changed his approach. This time, he pulled out a pair of iron shears he’d crafted and carefully clipped one of the petals off at the base.

 He then held his hand out to try and catch the falling petal, but when it touched his hand, it still let out a burst of flames and dealt fire damage to him, causing him to pull his hand away and let the petal fall to the ground due to the burning sensation. When the petal fluttered through the hot tunnel air and landed on the obsidian floor of the cavern, it did something Aegis was not expecting, however.

 The petal exploded violently, releasing a blastwave of flames that shot out from the point it had landed on as the flames engulfed not only himself, but his party members. It rippled outwards to as far as the river itself, dealing roughly 1000 fire damage to everyone as they threw their arms up to shield themselves, Snowflake covering himself with his wings.

 “Aw, c’mon, seriously?” Darkshot groaned.

 “What the hell was that?” Rakkan shouted as the flames dispersed and they could all look more clearly forward at the source of the explosion. However, the petal that caused the explosion was already dissolving, and within a second it had disappeared.

 “The flower petal exploded…” Aegis explained as he looked at it with disfigured eyebrows.

 “Pfft.” Pyri tried to hold back laughing.

 “These petals are awesome. I’ve gotta gather some.” Aegis said excitedly as he prepared his shears to cut away more petals.

 “Just, don’t let the petals hit the ground, okay?” Pyri replied.

 “I got it this time, don’t worry.” Aegis replied with determination. He cut another petal with his shears, caught it in his free hand, then immediately after touching it he added it to his inventory. He still took the fire damage from touching the petal and had to shake his hand to get rid of the flames, but it worked - he successfully added the petal to his inventory. “Easy peasy.”

 “Yeah, right.” Darkshot huffed out some air. “What’s it do?”

 “Uh…” Aegis fidgeted with his interface to inspect the petal in his inventory. “When added to an elixir properly, it causes the elixir to explode after consumed, dealing fire damage to the drinker.”

 “The hell?” Darkshot raised his eyebrow.

 “That’s just the basic usage. I’m sure it has other ways to be used that need to be discovered…” LIna said with an apprehensive smile.

 “First you make poisons, now you make exploding elixirs. I’m never drinking anything you concoct.” Darkshot shook his head at Aegis.

 “Whatever, I’m gathering more.” Aegis ignored him and went back to shearing the rest of the flower petals. Once he’d finished, he was left just with the tiny black balls growing on the center of the flower, and carefully inspected them until finally plucking one off.

 It didn’t explode or burn him, much to his relief, and upon inspecting the item card learned that it was called a flame berry.

 “It’s a fruit. A fruit was growing in the middle of that fire flower.” Aegis said as he held out the black berry to show to everyone. “Anyone want to try tasting it?”

 “Nope.” Darkshot quickly replied.

 “Nah, I’m good.” Rakkan shook his head.

 “No thanks.” Pyri waved her hands dismissively. This left Aegis to land his eyes on Lina, and Lina saw the intrigue on Aegis face as he held the berry out towards her, hopeful.

 “I guess… I’ll try it…” Lina smiled hesitantly as she reached out and took the berry from his hands.

 “Rest in peace.” Darkshot whispered while clasping his hands together to imitate praying, lowering his head down and closing his eyes. Lina took a deep breath, closed her eyes and put the berry in her mouth, wincing as she took the first bite as if expecting it to explode in her mouth. It didn’t, however. Instead, it tasted very sweet and delicious, and her face erupted in a big smile as she chewed and swallowed it.

 “Wow, it’s really yummy!” Lina said excitedly.

 “Knew it.” Aegis replied confidently. “If it’s protected by exploding petals, it’s gotta be good.” He said as he began plucking the rest of the berries off of the flower. Once he’d gathered them all, he tossed a few to Snowflake who excitedly ate them and squawked with joy.

 “Wait, hang on. Let me try one.” Darkshot held his hand out for a berry expectantly.

 “Nope, you said you didn’t want one.” Aegis shook his head.

 “Yeah, but, that’s because I thought they were going to explode.”

 “Too late, no berries for you.” Aegis shook his head.

 “Aw c’mon, seriously?”

 “Seriously. These are for me, Lina, and Snowflake only.” Aegis replied as he put the rest in his inventory.

 “Fine, I can just gather some myself.” Darkshot grumbled back as he began scanning the cavern walls until he spotted another one. 

 “Knock yourself out. Just watch out for the burning, exploding petals.” Aegis commented, which stopped Darkshot from approaching the flower.

 “You suck.” Darkshot groaned.

 “C’mon, time to hunt some enemies.” Aegis motioned the others towards the edge of the river. “Let’s try the elementals first, then the salamanders…” Aegis said, but as he did there was a suddenly loud thunderous boom that shook the cavern, coming from the eastern side of the river where the magma was flowing from.

 The sound was followed by several more that got quieter and quieter with each one, giving the sense of something large stomping away from them.

 “And what about the giants?” Darkshot asked as the stomping quieted down and the group saw ripples in the magma river that had been caused by the stomping creature, despite the creature itself not being visible.

 “We only really need to kill one for the eternal flame. We’ll worry about that once we’re 150.” Aegis replied. Despite his words, the entire group looked down the eastern side of the Red River tunnel in the direction the ripples came from for a few moments in silence.

 “Okay.” Aegis clapped his hands together to snap them out of it and look down at the river in front of him. Staring directly at it, the bright glow was hurting his eyes and the hazy hot air rising up off of it made it feel as though he was drunk with blurry vision. “Any ideas how we can aggro our first Elementals and Salamanders?” Aegis asked.

 “The salamanders sleep in the caves.” Darkshot replied as he motioned to several small cave entrances that lined the walls of the cavern on both sides of the river.

 “I can try some magic.” Pyri shrugged as she stepped forward.

 “Go for it.” Aegis nodded, stepping to the side to make room for Pyri. She pulled out her staff with the voidreaver pincer glowing on the top of it and waved it around, creating a bolt of lighting at the tip of it that shot forth into the river.

 The lightning hit the top of the river and dispersed, sending up tiny droplets of magma but otherwise doing nothing.

 “Hm, nope, not that one. Okay.” Pyri cracked her neck and waved the staff around a few more times. She sent out ice, fire, water, and poison spells, and none of it worked, until finally she switched to wind magic. She released a slice of air that shot out from the end of her staff as a transparent blade of wind which cut into the river and traveled a few meters deep into it before stopping.

 The depth it had traveled was enough for it to have hit something, and a red name appeared below the surface of the magma that began rising up to greet them. [Magma Elemental - Level 142].

 “Perfect.” Aegis grinned as he readied his shield on his left arm and began casting bless on everyone without touching them, which surprised Lina and the others.

 “You can cast that from a distance now?” Rakkan asked with wide eyes.

 “Oh, not just bless. All of my spells.” Aegis replied excitedly as he’d finished blessing them all. As they spoke, Lina drew out her daggers while Rakkan summoned his echoes and armed them, and Darkshot pulled out his bow and nocked an arrow. Snowflake backed up and lowered his head as his talons began to glow with the holy bless energy.

 The Magma elemental’s molten form slowly rose up out of the river, protruding out of the surface of the slow flowing magma as it opened its dark mouth and let out a gurgling deep roar that echoed off the cavern walls around them.

 “Let’s have a rematch. Last time we fought this thing, it wiped us out.” Aegis declared as he stared up at it, the creature quickly towering above him and his companions by a few meters as it finished rising up out of the river and forming its long, dripping molten arms. “First problem, I can’t challenging roar without risking aggroing a bunch. Don’t want to do that until we know how to deal with it, so…” Aegis thought out loud.

 “They can come out of the river. Once they do, they move a lot more slowly.” Darkshot quickly explained.

 “Yeah, but they also have that attack.” Rakkan motioned up to the creature's mouth to point out that it was preparing to cast a magma bolt, aiming it down at Pyri.

 “That thing hit me for 50,000 damage before. Even though I’ve got more armor and health, it’s better if we avoid those magma bolts. Can you dodge it?” Aegis asked Pyri and she nodded back.

 “No problem.” Pyri replied as she backed up and braced her knees to prepare and move. The others cleared away from where Pyri was standing, and a moment later the magma bolt fired out from its mouth at her. She quickly dashed to the side to avoid it, causing the bolt of magma to crash into the obsidian floor of the Red River’s shore. The bolt exploded and released tiny droplets that shot out from the impact point, but two seconds later, the bolt disappeared and Pyri was unscathed.

 “Nice.” Darkshot commented after he saw that no one had been hurt. Following the bolt, the elemental began moving forward to the edge of the river, and its droopy, legless molten torso slowly began to slide off of the surface of the river and onto the obsidian shore.

 “Looks like the bolt has a recharge time. Once he uses it, he goes into chasing to try and hit us with melee attacks. So if we aggro a bunch of them, we just need to dodge their molten bolts once and then pull them out of the river.

 “Like I said, super slow on land, right?” Darkshot motioned to the monster as it attempted to slide its molten body close to Pyri.

 “Yeah. Now the next problem…” Aegis said as he moved to stand between Pyri and the monster. “Magma melts through iron, according to Erikson and the other tank players. So… Smite!” Aegis shouted, releasing a blast of holy energy from his hand that shot up at the elemental’s head. It dealt normal damage and worked in pulling threat off of Pyri. Due to Aegis being closer to the elemental than Pyri was, it was within it’s melee attack range and prompted it to pull back its drooping molten fist and swing it out down at Aegis.

 “Guard!” Aegis cast in front of his real shield to block the attack as the fist crashed into his shield projection.




	You take 23,520 Fire damage.






 “That works, sort of. Not bracing it sucks, but better than melting my shield. Dodging will probably be the way to go until my fire resist gets higher.” Aegis shrugged.

 “Your fire resist is already really high, though…” Lina commented worriedly.

 “Yeah, magma is no joke. That means you all need to make sure not to get hit by anything.” Aegis instructed them and they all nodded back. Aegis quickly began healing himself as the elemental prepared to punch at him again. “Let’s see if staying close to him prevents him from trying to shoot any more magma bolts. Also, Rakkan, test out a melee attack on him and see what happens.” Aegis motioned Rakkan with a head nod, and he answered by marching one of his echoes forward.

 Without hesitation, Rakkan ordered his echo wielding a battle axe to swing it down on the elemental. To no ones surprise, the elemental splashed out magma from its molten form outwards from the point of the battle axe’s impact, but none of the splashing droplets hit the echo, therefor it took no damage.

 “Looks like you gotta be careful hitting this thing up close. You’ll be sitting out for elemental fights, Snowflake.” Aegis declared once they’d all witnessed the interaction. His words caused Snowflake to let out a disappointed squawk, however. “Okay, start dealing damage carefully, I’ll keep blocking the hits so I can keep his attention with healing threat.” Aegis ordered the group, and with that they all jumped into action.

 Rakkan spread his echoes out around the back of the boss so that they, and his real body, could attack without splashing each other. Lina resorted to shooting shadow daggers at it safely from a distance, while Pyri used wind magic on its head, and Darkshot shot obsidian tipped arrows at its head.

 The battle went on for a few minutes without any other mechanics from the enemy appearing, until finally it began to bubble and melt down into a small hardened chunk of red stone, and the group got a decent bit of experience for their efforts.

 “Looks like after the first bolt, as long as it’s primary threat target stays within it’s attack range, it doesn’t attempt to fire more bolts.” Aegis shared his conclusions with the group as they caught their breath and wiped sweat off of their foreheads. “I forgot how bad the heat in this place is for stamina, though. Everyone, eat kebabs. Aura of Beauty.” Aegis said as he released his aura onto his companions, then walked forward the corpse of the elemental.

 The glowing red rock that had dropped was exactly what he had hoped it was - an elemental core that he needed to craft the eternal flame. Without hesitation, he added the core to his inventory, then looked over his companions to see their mana and stamina all still relatively high.

 “Okay. Are you guys ready to see how many we can handle at the same time?” Aegis grinned mischievously.

 “How many are we talking about?” Darkshot replied skeptically.

 “My wind magic AoE isn’t that great, I should warn you…” Pyri answered.

 “Ah, it’ll be fine.” Aegis waved this off and turned back towards the river and opened his mouth, preparing to shout, but stopped himself. “Uh, just in case, you oughta wait by the tunnel exit with Darkwing.” Aegis turned to Snowflake and motioned him to the tunnel they’d entered the river from.

 “Oh man, I don’t like the sound of that.” Darkshot commented with a worried tone before gesturing Darkwing to flutter onto Snowflake’s saddle, which he did. The two pet NPCs nervously made their way away from the group as Rakkan and Lina glanced at each other with glints of excitement and anticipation in their eyes.

 Once Aegis saw that Snowflake and Darkwing were safe, he turned back towards the red river and cleared his throat.

 “CHALLENGING ROAR!” Aegis shouted excitedly, and as a result, the river in front of them began to rumble and bubble violently. Within a few seconds, the group saw roughly 10 magma elementals rise up out of the magma and begin to form their molten bodies on the surface of the slow flowing river. “Let’s do this.” Aegis said as he lifted his shield up and bent his knees, preparing for the inevitable barrage of magma bolts. 
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Tommy and Hae-won stood side by side in the Fanta-see Network studio's main office room. Several interns had been hired and were now scurrying about the office around them as the two looked at a large flat screen hanging on the far wall of the room. Tommy had a coffee in his hand wearing his standard respectable gray business suit, while Hae-won was munching on chips out of a small rattling bag in her sweatpants and baggy shirt, hair looking as if it hadn’t been washed in weeks.

 On the screen displayed an interview in progress between the Virtual Gaming Network’s top broadcasting interviewer, and Makaroth. It was not live, but rather a recording. The interviewer sat in a fancy chair in an office, talking to Makaroth through his livestream which was displayed on a screen beside the interviewer.


 “Are there any plans for the Sages of Destiny to head back to Kalmoore, now that it’s all but confirmed that the next invasion will be taking place there?” The interviewer asked.

 “Listen…” Makaroth faked a smile and shook his head dismissively, but this was followed by a moment of silence that Hae-won filled by crunching her chips loudly. “There’s nothing that’s been confirmed. I know a lot of people are taking that new streamer's words to heart, but he’s just spouting theories. It’s common for new streamers to be the target of malicious players. Most likely, just a few of those trying to get a rise out of him by messing with Kalmoore. From what I’ve seen, Kalmoore could use a reality check in the PvP department.” Makaroth chuckled.



 “What an ass.” Hae-won sighed.

 “They know the invasions are coming, he just doesn’t want to help Aegis. He wants to see him fall on his face.” Tommy shook his head as he waved his hand to switch what was showing on the screen with his wrist implant, then taking a sip of his coffee as an interview with Feng appeared.


 “We cannot take the risk of leaving the people of Lanusk defenseless. I have a duty as the leader of the Vindicators to protect our own. If this is a false flag, I would leave my people vulnerable by heading to Kalmoore to help.” Feng explained to the interviewer, after being asked a similar question.



 “Yeah, right.” Hae-won let out a huff of frustrated air.

 “He’s kind of got a point…” Tommy shrugged reluctantly as he waved the wrist implant around again, this time changing it to Yumily in an interview.


 “Yes, I’m doing my best to finish my next few concerts, then I will head back to help Kalmoore as soon as I can… I just…” Yumily looked uncomfortable at the interviewer, then to someone off the side of her broadcast that wasn’t in view. “I can’t let anyone down…”



 “Rumor going around is that Makaroth is pressuring VGN to schedule concerts for Yumily on islands as far away from Kalmoore as possible during the next weeks.” Tommy explained Yumily’s uncomfortable glances. “If she doesn’t show up for them, they’ll have grounds to cancel her contract with VGN.” 

 “Bastard.” Hae-won angrily crumpled up the chips bag, crushing the remaining chips inside. “I really hate this guy.” She chucked the bag into a nearby recycling can in the office. 

 “How’s it looking for Aegis, in your professional opinion? You know more about the game than I do.” Tommy asked Hae-won hopeful.

 “How’s it looking?” Hae-won growled as she grabbed her own wrist and fidgeted with the implant inside to take over the screen, then quickly changed the display to a livestream broadcast of a random streamer walking around Kordas, in Kalmoore. The NPCs visible in the stream were all shouting and yelling at each other angrily, arguing over petty things and throwing objects at each other as the guards and several Night Hunter members struggled to keep the peace. “The moment Aegis went back to the underrealm to grind, the NPC behavior got exponentially worse. It’s like they’re saying, ‘even if you know we’re coming, you can’t stop us’.” Hae-won explained as the streamer, a low level bard player, struggled to help the Night Hunter members calm the NPCs down. 

 “At least Aegis’ viewership numbers are up, right?”

 “Yeah, at least. But they’ll plummet right back down the moment Kalmoore crashes and burns. I just hope that kid can really handle all this pressure.” Hae-won sighed worriedly before strutting across the main office room towards her own.

 “Where are you going?” Tommy asked her.

 “To get back to work. Someone’s gotta keep the stream entertaining while he grinds Elementals and Salamanders all day.” Hae-won waved at Tommy, who nodded back. But rather than stop watching, he found himself staring up worriedly at the livestream of the chaos in Kordas. He took another sip of his coffee, then let out a nervous sigh before flicking it off. 



 “There’s more and more lining up outside, it’s already longer than it ever was before.” Chax shouted into the town hall as he burst inside, looking at Travis, Yuki and Savika sitting in chairs on the far side of the round table in the center of the room, ready to receive the complaints of the NPCs.

 “Have the guards not found anything?” Travis replied with a tone of annoyance. 

 “Nothing.” Celestian shook his head, standing watch beside the open doors that Chax had entered from. “They’ve checked the Monastery where the orb had been, and all other possible spots.”

 “They wouldn’t use the same place twice.” Chax added.

 “There’s no guarantee they’re even still using an orb, they could be just messing with us.” Yuki explained, but before more could be said, another angry old Arallian NPC charged into the room.

 “I’VE HAD ENOUGH OF IT!” The NPC shouted angrily at Savika.

 “Enough of wh-” Yuki began to reply, but Savika motioned her to stop.

 “It’s okay, I can handle them.” Savika said to her with a nod.

 “Are you sure? They’re angrier than before, and it’s endless…” Yuki replied to her worriedly.

 “I’m sure.” She replied with confidence. “It’s evil magic making them like this. Aegis is counting on me to keep the peace while he and his friends get stronger, and I won’t let him down.” She said while looking at Yuki with determination, before turning her gaze onto the angry old NPC that was practically foaming at the mouth with rage.

 Yuki let out a reluctant sigh as she glanced between Travis and Chax, who looked concerned but had nothing to say. 

 “Please, let’s do whatever we can to keep them as calm as possible.” Yuki said to Chax.

 “I’m on it.” He nodded back before leaving the room. 



 “Enjoying yourself?” Anazia asked Emerill. Emerill sat on a stool at the bar of a tavern in Kordas. All around them, players were attempting to drink and enjoy themselves in spite of random arguments that were breaking out between the NPCs nearby.

 “Hm?” Emerill turned to smile at her, grabbing a mug of ale and taking a sip from it as he glanced across the tavern floor at two NPC barmaids shouting at each other.

 “You don’t deserve to get any gold tips! I work much harder than you!” One dwarven barmaid yelled at the human barmaid.

 “Are you kidding me? I’ve been working here much longer than you! It’s only natural that I get more gold tips. It’s not my fault I’m prettier than you.” The human barmaid replied.

 “Hah, jeez. These NPCs are getting really feisty, aren’t they?” Emerill smirked, turning to Anazia to look her in the eyes deviously. 

 “Yup. Your friends seem to be really busy. You sure it’s okay you’re just loitering around, drinking ale?” Anazia asked as she crossed her arms.

 “Friends? What friends? I don’t know what you're talking about.” Emerill shook his head dismissively. “Like I told you last week, I’ve gone clean. I’m leaving the life of crime behind me to enjoy the immersion. And, let me tell you…” Emerill paused to take another drink of his ale and glared at Anazia suddenly. “It’s about to get very, very immersive around here.” 



12 Days Later…


 Aegis knelt down over a pile of salamander corpses and got to work on harvesting their scales and leather. Despite the notification appearing in front of his face that he’d hit level 150, he didn’t say a word. Behind him stood a level 150 Lina, Pyri, Darkshot, Rakkan, Darkwing and Snowflake, who were all breathing heavily from their recently ended pull of mobs.

 “Anyone missing any skills they might need to get their advanced class?” Aegis asked once he’d finished harvesting the last bit of high level Salamander leather, then stood upright and turned to face his companions.

 “Nope. I’m good. All of my rune skills are 150.”

 “Same.” Darkshot nodded.

 “Me too, I think.” Lina replied.

 “I’ve got a lot of spells still I could train, but that won’t be a problem to do on my own.” Pyri said.

 “Good.” Aegis said as he panned his eyes over the slow flowing magma river nearby. “I haven’t leveled all of my crafting professions yet, but that won’t matter much until I can find a Silver dragon.” Aegis shrugged as he looked towards the eastern end of the river. “Before we head off to start on advanced quests though, we’ve got one more thing to handle.”

 “The flame giant?” Darkshot asked.

 “The flame giant.” Aegis nodded back. "Just to be safe, though. I think you oughta head back to Rene with Darkwing." Aegis turned to Snowflake, who squawked curiously at him. "Could you open a portal to Rene for them?" Aegis turned to Pyri.

"Sure." She replied before promplty casting the portal spell.

"Sure it's a good idea? Darkwing's skill is pretty strong..." Darkshot asked.

"Yeah, it'll be safer this way." Aegis replied. 

"Alright." Darkshot shrugged, then motioned Darkwing to flutter over to Snowflake. Once Darkwing had landed on Snowflake's saddle, though, Snowflake hesitated and looked at Aegis with concern.

"We'll be fine. We'll be meeting you back in Rene in a bit, don't worry." Aegis smiled. It took another moment of hesitation before Snowflake reluctantly stepped through the portal back to Rene that Pyri had opened, and once they were through she cancelled the spell. "Alright, let's get too it." Aegis said to the group, and with that, the group began walking together eastwards along the obsidian shore of the river. Aegis took the lead, with Rakkan and Lina behind him, followed by Darkshot, and Pyri. They hadn’t needed to walk long before they went around a large bend in the river’s cavern and a giant came into view.

 Its rocky red glowing body was leaning up against the edge of the opposite side of the river. The legs and torso were submerged, but everything above that could be seen. It had huge bulky arms made of jagged stone skin that had streams of magma flowing between the cracks and lumps. It had no neck, and its fists were the size of everyone in Aegis’ party combined. The only good news was that it appeared to be sleeping as its eyes were closed and it was leaning back, not reacting to them as they approached the edge of the river across from it.

“So, how’re we going to handle this thing?” Pyri asked.

“When it chased me and Snowflake, it ran really fast and kept scooping up magma from the river and flinging at us, then trying to punch us.” Darkshot explained.

“We can assume it’ll do that to us until it gets in range to use its fists, similar to how the magma elementals were behaving.” Aegis thought out loud. “Can you hit it from here?” He turned to Darkshot.

“Is the sky blue?” Darkshot smirked back as he nocked an arrow.

“Wait, we’re just going to pull it like that?” Pyri asked with raised brows.

“Yeah, why not?” Darkshot shrugged.

“We’ve got no time to waste. We’re almost done down here, we just need a giant heart.” Aegis motioned to the giant across the river.

“Yeah, but that thing is level 165. And Elite.” Pyri pointed out the name above its head. “If there was ever a time for those bandit players to start messing with us, it’d be now.” Pyri explained.

“We’ve been practicing PvP movement during our last grinding sessions…” Aegis looked over his companions. “Why do you think I sent Snowflake and Darkwing away?”

“You want them to come?” Rakkan asked.

“If they’re not too scared. I mean, come on, we’re just weak Kalmoorians, right?” Aegis spoke, this time his words were more directed at his livestreaming audience that he glanced up at to see was sitting at 250,000 viewers. Hearing him caused Rakkan, Lina, Pyri and Darkshot to all grin at one another. “Pull the giant.” Aegis said as he began blessing everyone and erupted in an aura of beauty, encapsulating his nearby companions. 

“Roger.” Darkshot said before taking a deep breath, pulling the obsidian tipped arrow back, and releasing it. It soared across the cavern, high above the molten river, and pierced into the head of the giant, causing it to wake up and roar angrily. It took a moment for its eyes to open and orient itself on who had hit him, then it glared at Darkshot across the river.

The forward stomping began promptly, as large ripples formed in the magma river that traveled outward from the giant as it moved forward towards them. But about halfway through the river, the giant stopped moving suddenly, and began glancing around.

“What the hell?” Darkshot asked curiously.

“Something else has got its attention.” Aegis explained as he tried looking to where the giant was looking.

“How? Nothing hit it…” Rakkan joined in looking around. After a moment of glancing around frantically, the giant landed its eyes on something down the eastern side of the river, around the bend and slightly out of view of Aegis and his companions, but it didn’t stay that way for long.

Very quickly, a wave of black mist began flooding into the cavern of the Red River, overtaking the red glow of the magma. From within the dark mist, the loud screeching cries of hundreds of various creatures could be heard. More specifically, along the obsidian shore, they heard the clattering of footsteps stampeding in their direction.

“That’s the mist of the abyss, isn’t it?” Darkshot asked as he saw it.

“Yeah. The island must be getting pulled lower, now. They’re able to flood the mist into the underrealm this far up. Not low enough to get it up to the roof of this cavern yet, though.” Aegis pointed out as he motioned to the large gap between the top of the mist, and the roof of the red river cavern. “That means, they must be pretty desperate to try something like this.” Aegis smirked.

“They really don’t want you to complete that eternal flame.” Pyri chuckled as she tightly gripped her staff.

“Aw man…” An unfamiliar voice called out from behind them, on the western side of the cavern, opposite the direction the mist was coming from. [Joltblade - Level 150] stood above his head, and standing beside him were a collection of players donning the Black Lion’s guild tabard. Some of them, Aegis recognized from back in Arallia, though they appeared to all be higher level than he’d remembered. “I was really hoping the giant wouldn’t consider them dangerous. That’s an elite for you…” Joltblade sighed.

“What a class A gank attempt. Wait for us to engage the elite, then send in your abysslings?” Aegis turned to face the approaching players.

“Yep, yep. We’re pretty creative.” The Black Lion guild leader spoke, [Garrik - Level 150] standing above his head.

“I’d say cowardly.” Darkshot replied.

“I wonder what items you guys are going to drop, though?” Garrik replied, ignoring Darkshot.

“It’d be a shame if you lost all that salamander leather you’ve been farming the last two weeks…” Joltblade added mockingly as they continued to step forward, while the dark mist flowed towards them ominously and the flame giant looked anxiously towards it, letting out a fearful roar as the screeching of the abysslings from within the mist got louder.

"Not to mention those elemental cores..." Garrick nodded along.

“That necklace…” Aegis caught a glimpse of a pendant hanging off of Joltblade’s neck as he approached. “I’ve seen that before, haven’t I?”

“Oh this ol’ thing?” Joltblade looked down at it and shook it around. “I found it on the corpse of some dead prophet.” He grinned at Aegis devilishly. “Finders, keepers.” He added, causing a few of the other bandit players to chuckle.

“Want me to portal out of here?” Pyri asked Aegis in a whisper as they were quickly being closed in on.

“If we run now, we’ll probably never get another chance at a giant’s heart. That mist won’t go away until after the invasion, it’s only going to get worse.” Aegis whispered back.

“They’ll also just mock us even more.” Rakkan sighed.

“Yeah. We’ve got no choice. We’re standing our ground and fighting.” Aegis tightened the straps of his shield onto his left arm. 

“Good call.” Another voice shouted out from nearby, as a portal from Kordas suddenly appeared near the cavern walls next to Aegis, and out of it stepped Herilon, Artaphernes, Sapphire, Quinn, and multiple other high level members of the Night Hunters and Artaphernes’ guilds. The one who was speaking was Artaphernes, and he had a big dumb grin on his face. 

“Oh!” He said with a forced look of surprise in the direction of Joltblade and Garrick. “There you guys are! I’ve been looking all over for you!”

“How the hell’d you get a portal open?” Garrick asked with a look of worry, while Joltblade’s jovial expression had gone serious.

“I’ve had one of my sages trailing Aegis’ party with invisibility on since the beginning. Honestly, though, I didn’t think you guys would be stupid enough to really try and gank him. The abyss is a nice touch, I must admit. Kinda overplayed your hand, but still, a nice touch.” Artaphernes grinned while motioning to the approaching black mist.

“Don’t worry Aegis. We’ve got your back.” Cheryl smiled and winked at him as she stepped through the portal alongside the others. 

“Baffo!” Aegis noticed him coming through the portal, the guardian player for the Night Hunter’s guild. He quickly glanced from the Black Lion members to Aegis. “Can you handle tanking the giant? I’ll use my aura of light to hold back the abyss. You guys,” Aegis motioned to his party members, “Focus on taking the flame giant down. I’ve got a feeling they still have some sort of trick up their sleeve, but as long as we get the giant's heart, it's our win.” Aegis explained, causing Darkshot, Pyri, Rakkan and Lina to nod back.

“You guys can handle these bandits, right?” Aegis turned to Artaphernes, Quinn, and Herilon.

“Huh? You kidding me? These guys are barely a warm up for me.” Herilon cracked his neck as he stomped forward excitedly, pulling out his greatsword and preparing for combat. 
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Artaphernes stood on the frontlines alongside Herilon and several other melee class players. In his right hand he held his spear, twirling the sturdy shaft around in his fingers before solidly gripping it in his fist, the spearhead pointed forward towards the Blacklion guild members. The moment he gripped it, the head of the spear began to emit a deep orange glow that hardly contrasted with the glow of the nearby magma river.

 “Let’s get this started, shall we? My guys, focus the back line and take out their healers.” Artaphernes called out to the group behind him, without turning to face them. He then bent his knees and pulled his spear arm back before thrusting the spear forward as if he was throwing it. He didn’t throw the spear, but once the throwing motion had completed, the orange glow on the tip of it shot out off of the spearhead like a missile, making a loud swishing sound as it connected with the frontline players of the Black Lion guild members, and exploded outwards in a circular shockwave as it pierced through the enemy frontlines all the way to the back, crashing into the obsidian walls on the farside of the cavern behind them and dealing massive damage to all of the players that the orange blast shot through. 

It acted not unlike Darkshot’s piercing shot, but the path that the orange shot had traveled left behind a thick, not-so-transparent line of orange energy that pulsed a second time a moment after, exploding for a second round of damage which the Blacklion guild members were clearly aware of, as they’d all jumped to the side to avoid the second blast. 

This initiated the brawl between the two large groups of players. Artaphernes didn’t stop there though. With his knees still bent, Artaphernes suddenly leapt into the air with incredible strength, so much so that a shockwave of air shot out from where his feet had been. He reached the ceiling of the heated magma cavern and pressed against it with his free left hand to re-angle himself, pointing his spear downwards to the first Blacklion cleric player he was able to spot out. Once he had his target, he launched himself off of the ceiling of the cavern, holding his spear out in front of himself in a diving, thrusting motion as his entire body began to glow orange.

“METEOR STRIKE!” Artaphernes shouted as his spear crashed into the shield of the cleric, who desperately attempted to brace his attack. The moment Artaphernes impacted the cleric on the back line, the orange glow around his body erupted outward in an explosion of wind and orange energy, knocking back nearby players and dealing minor damage to them, while doing massive damage to the cleric whose shield his spear had plunged into. 

It wasn’t enough to kill the cleric, but it certainly shook him. From there, Artaphernes flipped backwards off of the shield and landed on his feet in the midsts of the Blacklion members who were quickly recovering from the pushback of his shockwave. Several of them immediately attempted to charge at Artaphernes, but he did a wide circular swing of his spear to discourage any incoming attacks, while several shadow dancer and assassin players from this guild appeared around him to help him out.

Many of the frontline fighters from the Blacklions attempted to turn around and engage in the players that had gotten to their backline, but they were unable to do so as they were engaged on by the Night Hunters' front line. Herilon led the charge, singling out Garrick with his glowing blue greatsword as Garrick desperately drew out his battlemaster weapons and attempted to block a huge downward slash from Herilon. 

Garrick was able to parry it, redirecting the momentum of Herilon’s slash to the side so that it slashed into the obsidian floor beside him, but he still took a decent chunk of damage. Herilon was relentless and didn’t give Garrick time to breathe. Despite having drawn out all 5 of his floating battlemaster weapons, and wielding two in his hands, he stumbled backwards as he desperately attempted to position the blades of his weapons to intercept the next strike.

Luckily for Garrick, though, another longsword blade appeared in front of Herilon’s sword just in time to block it on his behalf. Standing to his right, with his blade arm extended towards Garrick, was Joltblade.

“I’ve got a feeling that if I don’t get you under control, you’re going to make this fight difficult.” Joltblade glared at Herilon.

“Get me under control?” Herilon grinned back at him mischievously. “I’d like to see that.” Herilon pulled his sword back and swung it down again, this time aiming at Joltblade rather than Garrick, who jumped backwards to avoid the swing, causing it to crash into the obsidian ground once more.

“Focus on their healers, or the guild leader.” Joltblade instructed Garrick, ignoring Herilon’s taunt. Garrick nodded back and began sprinting around Herilon while motioning to other nearby battlemaster players from the Blacklion guild to follow him. Being ignored didn’t sit well with Herilon, he sucked his teeth and ran to cut them off, but was forced to stop running when a large iron battle axe swung down in front of him out of the sky, blocking his path and forcing him to jump back to dodge it. He turned back around to see that the battle axe was owned, and being controlled by Joltblade, another battlemaster player.

“Don’t go ignoring me.” Joltblade smiled playfully at Herilon.

“I could say the same to you.” Herilon sighed as he turned back to face Joltblade, then suddenly lunged at him and did a several strike combo against Joltblade with his greatsword, his body glowing blue as he empowered it with his berserking skill.

Joltblade manipulated his battleaxe to bring it back to himself to help defend, while using the longsword in his right hand. Together, with these two weapons, he was able to parry, sidestep, and dodge all of Herilon’s strikes. After several attempts, Herilon stopped and pulled back as the battle between the players erupted all around them.

“You’re not going to take out the rest of your weapons?” Herilon asked him curiously.

“Nah, you’re just a berserker. Two’s enough.” Joltblade shrugged.

“Tell that to all the other battlemaster players I’ve crushed.” Herilon retorted while giving a nodding motion in Garrick’s direction as he engaged with other Night Hunter members.

“Them? They’re not battlemasters. They’re just meta chasers.” Joltblade replied as he twirled the hilt of his longsword around in his hand playfully. “It’s a shame you went with such a weak class though. Someone with skills like yours shouldn’t be just swinging around a big sword.”

“Skills like mine?” Herilon raised his eyebrows.

“Yup. I know who you are. We did some research after you took out all of those battlemasters alone back in Arallia. Rank 2 in Legends of Malriyan. Rank 1 Duelist in Holzfall…” Joltblade began pacing in a half circle around Herilon. “You used the same username for each game, so... wasn’t that hard to look it up.”

“I figured I’d take it easy this time around. Play something more simple.” Herilon sighed as he stretched his neck and twirled the hilt of his greatsword around as well, to mock Joltblade’s twirling. 

“Yeah. That’s lucky for me. Still though, I’ve got to make sure I keep you under control so you don’t end this battle before it has a chance to even begin.” Joltblade bent his knees as he grabbed the hilt of his longsword properly, and motioned his battleaxe to float by his side. 

“Heh…” Herilon tightened the grip on his hilt as well. “You’re going to need more than two weapons to do that.” 

“We’ll see.” Joltblade replied, before Herilon began the fight by charging at him with his greatsword. The other players nearby were sure to steer clear of their battle as the sounds of their swords clashing echoed loudly around them, with blue waves of energy and sparks flying from every impact of iron. 



“Kayliera, go heal Aegis’ party with Baffo, everyone else focus on our front line and backline. I’ll cover our backline divers.” Sapphire instructed the healers standing around her, including Cheryl. They all immediately obeyed, as Kayliera, a druid player wearing green leaf robes and a wooden crown turned from the group to run towards Baffo, Lina, Pyri, Darkshot and Rakkan.

Cheryl, however, stood around and looked back worriedly in Aegis’ direction as he charged towards the dark mist approaching them from behind.

“What about Aegis? I should go heal him.” Cheryl said, then broke off into a sprint towards him. 

“No, Cheryl, we need you here. He’ll be fine…” Sapphire called out after her, but she was ignored completely and Cheryl just kept running.

“VOLLEY INCOMING! They’re aiming for Aegis!” Quinn’s voice called out across the battlefield, drawing Sapphire’s eyes upwards at a barrage of black arrows flying through the air over them. The arrows were quickly beginning to converge as they narrowed in on Aegis’ location, whose back was facing them in favor of looking towards the incoming mist.

“I’ll keep them focused on us. GRAND SHELL!” Trexon shouted, creating a giant transparent dome around the battle of players that captured the arrows within it. The arrows slammed into the curved dome wall, preventing them from continuing forward towards Aegis as they fell harmlessly to the ground at the base of the dome.

The dome, however, separated Kayliera, Cheryl, Baffo, Lina, Aegis, Pyri, Darkshot and Rakkan from the rest of the battle, and Sapphire could now only watch as Cheryl continued to run towards them despite her instructions. She let out a reluctant, frustrated sigh before turning her attention towards the PvP, and rushing towards the front lines to help heal Artaphernes’ group. 



“Keep shooting the giant, bring it close. I’ll block all of its attacks against you, don’t worry.” Baffo instructed Darkshot and the others, who nodded back at him. Darkshot continuously released volley after volley of obsidian tipped arrows at the Giant, and it wasn’t long before it stopped staring at the mist and turned its attention back onto them as they stood on the shore. Pyri was firing ice shards at the giant, Lina throwing shadow daggers, and Rakkan was using his crossbow to fire bolts. Kayliera, with long straight blue hair and pointed elven ears protruding out of it just beneath her wooden crown, held a green spell on her fingertips, prepared to cast it at any moment as she watched the giant approach Baffo.

It let out a horrendous, angry roar in their direction before gliding its right fist along the surface of the magma river and pulling it back up out of the river with the palm open and full of magma, which it flung forward at the group.

“Grand Protection!” Baffo shouted as Darkshot winced from the bright glowing magma flying towards them. Baffo’s shield suddenly grew to 10 times its normal size and completely shielded them from the attack, causing all of the magma to slam into it and slide down onto the obsidian shore and eventually back into the river. “Man, I hate magma durability lost.” Baffo sighed as Kayliera released her green magic to heal him from the damage. “Just keep attacking. I promise, no matter what happens, it won’t hit you guys.” Baffo turned and smiled firmly at Aegis’ party who nodded back at him. 

They continued their assault on the giant, but before Lina fired any more shadow daggers, she heard the footsteps of Cheryl running behind her and turned to see Cheryl rushing towards Aegis.

“What are you doing? Why aren’t you helping him?” Cheryl said to Lina after stopping beside her. The sounds of battle all around them, mixed with the stampeding of the abysslings and the roars of the giant, made it so that only Lina could hear Cheryl.

“What do you mean?” Lina replied confused.

“Look!” Cheryl motioned to Aegis. He had released his aura of light and encapsulated himself in the giant dome of glowing energy. The darkness of the abyss was pushing up against it, but was unable to penetrate it, and as a result, the swarms of abysslings on the front lines of their charging stampede were hesitating. They backed up from Aegis’ aura, fearful of it and stumbling over each other.

As Aegis had predicted, the abysslings were low level, in the 30’s range, but their numbers were terrifyingly high. He was glad to see the aura of light was working in halting their advance, but it didn’t work on all of them. Several ferrawolves - hairy four legged abysslings that gave off their own black mist, pushed past the frontlines of abysslings and confidently began to charge forward at Aegis, despite the aura. These wolves are what Cheryl began frantically pointing out to Lina.

“Aegis told us to kill the giant first.” Lina replied as she glanced between the wolves, Aegis, and Cheryl.

“And you always just do everything he tells you? He clearly needs help. You’re his girlfriend, aren’t you?” Cheryl rolled her eyes at Lina.

“We need to get the flame giant heart, though.” Lina hesitated, causing Cheryl to sigh.

“You’re one of those useless obedient types, huh? If you don’t start thinking for yourself, he’s going to get bored of you.” Cheryl groaned in frustration. “Fine, I’ll help him.” She finished with, before rushing away from Lina towards Aegis. Lina couldn’t help but follow her with her eyes though, worriedly watching Cheryl instead of throwing shadow daggers at the giant.

“Lina, come on! We need to kill this thing fast!” Darkshot shouted at her when he spotted her just staring. “Don’t worry, Aegis’ is fine.” He tried to reassure her when he saw where she was looking, and turned to look as well. “Look, see? One of those night hunters are already helping him. C’mon, Focus!” Darkshot insisted. With this, Lina sighed and turned to begin throwing shadow daggers at the approaching giant, but she found herself continuously looking in Cheryl and Aegis’ direction.

 As the first two Ferrawolves, level 50, arrived at Aegis, he had more than enough time to see them coming and prepare for them. They lunged at him while snapping their white fangs, but he easily slammed his shield into their snouts to brace the attacks and deal blessed, shield slam damage to them. Neither died in one hit and stumbled back, quickly recovering and preparing to strike again.

 After three more strikes from the pair of ferrawolves, several more joined in attacking Aegis. He used his free right hand to cast healing wind on himself, while simultaneously he felt a hand touch his back.

 “Loki’s Grace!” Cheryl called out, casting the buff on Aegis and causing him to turn and look back at her.

 “What’re you doing here? I said I could handle this by myself." Aegis said.

 “Sapphire told me to make sure you don’t die.” Cheryl shrugged with a smile as she took a few steps back to give room for Aegis to block and dodge another set of attacks. “I’ll heal you, so you can focus on fighting, okay?” 

 “Right… okay…” Aegis replied hesitantly, taking a second to inspect the new buff that had appeared on his interface thanks to Cheryl.




	[Loki’s Grace]

Effect: Agility increased by 5%, physical attacks against you have a 5% chance of passing through you and dealing no damage.
 Duration: 4min, 55s








 “That’s a nice buff.” Aegis commented after he read it.

 “Thanks, just learned it.” She smiled back. “Watch out!” She shouted as a few more attacks came at Aegis, and he carefully blocked and dodged them. “Heal!” She called out, casting from a few meters away to restore his lost health. “The little ones might be getting brave soon.” Cheryl then motioned to the line of abysslings cowering at the edge of Aegis’ aura.

 He looked to them and saw that she was right, the stampede hadn’t stopped and they were now towering on top of each other, tumbling forward, and some that had been pushed forward by the swarm were beginning to cautiously, slowly approach Aegis from behind the now 7 angry Ferrawolves attacking him.

 He managed to kill two ferrawolves using shield bash, but more were joining in their ranks. Suddenly, though, a ball of smoke erupted in front of Aegis, and Lina shadowstepped into the smoke to quickly kill all of the wolves within it, clearing out all of the immediate threats for Aegis.

 “Lina, what are you doing?” Aegis called out to her with a look of confusion, briefly glancing back to see that the giant was still standing, closing in on the shore where Baffo was standing.

 “I came to help, since there’s so many enemies…” Lina replied with a nervous smile. 

 “Look, the smoke!” Cheryl pointed at Lina’s fading smoke bomb frantically, where the abysslings suddenly got incredibly courageous and began charging forward at Aegis. “They’re not scared to charge at you anymore, because of the smoke. Aegis looked around the smokebomb and Lina, and saw that Cheryl was right. A large number of Abysslings had lost their fear and were rushing forward at them through his aura of light, causing Aegis to sigh in frustration.

 “Lina, we can handle this. Go kill that giant, fast, so we can get out of here.” Aegis instructed Lina in a stern tone. “Please.” He added as he saw her worried look, glancing between Cheryl and Aegis.

 “O-okay… sorry…” Lina replied before quickly shadow stepping away from the pair, back towards where the giant was being fought. Aegis watched her with his eyes for a moment before turning his attention back to the abysslings. 

 “Now I’m definitely gonna need some heals.” Aegis took a deep breath as the swarm of abysslings approached.

 “No worries, I won’t let you die.” Cheryl replied jovially.



 “What’re you looking at? It’s rude to look elsewhere in the middle of a duel.” Herilon roared angrily at Joltblade as he continued to swing his greatsword furiously down on him. He’d caught Joltblade glancing over Herilon’s shoulder towards the far end of the cavern, where Cheryl and Aegis were standing, and a slight smirk grew on his face that didn’t go unnoticed by Herilon. This caused Herilon to briefly turn around to see what Joltblade was looking at, but Joltblade quickly took advantage of this opening to slash out at Herilon and deal a large amount of damage to him.

 “Who’s being rude now?” Joltblade smirked. 



Hae-won took a deep breath as she leaned forward with a look of intensity.

 “Garrick is attempting to close in on Trexon to break down the grand shell. Their goal is obviously to cause chaos, and the easiest way for them to do that is to stop Aegis from holding back the abysslings. But the Night Hunter’s see through this strategy and are doing their best to keep the Blacklion battlemasters off of their sage and healers.” Hae-won spoke rapidly over Aegis’ broadcast, being shown to a viewership of 400,000. The screen behind her swapped between multiple viewpoints - Shinji had angled one of Aegis’ cameras on himself, one on the battle with the giant, and another focused on the large PvP brawl.

 “Several well placed pinning shots from Quinn will trip up the backline divers of the Blacklion guild, giving Trexon room to breathe. Meanwhile Artaphernes’ group is putting a great deal of pressure on the Blacklion guild’s healers. They’re struggling to give them space. The battle appears to be in a stalemate right now, but all it takes for one healer to go down on either side, and from there the fight will most likely snowball.

 If the Night Hunters can hold out until that flame giant goes down, undoubtedly Aegis’ party will be able to turn the tides of the battle quickly. But Herilon, the top PvP player is being caught up in a duel with a skilled battlemaster that goes by the name of Joltblade.” Hae-won continued…



 “Joltblade’s the bastard that killed the prophet.” Erikson scowled as he sat behind the bar, watching Aegis’ live stream alongside many other patrons within his Rene Tavern. The tavern floor, which was normally noisy and jovial, was dead silent. Not for a lack of patrons, but for the simple fact that every single player inside the tavern was watching Aegis’ live stream intently.

 “Should we go help them?” Josephine asked Erikson as she stood on the other side of the bar, looking around at other old White Flames members with grimaces on their faces.

 “No, we’d never make it in time.” Erikson sighed in frustration. “It’s all up to them, now.”

            

    
        Chapter 189: Heart of the Flame Giant

    
    
    
    
                Chapter 189: Heart of the Flame Giant


“It’s high level, and giants are known for having very high health, but…” Baffo shouted out to Aegis’ party as they stood behind him, unloading their strongest attacks onto the giant as it stomped towards them, wading through the magma river. Lina had gone from throwing shadow daggers to utilizing shadows cast by the giant’s body onto its own back from the glow of the magma river to shadow step ontop of it, and was viciously slashing him with her daggers. “It won’t live forever.” Baffo shouted encouragingly.

 “Finally close enough!” Rakkan said as he watched the giant take its final steps through the river to reach the obsidian shore. It got close enough to Baffo to pull its fist back and thrust it forward at him, but he carefully braced the attack and released a burst of gray energy from his body as it hit him - a guardian skill which reduced the damage further. Once he’d blocked it, Rakkan sent his echoes in and began attacking with everything he had and Kayliera threw out a heal onto Baffo. 

 A good number of abysslings had mustered up the courage to rush forward through Aegis’ aura of light in order to attack him. It was far too many for him to just sit around and let them hit him, forcing him to go on the offensive. With bless, not only his shield bashes, but his unarmed punches and kicks were enchanted as well, and he made use of his pseudo fighting training to engage them.

 Any abyssling that he was able to connect his shield with went down in a single hit, while his unarmed strikes took several to work. Cheryl, on the other hand, drew out a scepter and moved to stand beside him, attacking with her shield and scepter and killing them in one hit with each swing. Together, the two were able to keep their numbers under control, but more and more abysslings were gaining confidence and stumbling over each other at the edge of the darkness as it continued to build up and push into Aegis’ aura of light. 

 In the midst of the PvP battle, Joltblade continued to manage Herilon using just two weapons, and was able to get several heavy strikes down onto Herilon that were healed up by other Night Hunter players. Despite maintaining a full health bar, though, Herilon got progressively more frustrated as he felt he was losing. He switched his attack patterns several times and utilized various combinations of attacks, but Joltblade easily managed him due to Herilon only wielding one weapon, and Joltblade having a weapon that could be manipulated to levitate around him wherever he needed it.

 Trexon, focused on maintaining the grand shell to keep the battle contained, was forced to run around the edge of the battlefield as three battlemasters from the Blacklion guild, including Garrick, chased after him, and Quinn did her best efforts to peel them off by repeatedly shooting multishot pinning shots on not just them, but several Blacklion shadow dancers and assassins that were going after the Night Hunter healers. Her careful manipulation of her arrows using redirects allowed her to weave her shots in between her allies and make sure she only hit the enemies.

 Several of her arrows were being blocked, dodged, or deflected, but each one that did end up hitting its target bought plenty of time for Trexon and the other Night Hunter healers to create distance between themselves and the backline diving players that were targeting them. All of this, of course, was being called out by Hae-won as she spoke a mile a minute to keep track of all the action happening for Aegis’ viewers.

 “Got em.” Artaphernes shouted out across the battlefield suddenly, as he stood over the dissipating corpse of one of the Blacklion guilds high level clerics. Artaphernes pulled his spear back out of the dying player's body as all of the other Blacklion members surrounding him suddenly looked terrified.

 “Got his defender.” A shadowdancer called out a few seconds later, another member of Artaphernes guild.

 “Heh.” Herilon smirked as he heard the news.

 “Their healer line is going down, go all out and finish them off.” Quinn shouted out to her side. Hearing this, Garrick and his backline divers suddenly lost their reckless, charging bravado and began to play defensively, more cautious about how they dodged incoming attacks. It wasn’t enough, though, as Quinn singled him out as her target now that she knew he wouldn’t be getting healing anymore, and managed to land several pinning shots on him.

 “Ren!” Quinn called out, as she spotted her brother amongst the backline players.

 “I got ‘em!” Ren cheered excitedly as he suddenly beast shifted into a giant crocodile-like creature with a horn on the top of its snout, and red scales mixed in with the green scales that ran up and down its body, along with 8 legs instead of four. Without any hesitation, he opened his gigantic crocodile jaw filled with razor sharp teeth, and snapped it shut violently around Garrick’s body, dealing massive damage and holding him in place.

 “Shit. I can't move. I need heals!” Garrick shouted anxiously as he began swinging all of his levitating weapons down on Ren’s reptilian body to try and break free. Ren didn’t let up, and in that time Quinn shot out a red mark that landed on Garricks head, followed by a barrage of dozens of arrows.

 “Nighty night.” Quinn winked at him, and the last thing he saw was a blanket of arrowheads closing in on him from all sides, killing him instantly and causing his body to dissipate from the battlefield. Immediately after he was dead, Ren transformed back to his normal humanoid body and began spitting and coughing.

 “Pueh, he tasted disgusting.” Ren said mockingly.

 “Well, no one told you to taste him.” Quinn rolled her eyes back at him.

 “Alright. This is going poorly.” Joltblade sighed as he glanced around him and watched as his fellow Blacklion guild members began dropping like flies. He then began glaring across the battlefield, through the transparent dome to see the massive damage being dealt to the giant, then turned to see Cheryl who briefly glanced back at him, and once looking at each other, he did a slight eye twitch in her direction that she faintly nodded back at.

 Herilon missed this detail, looking only briefly and assuming he was looking at just the fire giant.

 “Yeah, the giant's going down. It’s our win.”

 “No, no, not yet. Just means I’m going to have to put in some effort.” Joltblade sighed reluctantly as suddenly out of thin air, four more battleaxes materialized behind him, and a second longsword appeared in his offhand. Like bullets, all of the battleaxes shot forward over Herilon’s head, towards Trexon.

 “Shit, watch out, Trexon!” Herilon called it out as quickly as he could, drawing many eyes onto the axes as they soared across the battlefield. Trexon, Quinn and Ren all saw them coming and tried to react as fast as they could to intercept them and dodge them, but Joltblade easily manipulated the axes to avoid Ren and Quinn’s efforts and reached Trexon, surrounding him and striking out at him several times dealing massive damage. 

 A nearby Night Hunter druid sprang into action to start healing Trexon, but before any heals went off, one of the battleaxes broke away from Trexon and began attacking the druid and interrupting her healing casts repeatedly. All the while, Herilon attempted to strike at Joltblade’s body with his greatsword, but Joltblade was able to block and dodge his swings using the two longswords in his hand. At first, it was bad, as Joltblade was managing it all so easily. But, Artapharnes, who’d picked up on what was going on, joined in the fight by striking his spear out at Joltblade from behind, and Joltblade easily deflected it with a longsword, using one for Artaphernes and one for Herilon. This made the situation go from bad to worse.

 “Shit, sorry, I can’t…” The druid healer desperately cried out as she attempted to shake the axe off, and Ren joined in trying to help get it under control so that she could heal Trexon. It was unsuccessful, though, and after a few more strikes on Trexon, he went down - and with him went the grand shell that was separating the PvP action from the PvE action.

 Cheryl, who was still fighting alongside the front lines of the Abyss with Aegis, briefly looked back and saw the shell was gone, then turned to Aegis beside her to make sure he wasn’t paying close attention to what she would do next. Then, as subtle as possible, her index finger gave off a black glow as she wagged it to cast a spell without anyone noticing it.

 The moment she’d cast it, suddenly there was a loud deep roar that echoed throughout the cavern, coming from the direction of the black mist.

 “What the hell was that?” Aegis asked rhetorically.

 “I don’t know.” Cheryl faked nervousness as she replied. 

 “AEGIS, HEADS UP! TREXON WENT DOWN! We’re winning though, so hang out a bit longer!” Quinn’s voice shouted loudly across the cavern, reaching Aegis’ ears. Hearing this, he briefly glanced back and saw that the grand shell was gone. Additionally, though, he spotted several Blacklion guild member’s bodies disintegrating all around the still standing Night Hunter’s members. 

 Joltblade had now turned the focus of his axes onto solely the druid healer that Ren was trying to protect, and was able to take her out after a few more swings despite Artaphernes and Herilon engaged with his real body.

 “Shit! I hate battlemasters!” Ren shouted out in frustration.

 “Put pressure on his real body so he can’t keep doing that!” Quinn instructed Ren, who nodded back anxiously before beast shifting into a strange-looking black and green tiger and pouncing towards Joltblade. He joined in with Artaphernes and Herilon in striking out at him from all sides. It worked, this forced Joltblade to pull his axes back to defend himself, and soon, the numbers in the PvP battle went heavily in the favor of the Kalmoorians. Two assassins and a shadowdancer joined in on attacking Joltblade, surrounding him and swinging at him from all sides.

 Despite this, though, he was taking very minor amounts of damage as he easily deflected and redirected their strikes using his floating axes, not unlike how Pyri controlled her cinderbolts to protect herself.

 “The Abysslings are doing something weird!” Aegis called out across the cavern as he spotted them suddenly merging together in front of him at the edge of the black mist. First, he saw two abysslings liquify and merge into a larger one, increasing their level to 45, then he watched as two pairs of 45 merged abysslings merged with each other, increasing their level to 75. Then, further still, as they increased in size, two level 75 abysslings liquified their bodies into strange black goo and merged, reforming themselves into level 100 abysslings that were much larger. It wasn’t just a few that were doing it, but all of them. Their numbers dwindled drastically during this process, but what remained were much larger, braver enemies that did not hesitate at the edge of the Aura of Light, and ran forward towards Aegis and Cheryl with determination.

 “Not good…” Aegis said as he anxiously took two steps back and prepared himself for the first few level 100 abysslings to close in on him.

 “We got it!” Baffo called out, spreading relief to everyone still fighting. Aegis glanced over to see the giant’s body collapsing and disintegrating, and out of it’s corpse fell a rocky red glowing heart that landed on the obsidian shore. Darkshot dashed forward and scooped it up, then threw it towards Aegis who quickly caught it, and confirmed it was exactly what they needed.

 Joltblade watched all of this from among the many players attacking him and sucked his teeth in frustration as he saw Aegis add the heart to his inventory.

 “I don’t have time to play around anymore.” He groaned in annoyance, suddenly casting a strange rotating skill that rapidly spun his battle axes around himself and caused them to erupt in black energy, releasing a shockwave that pushed everyone near him backwards while Herilon and Artaphernes managed to jump back and dodge it.

 It didn’t deal much damage, but that wasn’t what Joltblade was trying to do. It gave him enough space to break free of the surround that they had on him, and he began dashing across the battlefield towards Aegis. 

 “I don’t think so, buddy.” Baffo shouted as he jumped in front of Joltblade to stop his charge. 

 “Piss off.” Joltblade easily kicked his foot into Baffo’s shield, and launched himself off of it into the air to jump over him. Baffo anticipated this and created a shield projection in front of Joltblade’s jump to block him using his guard skill, but Joltblade was ready for it and used one of his axes as a foothold to jump further up still, over the shield projection, landing behind Baffo. Following this, both Quinn and Darkshot fired a barrage of pinning shots at him, but he easily deflected their arrows away with the axes that rotated around him. Herilon, Ren and Artaphernes all ran after him in pursuit, while Rakkan watched Joltblade curiously from a distance, without moving.

 “That’s a real battlemaster. He’s moving like Seraxus…” Rakkan whispered to himself in worried disbelief, words that only Pyri and Lina heard before Lina sprung into action and sprinted towards Aegis, unable to shadowstep due to lack of shadows and not wanting to smokebomb him.

 “Aegis!” Pyri shouted out to get his attention, as Aegis himself was too focused on bracing hits from the high level abysslings swarming him. He heard Pyri’s words though, and turned just in time to see Joltblade lunging down at him with all his weapons swinging forward. In that brief, split second, he saw the look of determination in Joltblade’s eyes as he flew down at him, his longswords held forward with all five battleaxes converging alongside them.

 He felt, and saw, nothing but pure, raw, killing intent.

 “AVATAR OF EIRENE!” Aegis shouted out just in time to erupt in white light, as he braced the attack. Something deep down in his mind told him he'd die if he didn’t get the armor bonus from his Avatar form, and once the attack hit, he was proven right. Despite bracing the strike and activating his avatar form, he was left with 430 health remaining. 

 “DESPERATE PRAYER!” Sapphire shouted, and a bolt of light shot out from across the battlefield from her hands, hitting Aegis and fully healing him as Joltblade jumped back off of Aegis’ shield with a look of annoyance. The moment Sapphire’s light hit Aegis, he was healed to full, and just in time as Joltblade prepared to strike out at Aegis again.

 Only this time, Aegis knew to avoid it - at least one of the axes. The speed at which Joltblade surrounded Aegis with his axes was intense, he was barely able to keep track of their locations and they all immediately began attempting to strike at him from all sides.

 They would’ve hit, too, if not for Pyri’s cinderbolts arriving and deflecting some, while Lina jumped in to deflect others. None of the hits landed, and Joltblade looked back in frustration to see Artaphernes, Ren, Baffo, Quinn, Darkshot, Sapphire, and dozens of other Kalmoorians rushing at him.

 “Do you really think you can take us all on by yourself? All of your guild members are dead.” Cheryl shouted at him with squinting eyes. Joltblade briefly looked at her, sighed, then looked at the players charging at him.

 “Fine, you’re right.” He reluctantly agreed as he began quickly walking around Aegis and Cheryl, stopping his attacks as he moved in the direction of the swarming, high level abysslings. “I guess we lose this round. Well played…” He said nonchalantly. Pyri had begun dealing burning damage to him by placing cinderbolts on his body, but he ignored it as he quickly moved into the darkness of the abyss.

 The abysslings that were charging at Aegis from out of the mist simply ran around Joltblade, ignoring him completely, which all but confirmed everything Aegis had theorized. The abysslings were viewing Joltblade as one of their own and made no attempts to attack him, and their presence gave pause to Quinn and the others in pursuing him to keep attacking.

 “What’s the call?” Artaphernes asked Quinn as everyone began to group up around Aegis and form a line, holding back the abysslings. Quinn briefly looked back at where the PvP had taken place and saw nothing but the empty obsidian shore - all dropped loot had already been collected.

 “We got the heart, and all of those dead Blacklion guild members will revive inside the Kordas prison. Even if that one got away, this is our win.” Quinn called out to the group. “The abyss taking over parts of the underrealm, we can’t do much about that right now. Pyri, can you portal us out of here?” 

 “Yup.” Pyri gave her a thumbs up as she stepped back from the front lines of players now engaged in the abysslings alongside Aegis. She quickly began casting a blue portal, and after a few seconds, it opened up with a view into the portal altar of Kordas and a glowing aura around the outside of the circular doorway.

 “Everyone head through. Tanks and healers go last, let’s make it quick.” Quinn announced to the group of players, which quickly complied. One by one, Artaphernes’ guild and the Night Hunter members began filing through. Aegis stood side by side with Baffo, Cheryl and Sapphire, but looked back to see Pyri, Darkshot, and Lina looking at him with concern as the abysslings continued to rush at them from the dark mist.

 “Go, I’ll be fine.” Aegis gave them a reassuring nod. Darkshot shrugged and motioned them to follow him through the portal. “Wait, where’s Rakkan?” Darkshot hesitated, looking around.

 “I’m here, coming.” Rakkan said as he hurriedly ran over from the direction of the cavern wall. 

 “What were you doing over there?” Darkshot looked at him strangely.

 “Huh? Nothing.” Rakkan shrugged before moving through the portal, followed by Darkshot, then Pyri, and lastly with great hesitation, Lina. Herilon, Ren, Artaphernes, followed by Quinn all went through, until eventually it was just Aegis, Baffo, Sapphire and Cheryl looking into the portal where, on the other side of it, they could see their guildmades waiting for them in the city of Kordas.

 “Let’s go through together, don’t want to leave anyone back without the aura.” Aegis explained, and the others nodded as they all backed up together towards the portal, abysslings swarming around them. As Aegis backed up, so did the edge of his aura, thus the mist was finally able to move forward into the cavern, but not by much. 

 Just as the group of four reached the threshold to the portal, though, suddenly Cheryl made a strange wincing sound and knelt down, then oddly tumbled backwards and landed on her butt.

 “Ah, sorry, clumsy.” Cheryl grumbled. Sapphire rolled her eyes while Aegis knelt down to help her up, and the very instant he knelt, a black shockwave shot forth from amongst the abysslings, blasting Baffo and Sapphire backwards through the portal. Aegis anxiously stood upright just as the shockwave had passed over his and Cheryl’s heads, to see Joltblade’s axes thrusting forward at Cheryl. Cheryl lifted her shield to block them, but the force of the attack somehow seemed to be enough to push her backwards through the portal, leaving Aegis alone.

 Aegis quickly turned to get through it, but in an instant, the portal disappeared, leaving him alone in the cavern. He turned back around and saw Joltblade smirking, rushing at him from amongst the abysslings. Unlike before where he was wielding two swords, this time he had a sword and a wand.

 “Wand of dispelling. Very handy. Can’t let you get away with that giant’s heart.” Joltblade smirked. Aegis’ viewership shot up to 500,000 as his heart sank and his adrenaline began to pump rapidly. The high level abysslings ran at him from all directions, forcing him to jump backwards, and the moment he turned to eye the tunnel exit leading back to Reltrak forest, Joltblade took advantage of the opening to send his battleaxes forward at Aegis’ avatar body.

 Aegis looked back nervously and saw the axes coming at him from all sides, but it was too late to block and dodge them all.

 “Shit…” Aegis desperately threw up his shield to block and brace one, anticipating the damage he’d take from the others. It wasn’t necessary, however, as all other axes were intercepted and deflected away.

 “Yeah, I figured you’d try something like that. You’re just like him.” Rakkan growled, as his echoes had appeared all around Aegis to help defend him. “Typical battlemaster, all ego, all think alike.” Rakkan smirked.

 “How the hell?” Joltblade looked at him confused.

 “I hid my real body, sent an echo through the portal.” replied.

 “Huh…” Joltblade sighed. “Looks like I underestimated you Kalmoorians… Either way though, you’re still both going to die.” Joltblade replied with a hint of excitement in his voice. 
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“What the hell was that?” Quinn shouted as she pushed her way through the crowds of other players to get to Baffo, Sapphire and Cheryl as they stood back up from being knocked down through the portal.

 “That battlemaster hit us with some weird shockwave attack.” Sapphire grumbled back in annoyance as she dusted herself off.

 “Sorry, it’s because I fell…” Cheryl apologized to everyone while keeping her head turned down.

 “Sorry? You mighta just lost us any chance to forge mithral before the invasion!” Artaphernes shouted at her in frustration.

 “Easy…” Baffo stepped in to stand between Cheryl and Artaphernes, causing Artaphernes to let out a frustrated sigh. While all of this transpired, Pyri carefully eyed Cheryl’s behavior, squinting at her suspiciously.

 “Pyri…” Quinn called her out, causing her to look up from Cheryl somewhat surprised. “Cooldown on your portal?” 

 “Five minutes. Once it’s up I can portal us back to Pakro’Vielle.” Pyri nodded back to her.

 “I can shadow dance there faster.” Lina said with determination, but Pyri quickly put her hand on her shoulder. 

“You’ll run out of mana long before you get there. We’re in Kordas.”

 “But I…” 

 “Calm down, Aegis and Rakkan will be okay.” Pyri tried to reassure her.

 “Great. Good. So that’s our plan? Wait 5 minutes until Pyri’s portal comes off of cooldown?” Artaphernes threw his hands in the air and began pacing around the other players.

 “Got a better one?”

 “No other sages have a Pakro’Vielle portal available?”

 “Sorry, I haven’t learned it yet…” A member of his guild replied shyly from amidst the crowd. 

 “Neither has Yorgi. And Trexon’s down. We’ll just have to hope Aegis and Rakkan can handle that battlemaster.” Quinn replied, causing Herilon to let out a long nervous sigh. Pyri put her eyes back on Cheryl who seemed to be fidgeting with her interface, which initially seemed odd until Pyri saw that all of the players nearby were doing it - they were all opening up Aegis’ stream to watch what was happening in their peripheral vision.



 “Thanks for the assist.” Aegis said to Rakkan, who simply nodded back at him. They didn’t have much time to exchange any more words as the abysslings began to swarm around Joltblade and surround Aegis and Rakkan. 

 “Got a plan?” Rakkan asked.

 “Eh, Maybe. Make him look away for a sec.” Aegis replied.

 “Hah. Cute.” Joltblade shouted after he heard this, over the sound of the stampeding abysslings. He sent his axes at Aegis from all sides again, and Aegis quickly got to work in trying to avoid and block them, using guard and his real shield, and careful movement. While this happened, Rakkan lifted his spear arm up and threw the Mosmir stinger with incredible strength through the air at Joltblade. Joltblade easily stepped to the side to avoid the stinger and smirked as he did.

 “Missed, and now you’ve lost your spear.” Joltblade replied mockingly.

 “Wrong, twice.” Rakkan smirked back, snapping his fingers to activate the exploding effect on the stinger just as it landed in the hide of an abssyling behind him. Joltblade heard the sound of the explosion triggering and turned to look at it as it engulfed him, dealing 430 void damage to him. A second later, Rakkan snapped his fingers again to return the Mosmir Stinger to his hand.

 Joltblade, who had turned to look at the explosion, laughed after seeing the small amount of damage it had dealt.

 “Hah, that’s it?” Joltblade turned back around to look at Aegis and Rakkan again, only to see a bright red glow coming from Aegis’ hands.

 “Made you look away for a sec…” Rakkan shrugged, and at that time Joltblade desperately squinted to see what it was Aegis was holding. Whatever it was, it was causing flames to erupt from Aegis’ hands, and he quickly did a wide fanning, flinging motion with his hands as he released what was in his hands all around them in the surrounding cavern.

 “Are those…?” Joltblade watched in disbelief as the dozens of red blast petals began to slowly flutter down towards the ground. “ARE YOU A FUCKING PYSCHO?” Joltblade shouted angrily at them.

 “Eh…” Aegis grinned mischeviously back at him, flattening his hand out and wiggling it side to side. “Lil’ bit.” He then turned and began sprinting as fast as he could with Rakkan at his side, the two of them desperately running towards the exit tunnel leading back to Reltrak Forest before the petals hit the ground. At that time, Joltblade tried to do the same. He jumped up off the back of nearby abysslings to get above the swarm, carefully avoiding the falling petals all around him, but just as he got to the front of the swarm and had a clear path to pursue Rakkan and Aegis, Rakkan’s echoes jumped out at him from the sides and grabbed him. One echo grabbed his left arm, the other his right, and then the third threw its large orc arms around his waist to hold him back.

 “Are you fucking kidding me? Let go!” Joltblade shouted desperately as he began struggling against the grapple of Rakkan’s three echoes, but he wasn’t going to break free nearly as fast as he needed to. He watched in horror as Rakkan and Aegis ran through the partially caved in tunnel, then watched as the blast petals began to land on the ground.

 “Get behind me, my fire resistance is stupidly high from grinding those magma elementals!” Aegis shouted to Rakkan, who nodded back and dove into the tunnel. Aegis, upon entering the tunnel, spun around and held his shield up to block the tunnel entrance with it, in an attempt to brace the incoming fire explosions.

 Less than a second after Aegis got into position the explosions began to trigger.

 “Cancel your echoes so they don’t transfer damage. He shouldn’t be able to escape anymore.” Aegis instructed Rakkan and he nodded back, snapping his fingers to unsummon the echoes holding Joltblade in place, which was followed by a loud series of echoing, booming explosions that shook the tunnel around them violently. An intense heat, more intense than usual, blazed out from each petal, creating a chain reaction that ignited all of them and released repeated waves of flames all over the cavern.

 As the fire pressed up against Aegis shield and dealt fire damage to him, he began healing himself through it and stood strong, making sure no flames passed him and got to Rakkan. He couldn’t see due to the amount of explosions and flames, but he could hear the sound of the abysslings screeching out in pain from the fire. It was a few long seconds of constant explosions before the sounds finally died down.

 “Think he died?” Aegis asked Rakkan, and Rakkan shrugged back. “Whatever, let’s get out of here before more of those abysslings show up.” Aegis  pulled his shield back and the two took off sprinting down the tunnel. It wasn’t long before they reached the ramp leading up back into the Reltrak Forest, but as they began ascending up the ramp, they heard footsteps running behind them.

 “Get back here, you lil shits. You’re going to pay for that.” Joltblade shouted out angrily at them from behind.

 “Guess that answers that question.” Aegis sighed in frustration. Joltblade was running much faster than them in his pursuit, so that by the time Rakkan and Aegis had reached the top of the ramp, Joltblade jumped up out of it behind them by leaping off the walls, propelling himself upward with incredible strength.

 Aegis and Rakkan got a few meters away from the hole in the Reltrak Forest’s mossy ground before turning around and watching Joltblade land right at the edge of the hole.

 “How the hell’d he survive that?” Rakkan asked in disbelief as they looked upon him. The flames had clearly hit Joltblade, his Blacklion guild tabard had been completely burned away along with other cloth components to his outfit, but this revealed his armor that he’d been wearing underneath it all.

 “Dragonscale, voidsilk, high level leather. That’s some impressive armor you’ve got on…” Aegis eyed it up and down. “Quite a contrast to those plain, unenchanted iron weapons you are using.” Aegis eyed the battleaxes as they hovered behind Joltblade, then looked to the iron swords he was wielding in both his hands. “Where’d you get the dragon scales?” Aegis asked him.

 “Wouldn’t you like to know?” Joltblade smirked back. “Tell you what. Let’s duel for it. If I win, you give up the giant’s heart. If you win I’ll tell you where to find dragons.” He said while twirling his swords around in his hands. This gave Aegis pause, he looked to Rakkan, who looked back at him nervously.

 “We don’t need this guy to find dragons, we can figure it out ourselves.” Rakkan said to Aegis.

 “Well, I can understand you might be too scared.” Joltblade replied with a shrug.

 “I’ll hold him him here, you get to Pakro’Vielle.” Rakkan instructed Aegis.

 “Psh. You’ll hold me here…” Joltblade replied in annoyance. “Your little Rune Knight class can’t hold shit. Just like when you were a sage. I feel bad for you, getting humiliated by battlemasters, over and over again…” Joltblade began pacing around the edge of the hole as Aegis and Rakkan glared back at him.

 “Renault, right?” Joltblade paused for a response, but he got none. “First Seraxus trashes Puagas. Now I’m going to trash Kalmoore. And both times, you fail to do anything about it…” Joltblade followed this up with a light chuckle.

 “You can take him on one on one. But I don’t need to run away.” Aegis interrupted Joltblade’s laughter. “I’ll sit here and watch.” Aegis crossed his arms, causing Rakkan and Joltblade to both stare at him curiously. 

 “But, if I lose, then he’ll…” Rakkan began replying to Aegis, but saw Aegis’ eyes staring back at him, unwavering. 

 “You’re a Rune Knight, and you’re both level 150. Why would you lose?” Aegis smiled. “We can’t keep running away from these guys.” Rakkan hesitated for another second, before taking a deep breath and spawning echoes around himself.

 “You’re right. I won’t lose.”

 “Hah.” Joltblade began twirling his swords in his hands, bending his knees and preparing for Rakkan. 



 “Is he serious?” Sapphire shouted out angrily as she watched Aegis’ broadcast alongside the others in Kordas. “He can so easily get away! Why is he not just running while Rakkan fights?”

 “It’s about being a man.” Baffo replied. Artaphernes, Herilon, Ren and Darkshot all nodded in agreement with this explanation, but it only angered Sapphire further.

 “What the hell is that supposed to mean?!” Sapphire shouted angrily, while Pyri smirked at the view of the broadcast she was being shown.



 “Rune Knights are a rare class that have never shown up in the monthly PvP arena tournaments, nor are they commonly used by gankers. Players who gravitate towards the Rune Knight class generally lean more towards the RP and PvE aspects of the game, due to it revolving around lore, ancient runes, and research…” Hae-won explained to Aegis’ viewership of 500,000 as the camera panned around Rakkan and Joltblade, while Aegis backed away. The three were illuminated by the glowing balls that grew out of the green moss all around the floor of the Reltrak cavern.

 “As a result, there’s not much we can use for reference to get an idea of how capable a Rune Knight might be in a PvP match. Battlemasters, on the other hand, are very well documented and capable PvP combatants. So much so that most believe they are the strongest PvP class in the game… so, this oughta be interesting…” Hae-won took a long nervous breath as it went tensely silent.



 The beginning of their fight went slow. Rakkan slowly fanned out his echoes to the sides, while simultaneously Joltblade spread his axes out behind himself. The two’s eyes were scoping each other out, watching one another's movements of not only their echoes and weapons, but watching each other's eyes to see where the other was looking as well. 

 Rakkan’s nerves were slowly getting to him, but he took in a deep relaxing breath of air and did his best to recall all of the practice he’d had with Pyri up until this point in controlling his echoes. He’d learned about what they could and couldn’t do, and he’d studied everything there was to know about Battlemasters. 

 “Let’s get this over with.” Joltblade suddenly spoke, making the first move by dashing forward at Rakkan’s main body. It was a misdirect, though, and Rakkan had seen this plenty of times before from other battlemasters. As Joltblade dashed forward, he sent his axes forward as well and used them to surround Rakkan.

 Rakkan carefully jumped backwards and tracked the movement of the axes as Joltblade stopped his dash a meter in front of him. Rakkan swung his spear out wide in front to discourage any attacks from Joltblade’s swords, forcing Joltblade to jump backward to avoid the tip of his Mosmir Stinger, all the while the 5 floating axes came in at Rakkan from all sides. 

 It looked bad, but Rakkan took advantage of all the axes being on the offensive to send two of his echoes forward, flanking each side of Joltblade and swinging out at him with their four weapons. While Joltblade focused on dodging Rakkan’s echoes, Rakkan jumped back, parried, and dodged the strikes from the five axes. Both of them had managed to completely avoid getting hit by any of each others weapon swings, until Rakkan used his 4th and final echo wielding the crossbow to jump into the air and fire at Joltblade from an odd angle to where his other echoes had been striking from, making it impossible for Joltblade to dodge the strike and dealing 2154 piercing damage.

 “Tch.” Joltblade immediately shouted in annoyance as the bolt pierced his shoulder, then motioned one of his axes away from Rakkan’s real body to chase down the crossbow wielding echo. He then attempted to strike down at Rakkan again with his axes, forcing Rakkan to dodge and parry, but this time Rakkan avoided using his sword defensively, and instead threw the Mosmir stinger at Joltblade, who was not expecting it as he was busy dodging strikes from Rakkan’s echoes wielding the axe, bladed fist, maul and mace. 

 The moment the spear hit Joltblade and dealt damage, Rakkan snapped his fingers to return the stinger to his hand just in time to use it to deflect one of Joltblade’s axes. The second hit seemed to trigger something in Joltblade that pissed him off, and he suddenly became much more efficient and focused in his movements.

 Rakkan had a harder time finding any openings, and a harder time dodging the four axes swinging at him from that point. Meanwhile, the crossbow echo was struggling to kite the axe chasing it around the mushrooms, but an idea jumped into Rakkan’s head as he watched the echo being chased. 

 Recalling that when he unsummoned an echo, enemies acted as though it didn’t ever exist anymore nor did it transfer threat to his main body, he decided to take advantage of this. He ran the crossbow echo underneath one of the nearby mushrooms with a Fisher in it, triggering the fisher to suddenly launch its worm body down at Rakkan’s echo. In the last second, just as Joltblade’s axe was about to connect with Rakkan’s crossbow echo, Rakkan unsummoned it,  so that the fisher only hit the axe. 

 Immediately after, the fisher de-aggroed and curled back up into the mushroom, but the axe that it had hit was turned to stone and fell to the ground, breaking into several petrified pieces.

 “Seriously?” Joltblade groaned as he saw it happen. “You’re gonna fight like that?”

 “Gotta pay attention to your surroundings.” Rakkan smirked as he resummoned his echo and sent it to retrieve the crossbow. Once it had, it reloaded and fired a bolt, forcing Joltblade to divide his focus and block the bolt, and in that time, Rakkan threw the Mosmir stinger at him again from behind, successfully hitting him before snapping the spear back into his hand to defend himself.

 “I get why you use only two weapon types. It’s easier to specialize, but, there’s disadvantages to that.” Rakkan commented as the metal of their weapons clashed loudly, echoing off the mushrooms and caverns all around them.

 “Oh ho, don’t tell me the Rune Knight is going to try and lecture me on how to play battlemaster.” Joltblade groaned. “You’re not even playing a Rune Knight well. You’re like a wannabe Battlemaster. Tell me,” Joltblade suddenly created an opening on one of Rakkan’s echoes and landed several hits on it. “Is this really how you should be playing that class?” Joltblade smirked as the damage taken by the echoes transferred back to him, forcing Rakkan to pull his echoes away from Joltblade’s main body.

 Rakkan hadn’t noticed, but Joltblade had drawn out a new spare axe and used it to attack his echoes from behind.

 “I mean,” Joltblade pulled his axes back while Rakkan pulled his echoes back, giving each other both a second to breathe as they glared back at each other. “If this is how you were planning to play, why not just be a battlemaster, instead of going with the low budget version?” Joltblade added in a mocking tone, twirling his swords in his hands and preparing for round two. In this small reprieve, Rakkan glanced back at Aegis and saw him still standing, staring, arms crossed. Aegis didn’t say anything - he didn’t have to. 

 “Yeah, you’re right.” Rakkan replied with a sigh as he looked back at Joltblade. “I’m a Rune Knight, not a battlemaster. I should start acting like it.” Rakkan said before suddenly charging forward two steps, then swinging his sword in Joltblade’s direction. Rakkan was nowhere near close enough to Joltblade for his sword to hit, though, so Joltblade didn’t think anything of it at first…

 “Rune:Enlarge!” Rakkan shouted, suddenly causing the blade of his longsword to grow massively long, extending its reach far enough to hit Joltblade. He still had time to react and dodged out of the way of it, though.

 “Rune: Frostbrand!” Rakkan shouted afterwards, and the sound of a bolt whistling through the air could be heard. Desperately, Joltblade located Rakkan’s crossbow wielding echo and moved an axe down just in time to block the bolt, but in that time, Rakkan sent his other echoes forward.

 “Rune: Enlarge!” Rakkan cast again. The moment he had, the length of his sword returned to normal, and the size of the maul in the hands of one of his echoes suddenly became intimidatingly massive as the echo swung it down on Joltblade. It was like a giant building was being swung down on him from above, and he knew there was no way to parry it - he had to dodge.

 The positions of Rakkan’s echoes forced Joltblade to dodge in a very specific direction, which is exactly what Rakkan wanted, and threw his Mosmir Stringer into the open air, predicting exactly where Joltblade would jump to in order to avoid the massive, enlarged maul.

 “Rune: Frostbrand!” Rakkan recast on the spear as it flew through the hair, and Joltblade jumped into it. The moment the spear hit him, Rakkan triggered the void explosion to add to the damage it dealt, in total dealing 6,302 damage, before Rakkan snapped the spear back to his hands.

 “Annoying lil shit…” Joltblade shouted in frustration as he fanned out his axes to attack the echoes, but Rakkan followed each axe with his eyes and managed to maneuver them out of the way and parry the axes, while charging forward himself as the head of his echoes enlarged maul slammed into the mossy floor of the cavern, making a loud booming sound.

 Joltblade glanced between Rakkan and his echoes, confirming that each echo was now preoccupied with avoiding his floating axes, thus turned his attention fully on the charging Rakkan with his longswords at the ready, but just before Rakkan reached Joltblade, he flung his spear at him again.

 “Rune: Enlarge!” Rakkan shouted, and Joltblade carefully looked at both Rakkan’s spear and sword to try and figure out which would be growing in size, but instead, Rakkan put the rune on his left fist and thrust it out behind his thrown spear, surprising Joltblade and forcing him to dodge to the side and avoid the massive giant orc punch.



 “Incredible. The Rune Knight skills have the battlemaster Joltblade completely on the back foot. I’ve never seen a battlemaster of this skill level forced to play so defensively. It might just be the hard counter to battlemasters that everyone has been waiting for!” Hae-won shouted excitedly to the audience watching. 



 “Nah… don’t get ahead of yourself there, broadcaster…” Herilon mumbled nervously as he watched the livestream alongside the others.

 “What do you mean? Rakkan is totally kicking his ass.” Ren cheered excitedly.

 “That’s because Joltblade isn’t taking advantage of what makes Battlemasters OP. If he starts doing that, things could get ugly.” Herilon replied anxiously. 



 “Having fun?” Joltblade sneered in annoyance as he took a few more hits from Rakkan’s relentless assault of attacks. Rakkan didn’t reply, but rather carefully landed another hit on Joltblade with his spear, causing him to roar in frustration. “ENOUGH!” Joltblade shouted as a black shockwave shot out from his body, knocking Rakkan and his echoes back as Joltblade’s axes retreated to him.

 “You’re skilled in controlling your echoes. You musta been training hard. I gotta admit, I underestimated you.” Joltblade cracked his neck and glanced between Aegis and Rakkan. “You win, I give up.” He sighed before turning towards the hole leading back to the red river.

 “Seriously?” Rakkan asked in disbelief.

 “Yeah, the truth is, it doesn’t really matter whether you have that eternal flame or not. You’ll never find mithral, and you’ll never save Kalmoore. You’re all screwed anyway, so… Cya.” Joltblade chuckled before dashing towards the hole, but Aegis had already begun sprinting and dashed in front of him to cut him off, holding his shield out to block his escape.

 “You’re not getting away. You’re going to jail with the rest of your blacklion buddies.” Aegis growled at him.

 “Tch.” Joltblade rolled his eyes dismissively at Aegis and jumped up off of Aegis shield to get over him and land behind him. Aegis reacted by snapping his fingers and creating a guard to block Joltblade’s path just as Baffo had, and Joltblade once again used one of his axes as a foothold to propel himself up above the projection to get further in the air still. But then, Aegis jumped up off the ground to cut off Joltblades path and bashed his shield into Joltblade, knocking him backwards to the ground where he’d initially jumped from. 

 “Huh…” Aegis landed at the edge of the hole, standing between it and Joltblade who’d landed on his bottom and slowly stood back up, with a look of utmost anger. “Eirene doesn’t seem to mind it when I hit you. She must not like you very much.” Aegis grinned.

 “Heh…” Joltblade stood back up and looked behind himself to see Rakkan closing in on him. “Last chance to move out of the way. I’m done playing nice… you two’ve managed to piss me off.” Joltblade said to Aegis in a deep, serious voice.

 “We’re not afraid of you.” Aegis replied confidently.

 “Well…” Joltblade sighed as he straightened his back and dropped his swords. Simultaneously, all of his axes fell lifelessly to the ground. “You should be.” He smirked. Out of nowhere, he equipped a new set of weapons. Two mithral swords appeared in his hands, while 5 strange looking, giant mithral shurikens that gave off sparks of lightning appeared behind him, rotating around rapidly like saws while making loud buzzing sounds. Worse, though, was that one mithral swords in his hands was giving off lightning sparks, while the other sword appeared to have tiny black mouths all over the blade with razor sharp teeth that repeatedly chomped open and shut.

 “My original name was Balyok, but when I found this mastercraft weapon, I changed it. I haven’t had a reason to use it in awhile, so, congratulations on that at least.” Joltblade said as Aegis nervously looked over Joltblade’s shoulder to see a worried look on Rakkan’s face. 
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“Yeah, as I figured… there it is.” Herilon sighed anxiously amongst the other members of his and Artaphernes’ guild as they continued waiting around the portal altar of Kordas.

 “Where the hell did he get an enchanted, mastercraft mithral weapon?” Artaphernes replied nervously.

 “Most likely, scavenged from the fallen islands. He said found it, not crafted.” Quinn took a deep breath. “Pyri?”

 “15 seconds.” She prepared her staff to cast the portal spell.

 “Everyone get ready, shadow dancers, follow Lina’s lead, she knows the way to where they’re fighting.” Quinn explained.

 “I don’t get it, even if he has stronger weapons, they’re outplaying him - shouldn’t they still be okay?” Ren asked, confused while glancing between Artaphernes and Herilon.

 “Nah. Unlike Rakkan who is handing off weapons to his echoes, a battlemaster equips his weapons.” Artaphernes replied.

 “Meaning, he can gain the stats from 7 equipped weapons, instead of the usual one or two like every other class.” Herilon explained.

 “Didn’t matter much when Joltblade was just using plain, unenchanted iron weapons. But now he’s got 7 enchanted mithral weapons equipped, most likely with tons of options on them.” Artaphernes continued.

 “What the hell?! That’s -” Ren shouted, but was interrupted.

 “OP. Yep.” Sapphire finished for him, biting into a carrot one last time before throwing it into her inventory and preparing herself for Pyri’s portal. 



 “Aura of beauty. Bless.” Aegis shouted, digging his feet into the moss and bending his knees. The bless and aura engulfed Rakkan, after which Aegis threw out a healing wind to Rakkan as well to help him recover from the damage he’d already taken.

 “Ho… Not gonna just run? I’m surprised.” Joltblade smiled wide to show his oddly sharp canine teeth. “I heard that the little fish was afraid of sharks.” His eyes glowed with excitement as he spoke, locking eyes with Aegis. 

 “I suppose you think saying things like that will get under my skin… but to me, you’re just a stepping stone in the way of my goals.” Aegis sighed back, shaking his head.

 “Step on this!” He shot the shurikens out in all directions, creating a circular formation around Aegis and Rakkan as they buzzed through nearby mushrooms, easily chopping them down. Aegis tried his best to follow them with his eyes, as did Rakkan, while Rakkan charged his echoes forward at Joltblade’s main body.

 The moment one of Rakkan’s echoes got close enough to Joltblade’s main body, Joltblade pointed his mithral lightning sword in the direction of one of the shurikens, and in an instant a bolt of lightning shot out from the sword at the shuriken, causing Joltblade’s body to electrify and move along with the bolt, and less than a second later he had teleported to the location of the shuriken. He then, having an angle on Aegis where Aegis was now standing between Joltblade and a shuriken, did the same swinging motion with his lightning sword.

 A bolt shot out from the lightning sword again, in the direction of the shuriken that stood opposite Aegis, causing the bolt to pass right through Aegis with incredible speed. Aegis was quick to react, putting his shield up to block the bolt with a brace, but just barely. However he was slow to react to the fact that Joltblade had once again teleported along with the bolt, jumping out of the lightning after it had passed behind him, and doing a spinning motion in the air to swing his mouth sword backwards at Aegis from behind.

 Rakkan managed to dash his crossbow-wielding echo forward and slid the echo between Joltblade’s sword and Aegis’ back just in time. The moment the mouth sword hit the echo, it died, transferring half-healths worth of damage back to Rakkan.




	You take 10,253 Lightning damage.






 Aegis quickly dashed forward away from Joltblade as he turned to see the last parts of Rakkan’s crossbow echo dissipating. 

 “HEAL!” Aegis shouted, wiggling his fingers to split the heal so that it went on both himself and Rakkan, helping them get back to full health.

 “He’s fast! He can jump anywhere that aligns with where he placed his shurikens.” Rakkan called out as Aegis stumbled forward and spun himself around midcast, regaining his composure and throwing his shield up to face Joltblade, but the moment he had, Joltblade shot a bolt out at another shuriken again and had teleported to another location.

 “Keep track of the shurikens' locations, it's the only way to predict his possible movements.” Aegis replied to Rakkan, who nodded back and began spreading his two echoes out, while resummoning his third.

 “Good luck with that.” Joltblade cackled back as he did a wide swing of his mouth sword, several meters away from them. The swing released a black shockwave of energy - finally clarifying to Aegis and Rakkan where the shockwaves had been coming from. Rakkan and Aegis both carefully ducked under the shockwave to avoid it, but while ducking, Joltblade used this time to teleport and angle himself again with a shuriken that lined up with both Aegis and Rakkan between it.

 He was moving relentlessly, not giving them time to breathe, and shot the bolt out from his sword at the Shuriken. Rakkan and Aegis both rolled out of the path of it, but Joltblade jumped out of the bolt midway, behind Rakkan, and swung his mouth sword down at Rakkan while he was rolling.

 Aegis saw it, and created a guard at Rakkan’s back at the last second to block the strike.




	You take 24,302 Slashing damage
You take 3,564 Void damage.
Joltblade has absorbed 1,103 health, and 137 mana from you. 







 Aegis didn’t have time to look at the message closely, as he heard a loud buzzing sound closing in on him and saw that one of the shurikens was flying towards him, but as he glanced to see, he confirmed it wasn’t one, but three shurikens coming at him from all different directions. Aegis was forced to jump up high into the air to avoid them as all three shurikens collided. Rather than stop after colliding, though, they crashed together and shot up at him from underneath while he was mid-air.

 “GUARD!” Aegis shouted, creating another shield projection behind himself and launched himself off of it with his feet to change his trajectory midair and avoid the 3 buzzing shurikens as they shot up behind him, just barely missing him.

 While this happened, Rakkan recomposed himself from his roll and spun around with his spear, doing a wide swing with it, forcing Joltblade to jump back to avoid it, which caused Joltblade to jump directly into the path of a crossbow bolt fired by Rakkan’s resummoned crossbow echo, dealing 2,310 piercing damage.

 “Same tricks are still working.” Rakkan grinned as Joltblade glared angrily at him. “His weapons are fancy, but it’s still the same player. We can beat him.” Rakkan shouted to Aegis.

 “You’re damn right we can.” Aegis shouted back as he landed back onto the mossy floor and rolled forward, casting heal on himself. “Don’t let the mouth sword hit you, it’s got lifesteal.” Aegis added.

 “Got it.” Rakkan nodded back. 

 “Queue the jaws music, I’m done with this shit.” Joltblade shouted angrily, losing his cool completely as his lightning sword began to buzz and spark violently, creating arcs of lightning in all directions randomly. This forced Rakkan to jump backwards and get away from him. “JOLTBLADE!” He shouted his own name, but it was clear that he was casting a skill. Immediately after he had, the random bolts stopped being random and instead shot out and connected to the shurikens all around the battlefield, and remained connected.

 With lines of sparking lightning now extending out from Joltblade’s sword and his 5 shuriken, he began rolling the shurikens around in all directions, the lightning brightening up the cavern and slicing apart anything that it passed through. 

 “That’s hard to dodge.” Aegis took a deep breath as he watched two shurikens buzzing towards him, trailing along with them the line of lightning that extended out from Joltblade’s sword. 

 Aeg’s jumped over one stream of lightning, then ducked under another, but immediately after he had, Joltblade redirected the two shurikens to double back and sent a third one at him, while sending two towards Rakkan’s echoes and charged his main body at Rakkan. 

 “Let’s have some fun, Rune Knight and Shattered Healer! Two classes I haven’t had the pleasure of killing yet!” Joltblade cackled. 

 “They seem random, but he’s controlling them. Just gotta get used to the movements!” Aegis called out to Rakkan as he desperately tried to dodge the shurikens and streams of lightning.

 “Right…” Rakkan said as he dodged and rolled out of the paths of them.

 “CHARGE STRIKE!” Joltblade shouted - a fighter skill that Rakkan was familiar with. He’d been facing Rakkan and running towards him, so initially Rakkan thought Joltblade was charging him, but quickly saw that he'd been feinting and had targeted Aegis. Joltblade shot through the air at incredible speed with his swords held forward. Aegis saw him coming and held his shield up to block the charge strike, but Joltblade suddenly transferred his body through one of the lightning streams to get around Aegis shield, preparing to strike at Aegis from the side the moment his body re-appeared out of the lightning stream.

 “RUNE:ENLARGE!” Rakkan shouted, aiming the rune at Aegis’ shield and causing it to grow massive. The growth slammed into Joltblade as he had appeared, knocking him off balance and allowing him to successfully only swing one sword at Aegis into Aegis’ now gigantic shield, which Aegis easily braced.

 “Tch.” Joltblade growled in Rakkan’s direction, turning to face him, but the moment he had, he saw a spear flying at his face which he was forced to sidestep. Once dodged, Rakkan snapped his fingers to return the thrown Mosmir stinger to his hands and needed to jump out of the path of another stream of lightning closing in on him. “Makin’ me go all out for a bunch of Kalmoorians… Dance for me, Rune Knight.” Joltblade shouted loudly, suddenly sending all 5 shurikens at him.

 Aegis watched the buzzing shurikens drill through the mossy floor, slicing it up and scorching the nearby blue bulbs with their sparks as the lightning streams converged on Rakkan. 

 “Don’t look away now, healer.” Joltblade shouted to get Aegis’ attention back on himself. “You like blocking attacks, huh?” He cheered as he lunged forward at Aegis’ enlarged shield with both of his swords. Aegis jumped backward while Rakkan shrunk the shield to allow Aegis to avoid the swords hitting him more easily. “FLURRY!” Joltblade shouted, causing his arms to glow red. It was a skill Aegis was familiar with, he’d seen Lina and Rakkan use it countless times. One that significantly increased attack speed for a short time.

 “Shit…” Rakkan shouted desperately, trying to send his echoes towards Aegis to help him, but the buzzing shurikens and their lightning streams were zoning Rakkan off and not letting him get close. 

 It began in an instant - a relentless assault of sword strikes from the two mithral blades in Joltblade’s hand. He didn’t move anywhere but forward, rushing at Aegis and swinging with incredible speed. Aegis had already seen the damage the swords dealt and knew it would only take two unbraced, or three braced hits in a row to take him down, unless he healed in between them.

 Aegis jumped back, braced, dodged, healed, ducked, rolled, jumped, braced, healed, and dodged. All the while, Joltblade began laughing excitedly and continuing his assault.

 “You’re such a good punching bag, shattered healer! How long can you last!?” Joltblade called out between the attacks. At first Aegis thought him being reckless, but slowly he saw Joltblade was adapting to his strikes and getting closer and closer to hitting him twice in a row, all the while easily zoning Rakkan away using the shurikens despite Rakkan utilizing all of his skills to try to get close. He was being anything but reckless - this player was good.

 “I wonder what’ll happen first, you run out of mana, or I land a few hits in a row?” Joltblade grinned. “How’s it feel, facing a shark!? SCARY ISN’T IT?!” Joltblade cheered.

 “VARIBHADRA!” Aegis shouted desperately as his mana got low. The moment he had, though, Joltblade leapt backwards and avoided it, standing just outside the dome of holy energy that erupted out from his shield.

 “Hah, that works in PvE, but everyone in PvP knows to dodge it.” Joltblade shook his head. “What a waste of mana… Now, I think you’re empty, right?” Joltblade smirked, and Aegis looked in the corner of his vision to confirm his mana had dropped extremely low. In this split second, Joltblade charged forward again, both swords held out towards Aegis’ shield, but he stopped midcharge as several iron daggers were placed all over his body.

 “Don’t fucking touch him.” Lina growled, as she had appeared from the shadows alongside several other shadow dancers from Artaphernes’ guild. 

 “Maaan…” Joltblade sighed as he took the piercing damage from their daggers, but then released a blast of black energy that knocked them back. He took this time to glance across the cavern where he saw Ren, transformed into a strange looking but very fast lizard, charging at him with Herilon and Quinn riding on his back. “Just when I was starting to have fun…” He sighed as he rolled one of his shurikens away from Rakkan towards the top of the hole leading to the red river. Lina jumped to him and struck him again, but a second later he transferred his body through the lightning stream to the shuriken above the hole.

 “I’ll see you again,” Joltblade waved playfully at Aegis and the others before dropping down into the hole.

 “Are we chasing?” one of Artaphernes’ shadow dancers asked after appearing next to Aegis. Aegis looked at his mana again, then looked over at Rakkan to see his low stamina due to dodging the shurikens constantly, despite the aura of beauty.

 “No…” Aegis shook his head.

 “Are you okay?” Lina asked him worriedly.

 “Yeah, yeah I’m fine. I shouldn’t have tried to use Varibhadra, unless I had a way to stop him from dodging it…” Aegis thought out loud. “I’m sure if it’d hit him, he woulda went down.” He added with a hint of frustration in his voice.

 “Damn.” Rakkan punched the ground in frustration. “I shoulda known you were planning that. I coulda done something to lock him down for a second.” Rakkan added.

 “You guys…” Lina glanced between them in disbelief.

 “That guy had insane gear, and he was a battlemaster, and you were both still only thinking about winning?” One of the other shadow dancers asked in disbelief. 

 “Huh? Of course.” Aegis replied to him as if he’d asked something weird, while Ren arrived with a trail of other players running through the forest behind him.

 “What happened, is he gone?” Quinn asked as she hopped off Ren’s back and Ren transformed back into his normal form.

 “Yeah, he got away…” Aegis sighed.

 “HE got away?” Quinn raised her eyebrows at him, causing both Ren and Herilon to chuckle. 

 “You dumb macho idiots!” Sapphire’s voice shouted out loudly from across the cavern, causing them all to look in her direction and see Sapphire, Darkshot, Cheryl, Artaphernes and Pyri running towards them. “You realize that desperate prayer spell has a 24h cooldown, and costs expensive reagents to cast? I used that, on you, to save you. I never use that spell.” Sapphire scolded him as she got close, taking out a carrot and waving it at him accusingly. “And how did you repay me? By crossing your arms, whipping out your ego and swinging it around.” She shook her head disapprovingly.

 “Hey, hey.” Pyri stepped in, glancing at Sapphire. “I’m his mom, I’m the one who gets to scold him.” She said calmly to Sapphire, which caused Sapphire to quickly quiet down.

 “Right, sorry…” she replied timidly, after which Pyri stomped over to stand in front of Aegis. 

 “You too, c’mere.” She motioned Rakkan to stand beside Aegis, and he reluctantly did so while all others gathered and looked at the two, as well as inspect the devastation caused on the surrounding forest from their fight. Both Rakkan and Aegis had their heads down while Pyri stared at them.

 “Acting tough and standing your ground is good and all, but that was a bit reckless given the importance of the item Aegis has. Especially now that we know the enemy has powerful weapons themselves. I hope you two learned a lesson here.” Pyri put her arms on her waist while everyone continued to stare silently. Neither Aegis and Rakkan replied, though, they just briefly looked at each other while they remained standing side by side, looking down at the mossy floor.

 “Well, what lesson did you learn?” Pyri pushed them to reply.

 “I learned I need to figure out how to beat a battlemaster, even when he has better gear than me.”

 “I learned I need to figure out how to make better gear for my allies, so they can fight on even terms.” The two replied at the same time. Immediately after they spoke, several players nearby started laughing, while Darkshot and Quinn both smiled and shook their heads and Pyri rolled their eyes at them.

 “You’re both hopeless.” She sighed. “My portal is off cooldown again in a bit…” 

 “Good. This time…” Quinn stepped forward and grabbed Aegis' shoulder. “You go through the portal first."
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Aegis sat in a chair at a large, round, dark brown wooden table with thin swirling vines engraved into a border that went around the edge of the table. Standing tall behind him stood Chax on one side, and Lina on the other. A meter away on either side of him sat other players, leaders of guilds that Aegis didn’t recognize. This continued every meter, all the way around the table. Each guild leader had two of its members standing behind them.

 He recognized Artaphernes in his chair across the table, but not the two members standing behind him. Quinn had Trexon and Tullan standing behind her, while Christoph had Miranda and Quiver standing behind him. Most uncomfortably, though, Aegis spotted a familiar face that he had not seen in a long time. Keldan sat with Vriflow and Swiftstar behind him, wearing a tabard of a large blue flame on a black background. Aegis caught Keldan desperately waving at Miranda, attempting to get her attention but failing as she was busy awkwardly whispering to her livestream audience of 1,621 viewers.

 There was chatter amongst the players, some stuck to talking just to their guildmates, but other guild leaders were discussing things like grind spots with one another. The group was waiting for the last few seats to fill, with the large doors into the room remaining open. Aegis looked to the doors and saw them being under the guard of Herilon and Sapphire, who were instructing new comers where they were to be seated. 

 Aegis, in an effort to not draw any unwanted attention, tilted his head back and looked up at the ceiling, taking in the architecture of the Night Hunter’s guild hall of which they were currently inside. It was only a day since the events in the underrealm that resulted in Aegis acquiring the giant’s heart, but a lot had changed since then.

 Most of the chatter was discussing the rapid change in NPC behavior - the aggressive complaints had stopped, as had the in-fighting and discrimination that had begun to rise up. The players, too, had become more relaxed knowing now that all but one of the Blacklion guild members had been apprehended and would remain locked up for a month within the Kordas prison due to their repeated crimes against the allied Kingdoms of the Shattered World. 

 Still, Aegis felt somewhat uneasy about the situation. His mind continuously ran over the events that had transpired in the Red river, and how Joltblade had acted. His instincts, which he had been recently advised to trust, were hinting something at him. As he fell deep in thought about it, he was snapped back to reality by the sounds of the doors closing.

 Aegis quickly brought his head back down, paying attention now to the other players and noting that all of the seats were now filled, with a variety of colorful guild tabards on display from each of the players present.

 “Welcome.” Quinn spoke loudly, causing all the chatter to quickly quiet down. “Before we begin, I’d like to ask that the three players present that are currently livestreaming, please turn off your streams.” Quinn motioned to Aegis, Miranda and Keldan. The three awkwardly glanced at each other.

 “Is that really necessary? I mean, if people really wanna figure out what’s going on here, they’ll just scry anyway, won’t they?” Keldan sighed, motioning to his viewership of 56 viewers.

 “Trexon will prevent that, he’s a skilled sage. Please, the meeting shouldn’t take long.” Quinn insisted with a smile, and a slight nod to Trexon who bowed politely. Miranda and Aegis had already turned their streams off without hesitation, and seeing this, Keldan reluctantly followed suit and disabled his stream. Following this, Trexon waved his staff and caused a light blue dome to expand from the tip of it, engulfing anyone in the room. 

 “It’s done. No one from outside this room will hear or see anything that transpires inside it.” Trexon confirmed.

 “Good, thanks.” Quinn gave him a nod. “Now, I’m sure most of you already know what reason we have for calling this meeting. All of you represent the guilds of Kalmoore. I know many of you have no interest in PvP combat, and some of you even lack interest in fighting monsters. Representatives from Tavern, Bard, Brothel, Crafting, and Merchant guilds are all present. But, that won’t stop you from being affected by the abyssal invasion that we strongly believe will be coming to Kalmoore in the next weeks.” Quinn announced. Following this, there were quite a few anxious murmurs that broke out through the room.

 “Can’t you do something to prevent the invasion from happening?” One of the guild leaders asked her, breaking through the murmurs. Following his question, all eyes turned to Quinn and silence came with it.

 “We’re still looking into it and doing everything we can, but the reality is…” Quinn briefly looked between Artaphernes, Christoph, and Aegis, “We still don’t really know what causes the invasions. Only a select few players seem to be behind it.” Quinn replied, and this was followed by a few more murmurs which she silenced by standing up out of her chair. 

 “Luckily, we’ve identified quite a few of them already.” She pulled out of her inventory three bounty posters which she threw into the air behind her, and Trexon promptly casted a spell on them to enlarge them for everyone to see. The wanted posters displayed a picture of Joltblade, Simon, and Emerill. Emerill’s bounty was crossed out with the word ‘claimed’ on it, however.

 “That assassin, he got caught already, didn’t he?” One guild leader asked.

 “Yes, but he’s finished serving his sentence. Since then, he’s only been loitering around Kordas, but we’re keeping a close eye on him just to be safe.” Quinn explained as Aegis looked over the table and saw everyone carefully staring up at the three bounty posters. “We know there’s at least one more, a player by the name of Vagosh that is at least level 150. For time being, I’d like you all to keep an eye out for these three, and any suspicious individuals at level 150 or above.” Quinn explained, which was followed by a few more murmurs.

 “That’s it?” A guild leader wearing a fancy, Yuki-made suit and large pieces of jewelry stood up. “That’s all you're doing to protect us?”

 “Do you know how much real money I’ve invested in this island? I make more money from my in-game tavern than my job in real life!” Another guild leader shot up and complained to her. Following these words, a few other guild leaders and their members shouted similar complaints.

 “That's not all, we’ve fortified the island stones.” Quinn replied into the shouting, but was barely heard.

 “What’s a wall and some NPC guards going to do to protect the stones? We all saw how endless those abyssling armies were in the last invasion!” One shouted back.

 “The juggernauts aren’t going to care about any wall!”

 “We’re going to be there to defend the stones too, obviously.” Christoph stood up and shouted on Quinn’s behalf.

 “Oh yeah, like you defended Kordas from the Blacklion guild?”

 “Like you coulda done any better. I don’t see you contributing to the islands safety, all you're doing is profiting off if it!” Christoph shouted back, starting a side argument with one guild leader in particular that went back and forth, while others began bickering with each other.

 “ENOUGH!” Quinn shouted finally, her voice overpowering all of the other shouts and bickering, causing them to quiet down and look to her. “You think you are the only ones who have something to lose on this island? I have spent the last year building up Kalmoore to be the best, most peaceful island for new players to enjoy this game world. Rest assured, I’m going to be doing everything. Absolutely everything, in my power to keep it safe.” Quinn declared firmly. Her words were followed by a long silence until one of the farming guild leaders, still seated, leaned forward.

 “What about him?” He pointed at Aegis, who was caught off guard and looked back at him in confusion. “He’s the reason they targeted Kalmoore in the first place, isn’t he?” 

 “There’s no way to actually know that. He’s not the reason they targeted the other two islands. It’s random for all we know.” Artaphernes quickly jumped to Aegis’ defense.

 “Yeah, but, he’s a shattered healer with Eirene. You’re supposed to fight against the darkness, right? That’s what your class does? Surely you know something about how to stop them?” He continued, and suddenly all eyes fell onto Aegis. He turned to look at Artaphernes, then Quinn, Tullan, Christoph, and finally landed his eyes on Trexon as they all had a look of hope in their eyes, waiting for him to speak.

 “Well…” Aegis briefly looked back to Lina and Chax behind him and saw Chax, too, looked concerned. Seeing this, he took a deep breath after seeing Quinn giving him a nod, as if asking for him to speak.

 “The players seeking to invade Kalmoore were utilizing orbs, not unlike what this once was.” Aegis pulled out the shards of his orb of suffering. “Some of you’ve probably seen orbs like this if you’ve ever done quests against evil cults and what not.” Aegis placed the shards on the table. “They’ve probably used more than one, to absorb a specific form of darkness and gather strength for the invasion. The moment we figured out what they were doing, or possibly earlier than that, they retrieved the orbs from where they’d hid them within the settlements on this island. So, we don’t know exactly what type of orb they were using.

 In the case of the orb of suffering,” Aegis motioned to the shards, “The cultists were torturing people and using painfully violent poisons on NPCs in order to draw out suffering and absorb it into the orb. Therefor, it’s my theory that whatever was setting off the NPCs of our cities the last few months, it was a form of darkness that these orbs were absorbing. The first thing that might help us out with the invasion, is if we all put our heads together and think about what form of darkness it was that the NPCs were exhibiting. Unfortunately, I spent the majority of the time in the underrealm…” Aegis explained, looking over the other players who began whispering amongst one another.

 “What forms of Darkness are there?” Vriflow asked.

 “Well, the ones I saw in Hrath’mir were Death, Hatred, Anger, Fear, Suffering, and Jealousy. There’s likely mo-” Aegis was interrupted.

 “Thaz easy. Jealousy.” Tullan immediately replied, and a few players quickly nodded in agreement. 

 “That makes complete sense.” Chax whispered to Aegis. “The NPCs disguised it as hatred for Arallian’s or Kalmoorians, but the root of all their complaints was that someone had something they didn’t.” Chax explained and got many nods from the other players.

 “Yeah, I’m in agreement there. Had the same sort of complaints in my territories.” Christoph announced to the others. 

 “We’re all in agreement, we’re dealing with Jealousy?” Quinn spoke loudly to quiet down the whispers as she looked over the group.

 “But what does that mean? If the orbs were absorbing jealousy?” Artaphernes asked Aegis, and all eyes quickly turned back to him.

 “It’s just a theory, but… when I encountered that orb, it was being used to empower an Avatar. So we can only assume those guys were doing the same.” Aegis motioned to the enlarged posters.

 “The Avatar of Jealousy is coming to Kalmoore?” One of the guild leaders anxiously called out, followed by numerous other whispers.

 “Nah, no way. There was no Avatar present in the other invasions. That can’t be right.” Quiver spoke loudly and confidently, silencing the whispers. 

 “Yeah, he’s right. You would’ve seen one back in Arallia.” Christoph motioned to Quinn. “All you saw was Juggernauts, and that weird black mist thing that wrecked your airship.”

 “Oh, oh no. I forgot about that mist thing. That thing will be coming here too, right?” another guild leader replied.

 “Does Eirene know how to stop that thing? You know, right? You fought it?” One quickly called out to Aegis, causing all eyes to fall upon Aegis once more.

 “Well, no, not exactly. But we’re close to forging mithral, that outta be strong enough to take on anything the invasion brings.” Aegis replied timidly.

 “But those guys already have Mithral!” The farmer guild leader motioned to the bounty posters, and following this, the bickering and shouts of concerns began to build up once more.

 “Look. Guys.” Quinn shouted loudly to silence them. “We have several tricks up our sleeves. For one, our fifth island stone’s location is completely hidden. Only the Kalmoorian Royalty knows its location. We’re all strong, and our top guilds are organized. If the invasion comes, we’ll take out the juggernauts together. So, if you’d like to help, prepare any mercenary NPCs to assist in the defense of the cities, and keep an eye out for these three as well as any suspicious individuals. Report anything you find to me, or one of my guildmates. Any other questions?” Quinn spoke firmly, panning her eyes over the room, and was met with only silence.

 “Thanks. Stay calm, and work together, and we’ll get through this. That’s all for the meeting. You’re all dismissed, except you three.” Quinn pointed at Aegis, Christoph and Artaphernes. From there, the murmuring began, and there was an ominous mood amongst the guild leaders as they stood up out of their chairs and headed out of the room one by one. Aegis overheard a few of their murmurs, words like ‘we’re doomed’, or ‘let’s start putting our stuff in storage just to be safe’. 

 Once the others had all left, the doors were shut, but this time Sapphire was on the inside of the room.

 “Okay, give it to me straight. How screwed are we?” Christoph sighed as he looked across the room.

 “Joltblade’s items were seriously powerful. We can assume all of Vagosh’ company are equipped like that.” Quinn replied as she put her head down. “Even if we set up a strong defense, they’ll be easily able to disrupt our backline using hit and run tactics. We need to be able to fight those guys in PvP before we need to worry about the PvE side of the invasion.”

 “It sounds like you’ve pretty much resigned us to our fates. You’re sure we’re being invaded?” Artaphernes asked her.

 “Yeah. We’re on the backfoot, we still don’t know the specifics of how the invasions happen, so whatever they need to do, they’ll be able to do it without us stopping them. Unless you’ve got some insight into it?” Quinn sighed, looking up at Aegis.

 “No. I agree, I think it’s all but confirmed we’re being invaded. Joltblade didn’t really care that we got the heart, he’s either confident we won’t find mithral in time, or doesn’t care. If he really wanted to stop us from getting it, he would’ve used his real weapons from the get go. He didn’t even use them to protect the Blacklion guild members…”

 “Meaning, they weren’t essential to their plan.” Artaphernes nodded along with Aegis.

 “Exactly. He only drew out his weapons when he was at risk of dying to me and Rakkan, because he didn’t want to drop any items. Otherwise, he didn’t care what we did. So we can assume we have not succeeded in interfering with their plans in any way, whatsoever, yet.” Aegis replied while crossing his arms. 

 “Logical conclusion…” Trexon sighed in response. 

 “Anything from Emerill?” Quinn turned to Artaphernes.

 “Aside from vague threats, no. He’s patiently sitting around in taverns, wasting my spy’s time.” Artaphernes shrugged.

 “They’re just playing with us.” Quinn suddenly, and angrily, slammed her fist into the table, which was followed by more silence from the others. 

 “Well, I have something that may help us.” Christoph spoke up, clearing his throat. “Or rather, Quiver does, don’t you?” Christoph turned to look at him, and he anxiously looked from Christoph to the others.

 “Well, I scouted out a high level dungeon awhile back. Level 180 enemies.” Quiver explained.

 “Not just that, what else did you say you saw?” 

 “I can’t be sure, but, I think some of the enemies were wielding mithral weapons.” Quiver shrugged.

 “Meaning they might drop mithral items?” Trexon asked.

 “Exactly.” Christoph snapped his fingers excitedly. “Of course, 180 enemies would take awhile to grind efficiently with just one of our guilds. But if we formed a joint raid, we’d surely get some good loot and experience in a short amount of time.” Christoph said excitedly. “What do you guys think?”

 “Sending both of our top guilds into a dungeon weeks before we expect an invasion could be a bit risky…” Tullan replied.

 “I agree.” Quinn nodded. “What about you two, how likely are you to find Mithral?” Quinn motioned to Tullan and Aegis.

 “We’re not even on that step yet, we still need to finish the eternal flame, else we can’t even smelt the ore. And for that, we need a dragon.” Tullan replied.

 “Oh, right.” Chax cleared his throat excitedly. “Aegis had me tracking ‘em down. I used my merchant skills to track sales of Silver dragon scales, a few were sold on the Kordas auction house. I managed to find a couple of the players that had sold them. They were all low level players, and told me that they'd found the scales all in the same area - Kiepalt Forest.” Chax explained.

 “Kiepalt Forest? That’s a low level 40 area, isn’t it?” Miranda asked.

 “Yep. But, well, it’s the only lead I’ve got. Silver scales keep appearing there from time to time.” Chax shrugged. 

 “Even if you somehow find a silver dragon on Kalmoore, which no one has ever seen before - you’ve still got to find mithral which no player in the entire game world has ever found despite millions of players desperately looking for it. It’s too far-fetched. We’re better off chancing a grind in the high level dungeon.” Christoph replied. His words were followed by silence as everyone went in thought, looking around at each other. 

 “I think Christoph is right. Grinding in the dungeon is the best option.” Quiver joined in with confidence. 

 “Will your guild be able to handle things in Kordas while we’re away?” Quinn looked to Artaphernes.

 “Yeah… with the Blacklion guild in prison, it shouldn’t be too hard.” Artaphernes shrugged reluctantly.

 “Alright.” Quinn took a deep breath. “Tullan, you’ll stay behind with our crafting guild members. I want you to work with Aegis to try and find a silver dragon, and mithral. I’ll leave Yorgi behind with you for portals.” Quinn explained, and Tullan nodded.

 “I’ll make sure to help Yorgi attune to Pakro’Vielle and the City of the White Tree before we leave.” Trexon added.

 “Good. That okay with you Aegis?” 

 “Yeah, that’s fine. I was going to be doing that anyway.” Aegis nodded.

 “Perfect. And, if we assume Aegis gets close, those guys might try to stop him…” Quinn looked at Artaphernes who nodded back immediately.

 “Don’t worry, I’ll babysit the streamer.” Artaphernes rolled his eyes and smirked at Aegis.

 “Good. We’ll have plenty of sages with us between our guild and the Blades of Kalmoore, so if anything happens, let us know, and we’ll be back in Kordas in an instant.” Quinn continued. “I’ll let my guild know we’re forming an emergency dungeon raid. How soon can the Blades of Kalmoore be ready to leave?”

 “Give us 3 hours.” Christoph stood up excitedly, and following this the rest of them stood up.

 “Let’s get to it then.” Sapphire cheered from the doors, quickly pushing them open and motioning everyone to leave.

 “Aegis.” Quinn called out, causing him to stop as the others continued walking out of the room, save for Lina and Chax who stopped alongside him. “A word in private?” Quinn asked, causing Lina and Chax to look to Aegis who gave them nods, signalling them to leave the room. Quinn moved to stand near Aegis behind the now tucked in chairs in the round meeting room, waiting for all others to leave, and Herilon politely closed the door once Chax and Lina had stepped outside, to leave the two in peace.

 “I know you started playing this game because you hate your dad, but… Is there any chance you could ask him to help us?” Quinn asked. 

 “You want me to ask Makaroth to come to Kalmoore and help?” Aegis replied with a hint of anger in his voice. 

 “I know... I know it’s rude to ask, it’s just…” Her voice trailed off into silence. Aegis could see the worry in her eyes as she turned to look down at her feet. 

 “Even if I asked, he wouldn’t come. He only cares about himself.” Aegis shook his head and let out a huff of air. Following his words, though, he saw tears begin to stream down her cheeks. 

 “Yeah, I figured as much.” She whimpered, but tried to cover it up with a cough as she wiped the tears away.

 “Hey, we haven’t lost anything yet…” Aegis tried to comfort her.

 “Oh c’mon.” Quinn forced a laugh. “Our island is weak compared to Arallia, and they didn’t stand a chance… I know for you this is just a game, to get back at your dad… but for me, for Ren... And so many of our guild, this is our job, our life. And… I can’t...” She began to sniffle, despite her efforts to try and stop her tears. “Please… the same way you did everything to save Clara, and the Arallians. Please don’t let them take this island from us.” She looked up at Aegis with a look of desperation in her eyes. Aegis wasn’t sure how to reply, and wasn’t given a chance to think. Immediately after speaking, Quinn shamefully lowered her head and walked around him quickly towards the doors of the room, leaving Aegis alone with his thoughts.

 All Aegis could think of at that moment though were Makaroth’s words, when he’d explained to him how they were from completely different worlds. He thought on what he cared about and why he was playing, and compared it to Quinn, someone who he’d never considered her motives for playing. He only knew her to be nice, working hard to keep everyone in Kalmoore happy, and had never considered why.

 “Aegis?” Lina called into the room, causing him to turn and see her and Chax standing in the doorway. “Everything okay?” She asked upon seeing his stunned expression, which managed to shake him out of it.

 “Huh? Yeah…” Aegis replied calmly, nodding slightly as he began walking towards them. 

 “What did Quinn say?” Lina asked.

 “She asked me to save the island.” Aegis answered.

 “And what’d you say?” Chax asked.

 “Nothing…” Aegis replied reluctantly as he moved to stand beside them, and together the three made their way out of the guild hall.

 “So, you think it’s hopeless?” Chax continued.

 “No...” Aegis turned to Lina. “We’re going to do everything we can to stop them.” Aegis said firmly, and Lina smiled back at him with a nod. 
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                Chapter 193: Kiepalt Forest


Aegis stood alongside Tullan atop the Kordas Skyport with Lina, Pyri, Darkshot, Rakkan, and Snowflake standing behind him. It was mid-afternoon, a few hours after the meeting had taken place. A light breeze blew through the air that billowed their cloaks as they looked down across the city below them.

Towards the western gate they watched two long lines of players on the backs of various beasts, marching out of the city. What they were watching exactly was the bulk of both the Night Hunters and the Blades of Kalmoore guilds as they headed out towards a dungeon delve into a high level dungeon.

 “There they go…” Tullan said as the last few players in the line passed through the threshold of the city walls, following the road out of Kordas. Once they had, the creatures they had mounted went from trotting to galloping, and within a few seconds, they had disappeared into the treeline surrounding the outskirts of Kordas.

 “Do you really think they’re going to find any mithral gear from grinding a level 180 dungeon?” Darkshot asked.

 “It’s possible.” Rakkan replied.

 “Doesn’t matter, we’ve got our own stuff to worry about.” Aegis shrugged and turned back to look at the others.

 “Hell yeah we do. You said Leonard’s gonna fly us to Kiepalt Forest in his airship?” Darkshot replied excitedly, rubbing his hands together and causing Darkwing to coo from his shoulder.

 “Yep. He’s eager to help out against these abyss guys, after what they did.” Tullan nodded towards The Sky Darling, Leonard’s airship. There, the group looked and saw Gregory and Leonard moving about the deck and getting the ship ready for departure.

 “Oooh, I finally get to ride an airship!” Pyri squealed excitedly, stepping forward towards the pier.

 “Wait… I think there’s a misunderstanding…” Aegis moved to cut her off, immediately catching a glare from Pyri.

 “Heeeeh?” She replied with a low growl.

 “You guys aren’t coming with us…” Aegis spoke timidly.

 “Heeeeeeeeeh? What was that? I think I misheard you.” Pyri continued with a slightly louder growl. Following this, Aegis looked to see Rakkan and Darkshot looking equally displeased, while Lina looked at him with concern.

 “Listen.” Aegis quickly tried to calm them down. “It’s my advanced class quest to find the dragon, and it’s my job to craft us the best gear, not you guys. Making you tag along would be a waste of your time, and right now we’re pressed for time. We need to be efficient.” Aegis explained.

 “Keep goin’, bucko. You’re on thin ice.” Pyri continued to glare on behalf of the others. 

 “We’re all level 150 now, so you guys should start working on getting advanced, instead. Right?” Aegis shrugged. “I heal and craft, and you guys cut down anything that gets in the way.” Aegis finished with, causing Pyri to let up her glare momentarily and sigh.

 “There’s no way we’re finishing our advanced class quests in two weeks.” Rakkan replied.

 “He’s right… It'll take at least a month, even if we know where to start. It’s better if we stay with you for now…” Lina insisted.

 “I’m not talking about the class quest.” Aegis replied while pointing in the direction of the Kordas training hall. “Advanced Weapon Mastery skills. That’s something you guys can unlock in time. It could mean the difference between winning, and losing.” Aegis explained, as everyone briefly followed his fingers off the side of the skyport to look down in the direction of the training hall.

 “Eh, Aegis. I’m all fer’ gettin’ yer pals stronger, but…” Tullan explained as all eyes moved to him. “‘Bout 2000 players so far have reached advanced classes now, and of those 2000, less than 100 have gotten their advanced weapon skills. One thing they all agree on, is that advanced weapon skills are stupidly hard, even compared to the advanced class quests…” Tullan continued, but as he spoke, he slowly lost confidence in his speech as he watched the grins on Rakkan and Pyri’s faces begin to grow.

 “Ah, I fergot who I was talkin’ to…” Tullan rolled his eyes. 

 “Alright, fine. You go play around in your pretty little airship. We’ll go do the hard stuff.” Pyri smirked.

 “I’m not gonna be last this time.” Rakkan said confidently.

 “I don’t know, Aegis…” Darkshot hesitated.

 “I think it’s better if I stay with you.” Lina replied, still looking worried.

 “He’ll be fine.” A familiar voice called out from the top of the ramp leading out of the tower. The group all looked over to see Artaphernes and Yorgi stepping up onto the top of the Skyport tower. “He’s got a babysitter.” Artaphernes smiled while motioning to himself.

 “Hi, everyone. Big fan…” Yorgi squeaked out shyly as they looked over him, Pyri noting that he was now level 60.

 “Oh, you grew up a bit.” Pyri tilted her head curiously at him. “You’re a sage?”

 “Oh, me? Hehe…” He nervously began fidgeting as he glanced between Aegis, then Pyri, but had trouble maintaining eye contact. “Yeah, I guess. Not as much as you, though. I mean, not that you leveled insanely fast or anything. Nothing out of the ordinary. Just normal, quicker than average leveling. Hehe.” Yorgi answered her, causing Pyri to roll her eyes at him.

 “Relax.” She walked over and patted his shoulders.

 “You guys know each other?” Aegis asked curiously.

 “Yup. Yorgi here was training in the Wizard tower at the same time I was doing my intermediate quest.” Pyri responded without turning back to Aegis, instead continuing towards the top of the ramp. “Don’t expect us to take long on our advanced quests. I expect a new set of gear waiting for me when I come out.” She gave a wave and a smile before heading down the ramp. “Oh…” She stopped after a few steps down the ramp and turned to Artaphernes, as the others looked towards her.

 “If you let them hurt my son, I’ll come for you.” She tilted her head down and glared at Artaphernes uncomfortably.

 “Yes ma'am, don’t worry. I’ll keep him safe.” Artaphernes smiled back awkwardly.

 “Good. C’mon guys. Let’s show the rest of the world just how easy these advanced quests are.” Pyri motioned the others, causing Darkshot and Rakkan to get in motion. Rakkan moved forward excitedly, but Darkshot not so much, and Lina not at all. 

 Instead, Lina remained firmly in place, staring at Aegis long after Darkshot, Pyri and Rakkan had disappeared down the ramp.

 “Lina?” Aegis asked her curiously, but she continued to just stare at him, while the others awkwardly glanced between them.

 “How ‘bout we go ‘n help prep the ship?” Tullan suggested, motioning for Artaphernes and Yorgi to follow him.

 “Right, good idea.” Artaphernes nodded, and the three quickly walked away from the situation to leave Lina and Aegis with some privacy. Aegis followed them with his eyes and waited until he was sure they were out of earshot before speaking.

 “Is everything okay?” Aegis turned to Lina, while Snowflake curiously glanced between them.

 “I don’t want to leave your side.” Lina replied while lowering her head shamefully, her cheeks beginning to glow red.

 “I’m going to be okay, you know I can handle myself…” Aegis replied while stepping forward closer to her, and lightly taking one of her hands in his. There, he wiggled around the ring that Luryala had given him to make sure Lina saw it. "Worst case, I've got this. I'll be fine." 

 “I know, it’s just… I don’t want you to get bored of me, and leave me behind. All I’m doing is what you tell me to do, right?” Lina replied shyly, still keeping her head down.

 “What are you talking about?” Aegis asked her, confused. Still, she remained silent and didn’t answer, and he got the feeling it was bothering her more than she was letting on. “I’m not going to get bored of you, why would you say something like that?” Aegis scrunched his eyebrows curiously.

 “Guys get bored of girls who only do what they say, right? You know, girls who are just boring and obedient...”

 “You don’t only listen to what I say… Is this about what happened at the red river, with the smoke bomb?” Aegis asked, and she nodded slightly. “When you ask me to do something and I do it, do you get bored of me because I do it?” Aegis asked her.

 “Well, no…” Lina replied shyly.

 “Exactly. It’s not because the other person is obedient, it's because we trust each other. We can rely on each other to do things the other one can’t. I’m not some relationship expert but I’m pretty sure trust is the most important thing, right?” Aegis replied.

 “Yeah, I guess…”

 “And, I'm not going to get bored of you. If anything, you'll get bored of me with all this grinding..." Aegis chuckled.

"No, I won't! It was fun..." Lina replied quickly. She lifted her head and looked up into Aegis eyes, causing him to smile back.

"This is turning out to be one of the most fun summers I’ve ever had. Don’t tell Darkshot I said that, though…” Aegis quickly added on the end, causing Lina to chuckle. “It’s not just because of the game, but because of everyone playing together. Especially you. You don't have to worry about something like that.”

 “Okay…” She sniffled, replying weakly and smiling. 

 “When all this is over, and if the island is still here, let’s build that castle together, and then have a proper date, okay?” Aegis said, and Lina nodded while he wiped tears from her eyes that began to fall, then leaned in and kissed her. With their eyes closed, the two remained joined by their lips for a long while, until finally Aegis got awkwardly out of breath and wasn’t sure how to manage it, so pulled away and let out gasps of air, of which Lina did the same. The two watched each other do this and both giggled at each other.

 “I should go, then.” She suddenly spoke with determination and a shift in her demeanor. “We have to save this island so we can build the castle together.” She added with a nod.

 “Yeah. If you have advanced dagger mastery, and I can craft you mithral daggers, no one will be able to take us out.” Aegis replied. With these words, Lina clenched her fists excitedly. 

 “Be safe.” She said with another nod, then turned to head towards the top of the ramp. As Aegis watched her leave, he briefly eyed his live streaming icon and remembered that he had it turned on, to a viewership of 400,000 players, holding steady. He immediately rolled his eyes in the direction of the icon.

 “Oh, shut up Hae-won.” He grumbled to no one in particular before turning to face the pier leading to the Sky Darling. He then began his walk down the narrow pier with Snowflake following closely behind him.

 “Hoho, there you are, dear!” Leonard cheered excitedly from the side of the airship’s deck, leaning forward with one knee up on the railing. “You grow older, but I stay the same age, it seems. Oh, they grow up so fast!” He cheered while motioning to his level of 30, and Aegis’ level of 150.

 “Still no pilot intermediate quest?” Aegis asked as he ascended the boarding ramp.

 “To be honest, I haven’t really been looking for it.” Leonard shrugged. “Been busy hunting someone else down.”

 “Simon, right? I heard… I’m sorry.” Aegis apologized with a polite bow.

 “No need, it’s not your fault. It was only a matter of time before the vile wretches of humanity crawled their way onto our island of paradise.” Leonard gritted his teeth as he spoke angrily in a way Aegis had never seen. “Quinn tells me that you’re close to making some nice weapons to punish them?”

 “Yup. Sort of. We’ve got a lead on a silver dragon possibly being in or around the Kiepalt forest area, which we’ll need to complete the forging process.” Aegis replied.

 “Right, then. Let’s not delay. Prepare to sail!” Leonard shouted out to everyone on the deck. Aegis looked around to see Gregory making last minute preparations to the sails, while Artaphernes stood towards the front of the ship and looked down at the city, spear at his side. Tullan and Yorgi were discussing something off in a corner but turned to give Leonard a thumbs up as he hurried to the upper deck where the stern was.

 It’d been a long time for Aegis, but it still felt just like yesterday that he was flying on the airship towards Arallia. Aegis watched Leonard get behind the stern and wave his hands around in familiar motions, causing the side sails to open up on the airship and the wind begin to blow into them. Gregory untied the ship from the pier, and within seconds, the ship was slowly flying forward away from the Skyport, narrowly maneuvering around the tall buildings of the city of Kordas nearby.

 “Kiepalt’s about a days journey from Kordas on foot, but since we’re in a hurry…” Leonard began to speak as the Sky Darling had cleared the tall buildings and was now soaring above the open air with nothing in its path. “We oughta make it there in under an hour. Might want to hold on to something, kids.” Leonard shouted, and Aegis looked to see Gregory hugging the base of the mast tightly. Aegis wasn’t the only one who saw this, and immediately after, there was a scramble between Yorgi, Tullan, Aegis and Artaphernes to find something to cling onto. 

Ultimately, Aegis grabbed the mast on the opposite side of Gregory, while Artapherenes grabbed the railing that went around the edge of the deck, and Yorgi and Tullan ran below deck.

"Hold on tight, okay?" Aegis instructed Snowflake who was looking around curiously, but squawked back in acknowledgement. Snowflake then lowered his head and abdruptly drove his talons and claws deep into the wooden planks of the airships deck, much to Aegis' dismay. 

“All secured? Great. Let’s get going. Air burst!” Leonard cheered excitedly, and suddenly a huge rush of magical air exploded into the sails, causing the ship to launch forward through the sky at incredible speed. Within seconds, the city of Kordas had completely disappeared from view, and they were above the wilderness of Kalmoore. 

When the ship slowed down back to a normal speed, Aegis looked to see that Artaphernes had nearly been flung off the side and climbed back to his feet, looking as though he might hurl.

“I hate airships.” Artaphernes grumbled.

“That skill has an 8 minute cooldown. We’ll be using it again soon.” Leonard cheered jovially to his passengers, of which no one reciprocated his joy. 

Aegis quickly went to check on Snowflake, who still had his head down and had dug his talons into the wood. As Snowflake lifted his talons up, it revealed large marks in the wood which Aegis awkwardly moved towards and tried to hide from view from the others, but he glanced back and saw Gregory eying him and the talon marks with disdain. 

“I’m not repairing that.” Gregory huffed as he lifted his chin up and closed his eyes, strutting away from the mast and towards the door leading below deck, while simultaneously Tullan and Yorgi emerged from below deck.

“You okay lil' buddy?” Aegis ruffled Snowflake's feathers and he squawked excitedly with a nod. 

“So, what’re we thinkin’ we’re lookin’ for? I’ve never been on an Aegis adventure before.” Tullan asked as he approached with Yorgi behind him, and Artaphernes closed in as well.

“I’m not sure exactly. We’ll go to the location that the scales were found, and search around. Hopefully with a vantage point on this airship we’ll be able to spot some useful clues.” Aegis shrugged.

“I have a lot of sage skills at the ready. Trexon trained me well. So, just let me know what you need.” Yorgi replied with enthusiasm. 

“You sure it’s a good idea to stream this? I’m a bit uncomfortable with you holding a target above our heads.” Artaphernes motioned to Aegis’ livestream.

“It won’t matter… Unless you have a way to block scrying, like Trexon?” Aegis asked Yorgi.

“That skill… I haven’t learned yet. Sorry.” Yorgi lowered his head shamefully. 

“Yer so sure they’re gonna scry on us? Y’know they can’t scry usin’ just regular ol’ items like what ye' sold on auction. It’s gotta be somethin’ personalized by you, like hair, or somethin’ you…”

“Autographed?” Aegis finished for Tullan with a sigh. “On the day after the concert, I met Simon at the top of the Skyport Tower, and he asked for my autograph.”

“You didn’t… Did you?” Artaphernes rolled his eyes.

“At the time we didn’t know who he was. He acted a bit weird, but… he was persistent…” Aegis answered shamefully.

“And that didn’t set off any red flags for you?” Artaphernes replied.

“I didn’t even know a spell like scrying existed at the time.” Aegis grumbled back. 

“Great. Wonderful. So, the worst member of their entire group has front row seats to everything we’re doing. That’s comforting.” Artaphernes crossed his arms. 

“That means they’ve likely had front row seats this entire time.” Tullan shrugged.

“Yep. So, you see,” Aegis smiled awkwardly. “No point turning off the stream.”

“I really gotta ask Trexon where he learned that spell…” Yorgi mumbled weakly. 

“Hold on to something, almost time for round two!” Leonard shouted down at them from the upper deck.

“Oh god…” Artaphernes groaned as he began anxiously looking for something to grab onto. 

Several more air bursts later, the ship arrived above a vast expanse of emerald trees that covered the uneven landscape below them.

“Here we are! Welcome to Kiepalt forest!” Leonard announced. Aegis and the others emerged from the safety of below deck to get a view of the land, Artaphernes looking pale and queasy as he did. The group approached the railings at the front of the airship as Leonard retracted the side sails and the Airship stopped moving, instead hovering in place a few dozen meters above the forest’s canopy.

“So, where do we start?” Tullan asked as the four of them began panning their eyes across the forest. It wasn’t long before Leonard moved up to join in.

“Any clue what it is we’re looking for?” Leonard asked.

“A dragon, like what I saw in Hrath’mir. They were pretty big. Silver, shiny. Maybe in a cavern, or something that looks like a dragon's lair?” Aegis suggested.

“There’s a lot of hills underneath those trees, the land is uneven…” Yorgi pointed out.

“Aye, there could be a cavern hidden under the canopy of the forest. We wouldn’t be able to see it from up here.”

“Yeah, maybe… but look…” Aegis pointed down in the direction of several flashing lights. As the group focused on it, they identified a group of five players that were battling ape-looking NPCs. After pointing them out, Aegis spotted a few other parties of players who were grinding, or questing, within the forest.

“It’s a pretty popular grind spot. If there was a dragon lair, a dungeon or a cave down there, I’m pretty sure one of those questing groups would have found it already.” Artaphernes said what Aegis was thinking. 

“What’d Chax say about where the scales were found?” Tullan turned to Aegis who quickly opened his interface, fidgeting with it to send a message to Chax. After a few moments, he got his answer and closed it out.

“He said the players who sold scales told him they found them in the rocky clearing…” Aegis replied, and immediately following his words, the five of them began scanning the surrounding forest for something that matched the description.

“There, that’s it, right?” Yorgi spotted it first, pointing to a small clearing atop one of the larger hills of the forest. Atop it, there were several large, jagged stones protruding above the surrounding canopy.

“Looks like it.” Artaphernes squinted, placing his hands on his forehead to shield his eyes from the sunlight and get a better view. The others quickly followed suit.

“Doesn’t look like there’s anything like a dragon’s lair over there…” Leonard pointed out.

“Nope.” Tullan shrugged in agreement.

“Hm.” Aegis began scratching his chin as he looked over the hill. “The game runs on fantasy logic, but logic nonetheless, right?” Aegis asked Tullan.

 “Aye…”

 “Anything strange about those rocks to you?” Aegis asked him.

 “Now that you mention it, kind of…” Tullan nodded as the two continued to stare at the rocky clearing curiously.

 “What? What’s strange about them?” Yorgi asked curiously.

 “I can’t quite put my finger on it…” Aegis said as his face began to crumple while he went deep in thought.

"Hang on, I'll get us a bit closer." Leonard said before rushing back to the stern. Within a few moments, the Sky Darling began moving forward once more, closing in on the clearing. The closer they got, the better view that the others had of the rocks, until Leonard came to a stop nearly directly above them and rushed back over to the others.

"Look, around the floor of the clearing..." Yorgi pointed out several broken trees, bent and knocked over, scattered about around the jagged rocks.

"It's not a normal clearing, that's fer sure." Tullan nodded as he saw it.

"What do you mean?" Artaphernes asked.

"Typically, in a dense forest like this, a clearing is caused due teh a change in the ground's makeup. Like, the ground in that part bein' too rocky to support the roots of the trees. That'd make sense. But in this case, the trees were growin' fine, but somethin' knocked 'em down and created the clearing." Tullan explained.

"Maybe a silver dragon just happened to land there at some point, and smushed the trees, leaving behind his scales?" Yorgi suggested.

"No, that's not it. Chax said the players found the scales at different times. It'd be weird for an elite NPC to repeatedly land in the same spot over and over again."

"Then what else would've knocked 'em over?" Artaphernes asked, and Aegis went into thought, rubbing his chin as he looked more closely around the clearing, until he spotted strange ripples and cracks in the earth around each of the jagged rocks. 

"The rocks knocked over the trees..." Aegis said as he came to the realization.

"Huh? The rocks did it?" Leonard asked, raising his eyebrows as he looked at Aegis skeptically.

"You mean like, they're golems?" Artaphernes suggested.

"No, I mean, they fell from the sky and broke the trees on impact." Aegis replied as he tilted his head up towards the sky above. Looking at several long clouds drifting by over the forest, it wasn’t long before Aegis spotted out a small, singular cloud that failed to move in the wind like the others. "From there." Aegis pointed out the cloud to everyone else.

 “Holy shit…” Artaphernes looked at it with disbelief.

 “I can’t fly the airship up that high…” Leonard replied apprehensively.

 “Snowflake!” Aegis called out, causing Snowflake to run forward excitedly, squawking along as he did. Without hesitation, Aegis hopped onto Snowflake’s back.

 “Oh hell no, you’re not leaving my sight.” Artaphernes shouted as he quickly jumped onto the back of the saddle at the last second before Snowflake launched himself off of the deck of the ship and into the air, spreading his wings and flapping vigorously to carry the two players on his back up into the clouds.

 “Wait for me!” Yorgi shouted, casting fly on himself and going after them.

 “Oi!” Tullan yelled up at them angrily. “You better send that sky chicken back down for me! I wanna see it too!”

 “Yeah!” Aegis waved dismissively as they soared up, wind on their face, closing in on the strange, unmoving cloud in the sky.
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                Chapter 194: The Silver Garden


“Oh god. I thought airships were bad, this is way worse.” Artaphernes’ stomach gurgled violently as he desperately clasped his arms around Aegis while Snowflake soared upwards towards the clouds, flapping his majestic gryphon wings furiously and jerking them side to side.

 “You better not throw up on me, or I’m pushing you off.” Aegis shouted back to him. Their voices were barely audible over the sounds of the winds rushing past them, the air quickly getting colder the higher they got. “Don’t try to pass through the cloud, it’s probably not a cloud.” Aegis said to Snowflake as they closed in on the suspiciously still small cloud of white fluff, and got a squawk response from Snowflake. 

 The cloud, which appeared small from below on the airship, got larger and larger the closer they got to it, and it was much further away than Aegis had anticipated. But eventually, after a long few minutes of flying straight up, Snowflake crested over the side of it.

 The moment Aegis could see above the cloud, his illusion theory was confirmed. While from below, it had looked like a simple cloud in the sky, when viewed from the sides and above it was clear that the island was as solid as the island of Kalmoore. Large chunks of earth that were jutting out with the roots of plants extending through the soil and earth and hanging down over the open skies had all become visible to Aegis, Artaphernes, and Snowflake.

The top of the island was a lush green flat stretch of land. The vegetation present was beautiful, the grass blades were all cut to a uniform height and the flowers grew in patches, grouped together based on their colors, while several fruit trees could be seen intermittently, standing tall amongst the flower patches.

 The most eye-catching feature of the island, however, was a large dark gray stone structure at the center of it. The architectural style of the building immediately reminded Aegis of Hrath’mir, but it wasn’t in ruins - it stood in pristine condition. It was circular, and wide, but only three stories tall with very few square windows built into the upper floors. The bottom floor had a large paved and raised patio built in a circle around the towers base with several short but wide staircases leading up from the grass onto the patio. Flowers were growing around the base of the patio wherever there weren’t stairs.

 At the top of one set of stairs in particular, on the side of the tower to the left from Aegis’ point of view, was a large archway with a stone door leading inside the tower. The door was currently sealed shut and had two statues flanking it, depicting draconic humanoid figures. In addition to the statues there were numerous other engravings and decorations all about the structure, giving it a very majestic and elegant aesthetic. 

 Snowflake carefully landed on the edge of the island where Artaphernes quickly stumbled off of the gryphon and began dry heaving.

 “You gonna be okay?” Aegis eyed him with slight concern, while Snowflake glanced at him and let out a mocking screech as if laughing at him. 

 “Yeah, heh, just, need a moment.” Artaphernes replied between his heavy breaths, throwing his hands on his knees.

 “Whoa!” Yorgi called out excitedly, coming up over the side of the island a moment later with his fly spell and landing beside the others. “Look! Dragon statues! This has got to be it!” Yorgi frantically pointed at the statues, practically jumping with joy.

 “Yep. You mind going to pick up the dwarf real quick?” Aegis asked Snowflake, and he gave a squawking nod back before hopping off the island, beginning his flight back to the airship.

 “He’s really fast.” Yorgi commented as he followed Snowflake’s movements with his eyes. Aegis just nodded back, glancing between his two odd companions before going back to carefully looking over the sky island. 

 “As weird as it sounds, I wasn’t expecting to find sky islands in a game based on sky islands.” Artaphernes said once he’d finally collected himself. “I mean, it’s a bit redundant, isn’t it?”

 “I’ve heard there’s tons of islands still floating around between the major ones, waiting to be explored. Holding ancient dungeons and treasures within them.” Yorgi replied. From there, the group quietly looked over their surroundings, waiting for Snowflake’s return.

 Once he did return though, he had two passengers instead of one. Tullan was accompanied by an eager eyed Leonard on Snowflake’s back as Snowflake lightly landed on the ground near the others.

 “Whew! What a ride! I’ve gotta get me one of those!” Leonard cheered while excitedly ruffling Snowflake’s feathers.

 “Who’s watching the ship?” Aegis asked him with a raised eyebrow.

 “Gregory, along with the set of new, very expensive traps and defensive enchantments I had installed since the incident. It’s fine. You can’t expect me to miss out on exploring a sky island, can you?” Leonard motioned excitedly to the land in front of them.

 “He wouldn’t take no fer an answer.” Tullan shrugged reluctantly as he hopped off of Snowflake. “So what do we got?”

 “This isn’t just any island, it’s a garden.” Aegis said while kneeling down and running his fingers over the grass. “It’s well tended to. Every plant and tree is pruned and grown with a purpose. Someone’s been taking care of this place.” Aegis declared to the others, which immediately made them all tense.

 “You think that someone is home?” Leonard asked excitedly.

 “You think that someone is a Silver Dragon?” Yorgi asked, equally excited.

 “Only one way to find out…” Aegis replied before taking the first steps forward onto the island, towards the tower.

 “You’re just going to walk up to the tower? And do what, knock?” Artaphernes asked. 

 “Well, I’d send a stealthy class player forward first, but,” Aegis shrugged as he eyed the others, getting a few shrugs back as they all followed him. “Don’t mess with any of the plants or fruits, even if they look delicious. We want to try and make a good impression.” Aegis said while eying a strange looking blue apple-like fruit growing from a nearby tree. 

 Snowflake was the first to follow, but shortly after the others came along as well. As the group neared the stairs leading up to the outer patio of the tower, they heard the loud rushing wind blowing around them, creating waves of movement through the grass, flowers and trees. It was incredibly serene and peaceful, undisturbed by players or monsters.

 The moment Aegis took the first steps up the stairs and arrived on the patio, it went suddenly very still, however. 

 “Stop.” Aegis held his hand up to hold them back, the rest halting at the base of the stairs. Looking around, Aegis was able to confirm that somehow, all of the wind around them had suddenly completely disappeared. Aegis heard the sound of Artaphernes readying his spear, but after that, it was deathly silent for a long few moments. The silence was finally broken by the sounds of talons tapping on the stone patio, as a figure appeared from the shadows of one of the dragon statues.

It was a tall male silverscale wearing dark gray, plain cloth robes, wielding a glaive at his side. He was bald, with scales growing over the top of his head, shoulders, and down his arms. His feet were bare and looked like a reptiles rather than a humans. In addition, on his head he had long pointed ears that were accompanied by a pair of small horns protruding out of his forehead, and [Ysil’atrilios(Elite) - 157] hovered above him.

 Behind Aegis, Artaphernes had already drawn his spear out and pointed in the NPC's direction, ready to strike.

 “It has been many years since a mortal has stepped foot in this garden. Why have you come here?” Ysil’atrilios asked while slowly walking to position himself in front of the large stone doors between the statues, eying Artaphernes' spear cautiously.

 “We just want to talk. We're not here to fight.” Aegis replied while motioning Artaphernes to lower his spear.

 “I have been warned of your kind. Otherworlders. Deceptive, cunning, and violent. Have you come to slay my mother and claim her treasure?” Ysil’atrillios replied while tightening the grip on his glaive.

 “No, nothing like that." Aegis quickly waved this off with a hand gesture, "Eirene sent me here. I’m a Shattered Healer. She told me to find the Silver Dragons. Your mother, she’s one of them, isn’t she? Ysil… what was it…” Aegis scratched his head trying to remember. “Ysil’mareina, right? I’ve met her.” Aegis explained.

 “I doubt that a mortal as young as yourself has met her, given her current state. Can you prove yourself?” He replied calmly, turning his eyes onto Aegis and raising his eyebrows curiously while Snowflake lowered his head and glared at him. Yorgi and Leonard, however, had big dumb grins on their faces as they watched the exchange unfold.

 “Look. Vestments of Eirene, and the shield. Isn’t this proof I serve her, the god of peace and love?” Aegis replied.

 “Easily faked, you could hand those objects over to your companions and they could make the same claims.” He replied.

 “Okay… How about this then.” Aegis took a deep breath. “Avatar of Eirene!” Aegis cast, erupting in a burst of glowing white light. 

 “Kind of a waste of a cooldown…” Artaphernes grumbled disapprovingly as he saw the light. However, it was working. Ysil’atrilios’ eyes went wide with disbelief upon seeing Aegis’ avatar spell activate.

 “You are telling the truth…” he spoke slowly. Following his words he bowed his head down towards Aegis respectfully. “I apologize for doubting you. Please. Save my mother.” 

 “I’ll try, but, first you have to lead us to her.” Aegis replied.

 “Yes, of course.” He nodded, “Follow me, she is inside.” He motioned towards the large stone doors behind him. The rest followed him with their eyes before turning to Aegis and waiting for him to take the lead.

 “Oooh, so exciting!” Leonard whispered with glee, rubbing his hands together. When Ysil’atrilios reached the doors, he placed his hand on a circle engraved on the center while Aegis overheard Yorgi mumbling something about ancient text. There were runes carved into the stone door all over the place, and the moment Ysil’atrilios’ hand touched the circle, all of the runes began to glow blue. 

 A moment later, the stone doors made a violently loud grinding sound as they scraped the floor and slowly opened, giving view to the interior of the tower. As they opened, Aegis’ marveled at the sheer size of the doors, but once opened was surprised at the simple interior.

 It wasn’t much of a tower, but rather a single giant chamber with no upper floors. Once the door had been opened, Aegis could see all the way up to the ceiling, including all of the windows that allowed the sunlight to shine in and illuminate the interior.

 The ground floor appeared to be a nest, covered in large branches, leaves, rocks, dirt, and other ropes and vines tangled together. At the center of the nest, eyes closed, was a gigantic, silver scaled dragon with retracted wings on it's back. [Ysil’mareina, The Silver Dragon(Elite) - ??] stood above her head, and Aegis immediately recognized her as the exact same dragon he’d encountered and spoke to back in Hrath’mir, with some signs of aging on her scales being the only difference.

 She was breathing heavily, as if in pain. Despite her eyes being closed, a black mist was seeping out between her eyelids. She was otherwise curled up into a ball with her tail wrapped around herself, and there were several large eggs resting within her clutches, under her guard as they remained unhatched.

 “Those talons are massive…” Leonard whispered as he looked upon her beauty.

 “Look at those scales…” Yorgi commented.

 “I’m too busy lookin’ at the teeth.” Tullan replied.

 “She is not an object to be observed and marvelled at. She is my mother, and she is in pain.” Ysil’atrilios’ replied with a hint of annoyance in his voice.

 “What’s wrong with her?” Aegis asked as he stepped forward.

 “The darkness... It followed her here from Hrath’mir, attempting to consume her mind and take control of her heart. She fought it long enough to lay several eggs, like myself, but that took the last of her remaining strength. Once I hatched, she lost control… To prevent herself from fully being consumed by the darkness, she cast a spell on herself to place her in a deep slumber. She asked me to watch over her, until the day that one who walks with light could cleanse the darkness from her heart.” Ysil’atrilios explained, and once he’d finished, Aegis got a quest completed message.

 “I believe you are the one she’s been waiting for. Please, enter her dreams and cleanse the darkness that resides within her, using your light, so that she may wake.” 




	
Quest[2/6]: Using the light of Eirene, enter Ysil’mariena’s deep slumber and cleanse the darkness that is lurking within her heart.
Objective: 0/1 Destroy the Darkness within Ysil’mariena
Quest Giver: Ysil’atrilios, The Silver Garden, Kalmoore
Reward: Advanced Class: (Unknown)
Difficulty: Extreme(III)
Restriction: Ysil’mariena must survive.








 “It’s part of my advanced class quest chain…” Aegis explained to the others as he hit accept.

 “But if yeh complete it, she’ll wake up and we can ask her to breath on our eternal flame?” Tullan replied hopefully.

 “Yeah, I think so…” Aegis replied with little to no confidence. 

 “Thaz perfect, two birds with one stone!” Tullan cheered, but Artaphernes picked up on Aegis’ dread.

 “What’s the difficulty?” Artaphernes asked.

 “Extreme three…”

 “Sorry, I think I heard you wrong, did you say Extreme three?” Leonard shouted in disbelief.

 “Hah! R.I.P.” Artaphernes rolled his eyes.

 “Damn it.” Tullan groaned.

 “Guys, guys, it’s Aegis we’re talking about, right? He’ll handle this no problem. It’s a quest chain anyway, right? So maybe this isn’t the hard part of the chain?” Yorgi replied with enthusiasm. “Don’t worry, Aegis, you got this!” Yorgi encouraged him with a pair of thumbs up. 

 “Right. Thanks.” Aegis sighed as he eyed his viewership shooting up to 500,000 again. “I’ll have to go into her dreams, will you guys be okay out here?” Aegis asked.

 “Don’t worry, we’ll keep things under control.” Artaphernes nodded back.

 “You sure? The last time I went into a quest like this, the island I was on got invaded.” Aegis eyed Artaphernes.

 “Oh c’mon, what are the chances of that happening twice?” Leonard chuckled, but following his words, it got incredibly silent as they all began glancing anxiously at one another. 

 “Just try to finish the damn quest fast, alright?” Tullan nudged him forward towards the sleeping dragon. 

 “Yeah.” Aegis nodded as he used the momentum from Tullan’s nudge to continue forward, stepping into the nest. The twigs and branches of the nest cracked, snapped and crunched under his feet as he walked forward, and a small part of him was worried the noise would wake the dragon. He sucked it up though, and continued forward cautiously with his avatar spell still active. Her body was larger than he remembered, and each breath of air she took in through her large draconic nostrils caused her large stomach to rise up and shrink back down in an intimidating fashion. 

 With great care and several nervous glances backwards, Aegis reached the head of the slumbering dragon. He gently and carefully placed his hands on her snout, hoping it would be enough to trigger something. Luckily for him, it was, and he felt a surreal sucking motion as everything around him faded to black, and he was transported to another location. 

 




	
Entering Unique Dungeon: Ysil’mareina’s Heart
Dungeon Option 1: Avatar of Eirene’s duration has been extended indefinitely while within the dungeon.








Aegis could feel his feet were still in contact with the ground, but he could no longer see it. He stood completely still while in complete darkness for a few moments, expecting for the world to ‘load in’ around him, but after waiting an uncomfortably long time, Aegis decide instead to try moving.

He took a step forward and heard the sound of water. Looking down, he saw now that the glowing light of his avatar form was allowing him to see his reflection on the surface of the floor. It wasn’t actually a floor, though - he was standing on black water as if it was a solid object. When he put his foot back down, it sent out ripples, but he wasn’t able to penetrate the surface of the water with his foot. 

Intrigued, Aegis took a few more steps to create more ripples with his feet playfully, until he reminded himself he had a task to complete. He began looking around in all directions for something, anything at all. By spinning his head around, he confirmed that there was nothing but darkness all around him. No sound, save for the that of his feet tapping the top of the water. 

“Aura of light.” Aegis cast calmly, causing a dome of light to explode out from his avatar-encased body. As the dome grew and illuminated his surroundings, he immediately saw it burning away black mist. He hadn’t realized it, but the entire area around him was covered in a thick, dense cloud of it. 

Even the water beneath his feet became clear thanks to the aura, allowing him to see deeper into it. He panned his eyes around the room with the mist cleared, hoping to now spot something, but it wasn’t until he looked down into the water below him that he spotted it.

Ysil’mareina, in her humanoid silver scale form, was floating in a laying down position facing Aegi in the water several meters below. Her arms were spread wide, and her hair split into strands, floating in a still, stasis-like state. More concerning, though, were swirls of darkness that continuously wrapped and writhed around her body within the water. Her eyes were closed, but wincing in pain as if fighting it back.

“Ysil’mareina, can you hear me?” Aegis shouted down into the water.

“She is mine. I HAVE CLAIMED HER!” A loud voice screeched at Aegis from the edge of his aura of light, and a second later, a creature began crawling into the aura along the surface of the water. 

The creature had five legs, and a central body like that of a short, thick worm. But the legs were abnormal, they continuously formed out of black mist to maneuver the creature forward, then retracted back into its shadowy torso as if they had never existed, then extended out again from a new location. Aegis had to assume it only had five limbs, as that was the maximum he saw extend out of the body at once. 

On the front of it, it had a single red eye and an open mouth which emitted a deep red light, visible only in between the violent chomping motions the creature made with its sharp, jagged shaped mouth. [Fragment of Fear(Elite) - Level 150] stood above its head.

“I’m guessing you’re the darkness.” Aegis mumbled to himself as he fastened his shield tightly to his left arm. It responded by letting out a horrific, high pitched screech that deafened Aegis momentarily, and in the moment he’d flinched from the sound it suddenly increased its odd movement speed to reach him.

A meter away, it suddenly stood upright and began scratching out at him with its limbs randomly appearing in different spots on its worm-like torso. Aegis jumped backwards to dodge the first few strikes - it was incredibly difficult to predict the attacks based on the nature of how the creature’s limbs were being repeatedly created and destroyed with each attack.

“Run away. It’s coming!” The creature suddenly screeched, the mouth from which it spoke had appearing on one of its arms as it struck out at Aegis. The voice sounded like a terrified male. “Hide. It can’t find us here.” A new voice called out from another mouth, this time female.

“Daddy? Why is that statue moving?” A little boys voice spoke. “It won’t let go, help! Please! Someone, help!” Another man’s voice spoke. During this dialogue, Aegis got hit by the arm that had the speaking mouth on it. He was able to brace it, but his vision suddenly flashed with a scene of the creature he was fighting devouring a humanoid male NPC, swallowing it in darkness as he said the same words that the mouth was saying.




	You take 13,576 Shadow damage.






 “Shit.” Aegis jumped back quickly to create distance between himself and the creature. “You’re mimicking the voices of NPCs you’ve killed?”

 “LAST. WORDS?” The creature screamed at him excitedly, lunging at him in pursuit. Chills went down Aegis’ spine at the sound of the scraping, heaving sound that the creature spoke with this time. However, that hint of fear that entered Aegis seemed to empower it further.

 “Fuck.” Aegis realized it too late as he watched it start using a sixth limb. “Didn’t have the pleasure of fighting you in Hrath’mir.” He sighed in frustration.

 “Don't worry, it won't find us in here.” A little girl's voice whispered from his next strike, as the creature completely ignored Aegis’ words and continued to swipe out at him with its black misty claws. 

 “Smite!” Aegis shot out a bolt of holy energy at it as he dodged the next strike, watching as the spell shot out from his hand and pierced into the creature's body, dealing 0 damage. “What? No damage?”

 “I CAN’T STOP IT! OH GOD IT’S EATING ME!” A woman’s voice screeched from another mouth that appeared. “What was that? Did you hear something?” An old man’s voice asked from the next strike. The voices were quickly getting to Aegis, as despite them sounding human there was a slight scratching sound added to them, compliments of the creature’s artificial mouths it was repeatedly creating on its body using the black mist it was made out of.

 It wouldn’t stop attacking, giving Aegis no time to think. It was relentless, and despite Aegis knowing it was a game, the voices were freaking him out. He watched the creature grow in size as he continued to dodge, trying to think. As the thought of failing entered his mind, knowing that this dungeon wouldn’t reset like Hrath’mir, it triggered the creature to start utilizing 7 limbs.

 “C’mon Aegis!” He shouted at himself. “You’re just making it worse. Think!” He yelled at himself to try and snap himself out of it.

 “Did you hear that? I think I just heard something moving!” A young boy's voice asked him as an arm swiped at him. 

 “You’re feeding off of fear. But, you already had 5 arms when I got in here. What am I afraid of? What was I afraid of? I have to stop being afraid. Come on.” Aegis tried to psych himself up. Without having to think it himself, an image of Quinn’s crying face appeared on the surface of the creature’s body.

 “They’re just playing with us.” Quinn’s voice spoke. Then, from the creature’s main mouth on the top of its body, the red light shot out as it opened its jagged jaws. “YOU WILL FAIL. IT WILL FALL. CONSUMED BY SHADOW.” It screeched in its high pitched voice, followed by a wheezing cackle. All while doing this, it relentlessly attacked, giving Aegis no time to breath or think as he repeatedly dodged the strikes by jumping backwards. Slowly, he was being pushed further and further away from the submerged Ysil’mareina.

 Seeing Quinn’s face, however, had the opposite effect that creature was hoping for. Aegis took a deep breath, and stopped stepping backwards, raising up his shield.

 “People coming after me and the people I care about doesn't make me afraid. It pisses me off.” Aegis glared at the creature. It made several more mimicking cries, but Aegis ignored them, bashing out at the beast that imitated Quinn’s moment of weakness. He dealt no damage, but knocked it back and forced it to utilize its limbs to maintain its balance rather than attack. 

 Seeing this, Aegins continued his assault, bashing his shield into the creature while dodging its strikes, and he quickly saw the number of limbs it was utilizing quickly dwindled. After a few more strikes, the creature began to stumble and cower backward, only one limb remaining, it began attempting to crawl away from Aegis.

 “I’ve got nothing to fear. Why are you still here?” Aegis asked it, but it didn’t reply. Instead, Aegis answered his own question as he looked down in the water and saw the darkness still writhing around Ysil’mareina.

 “Ysil’mraeina. Whatever you are afraid of, you don’t need to fear it anymore. Eirene is here.” Aegis tried calling out to her, and as he watched her face, he saw the wincing expression fade, jerking her head in his direction as if listening, but eyes still not opening. From that, Aegis knew that what ever he had said wasn’t enough. “The Avatar of Eirene is here. You gotta wake up. It’s time to get rid of the darkness of this shattered world. To find and bring all of the Silver dragons back together.” Aegis tried, not sure which words would get a reaction. “To fix the shattered world, to beat the Avatars of Darkness. You don’t need to be afraid. We can do it together.” 

Aegis spouted everything that came to mind, and one of those lines seemed to work. Aegis wasn’t sure which one it was, but was relieved to see the fragment of fear begin withering and collapsing into itself while letting out one final screeching sound. Simultaneously, Ysil’mareina’s eyes opened, and the writhing shadows around her body dissipated. Slowly, Aegis watched as her body began to float to the surface until she broke out of it and hovered out of the water, standing upright in front of Aegis.

“You feel familiar, yet I have never seen your face before…” Ysil’mareina said in a soft, kind voice.

“I was in Hrath’mir… at least, Eirene showed me what it was like to be there. I rode with you and the other dragons.” Aegis explained.

“Ah, I see. Eirene must have allowed you to view those events through the eyes of the High Priest of Hrath’mir. It is he who rode with us on that fateful day. Unfortunately, in our escape, a fragment of darkness latched onto my body and brought me to this state. Thank you for releasing me of my fears.” She smiled. “Come, let us leave this place. I have been asleep for far too long, and we have much to discuss.” She spoke while waving her hands, a light glow on her fingertips.

An instant later, Aegis felt the odd sucking motion as his vision flashed blank, not unlike when loading up the simulation. A moment after that he found himself once again in front of Ysil’mareina’s real dragon body, with his hand on her snout, and immediately pulled his hand away.

“Whoa, you did it?” Leonard asked.

“No way, that was too quick.” Artaphernes shook his head in disbelief, but a moment later his jaw dropped as the group, including Ysil’atrilios, watched Ysil’mareina’s eyes open, and her head rise up off the ground.
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                Chapter 195: The Eternal Flame


“How long have I been asleep?” Ysil’mareina asked, directing her words to Ysil’atrilios while everyone else became speechless at the sight of the dragon’s jaws opening and shutting with each word. The giant silver scaled beast in front of them was speaking in english, in a soft clear voice, despite its size.

 “Several centuries. But not much has changed in regards to the state of the world. It remains shattered, with the darkness of the abyss dominating the surface.” Ysil’atrilios answered.

 “I see.” She tilted her head down with a look of disappointment. “I imagine Eirene sent you to me with a purpose, did she not?” She then turned her attention back on Aegis, who was momentarily distracted by the size of the tongue in her mouth that flapped around as she spoke.

 “Uh. Ahem.” He paused to clear his throat awkwardly. “Yes. Eirene sent me so that we can unite the forces of light against the darkness.” Aegis answered as he recalled the original quest.

 “Hm.” Ysil’mareina paused, eying Aegis up and down. “You carry a noble light, not unlike the High Priest of Hrath’mir. I thank you greatly for using that light to cleanse the fragment of fear from my heart. But, that will not be enough to stand against the darkness of the abyss. The last time my kind entrusted the fate of the world to those claiming to walk in the light, the light faltered and fell to the avatars of Darkness.” Ysil’mareina began to tap one of her front talons as she pondered, looking between all of the players present in her nesting chamber. 

 “So you won’t help?” Aegis asked.

 “Not presently. But, if you can prove to me that there truly is a chance that we can push back the darkness, I will reconsider.” She answered.

 “How would I do that?”

 “By succeeding where all the avatars of light before you have failed.” She replied while closing her eyes, and following this a quest prompt appeared in front of Aegis’ peripheral vision. 




	
Quest[3/6]: Prove to Ysil’mareina that the forces of light have the strength to triumph over the forces of darkness by destroying one of the thirteen dark avatars. 
Objective: 0/1 Dark Avatar destroyed
Quest Giver: Ysil’mareina, The Silver Garden, Kalmoore
Reward: Advanced Class: (Unknown)
Difficulty: Extreme(III)
Restriction: Ysil’mariena must survive.








 Seeing the quest, Aegis took a deep breath and hit accept without saying a word to the others.

 “I understand, but… currently, Kalmoore is at risk of being invaded by the abyss. Is there anything you can do to help?” Aegis asked.

 “Unfortunately, due to my long slumber, my wings and legs have lost their strength. It will take me some time to recover.” She apologized.

 “What about yer breath?” Tullan spoke up.

 “My breath?” She asked curiously as he stepped forward and fumbled around in his inventory, eventually pulling out from it the base for the eternal flame.

 “Aye. We’re forgin’ an eternal flame, so we can make mithral to fight the abyss. But we need the heat from a dragon’s breath to finish the process.” Tullan explained.

 “Ah. Yes. I recall something of this nature in the past. This request has been made to me before.” She paused and looked once more at the group. “I suppose there’s no harm in it. It is the least I can do as thanks for saving me from my fate. Have you brought with you the materials required to start the forging process?” Ysil’mariena asked, and this prompted Tullan to look at Aegis.

 “Yeah, I’ve got them. The elemental cores and the giant's heart…” Aegis quickly fumbled into his inventory, and as he did he saw out of the corner of his eyes that Artaphernes suddenly went on high alert, pacing around the doorway of the chamber and looking outside, as if expecting enemies to attack at any moment.

 Once Aegis had taken it all out, he handed it to Tullan who placed the high quality iron base with the greater enchanting orb embedded into the obsidian holder on the ground. Once he’d set it down, he grabbed his smithing hammer and prepared to get to work.

 “Please, place it near me once it is ready, and stand back. I cannot lift my head much.” Ysil’mareina said as she watched Tullan get to work. He quickly hammered in the the first few elemental cores, and to his surprise, the enchanting orb was absorbing them with ease and began glowing. 

 Leonard and Yorgi looked on with excitement, while Ysil’atrilios watched curiously. With each core that Tullan merged into the enchanting orb, it brightened and began to emit an increasingly intense heat.

 “Let me give you a hand.” Aegis said as he saw Tullan beginning to struggle. He pulled out his own smithing hammer and joined in, and within a minute, they’d merged all of the cores and were left only with the flame giant’s heart. 

 “You handle the heart.” Tullan nodded to Aegis, and he nodded back. He carefully aligned the heart above the orb with one hand, then hammered it in with the other, and it was immediately sucked into the enchanting orb and released a blast of red flames. “Looks ready teh me.” Tullan said as he stepped back and threw his arms in front of his face to shield himself from the heat. Aegis picked up the eternal flame base by putting his hands on the obsidian parts of its outer shell where it wasn’t quite that hot yet, and hurriedly moved to set it in front of Ysil’mareina’s head as she lifted it up.

“Please, stand back. My flames will become very hot, and it will be dangerous for your kind if you stand too close.” She warned Aegis and the others. None of them needed to be told twice and they all shuffled back to the door of the chamber, watching from the threshold as Ysil’mareina lightly gripped the eternal flame’s base with one of her front talons.

Once it was in place, a bright white flame began to build up in the back of her throat, and seconds later, the blazing white flame shot out from her mouth and bombarded the eternal flame with its heat as she remained holding it in place with her talons. Her scales and talons seemed unaffected by the flames, as did the nearby eggs that she was clutching to her body with her tail. The nest and the tower, however, quickly scorched black and the stone around it began to melt. Even in the doorway, despite it just being a simulation, the heat quickly became so intense that the group had to back up further to avoid it, including Ysil’atrilios.

Like with the magma river, the air all around the inside of the tower became hazy, including the air seeping out of the tower through its windows. Ysil’mareina maintained her breath for a full 30 seconds, and the longer she breathed the hotter it got. It made a sizzling blasting sound as it shot out of her mouth, but over time it slowly began to give off a slight whistling, until finally, it fell completely silent and she had finished.

The bright light from the flames made it difficult to look around the interior of the building once they were gone. Aegis’ eyes had to readjust to the change in lighting. As his pupils resized he saw the stone around where she’d been breathing had become molten magma and was flowing quickly. More than that, though, is that it began dripping downwards before it was able to cool and solidify, and eventually drained away completely, leaving a giant hole behind in not just the floor of the tower, but the entire island. 

As the heat inside the tower died down, Aegis and the others stepped forward to see that below the now completed eternal flame in Ysil’mareina’s clutches was a large hole in the island caused by her flames.

“I suppose I will need to repair that, but it shouldn’t be too difficult. Here, your eternal flame, hot enough to smelt nearly any metal in existence.” She gave a toothy grin as she gently moved her talons to hold it out for Aegis and Tullan, who both stopped a few meters away due to the extreme heat it was giving off.

“So, eh… How ‘bout you grab it and hold it in yer inventory fer now?” Tullan suggested, motioning Aegis forward.

“You sure? I mean, you did all the work to craft the base. I think you should do the honors of holding it.” Aegis suggested, motioning Tullan forward.

“Bah, nonsense. Yer the one that found the recipe and got the heart. I insist.” Tullan nudged Aegis towards the flame while Artaphernes rolled his eyes at them. Immediately upon stepping close, Aegis began taking fire damage from its heat. It was initially a small amount, but as he stepped closer it quickly ramped up.

“Damnit…” Aegis groaned as he saw the fire damage jump up from 1000 to 10,000 in a single step, and decidedly lunged the last meters to grab it and add it to his inventory before it dealt any more to him. Once in his inventory, he breathed heavily and felt sweat dripping down from his face. “Got it.” He gave an unenthusiastic thumbs up to Tullan.

“Great!” Tullan cheered, clapping his hands together excitedly.

“Awesome job, guys!” Yorgi joined in clapping and cheering.

“This means you can forge mithral now, right?” Leonard asked excitedly.

“More or less. Gonna need to make a few adjustments to one of our forges to hold it.” Tullan shrugged.

“Probably better to use the Night Hunter forge for now, until everything settles down. Then we’ll move it over to Rene.” Aegis said.

“Aye, good idea. By then, it’ll be no problem to make another one anyway, assumin’ this all works out.” Tullan smiled.

“You’re all getting ahead of yourselves, are you not?” Artaphernes spoke up, interrupting the jovial atmosphere. “You still haven’t solved the hardest problem. Finding actual mithral.” Artaphernes sighed at them.

“Aye, but, I bet I know where it is. Remember, ye said the dwarves told the humans they oughta dig for thousands of years and still won’t find it? What if they meant that because it’s here. In a sky island?!” Tullan suggested excitedly.

“Unfortunately, there is no mithral in the sky.” Ysil’mareina shut this down immediately, much to Tullan’s disappointment.

“Oh… Yer sure?” Tullan asked.

“I am positive.” She nodded.

“Do you know where it is?” Aegis asked her.

“The mortals who had me forge their eternal flames in the past never revealed its location to me. Though, to be truthful, I did not ask. But I do recall claims that in their minds, the creation of the eternal flame was considered a much more difficult task than acquiring the mithral itself. Perhaps the eternal flame itself holds the answers you seek?” Ysil’mareina suggested.

“Huh.” Aegis replied with a raised eyebrow, eying the dragon curiously. Unfortunately, though, nothing immediately came to mind.

“Cryptic NPC stuff. Not much help.” Artaphernes shrugged. “We’re done here, right? I’d very much like to get back to the ship now. We’re vulnerable while separated from it.” Artaphernes added.

“Right, yeah. We’re done. Thank you for everything, Ysil’mareina.” Aegis bowed politely to her, and the other players did the same.

“It was my pleasure. I pray that you return with true hope, so that we may stand against the darkness.” She smiled.

“Thank you very much for saving my mother.” Ysil’atrilios bowed. With a few more bows and nods, the group made their way out of the nesting sanctum, down the patio steps, and walked back across the garden quietly. Aegis and Tullan were both deep in thought, considering the possibilities of where the mithral might still be hiding. The silence was broken at the edge of the island, though, as the group prepared to take turns riding Snowflake back down onto the airship.

“Damn. This is bad.” Artaphernes grumbled in frustration.

“What is?” Yorgi asked curiously.

“I was using you as bait, Aegis. My entire guild is on standby. I thought for sure that those dark players would make a final play to try and stop you. You were vulnerable while doing your quest, especially. Even the airship has been vulnerable…” Artaphernes motioned down to it over the edge of the island.

“Hey, don’t tell me you were using my Sky Darling as bait as well?” Leonard scowled at him.

“Like I said, my entire guild is on standby ready to jump into action.” Artaphernes replied.

“I don’t get why it’s bad, though. It’s good, isn’t it? We got the eternal flame without any issues?” Yorgi replied with a smile.

“No, he’s right. It’s bad.” Aegis nodded. “It means they’re confident that they’ll succeed regardless of what we do. It no longer matters to them whether we get this eternal flame or not.” Aegis explained.

“Oh…” Yorgi nodded understandingly. 

“Or, maybe they’re just logged out having a nap and missed it?” Leonard suggested. “No need to get gloomy, dears. This was quite a fun adventure! I’ve never met a silver dragon before.” He smiled. 

“Aye, all we can do is our best. Hurry up and fly that sky chicken down so we can get back to Kordas.” Tullan instructed Aegis who nodded back, hopping onto Snowflake’s back with Artaphernes. With that, Snowflake squawked with enthusiasm and jumped off the side of the island. 




Several hours later…




Tullan waddled toward Aegis with a proud grin on his face as the pair stood inside the Night Hunter’s guild hall. They were in the crafting chamber, surrounded by high end crafting facilities of every type built into the walls all around them. Tullan was approaching Aegis as he stood in the middle of the marble tiled floor, with lanterns hanging off the walls illuminating the room brightly. 

Once by Aegis’ side, he stopped and turned to look at the forge and blacksmithing stations alongside Aegis. From within, they both saw the blazing red hot eternal flame emitting intense heat. With no need for a bellows, one of the crafting guild members excitedly walked forward and used it to melt down copper ore, and the process completed almost instantaneously.

“Works perfectly.” Tullan exclaimed.

“Yep.” Aegis nodded as he crossed his arms.

“Any ideas yet?”

“Nope.” Aegis sighed. From there, despite being proud of the extremely powerful forge in front of them, their moods quickly soured as they continued to ponder. 

“Well, no sense just loitering about. I always find that a bit of work with my hands gets my mind flowing. Yeh’ve got lotso that high level salamander leather, dontcha?” Tullan asked him.

“Yeah. But, I was hoping to wait until I could raise the Mosmir hatchers and get more void silk before I tried making more armor. I used most of what I had already..”

“Aye… voidsilk with high level salamander leather would be a nice combination. Why dontcha ask yer friend Yuki?” Tullan suggested.

“Ask her what?” Aegis raised an eyebrow.

“Master Tailors can salvage old armor and reclaim the materials. With high enough skills, she prolly won’t lose any of the void silk in the process. Yeh can easily just remake your old stuff with new, stronger leather.” Tullan shrugged.

“Really? Good idea, I’ll try that…” Aegis said excitedly while opening up his interface and fidgeting around with it, sending a few messages to Yuki. 

Excited at the prospect of working with voidsilk for the first time, she accepted faster than he was able to send the messages, as if she’d been watching his stream. With the help of Yorgi, it was only a short while before Yuki and Savika had arrived in the Night Hunter’s guild hall.

Tullan gave them both a brief tour while Aegis got to work on the salamander leather and scales, prepping it for crafting. From there, Tullan created a work project with Savika, Aegis, and Yuki, and the group worked together on crafting the best possible armor they could using the materials available to them. Initially, they prioritized making equipment for Aegis’ party, but eventually moved on to making spares for the Night Hunters.

Aegis convinced Tullan to let him utilize greater enchanting orbs from the Night Hunter’s storage, promising to pay him back in the future.

“All that’s left is the robes for Pyri. Do you mind if me and Savika work on it, so she can gain more experience?” Yuki asked Tullan and Aegis, to which she got two shrugs back.

“No problem.” Tullan answered.

“Sure.” Aegis nodded.

“Thanks!” Yuki replied cheerfully as the two quickly rushed towards the tailoring side of the large crafting chamber.

“I suppose I’ll be the optimistic one and work with this ironwood and salamander leather so we’ve got the non-metallic parts ready for our imaginary mithral weapons…” Tullan said as he slumped across the hall towards the sawmill, leaving Aegis to stand with his thoughts. 

He absentmindedly found himself taking out the newly crafted and enchanted armor he had, to inspect its craftsmanship and options. 




	
Name: Royal Salamander Leather Armor of the Voidreaver
Slot: Chest
Type: Leather Armor
Armor: 3419
Quality: 67%
Durability: 450/450
Requirements: Level 100
Option 1: Increases Favor with Eirene while equipped by 250
Option 2: Increases Casting speed by 2.5% [Source: Voidsilk]
Option 3: Increases Damage and Healing from Spells by 74 [Source: Mosmir Voidreaver Pincer]
Description: A leather chest piece made of Salamander, Voidsilk, Royal Mosmir Pincers, and Mosmir Voidreaver Pincers. Crafted by Aegis








At the very least, Aegis was proud of how the armor came out. It was significantly more powerful than his previous set of armor, and helped raised his damage reduction far beyond what it had ever reached in the past. To confirm this, he quickly navigated his way through his interface to arrive at his character sheet.




	
Name: Aegis
Title: Lord of Rene [Land Rank: 4 (Town)]
Race: Human
Gender: Male
Marriage Partner: Lina [+25% Experience While Grouped]
Level: 150
Class: Shattered Healer
Health: 74,011/74,011
Mana: 20,341/20,341
Stamina: 2733/2733
Hunger: 100/100
Armor Rating: 16,172 [45.78% DMG Reduction]

Strength: 113
Agility: 90
Constitution: 195
Intelligence: 210
Spirit: 332
Charisma: 15
Spell Damage Bonus: 282
Casting Speed Bonus: 12.5%

Favor:

Eirene: 42,170
Aphrodite: 4,260
Odin: 3,500
Shiva: 2,500






	
Equipment

Chest: Royal Salamander Leather Armor of the Voidreaver [3410 AC][O1: +250FVR(Eirene)][O2: 2.5% M.SP][O3: +74 S.DMG]
Legs: Royal Salamander Leather Leggings of the Voidreaver [1766 AC][O1: +250FVR(Eirene)][O2: 2.5% M.SP][O3: +52 S.DMG]
Feet: Royal Salamander Leather Boots of the Voidreaver [1393 AC][O1: +250FVR(Eirene)][O2: 2.5% M.SP][O3: +45 S.DMG]
Hands: Royal Salamander Leather Gloves of the Voidreaver [1012 AC][O1: +250FVR(Eirene)][O2: 2.5% M.SP][O3: +36 S.DMG]
Back: Vestments of Eirene [1 AC] [O1: +623MP/m]
Accessory[2/3]: Simple Ring, Aegis' Bane[ENCH: MindShell], Ring of Hope[O1: Rebirth]
Mainhand: Iron Shortsword [51-59DMG][ENCH: +16-20HLYDMG]
Offhand: Royal Iron Shield of the Voidreaver [2527 AC][O1: +250FVR(Eirene)][O2: 2.5% M.SP][O3: +75 S.DMG]





	
Class Skills [Shattered Healer]

Heal(Intermediate): Level 150 [+26,122HP, 790mp]
Smite(Intermediate): Level 150 [4,831-4,906HLYDMG]
Cleanse(Intermediate): Level 15
Bless(Intermediate): Level 150 [15m, +311-319HLYDMG, 360mp]
Healing Wind(Intermediate): Level 150 [+3,523hp/3s, 39s, 940mp]
Aura of Light(Intermediate): Level 150 [71mp/3s, 15m]
Avatar of Eirene(Intermediate): Level 150 [16m, +41.0%AC, 41.0%HE, +20.5%Aura]
Path of the Stars: Passive [Eirene]: Passive [3/3]
->[1/3]Aura of Beauty(Intermediate): Level 150 [16st/5s, 100mp/5s, 9m]
->[2/3]Challenging Roar(Intermediate): Level 150 [31,830threat, 225mp, 25m]
->[3/3]Varibhadra(Intermediate): Level 150 [80%dmg, 3000mp]
Holy Mastery(Intermediate): Level 114 [4 Targets, -37.4 Effectiveness]
Gentle Touch: Passive [Eirene]
Light of Eirene: Passive [Eirene]
Light's Reach: Passive [Eirene]





	
Basic Skills

Shield Mastery(Intermediate): Level 150 [+50%]
   Abilities: Brace, Shieldwall, Guard, Bash[1,621-1,649dmg]
Sword Mastery(Beginner): Level 2
   Abilities: Parry
Unarmed Combat(Beginner): Level 30
Leather Armor Proficiency(Intermediate): Level 150 [+60%AC, +10MS]
Shadow Resistance: Level 11 [11% DMG Reduction]
Fire Resistance: Level 47 [47% DMG Reduction]
Nature Resistance: Level 9 [9% DMG Reduction]
Acid Resistance: Level 25 [25% DMG Reduction]
Poison Resistance: Level 25 [25% DMG Reduction]
Void Resistance: Level 4 [4% DMG Reduction]
Cold Resistance: Level 25 [25% DMG Reduction]
Riding(Intermediate): Level 55
Land Vehicle Mastery(Intermediate): Level 30
Leadership(Intermediate): Level 101
Taming(Intermediate): Level 114
Dancing(Beginner): Level 7





	
Crafting Skills

Mining (Intermediate): Level 41
   Proficiencies: [Copper][Iron][Mithral]
Woodcutting(Intermediate): Level 41
   Proficiencies: [Pine][Birch][Ironwood]
Herbalism(Intermediate): Level 116
Creature Harvesting(Intermediate): Level 150
  Proficiencies: [Scale][Bone]
Weaving(Intermediate): Level 63
Sewing(Intermediate): Level 62
Refining(Intermediate): Level 51
  Proficiencies: [Mithral]
Blacksmithing(Intermediate): Level 55
  Proficiencies: [Mithral]
Woodworking(Intermediate): Level 75
Alchemy(Intermediate): Level 68
  Proficiencies: [Delayed Release]
Tanning(Intermediate): Level 97
Leatherworking(Intermediate): Level 83
Artistry(Intermediate): Level 61
Architecture(Intermediate): Level 88
Scribing(Intermediate): Level 41
Cooking(Intermediate): Level 127
Enchanting(Intermediate): Level 41
  Abilities: [Enchant Object]
Stone Cutting(Intermediate): Level 89
  Proficiencies: [Obsidian]
Farming(Intermediate): Level 30
Crafting Mastery(Intermediate): Level 79








He'd come along way since entering the underrealm in terms of his class skills, but he noted how far behind his crafting had fallen, and was grateful for Yuki and Tullan allowing him to make use of their advanced crafting class skills to pump out blue quality armor for himself and his companions, which he'd already added to his inventory. After he'd finished the inspection, he closed out of his character information screen and shuffled towards the scribing station within the crafting hall.

Already seated there at one of the tables, head in a book, was Yorgi. He was focused on the text in front of him, but the sound of Aegis pulling out the chair beside him caused him to look up.

"Oh, hey! How's the crafting going?" Yorgi asked with an enthusiastic smile.

"Good, at least for armor. What are you reading?" Aegis asked him curiously as he sat in the chair on the far side of the table from Yorgi.

"Learning the spell that protects from Scrying. Almost finished. Did you need help with something?" 

"Nah, gonna just read over some notes. See if I missed something." Aegis shrugged as he took out from his inventory the pieces of parchment that he’d copied Kur’aktos’ journal in, and began reading over it again. Yorgi didn't disturb him with more words, but instead gave a nod of acknowledgement and went back to reading his spell tome. 

“It’s one thing to be good at studying, but it’s another thing to be able to figure out bits of knowledge that no one else has figured out before…” Aegis mumbled to himself, barely paying attention to the fact that his viewership held steady at 500,000 throughout the entire crafting session. “Dig for thousands of years, and they’ll never find it. A place where no player has been yet, else it would’ve been found already. The answer lies within the eternal flame itself…” Aegis pondered out loud as he read the part of the journal explaining the eternal flames purpose in the forging process. As Aegis spoke, Yorgi looked up curiously, but once he saw that Aegis was clearly talking out loud to himself he went back to reading. 


‘The only heatsource known to dwarvenkind that could reliably, and by great amounts, exceed the heat of even molten rock, was an eternal flame.’



As Aegis read it over, he spotted it. There were several mentions of it, but he hadn’t picked up on it before. All times during the forging and refining process, as the dwarves described the heat required, they always used molten rock as the reference point. The only reason they’d know to use that as a reference point is if they were absolutely sure that the temperature of molten rock on its own wasn’t enough to melt mithral. That’s because…

As Aegis thought this, he shot up out of the chair as a giant grin grew across his face. He quickly gathered up his parchment back into his inventory and turned around to look across the hall at Tullan.

“Tullan!” Aegis shouted, causing not just Tullan, but Yuki and Savika to turn and face him. The moment they did, Aegis fidgeted with his interface and shut off his livestream. Seeing him shut it off, and the big smile on his face, the joy became contagious and spread to Tullan. “How long until you're done learning that spell?”

“Uh...” Yorgi checked out how many pages were remaining in the book. "About 15 minutes?" Yorgi shrugged.

“Good. ‘Cause I figured it out.” Aegis took a deep breath, then released a long sigh of relief. “I know where to find Mithral.” 
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                Chapter 196: Shadow and Flame


“This version might do it…” Aegis mumbled to himself as he scurried around the Night Hunter’s crafting chamber. He continuously moved between the stonecutting, smelting, tailoring, and leatherworking stations as he did, giving odd orders to Tullan, Yuki and Savika along the way. All the while, Yorgi stood idly by and watched curiously, sure to maintain his newly learned divination shell that was covering the room and preventing anything inside from being scryed on.

 “It’d be a lot easier if yeh told us what we were craftin’.” Tullan sighed.

 “Armor, using elemental cores and salamander scales to enhance purely fire resistance. Also, a pickaxe made out of obsidian, and reinforced iron, also with fire resistance.” Aegis explained as he continued moving about.

 “Why the hell do yeh need a specialized fire resist gear set? Are yeh plannin’ on diving into the red river or somethin’? Tullan asked rhetorically, but was surprised when Aegis turned back to look at him and grinned.

 “Of course…” Tullan mumbled to himself as he came to the realization as well. From there, he worked with much more enthusiasm, leaving the others in the dark about what they were doing. Despite this, Savika and Yuki worked diligently to assist, and in the end they managed to complete a magnificent set of armor, complete with a powerful, nearly fireproof mining pickaxe. Aegis equipped it, and came out looking like a strange red salamander himself as he tried it on.

 “I didn’t have much time to make it look good… but it should reduce your fire damage taken by a really high amount.” Yuki replied timidly as the others looked upon Aegis in his silly outfit.

 “It’s perfect, thanks!” Aegis cheered excitedly, giving her a big smile which caused her to blush and look away shyly. “Alright, we’re ready, let’s go.” Aegis turned to Yorgi and Tullan.

 “Go where?” Yorgi asked with a raised eyebrow.

 “Hang on, let’s at least get Artaphernes to come along.” Tullan said as he began fidgeting with his interface.

 “Do you need anything else from us?” Yuki asked.

 “Uhm, nope, I think we’re done with armor crafting. Thanks a bunch, you were a huge help.” Aegis replied.

 “No problem!” Savika replied cheerfully, throwing Aegis a thumbs up. 

 “Could you portal them to Rene first?” Aegis asked Yorgi and he nodded hesitantly.

 “You know, portal dust isn’t exactly cheap…” Yorgi said as he reluctantly opened the portal to Rene.

 “Take care. Good luck!” Yuki waved to Aegis as she and Savika stepped through the portal, and Yorgi and Aegis waved them off while Tullan continued to fidget with his interface.

 “Artaphernes says they’ve got a lead on Simon. Asked if we really need him for this. What should I say?” Tullan asked Aegis while holding his fingers suspended in the air, ready to message Artaphernes’ his response.

 “Nah. No one’s gonna no where we’re going anyway, we should be fine.” Aegis shrugged. “Yorgi, open a portal to Pakro’Vielle.” Aegis spoke in a commanding tone.

 “Okay. Portal to Pakro’Vielle, coming right up…” Yorgi said as he waved his staff around, and a moment later the portal opened up into the small mushroom village. 

“Ah, wait, sorry, one second. Let me go get Snowflake from your guild hall stables.” Aegis said in an apologetic tone before rushing out of the chamber. As he left, Yorgi made a strange whimpering sound, motioning towards the portal he had opened and was now maintaining in the middle of the chamber.

“He’ll just be a second.” Tullan responded sympathetically. Sure enough, a few moments later, Aegis returned with a saddled and excited gryphon prancing through the halls behind him, and the pair hopped through the portal with Yorgi and Tullan in tow.

The familiar glow of the blue lanterns took over their surroundings as they appeared on the portal altar in the village and began walking down the paved streets towards the entrance of the cavern. However, Aegis quickly noticed that none of the NPCs were moving about outside, and instead all remained in their homes, peering out of the windows. They were not looking in Aegis’ group's direction, though, but rather towards the cavern entrance where all of Pakro’Vielle’s guards stood stoically. There were several dozen, all heavily armored with spears at the ready.

 “What’s going on?” Aegis asked as he got close enough to them to speak without shouting. 

 “Ah, Aegis, you’ve returned.” Ulaipu, the captain of the Plashrim guard, responded while stepping through the crowds of other guards. “Reltrak Forest is no longer safe. The abyss has claimed it.” He explained.

 “What do you mean?” Aegis asked as he briefly looked back at Tullen and Yorgi, who returned anxious shrugs. 

 “You’re better off seeing it for yourself than having me explain. I don’t recommend you venture out there, though.” Ulaipu replied. Aegis took a deep breath and marched forward through the guards towards the fake wall that was the cavern entrance, but hesitated as he stood in front of it.

 “We’ve got no time to waste.” Aegis said to Tullan and Yorgi behind him, then with Snowflake at his side, the two pressed through the gooey, sand-like substance that stood in for the false cavern wall until they came out the otherside. Moments later, Tullan and Yorgi stepped through behind them, and together the four were standing in the Reltrak Cavern.

 Unfortunately, though, they could not see anything. The black mist of the abyss had completely engulfed all light in the cavern - it was so thick that Aegis couldn’t see his own hands in front of his body.

 “Aura of light.” Aegis spoke quietly, creating a blast of holy energy around himself that cleaned away the mist. As the mist dissipated, the party of four watched several high level abysslings scurry along with the mist, fleeing from Aegis’ light. Once cleared, the mushrooms of Plashrim forest became visible again along with the blue bulbs sticking out of the mossy floor.

 “Yorgi, can you fly and keep us safe from scrying simultaneously?” Aegis turned to him and he nodded slowly.

 “How… How are they here already? Isn’t this pretty high up?” Yorgi asked in disbelief.

 “Tullan, get on Snowflake with me. We’ll be faster flying above the mushrooms.” Aegis ignored Yorgi’s question as he climbed onto Snowflake’s back.

 “C’mon Yorgi, focus up now lad.” Tullan snapped Yorgi out of his daze as he climbed onto the back of Snowflake behind Aegis.

 “Right. Got it.” Yorgi tapped himself to cast fly, but his eyes remained wide. Snowflake then launched himself up off of the mossy cavern floor and began soaring above the mushrooms with Yorgi flying behind them. Aegis used his memory of the Plashrim map to quickly steer Snowflake in the right direction. Thanks to the aura of light, it was still easy to spot landmarks in the cavern and use them to navigate their way towards the red river. 

 The moment Aegis spotted the pillar of stone that signified the red river entrance, he steered Snowflake downwards and landed next to the hole in the cavern floor that wafted out hot air.. Moments later, Yorgi landed beside them, but still held a dumbfounded expression on his face. 

 “Why is the mist already so high? The invasion shouldn’t be possible for another two weeks, right?” Yorgi asked as the group began rushing down the ramp to the bottom of the tunnel.

 “According to the broadcasting networks.” Aegis replied between his teeth.

 “Oh man… We need to tell Quinn, don’t we?” 

 “They’re aware. Already told ‘em durin’ the flight. Problem is they’re stuck fightin’ a boss right now that keeps blockin’ magic. Said they’ll be returnin’ to Kordas once it’s done.” Tullan replied.

 “Well that’s inconvenient.” Aegis replied in monotone.

 “What do we do? Shouldn’t we do something?” Yorgi replied in a panic as they reached the bottom of the ramp and began traversing the tunnel.

 “We’re doing it.” Aegis snapped back at him. “Come on.” Aegis broke into a sprint, which Snowflake and Tullan imitated immediately, and Yorgi shortly after. “Can you contact Leonard?” Aegis asked Tullan, and he fidgeted with his interface before nodding back.

 “Yeah, he’s still available.”

 “Ask him what’s going on in the city.” Aegis said.

 “He says everything’s fine, everything looks normal.” Tullan replied after a second of clicking his interface.

 “Good. Now, ask him if he can fly the Sky Darling out to the edges of Kalmoore. We need to see exactly how close the mist is to climbing over the edge, like it did during the Arallia invasion.” Aegis ordered Tullan.

 “He says he’s on it.” Tullan replied. “What about your party members?” 

 Aegis began opening up his interface as they reached the partially caved in entrance to the Red River, and began checking his friends list. Every member of his party was still alive and well, within the Kordas training hall. 

 “Nothing abnormal with them. Still in the training hall.” Aegis replied.

 “Good.” Tullan nodded as the four made their way into the red river. It was covered in the black mist just like the Reltrak forest, from floor to ceiling. The scurrying sound of abysslings rushing to the edges of his aura could be heard as they walked along the obsidian floor towards the edge of the river. 

 “The problem will be durability, and damage. This pickaxe will likely not last long down there.” Aegis explained as he continued walking forward. The slow flowing magma came into view as the light of his aura extended out over it and washed away the mist.

 “I’ll link my armor cooldowns and durability repairs to your pickaxe. As long as I have mana, it won’t break. But, I’m guessing my mana won’t last long given where you are going.” Tullan said as he began casting several armorsmith class buffs onto Aegis.

 “Where?” Yorgi asked as he watched Aegis reach the edge of the river, but he got ignored.

 “My aura might diminish if I have to swim deep, make sure you stay in it. Healing Wind.” Aegis cast on himself. “This is going to hurt like a bitch, but I'll probably need the fire resistance experience.” Aegis said to Tullan. “Bless. Kill any abysslings that get uppity.” Aegis cast on Snowflake and instructed him, and he squawked back before turning to stare cautiously at the edges of Aegis’ aura.

 “In the magma? Are you insane?” Yorgi shouted in disbelief. Aegis just smirked back at him before turning to face the magma river once more.

 “Enchant object.” He cast on the pickaxe, hoping to enhance and protect it. Then, he took a deep breath, and did something he thought he would never do in his life. He jumped forward into the molten river.




	You take 23,530 Fire damage.






 Despite having level 47 fire resistance skill which reduced his fire damage taken by 47%, and the well made gear crafted by Yuki and Tullan adding another 35 fire resistance, the damage was still ridiculously high. However, it wasn’t an amount Aegis couldn’t heal through for a short while. He quickly tapped heal on himself as another burst of damage came through two seconds later of a similar amount.

 It wasn’t like water, it was thick, and the painful burning sensation that engulfed his entire body served to numb his nerves, simulating the effect of nerve endings being melted away like in the case of extreme third degree burns which he’d learned about during his medical studies. 

 He was grateful for this, though, as it allowed him to focus solely on the task at hand. Opening his eyes was only possible thanks to it being a simulation, and that regardless of how much damage he took, his body never deformed from it. He only saw pure stinging bright red light from the glowing hot magma all around him.

 It took a great deal of effort to swim through it, and the intense heat was depleting his stamina as well as his health. He got repeated messages of the pickaxe’s durability dropping, then going back up thanks to Tullan’s durability repairing skills. 

The biggest problem for Aegis was that he didn’t know exactly what he was looking for. He’d seen the engravings on the stone tablets in Kur’aktos’ chamber, but how was he going to find ore that resembled those images like this? He thought this to himself as he struggled to wade deeper into the river. 

 The next issue that concerned him was the possibility of encountering a magma elemental, but he tried not to worry about it and focused on the task at hand, and hoped his luck would hold out. From grinding here in the previous weeks he’d learned that the elementals were relatively spread out in the river, so there was a decent chance of him not accidentally bumping into one.

 The deeper into the magma he got, the higher the fire damage slowly became.




	Level Up! Fire Resistance has reached Level 48!






 Aegis tapped himself over and over, repeatedly casting heal and maintaining healing wind on himself with his left hand as it held the pickaxe, while desperately kicking his legs around and swinging his right hand out, hoping to feel something solid - anything solid.

 Seconds turned to minutes, and one minute turned to two, and holding his breath was reaching its limits despite his high constitution stat. He continued to swim, and his mana and Tullans continued to drain, but he was finding nothing. Doubt began to fill his mind on whether or not he was correct in the first place. Just like when he’d gone to try and acquire his intermediate class, he remembered that same feeling.

 What if I’m wrong? Then this would be a massive waste of time. Time that we might not have anymore… Aegis thought this, and the doubt rotted away at his motivation. The only thing that snapped him out of it was remembering how Lina overcame his doubt last time, back in Orm. By never giving up even when Clara had shut him down. She kept persisting, and believing in Aegis, and it paid off.

 That was enough to motivate him through the doubt, and he continued to push through. His mana dipped to 20% as he repeatedly healed himself, draining it faster than what his mana regeneration could keep up with.

 It was then, though, that finally, he felt something hard with his right hand. It was drifting along with the magma, but moving slower than the magma was. Aegis couldn’t see what it was at first, so pulled himself as close as possible to the object and pressed his opened eyes against it. 

 All he could think about as he attempted this was how suicidally bad an idea it would’ve been in the real world, and despite the simulation he still felt incredibly uncomfortable pushing his pupils up against the object just to see what it was. All he could make out was a light pinkish hue, which immediately reminded him of the weapons wielded by Kur’aktos.

 Aegis sprung into action. His initial plan was to try and lift it to the surface of the river, but after several attempts to budge it upwards, he was unsuccessful. Then, he considered going back up to the surface to recover his stamina and mana, but realized that the ore was moving, and it’d be impossible to find his way back down to this exact spot. 

 It left him with only one option. He pulled his arm back and struggled to gather momentum at first, attempting to swing the pickaxe at the magma. Luckily, the enchant-object was doing work in enhancing his swinging efficiency with the pickaxe, and he was able to garner enough force to hit the mithral. 

 Utilizing the techniques he’d learned for mithral mining proficiencies, he sped up from there. Desperately trying to get as much done before his mana completely drained, he pushed himself to his limit. Once he’d mined multiple small chunks, he had to quickly flail out at them to gather them before they flowed away with the river, and add them into his inventory.




	Acquired: Mithral Ore [Quality: 19%]
Acquired: Mithral Ore [Quality: 24%]
Acquired: Mithral Ore [Quality: 18%]







 Once his mana had reached 5% though, Aegis knew it was over. Simultaneously, it seemed that Tullan had run out of mana. The pickaxe hit 0 durability and it was destroyed, disappearing from Aegis’ hand. From there, Aegis desperately swam up through the magma, repeatedly healing himself with the last of the mana.

 When he finally breached the surface and gasped for air, he realized he was nowhere near the shore, and completely drained of mana.

 “Aegis! Sorry, I couldn’t keep repairin’!” Tullan cried out.

 “Get out of the river, you’re out of mana!” Yorgi shouted desperately. Aegis couldn’t reply, still gasping for air. Luckily, though, Snowflake sprung into action and quickly launched himself off the obsidian floor of the cavern, flapping towards Aegis and soaring dangerously low above the surface of the river, front talon extended. 

 Once above Aegis, Snowflake grasped Aegis’ hand and yanked him out of the river at the last second, stopping him from taking a final deadly tick of fire damage while taking some fire damage himself as his white feathers singed from the intense rising heat. Snowflake then soared upwards and swerved back around, dropping Aegis onto the ground next to Yorgi and Tullan before landing himself.

 Aegis rolled along the floor a bit from the rough landing, gasping for air as his stamina began to recover, as did his mana. Tullan could see the intense heat rising from his glowing salamander scale armor while Yorgi looked on in disbelief.

 “Guess the pickaxe is done, eh?” Tullan said with an apologetic tone.”

 “It’s fine.” Aegis coughed as he sat up, pulling out a chunk of mithral ore from his inventory. “Not the best quality, but it’ll have to do. If we make a mithral pickaxe, it should be easier next time.” He smirked.

 “Yer’ outta yer goddamn mind.” Tullan cheered, punching his fists into the air.

 “No way!” Yorgi’s jaw dropped. 

 “We need a portal back to Kordas. It’s time to make some gear weapons.” Aegis declared to Yorgi. 

 “Yes sir!” Yorgi replied excitedly as he began casting the incantation.

 “Thanks for the save, lil buddy.” Aegis got to his feet and ruffled Snowflake’s feathers, causing him to screech and close his eyes, enjoying the praise and nudging his head into Aegis’ hand. Once the portal fully formed, the four wasted no time in stepping through it to find themselves standing on the portal altar of Kordas.

 “I’m out of portal dust, now.” Yorgi announced. “Should I go get more from the Wizard tower, or stay with you guys to block scrying?” 

 “We should be fine now, even if we’re scryed on. Having portal dust will be more important.” Aegis answered, and he gave a nod back. 

 “Got it, I’ll go as fast as I can!” Yorgi cheered before casting fly on himself and floating away. Tullan and Aegis then briefly locked eyes with big dumb grins on their faces.

 “Let's do this.” Tullan said, and the two broke into a sprint that challenged even Snowflake’s speed to keep up with them. Within a few short moments, the two were walking into the Night Hunter’s guild hall and entered the crafting chamber, while Snowflake followed them curiously. 

 “I’ve got enough ore for a few weapons, a pickaxe, and a shield. Do you mind if we prioritize equipping my party first?” Aegis asked as the two approached the forge. Aegis took the ore out of his inventory, and together the pair got started on the refining process, utilizing the heat from the eternal flame.

 “Not at all, I got the base fer your party's weapons using tier 3 wood and salamander leather, as well as the left over void silk. It’s all ready. All that’s missin’ is this beautiful stuff.” Tullan rubbed his hands together as they got to work. “You know, it’s funny…” Tullan pulled out a pre-made pickaxe handle made out of dark black wood. “This tier 3 wood, when I first found it and read that it was wood that never burned, it sounded kinda useless. But now…”

 “What’s that wood called? It sounds amazing!”

 “Aye, it’s called Ebonwood. It grows near the edges of the island in the north.”

 “So we use that for the handle, and a mithral head, and we should be good to go and get more, right?”

 “Exactly.” Tullan nodded as the pair took opposite sides on the forge and Aegis spread the ore out between them. They filled smelting buckets with the ore and got to work on refining the mithral. Once the process was started, Aegis went to watch over it and carry out the process as per the instructions of Kur’aktos’ journal, while Tullan prepared molds, handles, straps and other components for the equipment.

 “There you guys are!” Sherry’s voice called out to them from the door of the chamber as she looked over them, her satyr hooves lightly clopping on the marble tiles. “Do you have a moment, Tullan?” Sherry asked him.

 “Oi, Sherry…” Tullan waved with a smile. “Thought you were managin’ our sales in Rene?”

 “Nope, I got switched back to Kordas for this week.” She shrugged.

 “Oh. Alright. What’dya need help with?” Tullan asked as he set down the molds he was holding near Aegis’ side of the forge.

 “Just some supplies and pricing schemes with the Kingdom, do you mind coming to check them out?” Sherry said while glancing awkwardly between Aegis and Tullan.

 “Uh… you got things covered here?” Tullan asked with a glance at Aegis.

 “Yeah, no problem.” Aegis nodded back.

 “Kay, I’ll be back in a jiffy!” Tullan said. Then, with a spring in his step, he rushed over to Sherry and the two headed out of the room. Aegis watched his joy and couldn’t help but smile as he left, shutting the door behind him as Snowflake let out a curious squawk.

 “Man…” Aegis turned back to the ore as the eternal flame began to melt it down within the forge. “Can’t believe we actually found it. Pretty cool, eh buddy?” Aegis asked Snowflake, and he screeched playfully with a nod. 

 With careful work using his refining skill, and the size and power of the forge, Aegis was able to pull out enough refined mithral of 20% quality to fill all of the molds Tullan had set out for him. Knowing how fast the mithral hardened, though, Aegis didn’t want to jump the gun and instead decided to wait on Tullan.

 Seconds turned to minutes, and Aegis’ excitement to start crafting began making him impatient.

 “Wait here, buddy, I'll let Tullan know the ore’s refined and ready.” Aegis instructed Snowflake, causing him to squawk back excitedly. Aegis then stepped out of the chamber and made sure to seal it shut before rushing down the halls to where he knew Tullan’s office to be in the guild hall. Before he got there, though, he spotted Sherry walking down the hall towards him.

 “Hey, where’s Tullan?” Aegis asked her as they stopped in front of each other in the hallway. 

 “He just had to run out to check something with our craft prices. There was a big change recently in some of the raw material costs and so we might’ve been accidentally selling at a loss.” Sherry replied with a shrug.

 “Really? He went out now? Of all times?” Aegis replied with disbelief, raising his eyebrows at her.

 “Yup.” She answered nonchalantly. “It’s a pretty big deal.” 

 “Hm. Okay.” Aegis eyed her curiously. “You’ve been dating Darkshot, right?”

 “Yeah…” She smiled awkwardly, scratching the back of her head. “He’s really sweet.” She smiled. “So, you guys finally managed to find mithral?” Sherry asked him, motioning in the direction of the crafting chamber behind Aegis.

 “Yeah…” Aegis paused, his curiosity turning to suspicion. “Tullan told you that we found it in a volcano?” Aegis asked.

 “Yup, he was really excited. Pretty crazy that you guys found it there.” She eyed Aegis’ armor. “I guess that’s why you’re dressed like that, huh?” She asked, but immediately in response, Aegis opened his hand and swung it out at her face, making a loud echoing slap as he hit her on the right cheek.

 “Ow, Aegis? What the hell?” She shouted angrily at him, pulling back and rubbing where she’d been hit.

 “No favor loss.” Aegis replied as he quickly maneuvered through his bags to switch out of his fire resistance gear and into his new equipment.

 “Tch.” Sherry let go of her cheek and began glaring at Aegis, her entire demeanor instantly shifted as if she was another person. “Wasn’t a volcano, was it?” She sighed. “Man, right at the finish line, I get caught.” As she spoke, her body shimmered and shifted, transforming from a satyr body to a pink haired humanoid player in high level armor that looked identical to what Joltblade had been wearing. [Cheryl - Level 150] stood above her head.

 As Aegis took a step back and drew out his shield, he fidgeted into his friends list interface and saw that Tullan was dead, forced to log out for the next 24 hours. Simultaneously, Cheryl was fidgeting with her own interface before she began speaking into it.

 “The Shattered Healer caught me, I’m gonna need a hand taking him out.” She grumbled into her party communications. Hearing this, Aegis hurriedly moved to send a message to Lina, but before he could, Cheryl charged at him with a mithral scepter that gave off a black trail of mist as she swung it down on him, forcing him to brace the strike.




	You take 9,350 Bludgeoning Damage.
You take 1,173 Shadow damage







 “Hey now, it’s rude to text others while we’re on a date!” She cheered. Taking the hit forced Aegis’ interface to close out by itself, and Cheryl quickly postured to strike again to prevent him from contacting anyone. 
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                Chapter 197: Out-healing


“You know…” Emerill leaned back in a red cushioned chair, set in the midsts of a large, eloquently furnished brothel floor. The chair was positioned in a circle around a large iron pole that was bolted in place from the floor to ceiling. It was one of many circles of chairs that had been arranged around poles within the establishment.

 Dancing on the pole was a female elven player of level 26, wearing nothing but laced black underwear as she moved provocatively closer and closer to Emerill. There was an ever present smog in the air as multiple other patrons were smoking from pipes, laughing, and cheering on the dancers in front of them. A topless male orc worked several instruments using his bard skills atop a stage on the far side of the room, providing a beat for the dancers to move to.

 “You’d probably make a lot more gold in this game doing what she’s doing,” Emerill motioned to the dancer, while looking up at Anazia. Anazia was standing behind his chair, arms crossed while glaring back at him unimpressed. “Instead of just keeping an eye on me all day.” He grinned. “You’d probably have more fun, too.” He added a wink, to which Anazia returned a look of disgust.

 “I’m fine doing what I’m doing.” She replied coldly.

 “Suit yourself.” Emerill replied as he reached for a mug of ale resting on a table beside his chair, taking a sip. “I’d like the ‘special’ dance.” He suddenly leaned forward, pulling a pouch of coins out of his inventory and handing it to the elven dancer. She smiled and leaned forward, taking the gold from Emerill and adding it to her inventory. 

 Once she had, she climbed down off of the pole and winked at him while simultaneously reaching behind her back to unclasp her bra.

 “Hope you got your profanity filter on. It’s about to get immersive.” Emerill chuckled at Anazia.

 “I always have it on.” Anazia sighed. Despite this, though, as the dancer moved in closer and began rubbing up against Emerill, she couldn’t help but feel embarrassed and briefly glanced away. The moment she had, the dancer made an odd squeaking sound.

 “That was quick… hah.” The elven girl giggled, causing Anazia to turn around and see Emerill was gone.

 “Shit.” Anazia dashed towards the door of the brothel as she saw it still swinging open from Emerill’s quick movement, bright daylight shining into the otherwise windowless establishment. Just as Anazia got to the door, she caught a glimpse of Emerill’s foot disappearing onto a nearby rooftop as she looked into the surrounding streets of Kordas. 

 Using her strength and agility stats, she was able to find footholds on the building to quickly jump up, despite it being four stories tall, and land on the roof. From there, she saw Emerill dashing over the rooftops towards the north eastern section of the city and quickly pursued, while opening up her interface to bring up her friends list and message Artaphernes.

 

 “Art, Emerill’s on the move. Heading towards the fancy section of the city. I’m pursuing.” Anazia messaged him, but once she had, she got a warning message in response.




	[Warning: The player you are messaging is currently under the effects of a Silence spell and will not be able to respond at this time.]






 The moment she read this, she stopped in her tracks, arriving atop a five story building which gave her a decent vantage point to look over the city. She looked in the direction of her guild hall, where she knew Artaphernes to be, and scrolled through her friends list to confirm everyone in the guild was under the effect of silence. 

 She took a deep breath as she briefly glanced between Emerill, running in the opposite direction, then back to her guild hall which was clearly under attack.

 “Damnit.” She grumbled to herself in frustration. 



 Cheryl lunged forward towards Aegis, swinging her scepter at him from the left side. Aegis moved his shield up to block it, but suddenly felt a force of impact on his right shoulder. Something had hit him that he wasn’t able to see, but as he looked back to it he saw a trace outline of Cheryl’s arm pulling back away from the strike, passing through the trail of mist left behind by her scepter. 

 He jumped back and looked more carefully, it wasn’t just her arm - there was a hardly visible silhouette of Cheryl distorting the light of the lanterns on walls nearby. A second copy of her, hidden, while the visible copy feigned attacks. As she lunged forward again to pursue, Aegis was eager to understand how the skill worked, so attempted to bash his shield into Cheryl’s visible arm. 

 Sure enough, Aegis’ shield passed through it, confirming to him that what he saw of Cheryl was an illusion, and her real body was hiding within the illusion and using it as a decoy. He was able to process this and sidestep Cheryl’s real scepter strike as she swung it down on him from above.

 Then, to retaliate, he quickly blessed himself and thrusted his shield forward at her. He felt the shield impacting something hard, and a loud metal clunking echoed off the walls. It was Aegis’ first time having an attack blocked by a shield, and he felt Cheryl’s invisible shield thrust into him as she utilized a brace to reduce the damage.

 As a result, the damage Aegis dealt was a measly 903. Knowing that she was a cleric and likely had similar health to his, as well as self healing, he knew that trying to kill her by himself would be utterly hopeless. But she was relentlessly attacking, knowing that Aegis taking any damage would prevent him from navigating his interface.

 With this in mind, Aegis suddenly dashed backwards towards the crafting chamber, and Cheryl pursued him wordlessly. Once he reached the door to the chamber, he unlocked it and swung the doors open.

 “Snowflake, Attack!” Aegis shouted at his gryphon, who was in the midst of settling down for a nap. Immediately, though, Snowflake shot up and lunged forward towards Cheryl, rushing past Aegis with his talons and beak ready to strike. “Bless!” Aegis cast on his pet as it ran by, then hopped back from the doorway to allow Snowflake to block it for him, pouncing onto Cheryl’s illusion. Despite not seeing her real body, the sheer size of Snowflake had allowed him to accidentally hit her real form and knock her back.

 Seeing this, Aegis quickly flipped open his interface and began navigating to his friends list. In this time, while recovering from Snowflake’s strike, Cheryl waved her scepter and shot out a ball of black mist at Aegis, overtop of Snowflake.

 “I like animals too. I wasn’t lying when I said I was a veterinarian.” Cheryl shouted as the ball of mist expanded and formed into a Furry black Ferrawolf, with [Fuzzykins - Level 150] above his head. “Sick em, boy!” She cheered excitedly. Just as Aegis had opened up a menu to message Lina, the wolf bit into his ankle.




	You take 2,403 piercing damage.
You take 530 shadow damage.







 The menu closed out again, setting his progress back to zero. In frustration he quickly kicked the wolf off of his ankle and bashed it with his shield to daze it and push it away, while Aegis watched Cheryl slam her scepter into the side of Snowflake, dealing 36,301 Bludgeoning damage and causing Snowflake to cry out in pain.

 “Hey!” Aegis shouted at her angrily, quickly casting a heal spell on Snowflake. “If you’re a vet, why are you hitting animals?” Aegis yelled.

 “Oh, come on. This isn’t a real animal.” Cheryl sighed, her illusionary form rolling her eyes at him. Her real body’s silhouette could be seen striking down at Snowflake from the side and dodging a lunging attack from the gryphon, but Aegis quickly cast guard to project his shield over Snowflake and block it. He took the hit, but thanks to his new armor it did much less damage to him than it would’ve to Snowflake.

 During this time, he was forced to jump back and avoid another strike from the wolf. They continued to exchange a few blows like this with each others pets, with Cheryl casting heals on the wolf to undo any damage Aegis did to it just as he was doing to himself and Snowflake. As it was, the battle was going nowhere, fast. 

 “So you were pretending this whole time? Just to destroy this island?” Aegis asked her in between the exchanging blows. She didn’t reply, though. “I don’t get it, why? Why are you guys sinking these islands? You must know how much they mean to everyone playing on them, right?”

 “If they’re really so important, you should protect them better.” Cheryl replied nonchalantly.

 “You did this on Arallia too, right? That’s why Joltblade is in that bandit guild. I get it now.” Aegis thought out loud as they continued. “You enjoy tearing up guilds and friends from the inside, just because it’s part of the game?”

 “No, you idiot. It’s about the money.” Cheryl snapped back at him. 

 “There’s plenty of other ways to make money in this game that don’t involve screwing over thousands of players.” Aegis retorted.

 “Not in the amounts that sinking an island makes. I thought that you, Eli Winters of all people, would understand. You wanted to be a doctor, didn’t you?” Cheryl replied.

 “What does that have to do with anything? How do you even know that?” Aegis replied, somewhat thrown off by her words. Luckily, the wolf was not elite and Aegis was quickly grasping its attack pattern, making it very easy to dodge.

 “We’re thorough with our research. And it has everything to do with this.” She replied quickly, frustratedly trying to strike at Snowflake but having it blocked again by Aegis’ guard. “4 years of studying, all down the drain thanks to Nanotech. No need for veterinarians anymore, just put any sick pet in a Vet-box. Nanobots enter the animal and explore it to find any problems. Then, they’re programmed to solve the problem. I thought, sure, but that would scare the animals, wouldn’t it? They’d still need the human touch. Nope. Wrong.” Cheryl shouted back angrily as she dodged a snapping beak attack from Snowflake.

 “After 1 trillion simulations, they determined the right combinations of visuals and sounds to keep every type of animal calm during the procedure. Better than any human ever could. Within a year, I became completely obsolete. Just like your dream job will become. The same technology is being tested on humans as we speak. Isn’t that part of why you turned to streaming?” Cheryl asked. 

 “That’s not the reason. I still plan to become a doctor.” Aegis replied.

 “Don’t. You’re wasting your time. This is where the real money is.” Cheryl replied.

 “That doesn’t mean you have to earn it by destroying islands and stealing it from others.” Aegis replied.

 “Easy for you to say, pretty boy. But not all of us get lucky with a rich and famous dad helping us into the spotlight.” Cheryl replied.

 “He’s got nothing to do with what I achieved so far.” Aegis replied, losing his cool now.

 “Oho, hit a soft spot, did I?” Cheryl chuckled. “Little boy so desperate to step out of big papas shadow, went and rebelled by changing his name and hiding his identity. So cute.” She continued, riling Aegis up and making him momentarily lose focus, causing him to take a hit from the wolf. 

 “For a second there, I almost felt bad for you. Thanks for pissing me off.” Aegis gritted his teeth as he used the pain from the wolf bite to recollect himself. With the attack pattern of the wolf now ingrained into Aegis’ mind, he began opening up his interface to message Lina while simultaneously dodging the wolf's strikes. He got far, nearly completely uninterrupted in the process, but just as he was about to send -

 “Too late.” Cheryl cheered as a flash of white zoomed through the room. Aegis recognized it, and pre-emptively ducked and shifted his head to left just in time as a pair of mithral daggers were thrust forward at the back of his head from behind. The blades just narrowly missed him and passed over top of his shoulder. Aegis then jumped to the side pre-emptively, But Emerill who had just appeared quickly maneuvered from behind Aegis to infront of him where he was jumping.

 Aegis threw up his shield and braced Emerill’s mithral daggers, then retaliated by reaching out with his free hand in an attempt to grapple Emerill and stop his movement as Lina had taught him. Emerill saw the grab in time, though, and jumped away to avoid it. Unfortunately, the attack that Emerill had landed was able to knock Aegis out of his interface menu again.

 “Whoa, you're a lot better than last time.” Emerill said in an impressed tone as he eyed Aegis up and down.

 “Kill him quickly before anyone else shows up.” Cheryl ordered Emerill, her voice competing with an angry squawk from Snowflake. 

 “Yep, I’m on it. Bad news Aegis.” Emerill smirked at him while Aegis easily avoided another strike from the wolf. “I was just playing around last time, but this time, I’m gonna have to get serious. No hard feelings, I’m still a big fan.” Emerill winked as he bent his knees and prepared to dash at Aegis, but was stopped by a sudden set of leather high boots drop kicking into the side of his face.

 “Oh hey, long time no see.” Anazia said as she landed on her feet where Emerill had been standing, and he went flying across the crafting hall, smashing into the tailoring station and taking a decent amount of damage.

 Aegis didn’t recognize her, but he recognized the tabard she was wearing and quickly threw her a party invite

 “Why’s your gryphon fighting that Night Hunter?” Anazia asked Aegis as she motioned to the doorway into the chamber.

 “She’s one of them. Did you tell Artaphernes to come as well?” Aegis asked her while Emerill slowly stood back up with an annoyed expression on his face.

 “Can’t, they’re silenced. I think these guys are making their play.” Anazia replied, causing both Cheryl and Emerill to smirk. “Can’t you message your party?”

 “Everytime I try to open my interface, they attack me.” Aegis replied.

 “Ok. I’ll keep ‘em busy.” 

 “Oi oi, little girly bounty hunter…” Emerill rubbed his jaw where he'd been kicked. “You’re getting a bit too full of yourself there. Cheryl?” Emerill turned to her.

 “Aura of Haste.” Cheryl replied, and from her real silhouette, a large dark green aura erupted from her body that took over the entire chamber.

 “Aura of beauty. Bless.” Aegis quickly cast in response, landing the bless on Anazia. “You’re a bounty hunter? Your skills are more effective against targets with bounties, right?” Aegis confirmed.

 “Yup, Emerill has no bounties, but Cheryl has a few newly created ones. Looks like she’s been busy.” Anazia replied.

 “She killed Tullan, and probably the other crafters from the Night Hunters.” Aegis replied. 

 “Message your party.” Anazia ordered him, as she dashed to the Ferrawolf and drew out two shortswords, slashing repeatedly at it.

 “Hey now, don’t be mean to my cute little Fuzzykins.” Cheryl said in a baby voice as she healed the wolf back up from the damage, while Emerill dashed across the room. Much faster than before, he arrived behind Anazia and attempted to stab her in the back of the head with his daggers.

 She hadn’t realized it, nor was she going to be able to dodge it in time. 

 “Guard!” Aegis shouted, projecting his shield to take the hit.




	You take 9,530 Piercing damage.
You take 9,369 Piercing damage.







 The strikes together hurt, but a lot less than before. Aegis was thankful for his new armor set made by himself, Yuki and Tullan. Anazia picked up on the Emerill’s position and swung a sword out at him from underneath Aegis’ projected shield, slashing into his legs and dealing 8,302 slashing damage, partially thanks to Aegis’ bless enchant. When she went for a second strike with her other sword, though, he jumped back to avoid it while Simultaneously Cheryl began healing up the damage.

 “Even if we’re the same healing strength, they’ve got mithral. They’re gonna out damage us.” Aegis called out.

 “That’s why you gotta message your friends.” Anazia shouted in frustration as she was pursued by Emerill, and the wolf went back to striking at Aegis.

 “If I stop healing and blocking, they’ll kill you or Snowflake!” Aegis shouted back.

 “Hmm, quite the dilemma you have there.” Cheryl replied mockingly. As pissed off as he was at her, Aegis couldn’t see the way out of the situation. Being his first time in a serious PvP encounter, he was finding himself flustered, and struggling to just keep his companions alive.

 He did his best to focus and think, trying to recall everything that he’d researched in the previous weeks about PvP encounters.  As Aegis recalled one Cleric PvP tutorial video in particular, an idea came into focus for him. After dodging a strike from the wolf, he ran towards the refined mithral ore and added it to his inventory, then rushed past the wolf, Emerill, and Anazia.

 “Snowflake, Anazia, follow.” Aegis instructed them. 

 “Oi, he’s running away?” Emerill replied, dumbfounded as Aegis charged shield first into Cheryl. Snowflake moved to the side to allow Aegis to pass, and he vaguely watched as Cheryl did the same with her invisible silhouette, allowing Aegis to charge past her and pass through her illusionary form to avoid his strike. Without hesitation, Anazia and Snowflake took advantage of the opening and chased after him. “What’d he just grab?” Emerill asked curiously

 “Mithral, you idiot. He’s got mithral. That’s why we gotta kill him.” Cheryl shouted at Emerill in annoyance.

 “Oh shit, really? Nice. Well then.” Emerill and the wolf charged after Aegis and the others. 

 Aegis made it around a corner in the Night Hunter’s guild hall, breaking line of sight from Cheryl as they came out into the main foyer. There, Aegis spotted the corpses of several Night Hunter NPCs, including the Satyr that had met him the first time he’d arrived. 

 With line of sight broken, he opened up his interface and tried once more to try messaging Lina, but was frustratedly interrupted as two black balls were shot down the hallway and transformed into more Ferrawolves. One was named Snugglez, the other named Sir Barksalot. They both growled loudly and lunged at Aegis to interrupt him before Anazia and Snowflake could react to intercept them.

 “How many pets do you have?” Aegis shouted angrily.

 “Plenty!” Cheryl cheered as Emerill’s incredible fast movement brought him around the corner a second later.

 “That was your plan? It’s worse now!” Anazia shouted in annoyance at Aegis as she was forced to dodge strikes from Emerill.

 “Not exactly.” Aegis replied as he continued running to the front doors of the guild hall, and threw them open just as Cheryl and Fuzzykins came around the corner. Snowflake began exchanging blows with the three pets, and thanks to his elite status he was able to avoid their strikes and retaliate with relative ease.

 The moment Aegis found himself on the front garden of the Night Hunter’s guild hall, he took a deep breath then opened his mouth wide.

 “Guards! Help! There’s a wanted criminal here!” Aegis shouted as loud as he could.

 “Hah!” Cheryl laughed mockingly as she heard this.

 “The guards aren’t gonna help, they’re only level 50!” Anazia groaned at him as she continued to play defensively.

 “I’m just going to kill them all in one hit.” Emerill rolled his eyes at Aegis.

 “Are you?” Aegis replied as several Kordas city guards came running from the streets into the garden, spears at their side. They were level 50, just like Anazia said. Emerill wasted no time accepting Aegis challenge and dashed towards the first two guards, but as he arrived, so did Aegis with his shield ready to block his attacks.

 Once blocked, one of the non-elite guards thrust his spear at Emerill dealing minor damage, but several more guards came and began to surround him, forcing him to dash away and try to land a strike on Anazia unsuspectingly from behind. It was abundantly clear to Aegis that Emerill was much faster than Anazia, especially with Cheryl’s aura. But, he wasn’t faster than a teleporting Lina.

 “Guard.” Aegis blocked the strike from hitting Anazia while healing himself. “Snowflake, pull back. Line formation!” Aegis shouted at the guards, utilizing his leadership skill. It was enough to get the NPCs to all listen to him, and they quickly went shoulder to shoulder.

 “You gotta be kidding me.” Cheryl rolled her eyes as Snowflake avoided strikes from the wolves and ran out of the guild hall, shortly after Anazia did the same.

 “What’s the matter? I thought you were going to kill them in one hit.” Aegis smirked at Emerill.

 “This fucking guy…” Emerill grinned demonically at Aegis. 

 “Focus the wolves down.” Aegis instructed the NPCs as Cheryl's three pets came out of the guild hall into the garden after him, Cheryl moving to stand in the doorway. 

 Maintaining their shoulder to shoulder formation, they charged forward and engaged the abyss beasts with their spears. Exchanging minor blows with the beasts, Aegis utilized his holy mastery to spread heals and healing winds to them and himself, while Emerill attempted to slay them from behind, but Aegis continuously intercepted his strikes using his shield, and guard.

 “Don’t break away from the formation. Focus them down.” Aegis instructed Anazia and Snowflake. Snowflake quickly complied while Aegis began casting bless on the NPCs at every opportunity. 

 “She’s just healing through it.” Anazia replied after landing multiple strikes on a wolf with her swords, and watching Cheryl undo the damage she'd dealt.

 “Yeah. But I learned that in PvP combat with healers, there's three ways to win. We either burst them down, isolate them, or have a battle of attrition." Aegis paused to keep up with Emerill and block another of his strikes from hitting Anazia. "We don’t have the burst to take them out, and they’re too fast to isolate them. So the only option left is to drain her mana.” Aegis replied.

 “Oho, you really think you can out-heal me?” Cheryl growled angrily at Aegis, but as she did she looked and saw the repeated damage numbers hitting her pets from the guards, and Snowflake. Shortly after, Anazia joined in, all the while Aegis kept pursuing Emerill and preventing him from hitting and killing any of them.




	Level Up! Leadership has reached Level 102!






 “Hurry up and start killing some of them, more are coming!” Cheryl shouted at Emerill.

 “What do you think I’m trying to do?” Emerill snapped back at her as he moved across the line of guards to strike one far from Aegis, but was stopped by Aegis’ guard. Aegis tuned in completely to Emerill’s movements. Spotting openings in his companions and following Emerill’s eyes was enough to predict where he was going to go before he went there, and he was quickly becoming sloppier with his movements the more frustrated he got. 

 “Maaaan.” Cheryl replied in annoyance as she suddenly pulled out a blue vial containing a mana elixir from her inventory, preparing to drink it.

 “Don’t think so, lady.” Anazia reacted by dashing forward and stealing the bottle out of her hand. “Bounty hunters are an intermediate thief class too, did you forget?” Anazia smirked as she maneuvered around the battlefield around the abyss creatures to where Aegis was standing, and tossed him the vial. 

 Aegis caught it and was about to drink it himself, but Emerill moved forward to steal it back, using his skill to pull it through Aegis’ fingers. Once he’d retrieved it, he kicked Anazia away and moved towards Cheryl to hand it back to her.

 “Nice try.” Emerill smirked as he handed the bottle to Cheryl, but as she popped it open and drank it, Emerill turned to see Aegis moving around in his interface. “Fuck!” He quickly reacted by throwing his dagger at Aegis to interrupt him and close out of his interface. Before the blade could hit Aegis, though, a transparent shell appeared around him.

 “What the hell is going on?” Yorgi shouted out in confusion as he arrived hovering a few meters above the ground using his fly spell. The time Yorgi bought Aegis with his shell allowed him to continue into his interface, but Emerill charged forward and slammed his other mithral dagger into the shell, shattering it instantly. There wasn’t enough time to whisper a message, only enough time to press a single button button.

 Aegis turned on his livestream, and the red camera icon appeared above his head with a number 0, representing 0 viewers. It quickly grew up to 100, then 1000.

 “Tch.” Emerill groaned as he landed his strike on Aegis finally, while simultaneously picking up his thrown dagger.

 “It’s fine. He didn’t send a message, just turned on the stream. We still have time to kill him before his pa-” Cheryl’s words were interrupted by a shadow dancer teleporting towards them through the shadows of the nearby buildings. 

 “Out heal her, bitch.” Anazia grinned as Lina appeared in the garden with fury in her eyes. 
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“So, how much do you wanna bet?” Hae-won asked Shinji as the two sat in the cafeteria room of the Fanta-see network building. An intern was scurrying about using the machines on the counters to make them coffee and lunch.

 “Bet on what?” Shinji asked with a lack of interest as he looked down at his bowl of ramen, slurping some up noodles with his chopsticks carefully so as to not splash the soup onto his dress shirt.

 “Bet that Aegis turns his stream back on, and he’s found Mithral?”

 “I’m not betting on that.” Shinji grumbled back.

 “Why not? Too scared?” Hae-win grinned mischeviously as an intern placed a coffee down in front of her.

 “Here you are, Hae-won.”

 “Thank you.” She smiled while Shinji eyed the intern, who remained standing beside their table a few moments, staring at Hae-won expectantly. “That’ll be all for now.” She waved him away and he bowed before quickly scurrying off.

 “Stop abusing the interns. You can get a coffee yourself.”

 “I’m not abusing them, he wants to help me.” Hae-won shrugged as she sipped her coffee.

 “Didn’t you promise him you’d be able to introduce him to Aegis? Aegis is never going to go along with that.”

 “Yeah, but, y’know. He doesn’t know that.” Hae-won smirked. “So, c’mon, take the bet! I’m betting he’ll find it. What do you thi-” Hae-won was interrupted.

 “What the hell are you two doing? He’s live again!” Tommy suddenly poked his head in through the doorway of the cafeteria.

 “Seriously, already?” Hae-won shouted as she shot up out of the chair, nearly spilling her coffee. “No way he found it that fast.”

 “You’re already backpedaling?” Shinji sighed at her.

 “Get your asses in gear, there’s something serious going down. He’s being attacked by Emerill and Cheryl!” Tommy shouted, and hearing this, the two abandoned their meals and began sprinting across the studio towards their private offices just off of the main room. 

 Passing by the main studio room, they saw several screens displaying Aegis’ stream, with the guards lined up, Anazia, Snowflake, and Lina standing up against Cheryl, her wolves, and Emerill.

 “The fuck did I miss?” Hae-won blurted out as she saw it in passing. 



 Aegis threw a party invite to Lina, who accepted immediately and got a bless buff from him. She didn’t ask any questions, she immediately shot smokebombs at Cheryl, then teleported behind her and struck at her from behind.

 “She’s using an illusion to hide her real body, but its hiding within the illusion.” Aegis announced.

 “Kay.” Lina replied. “Shadow dance.” She began warping around Cheryl rapidly, slashing out at her from all sides. Cheryl desperately swung her shield around and activated guard to try and cut off Lina, but she was too fast, forcing Cheryl to attempt to just plainly heal through the damage.

 This kept her pre-occupied to the point that she was unable to heal her wolves or Emerill, and the guards and Snowflake went heavily into them, dealing massive damage.

 “Get this psycho off of me!” Cheryl shouted out at Emerill, who moved to cut off Lina and finally stopped her assault on Cheryl by predicting one of her jumps and tackling her to the ground. Once tackled, he grabbed her wrist to prevent Lina from teleporting away, but Lina glared up at him as if she had no intention to do so and immediately began striking at him with the dagger in her free hand.

 “If you keep holding back, we’re dead. We gotta escape.” Emerill shouted as he worked to parry Lina’s strikes and get his own hits in, but she was dodging them despite being grappled by him.

 “Same goes for you.” Cheryl roared at him as she quickly turned to start healing her wolves, but before she could, she watched as Aegis dashed forward to stand between her wolves and her. 

 “Back up.” Aegis ordered Anazia and Snowflake, who complied along with the guards. “Varibhadra.” Aegis spoke coldly. Cheryl reacted quickly enough to jump backwards and avoid the expanding white dome of holy energy, watching as Aegis’ red arms grew out from his body momentarily. The ferrawolves were not so fortunate, and all three were destroyed by the holy damage.

 Once the dome light faded, both Cheryl and Emerill glanced between one another, and the disintegrating bodies of the three wolves. 

 “My babies…” Cheryl looked wide eyed in horror at them.

 “Tch. She’s gonna lose it.” Emerill groaned, releasing Lina’s wrist after parrying a strike from her, then kicking her back in the stomach with one foot while using the other to leap up into the air.

 “DANCE OF DAGGERS!” Emerill shouted, waving his hands out in the direction of the door where Aegis was standing. 10 daggers shot out from each of his fingers with wires attached to to them at Aegis, but they were all blocked by a single transparent shell that formed in front of him, compliments of Yorgi. The shell shattered immediately from the damage, but it stopped the momentum of the daggers, and as they fell to the ground Anazia and Snowflake dashed beyond Aegis.

 “Ragnarok!” Cheryl screeched in a rage, suddenly causing her real body to become visible while her illusionary form disappeared. Simultaneously, her diamond shaped mithral shield began glowing red, and a second later a blast of red magic shot out of it towards Aegis.

 Aegis began lifting his shield to brace it, but seeing this, both Anazia and Lina shouted at him.

 “Don’t try to block that!” Lina warned him.

 “That’s gonna one shot you, idiot!” Anazia shouted. Hearing this, Snowflake immediately rerouted his forward charge to jump in front of the blast, but Anazia instead body checked Snowflake out of the way to take the hit instead. A red damage number of 99,999 appeared above Anazia as her body disintegrated, killed and forced to log out. 

 “Assassin's Playground!” Emerill shouted, utilizing the few moments the others were distracted by Cheryl. He once again fanned his arms out and shot daggers from his fingertips, but this time they were not aimed at anyone in particular, but instead penetrated random points in the walls, floor, and roof all around the main foyer of the Night Hunter’s guild hall.

 “Aegis, another big cooldown. Dodge their cooldowns!” Lina warned him, and Aegis nodded as he jumped back out of the room.

 “Snowflake!” Aegis called out to the gryphon, prompting him to dash outside while Lina shadowstepped. Simultaneously, Emerill began spinning his arms, and rather than the daggers being pulled out of the walls, random sections of the walls, floor, and roof began to crack apart and were pulled along with the daggers, creating holes in the walls and roof as Emerill continued spinning his body and pulling them along in a tornado like motion. 

 Shortly after, Cheryl took advantage of a hole in the roof to jump up through it, landing on the roof of the Night Hunter’s guildhall’s main foyer. Once she had, Emerill jumped up through as well, bringing the 10 daggers with stone junks on them along with him, to Aegis’ surprise.

 “Assassins are really deadly with that skill active, stay back. Lina warned Aegis cautiously as they watched Cheryl and Emerill standing on the roof, staring down at them from above as Aegis, Lina, Snowflake, Yorgi and the guards backed up to get a better view.

 Cheryl glared down at Aegis, looking as if she was preparing to continue her assault, while Emerill had his eyes looking down the streets of Kordas in the distance.

 “We’re dead if we don’t run now.” Emerill said as he spotted Darkshot, Pyri and Rakkan running towards them.

 “He’s got mithral.” Cheryl growled back.

 “It won’t matter. It’s too late for them to stop us. Come on.” Emerill replied, causing Cheryl to suck her teeth. From there, Emeril began jumping away across the rooftops of the city, heading towards the nearest city walls. The 10 daggers with chunks of stone stuck onto their ends continued to float and rotate around him and Cheryl as she followed him closely.

 “Why is Cheryl with Emerill?” Yorgi asked with a confused look of horror, glancing between the fleeing pair, the destruction around the guild hall, and Aegis.

 “We shouldn’t let them escape.” Aegis replied, directing his words to Lina.

 “Even I can’t avoid taking multiple hits when that skill is active, and he’s got mithral. We’ll only die.” Lina explained, causing Aegis to clench his fists while watching them disappear from his sight.

 “Can someone answer me?” Yorgi yelled out in frustration as Rakkan, Pyri and Darkshot all arrived.

 “Yo, you alright?” Darkshot asked first.

 “Yeah. Cheryl was one of them, working from inside this entire time. She killed Tullan and everyone else inside the guild hall, including the NPCs. I noticed it too late.” Aegis explained, much to the relief of Hae-won and Aegis’ audience of now 750,00 viewers.

 “What do we do, then? What’s our move?” Rakkan asked, causing Aegis to go into his interface and check his friends list. To his disappointment, Artaphernes was now listed as dead and forced to log out for 24 hours. In addition to this, he had a message from Leonard waiting for him.



 “Hey there darling, Tullan asked me to check out the mist on the edge of the island, but he’s been slain. I figured you might want to know - it’s just like it was in Arallia when we arrived there. Should I be worried?” Leonard’s message said.




 “Damn.” Aegis closed it out without replying, staring blankly at the faces of Yorgi, Lina, Pyri, Rakkan and Darkshot as they all looked at him worriedly. Meanwhile, the guards began dispersing and Snowflake remained alert, glancing around at every sound and movement nearby. 

 “It’s happening right now. Kalmoore is being invaded.” Aegis explained to the others, and their were a multitude of reactions from the group. “They took out Artaphernes’ guild, using the same method they did to take out Christoph at the portal altar. Silence. Probably Simon and Joltblade… You gotta pull back Quinn and Chirstoph.” Aegis turned to Yorgi.

 “I can’t. They’re still stuck fighting the boss. It won’t let them open portals and it won’t die. They think the boss is somehow bugged, or something.” Yorgi explained frantically as he began fidgeting with his interface.

 “No, it’s not bugged…” Aegis began scratching his chin. “It’s not a coincidence, this timing. They were lured there to fight that boss on purpose.” Aegis thought out loud. “These guys have been listening to our every move, one step ahead of us the entire time. Quinn wasn’t joking, they’re just messing with us.”

 “So?” Pyri crossed her arms. “It’s still just an exam. You’ve got the variables. Can you solve it?” She asked, causing Aegis to stare back at her blankly for a moment. Looking at the others, Pyri was the only one of the group that was still completely calm under the circumstances.

 “Even if I could, it doesn’t matter. They can freely scry on me. There’s nothing I can do that they won’t see coming.” Aegis replied.

 “Don’t tell me you’re giving up?” Yorgi asked in disbelief. “You guys are the only high level players still free to do something! Come on! You gotta do something! You’re Aegis, the shattered healer!” Yorgi shouted hysterically.

 “Hey, buddy, relax.” Darkshot held his hand up towards Yorgi, trying to calm him down while Darkwing cooed along with him.

 “I need time to think. There’s too many things I’ve missed. Knowing they have players in your guilds pulling strings, it changes the dynamic…” Aegis mumbled to himself as he headed back into the building. “Stand guard, I think good while working. Protect me while I forge our mithral weapons.” Aegis said to his party, who excitedly followed after him.

 “You got mithral?” Darkshot giggled.

 “Hell yeah.” Rakkan grinned.

 “Yeah, and this, here.” Aegis nonchalantly pulled out their new armor sets, made by himself, Tullan, and Yuki.

 “There’s no way you made this yourself, it’s way too stylish.” Pyri commented as she received her new red and white robes and began checking them out before equipping it.

 “Dang, these are strong.” Darkshot said as well, the group walking and talking through the halls with Yorgi behind them.

 “What about me? What should I do? Should I stay with you?” Yorgi asked flustered.

 “For now, yeah.” Aegis replied as he walked more quickly towards the crafting hall. Within a few moments, they were in the chamber, and Aegis approached the forge with the refined mithral in his hands, retrieved from his inventory.

 Without realizing it, his viewership shot up to 1 million as he started forging the weapons using the molds and bases that Tullan had prepared. Any attempt Yorgi made at talking, the others silenced him in order to allow Aegis to work in peace. The only sound in the chamber became that of Aegis hammering away at the crafts, trying to raise their quality as high as possible as he utilized the methods learned from Kur’aktos’ journal.

 The first weapon’s he’d completed were Lina’s. A pair of mithral daggers that he enchanted using the greater enchanted orbs Tullan had given him, so that they granted bonus holy damage.

 Following that, he worked on forging Rakkan’s weapon set, crafting all but his spear. He then went on to create a set of 20 mithral headed arrows for Darkshot, before finally focusing his efforts on his shield. 

 “We need to somehow save the Night Hunters and the Blades of Kalmoore, while securing the island stones and the major settlements. In addition, they’ll likely go after the King of Kordas somehow, to get the location of the final island stone. Quinn’s foresight is the only advantage we still have - they shouldn’t know where the 5th stone is. But that won’t last for long, they have no qualms about marching into a capital city and causing chaos, and it’ll be even easier once the invasion goes into full swing and all the guards are pre-occupied fending off abysslings.” Aegis spoke out loud, to no one in particular as the others listened. 

 He got lost in thought trying to consider all possible variables, and the intention behind all of the actions that Joltblade, Emerill and Cheryl had taken thus far. He was so focused on it, that before he knew it, he’d finished crafting his shield, including engraving it with artistry with the star of Eirene on the front.

 It was made with a rounded front in the shape of a kite shield, but evenly extended at the bottom so that it came to a more rounded point. In addition, it had a pointed curve at the top of the shield, giving it a pentagonal shape. Without missing a beat, he continued on to fuse a greater enchanting orb into the shield as a finishing touch, before equipping it and strapping it to his left arm to inspect it. 




	
Name: Royal Mithral Shield of the Voidreaver
Slot: Off-hand
Type: Shield
Armor: 7319
Quality: 48%
Durability: 1200/1200
Requirements: Level 110, 90+ Strength
Option 1: Increases Favor with Eirene while equipped by 250
Option 2: Increases Casting speed by 2.5% [Source: Voidsilk]
Option 3: Increases Damage and Healing from Spells by 153 [Source: Mosmir Voidreaver Pincer]
Enchant: Restores 843 health every 3 seconds.
Description: A shield made of Mithral, Ironwood, Voidsilk, Royal Mosmir Pincers, and Mosmir Voidreaver Pincers. Detailed with the star of Eirene. Crafted by Aegis.








 It took Aegis an hour of working, and in that time Yorgi continued to pace anxiously around the room, repeatedly checking his guild interface to confirm that the others were still stuck fighting the boss of the high level dungeon. His viewership had grown to a staggering 1.2 million viewers, putting him in the top 15 streamers list.

 “I guess it’s too much to hope for a Mithral staff?” Pyri smirked.

 “The metal is lightweight, but, no, I’ve only got a bit of mithral left over. I can craft maybe one more utility item to help us out, but…”

 “Still not sure how to handle this?” Darkshot asked, and Aegis nodded back. 

 “If I had more time to plan… but, every second counts right now.” Aegis sighed.

 “It’s okay, just tell us what to do, and we’ll handle it. With these weapons, we can kick their asses.” Lina gave Aegis a thumbs up and a big smile, encouraging him while Rakkan began playfully spinning his new mithral longsword around in his hand. 

 “Okay. I’ve got one plan. But, it’s pretty far-fetched.” Aegins swallowed his saliva anxiously. 

 “What is it?” Yorgi asked with hopeful eyes as they all stared at him expectantly, including Snowflake.

 “Yorgi, open a portal to Rene. It’s closest to the high level dungeon that they’re stuck in, to my understanding. We’ll group up there, then head out to save them.” Aegis explained.

 “Okay, good. Good. I like that plan. Once we save Quinn, everything will be under control.” Yorgi nodded.

 “Sherry is in Rene, right?” Aegis asked, to which both Yorgi and Darkshot nodded. “Kay, good.”

 “Why’re you asking about Sherry?” Darkshot asked him curiously.

 “Not important.” Aegis quickly waved it off. “Just, go through the portal. I’ll meet you there.” Aegis motioned them towards the portal once Yorgi had it opened, the blue doorway leading to Rene’s portal altar glowing brightly in the center of the crafting chamber.

 “You’re not coming with us?” Lina asked him worriedly.

 “I’ll come in a bit. Just, trust me.” Aegis nodded to her.

 “Don’t worry. Aegis is gettin’ serious. We’ll be fine.” Darkshot nudged Lina through the portal.

 “Don’t forget to have fun.” Pyri winked playfully at him as she went through as well, followed by Rakkan and Yorgi. 

 “You too, lil buddy. I’ll be there in a sec.” Aegis instructed Snowflake who looked to have no intentions on passing through the portal. He let out an annoyed squawk before going through.

 “Close it.” Aegis called through, and Yorgi did as instructed, leaving Aegis alone in the crafting hall. He took a deep breath, then went into his interface and logged out of the simulation.

 From there, Eli got up out of his Simbox and began pacing around his living room while fidgeting with his wrist implant, opening up his call menu to find his recent calls list. Once he’d located Shinji on the list, he hit the call button.



“Eli? What’s up? You logged out?” Shinji asked him curiously as he worked frantically to edit the footage of the stream.

“Yeah. Can you connect me to Hae-won?” Eli asked Shinji.

“Uh, yep. Sure. One sec…” Shinji paused his editing to press a few buttons on a floating transparent keyboard within his office simulation, adding Hae-won to the call.

 “Yo, what is it Shinji?” Hae-won asked him curiously.

 “It’s Eli, he wants to talk to you.”

 “Hey, Hae-won,-”

 “Eli! Why’d you shut off the stream to call me?! Do you realize how close we were to breaking top 10? You know you can just press the interview button on your interface and we can talk live, right?” Hae-won began scolding him.

 “I can’t, they’re ahead of our every move. Either watching the stream, or scrying, they’re watching. This is the only way to talk without them listening.” Eli quickly replied. “You are still logged out in Rene, right? From when we did the interview?” 

 “Yeaaaaah, why?” Hae-won asked curiously.

 “I need you to do me a favor…” Eli asked.

 “Hooo really, now?” She replied with a mischievous tone. “You know, Eli, I’m a broadcaster, I’m not supposed to interfere with the gameplay. It’s bad journalism.” Hae-won added. 

 “Yeah, but, you’re also a player, right? Besides, it’d be pretty bad for viewership if the island goes down, wouldn’t it?” Eli asked.

 “Nah, I think that’d make for good content. The people love you, they’ll still watch. Especially now that you’ve found mithral.” Hae-won replied playfully. Aegis recognized her tone of voice though, as it was not unlike how she behaved when she wanted into Yumily’s concert.

 “What’ve I gotta do to get you to do this favor?” Eli spoke reluctantly.

 “Yumily. I want to meet her. In person.” Hae-won replied, and as she did, Eli overheard Shinji let out a huff of air as he continued to listen in on their conversation.

 “What? How? I don’t even know her, what makes you think I can arrange something like that?”

 “You can’t, but you’re good pals with Yuki, and she can.”

 “How am I gonna convince Yuki to set something like that up?” Eli groaned.

 “Don’t care how you do it. That’s the deal. I do you this favor, you set up the meeting.” Hae-won replied defiantly. Eli pondered it for a moment, but his situation didn’t leave him with very many options.

 “Fine, I’ll do what I can once all of this is over.” Eli replied.

 “YES!” Hae-won squealed with joy before recollecting herself. “Okay, Eli, what do you need me to do?” 

 “It’s really simple. I need you to log into the gameworld and give specific instructions to my party and the council members of Rene. You have to make sure no one is able to hear it but the people you are giving instructions to, okay?” Eli replied.

 “Got it, real secretive, so no one knows what we’re planning. I’m with you so far…”

 “Good. As for the instructions you need to relay, you might need to write some of this down…” Eli said, before taking a deep breath and beginning his explanation. 
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Eli sat down in his Simbox and laid his head back on the cushioned headrest. He looked down at his Sim-suit and carefully placed the foot socket into the plug to hook it up and activate the lights on his suit. Once it was all ready, he took a deep nervous breath and stared blankly up at the top of the Simbox.

 He remained sitting like this, calming his nerves with deep breathing for a full five minutes. Eventually, though, he nodded to himself and reached up to grab the top of the Simbox and pull it shut.

 It locked in place with a click and initiated the software as the visuals of the simulation overtook his real vision, prompting him to log into the gameworld with his character. To the side of the login button was a 3d display of his character avatar, wielding the new mithral shield and wearing the high level armor. He spent another few seconds staring at this as well, before finally hitting the login button.

 He re-appeared inside the simulation within the Night Hunter crafting chamber. What was just 5 minutes for him was 20 minutes for the game world, and as a result, Hae-won had long since finished her task of doling out instructions.

 “You ready?” Pyri asked him from behind, and Aegis turned to see that she’d been waiting for him.

 “Yup.” Aegis nodded. Pyri waved her staff and began to channel a portal spell, and after a few seconds, a portal to Rene opened up with a light magical blue glow surrounding the floating gateway. Without another word, both Aegis and Pyri stepped through the portal to find themselves in the town of Rene.

 It was quiet - the usual hustle and bustle of daily NPC life was absent. Instead, there were very few NPCs walking around, and they were all level 90 to level 110 Rene guards, ushering any non-guard NPCs they found towards their homes.

 “The rest of our guys are waiting inside the town hall for you.” Pyri explained.

 “Good, let's go.” Aegis responded while nervously looking up at his live streaming icon. Considering he had just logged back in and re-initiated his stream, he was briefly stunned to see he already was back to 1.5 million viewers.



 “So uh, hey guys. Megan here.” An awkward, orange haired female broadcaster waved to Aegis’ audience, staring at the chat blasting by. She wore a sleeveless black dress with a tall slender build, but stood idly while fidgeting with her fingers. After a moment of her trying to read Aegis’ chat and failing, she let out a nervous laugh.

 “I’ll be stepping in for Hae-won, as she was feeling a bit sick. But don’t worry, she’ll be back as soon as she’s better!” Megan explained.

 She caught a glimpse of messages in the chat complaining that Hae-won was missing, and tried her best to ignore them.

 “Is this really a good idea?” Tommy asked Shinji through a voice call while they watched this unfold on Aegis’ livestream broadcast within their office simulations.

 “Aegis said he needed her help.” Shinji shrugged. “Here at Fanta-see Network, we help our streamers with whatever they need.” He added with a hint of sarcasm.

 “Right…” Tommy groaned back.



 Aegis entered the town hall of Rene’s main chamber, and found his companions Darkshot, Lina, and Rakkan standing around the table along with Yuki and Savika. Pyri followed into the room and they stood in the doorway for a moment, everyone glancing between one another anxiously. 

 “So, you’re heading to where the Night Hunters and Blades of Kalmoore are?” Yuki asked awkwardly.

 “Yeah.”

 “Okay, here -” She pulled out from her inventory a pair of five cloaks made with spider silk. “These should help you stay hidden and approach unnoticed. The monsters between here and the dungeon will be less likely to attack you.” Yuki explained as she handed a cloak out to each and every party member of Aegis, including Aegis himself.

 “Thanks. I’ll keep it off for now until we need it, since the vestments of Eirene give me a huge mana regeneration bonus.” Aegis explained as he watched Pyri, Rakkan, Darkshot and Lina all equip the cloak.

 “Does the hood effect work with these cloaks?” Pyri asked, but before Yuki could answer, she tried it out and pulled her hood up. Sure enough, it immediately hid her name and level from view, so that nothing was floating above her head anymore.

 “Yup, looks like it.” Darkshot nodded, doing the same. A moment later, Lina and Rakkan did it too.

 “Thank you Yuki, they’re really helpful.” Lina smiled at her.

 “I helped too!” Savika cheered excitedly.

 “Right, good.” Aegis nodded as he saw they all had their cloaks on, names hidden. “Oh, wait one moment, I’ve got to grab something from the item storage. Then we’ll head out.” Aegis explained as he’d suddenly remembered something. He got a few nods back before he ran out of the townhall and made his way through the quiet streets of Rene towards the storage building. Once there, he fumbled around and put all of his unneeded items into storage, and took out from it a few materials for repairing.

 After he'd finished he paused again and took a deep breath to collect himself. He straightened his back and looked up at the clear blue skies above, until finally feeling enough time had passed, and rushed back towards the townhall.

 When he stepped inside the round table chamber again, his party members were still waiting for him, cloaks up and heads down, but Yuki and Savika both looked suddenly out of breath.

 “Good, looks like everything is prepared. I already looked up where the dungeon is, so we should be able to get there quickly. Come on.” Aegis motioned them to follow him out.

 “Good luck!” Yuki cheered as the five of them headed out of the building. Without speaking, the party made their way to the stables where Aegis retrieved an eager, squawking Snowflake. 

 “We’ll be moving quickly, so we can get there fast. Time is not on our side.” Aegis explained, and the group of four nodded back while keeping their cloaked heads down. “Let’s go.” He finished, and from there, began sprinting out of Rene towards the western gate. The four followed behind him as quickly as they could, and began their adventure towards the high level dungeon.

 “Snowflake, fly above and give us a birdseye view. The dungeon is an ancient forest temple. I watched a clip of them entering the dungeon through Miranda’s broadcast footage, you should be able to spot a giant headless elf statue that marks the entrance, sticking up out of the canopy. When you see it, lead us there.” Aegis shouted, and got a squawk of acknowledgement back. 

 Snowflake launched himself up into the sky off of the fields surrounding Rene as they reached the western treeline, where the gnolls had come from during the battle of Rene.

 Aegis took the lead, navigating them through the dense forest of giant trees while periodically glancing up to spot Snowflake flying above them in the canopy. Anytime Snowflake thought they needed a change in direction, he let out a loud squawk which prompted Aegis to glance up and see where Snowflake was looking.

 Despite running at their fastest speeds, it took 30 minutes of sprinting before Snowflake began screeching, alerting them that he’d spotted the statue Aegis had described. From there, they reached the entrance of the dungeon a few minutes later. 

 A large clearing in the old forest was surrounded by gnarled, entangling branches and roots that had crept up onto the cracked tiles of the temple. A paved path from the temple’s entrance stretched out towards them with statues flanking it. One statue stood upright, as a headless female elf, while the other statue had been topped over and layed strewn across the courtyard of the temple in pieces, with vines, moss and other vegetation growing up over it.

 The temple itself was a large, beige colored structure with many cracks in it and signs of weather and wear. Once in the clearing, Snowflake flew back to the ground and Aegis held his hands out to signal the others to stop behind him. He then fidgeted with his livestream viewer to pull up Miranda’s livestream, and saw that they were still stuck fighting the boss deep within the temple.

 “This could be a trap, so you guys wait out here. Watch the entrance, make sure no one comes in after me. I’ll head in and try to find a way to get them out of the encounter.” Aegis explained as he looked over the four of them, getting nods of acknowledgement back. “You too, Snowflake. Fly high and keep your distance, stay hidden.” Aegis finished with, getting one last squawk in response before he took off towards the entrance of the temple.

 With Miranda’s screen up in his peripheral vision, he played back the footage of her delve into the temple at doubled playback speed, and used it to navigate the old ancient halls. None of the enemies within the temple had respawned, making it easy for Aegis to traverse.

 It wasn’t long before he heard the sounds of battle echoing off the walls from deeper within the structure, and no longer needed the help of Miranda’s past broadcast footage to navigate. He picked up his speed as he headed towards the sounds, avoiding tripping over several gnarled roots that had broken into the hallways through cracks in the walls and were creeping across the old, decrepit tiled floor of the temple. 

 Eventually, he found his way into a wide chamber with a doorway on the far side, flanked by two elven statues wielding longbows at their sides. The doorway itself was covered in a transparent blue barrier that prevented anyone from passing through, but beyond it he saw Quinn, Chirstoph, and their respective guilds battling a gigantic winged demon wielding a huge sword, with hulking large muscles under his deep red skin. 

 Baffo stood in front taking the hits from the sword while Sapphire and the others healed him, and everyone else continuously bombarded the creature with attacks. Despite this, and that they’d likely been fighting it for hours now, it wasn’t enraged. Aegis also witnessed the creature constantly releasing shockwaves of black energy that was dispelling and destroying all magic it came into contact with, which explained why they weren’t able to portal out.

 Once he’d taken that all in, he rushed forward towards the blue barrier to get a closer look, but as he did, he noticed on one of the statues nearby, a dark black glowing ancient rune that was giving off black mist. The mist was seeping down towards the ground and dissipating.

 “The hell…?” Aegis mumbled to himself as he walked over to eye it curiously. Following this, he opened up his friends list interface to contact Rakkan.

 


 “Rakkan, you watching?” Aegis asked.

 “Yeah. It’s an ancient rune.” Rakkan replied.

 “What’s it say?” Aegis replied.

 “Gimme a sec, it doesn’t make sense. It's abyssal, not void. It’s an enchantment rune, for empowerment. Uh… wait, I think I get it…” Rakkan strained his mind to understand the rune. “It’s powering up the boss, so that he gains health regeneration and lifesteal based on the number of enemies he’s fighting. It’s borrowing one of the effects of adult Ferrawolves, basically.” Rakkan explained.

 “That explains why the boss isn’t dying, but, there’s no way they wouldn’t have noticed this going in, right? Trexon can read ancient.” Aegis replied.

 “By the looks of it, I think someone put it there after they started the boss fight.” Rakkan replied as Aegis continued to inspect the rune.

 “Coulda been Cheryl. Either way, this proves it was a trap. We’ve got to get them out. How can I break the effect?” Aegis asked.

 “Pretty easy, just destroy the rune.” Rakkan replied.

 “Ok, thanks.” Aegis answered, then closed out his interface and pulled his shield arm back before slamming the side into the rune, cracking the stone apart and deforming it in a single strike. Once he had, the black mist exploded out from the rune and dissipated, and it stopped glowing.



 “Quinn!” Aegis shouted, running up to the transparent blue barrier in the doorway. The sounds of battle were loud, but Quinn’s elven ears were able to hear him and she quickly dashed across the chamber towards him.

 “Aegis? What are you doing here? You need to be defending the island! The invasion!” Quinn shouted anxiously back at him.

 “It’s more important to get you guys outta there. Look, there was a rune outside here, someone must have put it up to enchant the boss after you engaged it. It was making the boss heal a lot, but I destroyed it. You should be able to kill it now.” Aegis shouted through.

 “Okay, good, thanks.” Quinn replied before turning towards the raid party. “Bring it down, it should be killable now!” she yelled loudly, to make sure all could hear her. Aegis took a few steps back from the blue barrier to watch the fight unfold.

 It was clear that all of them were exhausted, having been fighting the same boss now for several hours, but Quinn’s words gave them a second wind and they sprang into action. Miranda, Christoph, Trexon, Herilon, Travis, and all the others went all out in taking down the boss. It wasn’t long before it switched over to an enraged state, and shortly after that, it went down and the blue barrier disappeared.

 “Fucking finally.” Herilon groaned with relief as the demon let out its final painful cries and began to disintegrate, dropping several items on the ground, including an orange item orb. Aegis ran into the room to see most of the players sitting down to rest, or grabbing their knees as they let out sighs of relief.

 “Who from both of your guilds didn’t enter the boss room with you guys? Just Cheryl?” Aegis asked loudly to the group, so that all could hear him.

 “No, not just Cheryl,” Christoph spoke up. “Quiver, one of my rangers, they were chatting outside and made it look like an accident that they didn’t get inside the boss room in time.

 “So he’s one of them, too.” Aegis pondered out loud.

 “One of what?” Christoph asked him with raised eyebrows.

 “One of the guys bringing down the island. Cheryl and Quiver are both working with Vagosh. They joined your guilds to keep track of us, and carry out their plan. They’ve known everything we were doing this entire time.” Aegis sighed as he tilted his head back.

 “Quiver’s the one that found this dungeon, wasn’t he?” Trexon confirmed.

 “Yeah… Shit.” Christoph replied as the realization hit him.

 “He’s also the one who notified me of the gnoll attack, during the raid back in Rene. All of that, up until now, has all been part of their plan.” Aegis sighed in frustration. “Okay, you guys, can you handle sorting out the items later? We’ve got to get back to Kordas, the invasion of Kalmoore is starting any second now.

 “Seriously?” Christoph asked in disbelief as several others let out gasps of worry and concern.

 “Yeah. That’s why they wanted to lure both of your guilds here and trap you inside.” Aegis explained.

 “He’s right. Yorgi already let me know what's going on.” Quinn gave Aegis a knowing nod, before turning to the others. “Trexon, grab those items for now, then open us up a portal back to Kordas…” Her voice trailed off into silence as she and everyone else began to hear the sounds of clapping, approaching from outside the boss room.

 “Well done, Aegis. Well done.” A familiar voice spoke over the clapping. Both guilds all turned to face the approaching player as he congratulated him. [Finley - Level 160] stood above his head, and beside him followed a black-cloaked humanoid figure with black mist emanating from their body. 

 “Finley? What are you doing here?” Aegis asked him raised eyebrows, going on high alert as the others did the same. Sapphire, Herilon and Baffo all immediately moved to stand beside Aegis as if to protect him.

 “This is the first island we’ve attacked that actually figured out what we were doing, and how we were doing. It made this, how should I say… interesting? Maybe a little bit fun. But…” He paused several meters away from the doorway leading into the boss chamber. “I tried to warn you. This isn’t how you win a defensive battle, remember?” He smirked. “In a world filled with magic like this, the attackers are always 10 steps ahead of you. I’ve accounted for all of your possible moves and enacted counter measures. I’ve analyzed all of your defenses, and found their weaknesses. Even this…” He motioned towards the rune that Aegis had shattered on the statue outside.

 “This, I’ve accounted for as a possibility. Bold of you to come here and try to save them, when you knew the invasion was coming. It was a gamble, and unfortunately, it will not go in your favor.” Finley spoke proudly as he crossed his arms.

 “What’s this asshole talking about?” Sapphire sighed in annoyance.

 “You know this guy?” Quinn asked.

 “Yeah… he showed up during the gnoll raid, like the others. Seems like he’s one of Vagosh’ companions.” Aegis explained.

 “One of Vagosh’ companions? Oh? So you haven’t figured that part out yet? Tsk tsk tsk.” Finley wagged his index finger at them. “You really think I wouldn't pay for a character re-customization to rename myself, after it got announced to the entire world who I was?” 

 “You mean…” Baffo mumbled with wide eyes.

 “You’re Vagosh.” Aegis said.

 “Bingo!” Finley cheered excitedly, giving him a thumbs up.

 “Hah. Big mistake, moron.” Herilon grinned as he drew out his sword, preparing to charge forward. Herilon wasn’t the only one who had this in mind, and several other players began brandishing their weapons.

 “So this is the guy who’s been trying to sink our island this whole time?” Ren asked to confirm.

 “Let’s kick his ass.” Travis replied.

 “Hell yeah.” Miranda cracked her knuckles. 

 “Guys, wait, he wouldn’t come here by himself if he didn’t have a plan. My party was waiting for us outside, watching the entrance. What happened to them?” Aegis asked him as he held his hands up to stop anyone from charging through the doorway at Finley.

 “Unfortunately, they’ll be sitting the rest of this invasion out, watching from their couches.”

 “You killed them?” Aegis glared angrily. “How?”

 “The same way I’m going to kill all of you. It’s fun to tear guilds apart and make them dysfunctional, like we did with the last two islands. Unfortunately, you guys were too level headed, and had the ability to talk out your issues. It didn’t work on this island. So, for the first time, you’ve forced my hand in revealing my trump card. The real power behind abyssal invasions,” Finley motioned to the humanoid figure beside him. “Is that each invasion is led by an Avatar of Darkness. And, as the Harbinger of Darkness, they sometimes listen to me.” He smiled.

 “Avatar of Jealousy.” Aegis declared to everyone as he fastened his shield onto his arm and prepared for a fight. Baffo did the same while the figure slowly lowered her pitch black hood, revealing her face. Sure enough, above the head of the NPC stood [Avatar of Jealousy(ELITE) - Level 200].

 “So, to end an invasion, we’ve got to defeat the Avatar?” Quinn asked.

 “That simplifies things.” Christoph stepped forward, to stand beside Aegis.

 “Yeah, doesn’t it?” Finley nodded. “Bad news, though.” Finley smiled as the Avatar of Jealousy dropped the cloak off of her body completely. She stood completely naked with light pink skin and black mist emanating from her body. She had a pair of thin, long bat wings extending out of her back, with a slender build and a long tail wagging behind her. Her feet were hooves, similar to a satyr. “The versions of these Avatars that you fought in Hrath’mir were weakened versions. Meaning, you missed out on some of their skills. Namely, this one.” Finley gave a nod in her direction, and suddenly from atop her head, several black tendrils shot up like thick slimy strands of hair with mouths on the end of them.

 A second later, they let out a loud screeching hiss, and caused every single player that was staring at her to become petrified.

 Aegis, Quinn, Baffo, Herilon, Sapphire, Christoph, Travis, Ren, Miranda, and almost all others, immediately turned to stone. There were quite a few players from both guilds still un-petrified, who were not looking at the boss, but Jealousy rectified this by stepping forward into the room and making sure they’d all look at her.

 “Let me know when you are done.” Finley said as he looked down at his feet to avoid the effects.

 “They’re all stone.” Jealousy replied seductively as she ran her fingers over Trexon’s petrified form. She then retracted the tentacles on her head and let out a long hiss.

 “Perfect.” Finley looked up again. “Much better. Nice and quiet.” Finley smiled at all the petrified players. He then pulled out his greatsword from his back and walked into the room, approaching Baffo first and swinging his sword down on him. The statue shattered, and Baffo fell to the ground dead, being forced to log out for 24 hours. “I know that, while petrified, you’re still able to see and hear everything going on around you. Even your audience of, wow, 2 million…” Finley said with fake amazement. “You might think that you came close to fighting off this abyssal invasion, but I just want you to know that you never had a chance to begin with.” Finley turned his sword onto Sapphire and shattered her statue, killing her. “You have made it harder for us to sink future islands, though. I’ll give you that. Now everyone knows how it works.” He sighed.

 “But, as we speak, the rest of my party is marching towards the Royal Palace of Kordas, and in a few minutes we’ll know where the last island stone is. The invasion is beginning now, and once the first four stones are destroyed, I’ll send the juggernauts to Rene to kill Savika. No tricks like last time will work, I’ll make sure all the Royalty is dead.” Finley declared proudly, then stopped in front of Quinn’s statue.

 “Now.” He suddenly clapped his hands together. “I’d like you guys to stop stalling and wasting my time. Don’t hold back. Show me your last stand, monks and druids.” Finley waved his hands out to the sea of statues. 

 Sure enough, several blasts of white and green energy began erupting from players spread around the chamber. As they did, the petrified stone fell off of their bodies. Travis, Miranda, Kayriel, Ren, and two other druid players broke out of the petrification effects by utilizing class spells that allowed them to clear such debuffs. Aegis could do nothing but watch the scene unfold from his stony form.

 “If turning everyone to stone is all you got, you’re ‘bout to lose this battle, punk.” Travis cracked his knuckles as his body began to glow with yellow energy. 
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“Coming at you live from Kordas in Kalmoore, I’m Samathara of the S-News gaming network. We’ve recently received word that the invasion of Kalmoore is beginning, and we have confirmation that it is case. Our investigative reporters are claiming to have sighted the abysslings and the black mist swarming up the sides of the island as we speak.” Samathara stood atop the Skyport of Kordas, motioning to the surrounding city. Beside her stood several other streaming reporters.

 “So far, it seems relatively calm, but as you can see, the guards of Kordas are already getting ready for the upcoming battle, while many of the players are collecting their things in the storage hall in anticipation for the inevitable downfall of the island.” She continued, while motioning down to the streets below. Kordas guards were marching down the streets in rows of three, stepping in unison. They were being led by elite NPCs - the nearest visible one to Samathara was Jael, the Archmage of the Wizards tower. 



 “What are your thoughts on the invasion? Do you suppose Kalmoore has any chance?” An interviewer asked Makaroth from his broadcasting chair, with footage of Makaroth’s livestream on a screen floating behind him.

 “Unfortunately, it looks like Vagosh has already won the battle.” Makaroth replied, motioning to another screen across from the broadcaster, of Aegis’ livestream. “But, we’re thankful for the efforts of the people of Kalmoore. They’ve revealed how the invasions work, more or less. It means we can prepare our islands properly in the future.” Makaroth replied cordially.

 “And what about you, Feng?” The interviewer asked as he brought up Feng's livestream footage next to Makaroth's.

 “I feel the same way. It is sad to see another island fall, especially to such dishonorable tactics like those which were employed by this Finley character. But we will learn from Kalmoore’s mistakes, and properly vet any new members from now on, so that this does not happen to Lanusk.”

 “Yes, it’s tragic.” The reporter nodded along with their broadcasts as they floated side-by-side. “It’s especially tragic for Yumily, who we’ve been trying to get into contact with for her thoughts. Yumily, of course, was scheduled for a concert in Savringard, and will not be able to defend the island. And, with Aegis and the top guilds currently incapacitated, it’s unlikely anyone will be able to stand up to the invasion.”

 “Yeah, particularly now that they’ve revealed there is an Avatar involved.” Makaroth nodded.

 “Perhaps the monks and druids can put up a fight, and escape with some of the petrified members to cure them. I will not give up hope completely just yet.” Feng replied while motioning to the footage of Aegis’ broadcast, where Travis, Ren, Miranda, and the others prepared to battle with Finley.



 “Yo, who cares ‘bout some invasion.” Seraxus sighed as he stood at the entrance to a gladiator arena. He was eying his livestream's chatlog as it scrolled rapidly past him, his viewers begging for him to watch footage of Aegis’ stream. “Oh, shit, they’re PvPin?” He read up on some of the messages. “Whos PvPin’? What classes?” He asked his chat, while Hajax stood idly by, leaning up against the wall of the gladiator arena and adjusting his armor.

 “Monk and druids? Eh…” Seraxus seemed to be losing interest as he read the chat. “Oh, wait, Harbinger of Darkness? Yo I aint ever fought that class. Aite, aite, I’ll check it out, relax guys.” He reluctantly sighed to his audience as he began fidgeting with his interface to open up his livestream viewer. 



 “Zekor from VGN here, I’m on the ground in the city of Kordas, following up on Finley’s claims that his party would be going after the King. Behind me you can see the palace of Kordas where the King of Kordas presumably resides.” Zekor, the lizardfolk reporter, spoke as he stood in front of the Kordas palace gates. The walls were unmanned, with no signs of guards anywhere.

 “Ah, look, over there! It’s exactly as Finley described!” Zekor whispered excitedly while motioning down one of the nearby streets. The VGN interview broadcast had switched over to follow Zekor’s broadcast.

 Walking towards Zekor from across the way was Cheryl, Joltblade, Simon, and Quiver. They coolly strutted right up to the gates while Zekor took a few steps back, and Joltblade stopped to glare at him.

 “I hope you don’t mind, I’m just reporting. I promise I won’t get in the way.” Zekor mumbled to them timidly.

 “It’s fine, isn’t it? He’s just doing his job.” Quiver sighed unenthusiastically.

 “I’ve always wanted to be on TV.” Simon rolled his eyes as he spoke sarcastically, then turned and began walking away.

 “Hi mom!” Cheryl playfully waved towards Zekor.

 “Yo, where are you going?” Joltblade turned to Simon as he left.

 “You guys only paid me to take out the assassin guild. I’m done here. Besides, killing Elite NPCs is boring.” Simon replied without turning back to face them as he continued walking away, giving one final wave as he disappeared out of sight.

 “Whatever. That guy creeps me out anyway.” Quiver muttered back as he watched Simon disappear. “C’mon, let’s get this over with so I can finally take a break. This island was exhausting.” Quiver then motioned Joltblade towards the gate.

 “Yeah, yeah.” Joltblade grumbled as he pulled out his mithral swords and slashed at the gate. A single strike was all it took to blast it open, leaving a hole wide enough for them to step through. Cheryl, Joltblade, then Quiver, all walked through the gates into the palace garden, followed by a nervous Zekor stumbling over the broken pieces of the wooden gate that had scattered around the paved walkway through the garden.

 “Weird, all the Royal guards are gone…” Joltblade commented as they looked around, seeing no other players or NPCs nearby.

 “I saw them marching out to the outer walls to defend the city.” Cheryl shrugged.

 “Kinda bad to leave their King unprotected, isn’t it? I thought this was their trump card.” Joltblade asked.

 “It is, somethings up.” Quiver replied. “Be on guard.”

 “Be on guard? Really? C’mon, this is Kalmoore we’re talking about.” Joltblade chuckled.

 “Yeah, and you guys keep getting your asses kicked by them. Stop underestimating them, you’re making my job harder.” Quiver sighed. 



 Travis looked around the sea of statues that surrounded him, taking note of all the allies he had currently unpetrified. Five in total, it wasn’t much as he glanced between the Avatar of Jealousy and Finley. The Avatar was not paying attention to them at all, rather she was searching amongst the statues, looking at them as if they were interesting works of art and spending time stroking the ones that drew her interest.

 “I won’t need her help for this. Don’t disturb her and you might have a chance.” Finley grinned as he saw Travis eying the Avatar. “I’d be more worried about stopping me from breaking your precious allies.” He began swinging his greatsword down towards Quinn’s statue, but was interrupted by a loud hissing sound. Ren beastshifted into a gigantic snake and lunged at Finley with venomous fangs, toppling over several statues nearby with his slithering body. 

 Finley stopped his swing to lift his sword and block Ren’s attack with the flatside of his gigantic greatsword, then applied force into a swing to knock Ren away. Meanwhile, Travis and Miranda both dashed forward with their fists glowing and began punching and kicking out towards him, forcing him to jump back and avoid their strikes.

 “Entangle!” Kayliera shouted, causing vines to suddenly shoot up out of the ground and wrap themselves around Finley’s feet. This prevented him from jumping backwards anymore.

 “Aura of darkness. Abyssal step.” Finley quickly cast in succession. Similar to Aegis’ Aura of light spell, he released a dome of black mist that engulfed the entire chamber, making it difficult to see. Following that, his abyssal step spell caused his feet to give off black energy and disintegrate the roots that were grabbing them, allowing him to freely escape from the druidic crowd control effect of Kayliera.

 His movement speed from there increased drastically, and rather than simply dodge attacks from Travis and Miranda, he began striking back at them. The first strike was much faster than Travis was expecting, given the size of the sword, and as a result he took the hit head on, receiving massive damage. 

 Kayliera quickly jumped into action alongside the other druids in order to heal Travis’ damage, while Ren beast shifted into his giant crocodile form and opened his jaw, preparing to snap it onto Finley’s body to hold him in place. Finley saw it coming though and dashed away, eying Kayliera in the backline. Miranda dashed after him and attempted to grapple him to stop him from reaching Kayliera. She managed to grab his right forearm and stop his movement, yanking him back while Kayliera moved away to get more space between herself and Finley. 

 “Unfortunately, the difference between an advanced class and an intermediate is too great.” Finley looked at Miranda sympathetically. “Wings of Darkness.” He shouted, and suddenly two large black wings made out of mist grew out from his back, and he swung one of them down at Miranda. The wing pierced through her body dealing massive damage, causing her to wince and stumble away. As she released her grapple on his arm, he spun around with his greatsword and slashed out at her, the sword emitting black energy as it impacted, causing it to critically hit and kill Miranda before any of the druids could heal her. 

 “One streamer down, one more to go.” Finley smirked as he eyed Travis, Ren, Kayliera and the other druids glaring at him from different locations around the room. He then stopped to turn and look at the entrance to the boss room where he saw something else, causing the others to look as well.

 Snowflake stood with his head down, glaring across the chamber at Finley for a moment, before turning to scan the room of statues, as if looking for something.

 “Aw, look at the cute elite NPC, here to save his master.” Finley said in a babying voice.

 “Aegis is over there!” Ren shouted, pointing out Aegis’ statue to the gryphon.

 “Don’t think so.” Finley replied, dashing forward with incredible speed towards Snowflake who was too preoccupied with looking through the statues to see him coming. Luckily, Travis jumped into action with a superman punch, intercepting Finley mid-air and knocking him out of his dash, causing him to stumble to the ground. His fist had landed right on Finley’s jaw, so that as he slowly stood back up he was rubbing his jaw and glaring back at Travis.

 “Nice hit.” Finley replied while glaring at him.

 “Thanks.” Travis smirked back.

 “No, where are you going? Aegis is over there!” Ren called out to Snowflake as he watched Snowflake dash into the boss room beyond Aegis’ statue. It was difficult for Ren to make out what the gryphon was going, though, due to the increasingly thick black mist emanating from Finley's aura.

 “Hah. Can’t trust NPCs, even the elite ones. They’re just dumb AI.” Finley replied mockingly. 

 “I know a few players who are dumber.” Travis clenched his fists and began stomping forward towards him, while Finley straightened his back and shook his black wings, preparing to use them. 

 “Oh? Me too.” Finley stomped towards Travis. 

 “Ren, forget the gryphon, help Travis!” Kayliera called out to Ren who was anxiously trying to follow Snowflake’s movements. Ren hesitantly glanced between Travis, then back to Snowflake, then finally sighing and turning back to Finley, charging forward as he beast shifted into a gray wolf with sharp spikes growing out of his spine all the way down his tail. 

 Finley opened on Travis by slashing his sword down on him, then striking out with both wings. Travis sidestepped the sword strike, jumped back for the wing strikes, then lunged forward with both fists together and punched Finley in the chest to deal a large amount of damage, expecting it to push him back. Instead, though, the black mist that was on Finley's feet dug into the ground and held him in place to absorb the blow. Following this, he spread his wings wide and then began closing them in around Travis, trapping him in a shadowy embrace.

 “Downfall.” Finley spoke softly, releasing a blast of Dark energy that shot out from his wings inward at himself, dealing massive damage to Travis and killing him instantly. 

 Ren roared angrily in his wolven form, spinning himself into a spiked ball as he rolled forward, using the blades on his spine to turn himself into a saw blade. The attack was way too telegraphed, though, and Finley easily avoided it while dashing towards Kayliera.

 “Wall of nature!” Kayliera shouted in a panic, causing a thick barrier of roots and vines to shoot up out of the ground in front of her in an attempt to block Finley’s attack, but he simply stopped in front of the wall and cut it down with a single strike of his mithral greatsword, then stepped forward and slashed his wings out at Kayliera repeatedly, until she too was killed before the last two blades of Kalmoore druids could react.

 “Stop!” Ren shouted out desperately, shifting into his human form as he watched Finley stomping towards the remaining druids. “Please, why are you doing all this?”

 “It’s nothing personal…” Finley shrugged. “We just discovered this to be the most optimal method of making massive amounts of money in this game.” 

 “Is it really just for money? Destroying these islands?” Ren replied with wide eyes of disbelief. “We can give you money, our guild has a lot. You know, if you stop this, it’d be worth way more, right?” Ren continued, causing Finley to pause before reaching the last two terrified druids, as they held out their staves in front of themselves defensively.

 “Eh…” Finley put his hand on his chin for a moment, looking up at the ceiling as if considering this. “Nah…” He eventually concluded with, before continuing his forward movement.

 “But this island is important to us! My sister worked so hard to make it like this, everyone loves it here! We all love it here, we have so much fun playing together. Please, don’t destroy it!” Ren begged him, but got ignored. “Stop!” He shouted one last time, before Finley mercilessly cut down the druids despite their attempts to defend themselves.

 “Kid, you gotta understand something.” Finley turned to Ren, the last remaining unpetrified player standing amongst a sea of statues shrouded in mist. The Avatar of Jealousy was still off to the side inspecting various statues, touching their faces inappropriately. “It’s not that I don’t know how important these islands are to some people... How heavily you all get invested in this game world...” He motioned to the statues of players nearby as he began strutting forward towards Ren. “It’s that… well… I just don’t care.” He smirked. Following this, there was the sound of wings flapping, causing Ren and Finley to both look towards the entrance to the boss chamber and see Snowflake flying out of the room with a single statue in his talons. 

 Upon seeing this, both Finley and Ren turned to see that it wasn’t Aegis’ statue - Aegis was still standing beside Quinn in his petrified form.

 “Dumb gryphon. Who’d he just fly away with?” Finley asked rhetorically. “Jealousy, can you go hunt that bird down?” He asked her, but she ignored him, causing him to sigh in annoyance. “Bah, she never listens. Whatever.” Finley shook his head. Ren, on the other hand, landed his eyes on his petrified sister's face, seeing Quinn unable to do anything to defend the island she loved. Rage built up in Ren’s eyes as he turned to glare back at Finley.

 “Oh, scary.” Finley replied mockingly as he saw the anger on Ren’s face. Before Ren could do anything, though, the ground suddenly shook violently, causing bits of rock and dust to break off from the ceiling of the old temple’s boss chamber. It took a good few moments before the quaking subsided.

 “Ahhh… I feel the light fading. It is invigorating…” The Avatar of Jealousy groaned once the quaking stopped completely.

 “Looks like the first Island stone is already done.” Finley explained to Ren as he looked at her in confusion. “So, any final words you want to say, on behalf of the people of Kalmoore? You’ve still got an audience watching you.” Finley asked Ren while motioning to Aegis’ petrified livestream, now sitting at 3 million viewers.

 Rather than reply, Ren roared out in a rage as he transformed into an iron-skinned gorilla and charged forward at Finley, but Finley made a clean swing of his greatsword and easily cut through Ren’s large body, following it up with several wing strikes to finish him off. 

 “Guess not.” Finley shrugged. A moment later, he canceled his spells, causing his wings to disappear, his feet to stop glowing, and the black misty aura to dissipate. “Don’t worry guys. There’s plenty more islands out there to play on. You get to keep all the items in your storehouse, so really, it’s not that bad…” Finley began speaking while slashing down various statues spread about the room, shattering and killing members of both guilds en-masse without remorse.

 “Hell, you never know. Maybe someday, players will figure out how to push back the abyss, and you guys can come to the ground level of the gameworld and revisit this island. Hopefully it doesn’t break apart too badly when it crashes back down to the ground.” Finley continued speaking nonchalantly, until he had finished killing every last player except for Quinn and Aegis.

 “I will admit, hiding the last island stone is making this a bit tedious. But, it just wasn’t enough. Sorry.” Finley said before piercing his greatsword into Quinn’s petrified chest, killing her and forcing her to log out for 24 hours. “And then there's you, the Shattered Healer.” Finley began pacing in front of Aegis’ statue while Jealousy moved to stand behind him. “Pretty sure your class is supposed to counter mine, but you weren’t really ready for all this, huh?” He smiled.

 “You leveled fast and found mithral, all very impressive, but we were just too many steps ahead of you. Maybe if you’d started playing when the game launched, you would’ve stood a chance.” Finley shrugged. “Oh and, by the way…” As he lifted his greatsword up and prepared to strike it down onto Aegis. “I know about that ring Luryala gave you. I also know that you’ll be reviving in the Orm graveyard, it’s the nearest one to these ruins, we tested it already. So, if you’re thinking you’re going to pull something off using that ring of Rebirth, think again. There’s a nice welcome party waiting for you at the graveyard.” Finley declared triumphantly. Before he struck his sword down, though, another violent quaking occurred, signaling the destruction of a second island stone.

 “Gee gee. Better luck next time.” Finley said once the quaking stopped. Following his words, he swung his sword down onto Aegis, shattering the statue and killing him. Aegis was prompted to utilize the effects of the Ring of Rebirth, and given a short time window of 30 seconds to decide.

 Aegis took a deep breath and reached out to touch the button required to activate the ring. His vision went from black, to bright again as his body reformed within the Orm graveyard. Sure enough, just as Finley had said, there was someone waiting for him.

 “Yo.” Emerill smirked as he waved at Aegis from atop one of the nearby gravestones, spinning his mithral daggers around in his hands. “Gonna be my first time killing someone in the top 10 streamer list. Try to make it a bit interesting, okay?”

 Aegis fastened his mithral shield to his left arm, dug his feet into the dirt of the Orm graveyard, and glared at Emerill as he prepared to fight. 
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The air between Aegis and Emerill filled with tension as they glared at each other unmoving. The sounds of birds chirping, and various other animals mooing and clucking could be heard coming from the nearby farms of Orm. Players and NPCs were not present, though, instead only the faint ringing of an alarm bell warning the NPCs to hide in their homes due to the incoming invasion. The mist had not yet reached the Orm, however.

Emerill made the first move by ceasing his pointless dagger twirling to instead tightly grip the hilts, then lightly hopped off of the tombstone he stood on. The moment his feet touched the ground, he disappeared. Utilizing his insanely high movement speed, he maneuvered behind Aegis and went straight for the back of his neck with his mithral daggers.

Aegis had seen this a dozen times already now, and knew to duck and shift his body to the left. Emerill moved to attack Aegis again, positioning himself in the direction Aegis shifted his weight so that he’d lean into the attack unwillingly.

Again, Aegis remembered this style of movement from last time and had his shield ready to brace the strikes. The sound of light metal rang out as the mithral daggers impacted his mithral shield, sliding off the rounded front. Aegis then reached out with his right hand to try and grab Emerill, and prevent further movement.

Emerill dashed backwards to avoid Aegis’ grapple, but Aegis wised up to this by pre-emptively casting guard behind Emerill, preventing his backward movement as his spine bumped into the shield projection. This was enough to allow Aegis to extend his right hand out far enough to grab the collar of Emerill’s leather armor, holding it with a tight grip.

Without wasting a breath, Aegis continued his braced shield momentum to slam his shield forward into Emerill while simultaneously casting bless on himself.

“Tch, you learn a little too fast.” Emerill scowled as he struggled to break free from the grapple, but failed. “And your strength stat's a bit high, eh?” He looked flustered as Aegis pulled his shield back and thrusted it forward into him again, ignoring his words. “Fine, tough guy. Lets play it like this.” Emerill began retaliating against Aegis, slashing out at him with his daggers rapidly.

With Aegis’ new shield and enhanced armor, the attacks did significantly less damage than they had in the past.




	
You take 6,430 piercing damage
You take 953 shadow damage.

You take 6,430 piercing damage
You take 873 shadow damage.








“Healing wind.” Aegis spoke his first words since reviving, casting the spell on himself, then continuing his bashing of his shield into Emerill. “Heal.” He threw in as well. He could see in Emerill’s face that he was already looking somewhat frustrated and desperate.

“Typical cleric class player, you think you can just tank and outheal anything, huh? That eventually I’ll just die? Well, bad news Aegis, you’re not the only one who can heal here.” Emerill shouted angrily as tiny black mouths appeared on the blades of one of his daggers, exactly like the blade that Joltblade held.

Following the appearance of the mouths, Emerill struck the dagger into Aegis’ side again, this time causing them to steal health and drain mana from Aegis and give it to Emerill. The amount of health being drained was negating Aegis’ shield damage, and the mana drain was significant enough that Aegis had to worry about being hit by this dagger.

Maintaining his grip on Emerill, he continued bashing his shield into him and began shifting his body around to try and avoid the strikes from the mouthed dagger. He was able to dodge some, but all would be impossible given their proximity to one another and Emerill’s speed.

“Hahah. Like this, I’ll win the endurance game. Sure you still want to play it this way?” Emerill laughed mockingly. Aegis didn’t let up, he continued what he was doing for a few more strikes before digging his feet in.

“That should be enough damage. Varibhadra.” Aegis cast calmly, releasing a dome of light energy out from his shield, engulfing Emerill within it.

“Spell eater!” Emerill shouted quickly as a reaction to this, lifting his other dagger high into the air. A blue mouth appeared on this dagger, and opened wide with a loud sucking sound which absorbed the light of Aegis’ spell, negating it and causing it to deal no damage. Aegis looked unshaken by it, though.

“Not surprised? You must’ve done some research in PvP then. You must know, anything I can do to prepare for PvP, I’ve done it. I knew I’d be facing you. In fact, I specifically asked to be the one to face you. There’s no tricks or skills you can use that I won’t be expecting. You can’t win this fight.” Emerill replied confidently. Hearing this, Aegis let go of Emerill’s collar by throwing him away a few meters, causing him to stumble back before recomposing himself.

Emerill twirled his mouthed daggers around in his hands gleefully while Aegis briefly healed himself back to full, taking note that his mana was now at half. He glared back at Emerill for a moment while Emerill glanced up at Aegis’ gigantic viewership number and smiled.

“Sorry guys, I’m also a big fan, but I’m going to have to put an end to the stream.” Emerill waved awkwardly at them, but while he did, Aegis began glancing around until deciding on a direction, and running. “Aw, c’mon, don’t run away now…” Emerill sighed, but Aegis ignored him and continued sprinting in that direction.

Emerill pursued him a moment later, easily catching up with Aegis and taking some strikes out at him. Aegis blocked several, ducked others, but took an equal amount in damage from ones he wasn’t able to evade. He healed through the damage and kept running, until he spotted what he was looking for - the river on the east end of Orm.

Without hesitation, Aegis jumped into the waist deep river, positioning himself in the center of it while Emerill stopped on the shore.

“Oh, clever. The water will help you keep track of my movements, making it easier to block my attacks? But, honestly, that’s just delaying the inevitable.” Emerill shook his head disapprovingly before dashing into the water and striking out at Aegis from the back of his head again.

Aegis ducked to avoid the typical backstab attempt, but this time spun around and grabbed Emerill by the collar before he could maneuver away.

“That’s not why I went into the river.” Aegis said as he looked Emerill in the eyes with a demonic expression, one of pure rage and anger of which Emerill was not expecting. “Lifesteal through this.” Aegis shouted as he thrusted his body forward into Emerill’s to knock him off balance, forcing him under the water, where Aegis put his foot on his chest to hold him under, then created a guard projection above Emerill’s head as well.

Emerill reacted by slashing out at Aegis’ ankles, dealing full damage, but Aegis healed through the damage and continued to hold him down with all his strength.

“Did you prepare stamina elixirs? They’re hard to drink while you’re under the water, I bet.” Aegis grinned devilishly down at Emerill as panic overtook him.



“Yo, Shinji - tell your boy to be a bit more advertiser friendly. Drowning people aint something companies want to play ads over.” Tommy said to Shinji through a voice call within his office simulation as they watched the scene unfold. The temporary broadcaster, Megan, was completely dumbfounded by what she was watching and had aboslutely no words.

“Ehehe…” Shinji replied nervously.



“It’s gotta be getting low now, huh?” Aegis commented as he continued to heal through the damage that Emerill was doing to his ankle. Eventually, Aegis realized it was enough to just hold him down using repeated casts of the guard’s shield projection, and was able to lift his foot up intermittently to avoid the dagger strikes.

The longer it went on, the more frantic Emerill became, until finally he hit a breaking point, shouting an ability that was muffled by the water entering his lungs. Aegis couldn’t understand his words, but he recognized the movement as Emerill extended the fingers of his hands outwards.

Seeing it, Aegis leapt backward out of the river just in time to avoid 10 daggers shooting out from the tips of his fingers, impacting various chunks of earth surrounding the river with wires extending out from his hand towards the base of the dagger hilts.

Emerill then quickly leapt out of the water and pulled the earth from the ground using his daggers, and began rotating them around himself to deter Aegis from coming any closer. Aegis took the warning to heart and backed off while Emerill landed on the shore nearby, gasping for air and grabbing his knees as he let the rotating daggers keep him safe.

“You… You’re fucking psychotic. Seriously? Drowning me?” Emerill coughed violently between his words.

“Hah?” Aegis raised an eyebrow at him. “I’m psychotic?” Aegis suddenly shouted angrily while preparing his shield, as if he intended to jump straight into the wires and earth that began speeding up as they rotated around Emerill like a tornado, the wires adjusting which part of his body they were connected to as they moved.

“You come to our island. Threaten all of my friends, and all the work I put into the game thus far. And you make a joke out of it, all for your own selfish goals… If you think I’m going to do anything less than everything I can to shut you assholes down, you’re sorely mistaken. Go ahead, say that stupid line I’ve heard you and your buddies say already a hundred times. Tell me that you’re about to get serious. Because I’ve been serious this entire time.” Aegis gritted his teeth.

With this, Emerill had nothing to say for a moment as he finished catching his breath and stood upright once more.

“Heh. I really am a big fan.” Emerill glared back at Aegis as he crouched down, preparing to dash forward towards him. Before he could move, though, the ground around them suddenly shook violently, causing the birds in the nearby trees to fly out of the canopy and flutter away. Both Emerill and Aegis paused to watch them, waiting until the shaking subsided.

“That’s the third island stone, though. Soon, the black mist will converge on here, and all of the cities. Even if you beat me, it won’t matter.”

“We’ll see about that.” Aegis replied.



“That’s it, the third island stone is down!” Samathara announced to her viewership. She remained standing atop the Skyport tower in Kordas, but she as well as many other reporters were now facing towards the center of the upper platform, looking at a sage player as he maintained a scrying spell.

Through the magical scrying sphere, all of the nearby reporters were watching the destruction of the third island stone as chunks of it blasted off into pieces and scattered about a nearby forest. A Juggernaut stood triumphantly over the island stone, roaring in celebration as the black mist swallowed up the remaining light of the dimming stone, and swarms of abysslings began crawling all over it.

“There’s just one known island stone location left, and lucky our sage friend here has had the foresight to gather leaves from the trees surrounding it, so that we may witness its destruction. Of course, we don’t expect there to be any meaningful defenses left to protect the Island of Kalmoore, given what just transpired on Aegis’ stream.” Samathara explained.

“Heh.” Finley proudly strutted out of the ruined temple with the Avatar of Jealousy following closely behind him. As he looked out across the cracked paved path ahead of him, he saw at the end of it the group of four cloaked and petrified statues of Aegis’ party members.

“Any moment now, my party will report to us the location of the final stone, and we’ll head to destroy it and put an end to this." Finley explained to Jealousy, but she seemed more interested in the ruined elven statue nearby than listening to Finley. "I bet you guys are all enjoying the show of Aegis’ last moments of struggle…” Finley spoke to the statues as he walked towards them proudly, holding up in his peripheral vision a livestream viewer of Samathara’s broadcast. But as he closed in on the statues, he spotted something a bit off on one of them that he hadn’t noticed before and suspiciously walked closer to it.

On the statue he believed to be Pyri, he noticed two odd bulges in the top of her cloak that worried him, and he hastily moved forward to inspect it.



Just as Emerill and Aegis were preparing to re-engage with one another, they were interrupted again by the sound of a loud squawking. They both glanced up and saw Snowflake soaring high in the sky above them.

“Finally.” Aegis said with a sigh of relief, followed by a quick forward dash into Emerill’s wires and spinning daggers.

“Hah, you’re mad. You think your gryphon is going to out damage me? Anything short of a mithral armored player will get shredded to pieces in this effect.” Emerill shouted proudly as he made no attempts to dodge Aegis. Aegis easily reached out and grabbed the collar of Emerill’s armor again, but Emerill simply smirked back and watched as the wires sped up, rotating faster around him. Each time the wires passed through Aegis, he took damage, and they were hitting him repeatedly.

Aegis was forced to begin rapidly healing himself to withstand the damage from the constantly cutting wires, but he did so while making sure to prevent Emerill from moving away.

“Nah. Not the gryphon.” Aegis replied as he looked up between a heal cast. “Drop him, Snowflake!” Aegis shouted, and immediately following his words, they both watched as the statue of a player that was in Snowflakes’ talons was released, falling straight down towards them.

The statue crashed into the ground right beside Aegis and Emerill and shattered into hundreds of pieces - only, the player underneath the stone statue didn’t die and break apart. The player remained intact, and stood upright, wielding his greatsword. Aegis watched with a grin, and Emerill watched in horror as Herilon glared at him with his undying will buff up, his skin glowing red.

“You mind killing this guy for me real quick? I got some other things I need to do.” Aegis smirked.

“Yeah, no problem.” Herilon replied as he lifted his giant blade up, glowing with blue energy. Despite the wires of Emerill’s attack repeatedly cutting at Herilon, he was unable to die thanks to his undying will buff lasting for another minute. He easily stood within the wires and slashed his blade down on Emerill, dealing massive damage. One hit wasn’t enough, but Herilon wasn’t shy about swinging again, and again. Repeated strikes from the empowered berserker quickly worked its way through Emerill’s health bar as he desperately struggled to break free of Aegis’ grapple, until eventually, he died and was forced to log out, His body disintigrated right in front of them.

“One down, four to go.” Aegis sighed with relief, looking at his mana supply to see it had nearly hit empty from healing through the wire damage.



Just as Finley was moving forward to inspect the statue of Pyri more closely, he saw in his party interface that Emerill hit 0 health and died, and let out a disappointing groan.

“That idiot can’t do anything right.” Finley complained into his party interface.

“Unbelievable! How is this even possible?!” Samathara’s shouting voice got his attention back onto his livestream viewer. As her broadcast looked into the scrying orb of the 4th island stone, she as well as all of her viewers witnessed a group of high level players fighting off the juggernaut and defending the stone, and after a few moments, the juggernaut roared out in pain, collapsing to the ground, dead.

“Who the fuck is still alive to defend island stones on this shitty island?” Finley looked on into the broadcast with wide-eyes of disbelief, as Samathara’s footage zoomed in on the defending players.

Standing between the dying juggernaut, and the 4th island stone, stood Pyri, Erikson, Josephine, Garrick, and Yuki. Along with them stood all other white flame members, who were once again sporting their tabard of the White Flames guild, and all of the members of the Black Lion guild who had fought at the Red River and had been defeated.

Seeing this, he looked back at the four statues in front of him with anger in his eyes.

“Uh, boss, we got a problem.” Joltblade messaged him through the party interface.

“What now?” Finley roared back in annoyance.



Joltblade, Cheryl, and Quiver had all entered the throne room within the Kordas palace. A long, extended chamber with a carpet running from the doorway up to a large stone throne on the far side, two statues carved into the walls behind it depicting armored Kordas knights. They had been expecting to find the King waiting for them within the throne room, under heavy guard from royal knights.

Instead, what they found was a group of three players glaring back at them. Zekor excitedly shuffled into the room behind them, with his livestream broadcast on to cover the event, and was first to call it out.

“Holy shit! It’s Aegis’ party?! They’re still alive? How?!” Zekor yelled in disbelief as he looked upon Lina, Darkshot and Rakkan all standing across the throne room from Cheryl, Joltblade and Quiver.

“Sorry, pals. But the princess is in another castle.” Darkshot smirked at them as he readied his longbow by nocking an arrow.

“Got a message from Aegis, for you guys.” Rakkan said as he created his echoes and armed them, while Lina drew out her daggers. “He says to tell Finley, step 11, bitch.”



Finley, who had switched to watching Zekor’s broadcast, watched this unfold, then turned his greatsword onto the four statues in front of him, cutting them down and killing the players within the statues.




	You have slain Amlie
You have slain Ruffily
You have slain Chax
You have slain Hae-won






“Hah… hahah…” Finley looked on as the stony bodies disintegrated. “This fucking kid… oh boy…” Finley began spinning around, looking at the Avatar of Jealousy as she stood idly by, staring at the bodies as they vanished from the gameworld. He quickly opened up his party interface once more.

“This island just got a whole lot more fun. Show them why I picked you three to join my party. Kill those idiots.” Finley ordered them.
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One hour earlier…



 Sherry stood on the portal altar of Kordas, with a portal to Rene closing behind her. As she looked back through it, she caught one final glimpse of Yorgi waving her off. Once the portal had closed, she looked around at the quiet, peaceful city nearby for a moment before opening up her guild communications interface.

 There, quite a few members were discussing a message Yorgi had sent.

 


[Yorgi]: Hae-won claims that Aegis has a plan, but he needs you to trust him exactly, Quinn

[Quinn]: What exactly does he want? I'm still a bit busy with this raid boss.

[Yorgi]: He wants you to hand over guild leadership to Sherry.

[Trexon]: What?

[Sapphire]: Is he an idiot? Why?

[Baffo]: After what just happened with Cheryl, I don’t know if it’s a good idea to start trusting someone else with leadership.

[Yorgi]: He didn’t explain why, but he says it’s the only way



 Following this message, there was a long silence, until suddenly a guild wide announcement went out.




	The Guild leader has transferred leadership to the player [Sherry]. This player will now be acting on behalf of the King of Kordas.






 


 [Trexon]: Seriously?

 [Quinn]: Good luck, Sherry.

 [Sherry]: I will do my best.



 After Sherry wrote the message, she closed out of the guild interface and took a deep breath. From there, she walked with determination in the direction of the Kordas Barracks.

 She was surprised to see the guards immediately recognize her permission. She faced no resistance what so-ever while entering the barracks, then descending to the basement level into the heavily guarded Kordas Prison. 

 Once inside, she navigated beyond the cells that held NPCs, until arriving at the cells intended for players. A large number of the cells were marked as occupied, but most were empty due to the imprisoned player logging out while serving their sentence. Sherry continued to walk through the dark, torch lit stony hallways lined with iron-barred prison cells until she reached nearly the end and saw one player logged in.

 Garrick was in the back of his cell, still sporting the Black Lion guild tabard and doing physical exercise to take advantage of the training experience bonuses he had while imprisoned. It was clear he was in the middle of watching a livestream viewer in his peripheral vision as Sherry approached, but once he heard her footsteps he got up from his exercise and fidgeted his fingers around in front of his face to close out of the livestream viewer.

 “What’s a Night Hunter doing here?” Garrick asked Sherry curiously as he eyed her satyr horns and hooves curiously.

 “I’m here to make a deal.” Sherry replied while crossing her arms.

 “A deal? Not interested. If Quinn wants to make any sort of deal with me, she can come down here and talk to me herself.” Garrick crossed his arms defiantly. 

 “I’m acting as guild leader for the Night Hunters right now, and I speak on behalf of the King. Meaning, I have the power to pardon your prison sentences.” Sherry declared, piquing Garrick’s interest.

 “Hm.” He began pacing in his cell. “What sort of deal?”

 “I’ll pardon you and your guild members if you sign a contract stating you will not attack or rob any players or NPCs of this island. And, you will fight to defend the island against the abyssal invasion.” Sherry replied.

 “Hah.” Garrick tilted his head back and grinned. “The invasion is coming, isn’t it?” He asked, and Sherry nodded. “You guys must be pretty desperate, coming to us after what we did. But, why would we help you under those conditions? Our sentence will be served in a few weeks, and we’ll be out without that contract.” Garrick replied. 

 “Because what happened to you, also happened to us.” Sherry answered, causing Garrick to look back down into her eyes with a serious expression. “You got infiltrated by one of their players, and they manipulated you from the inside, turned you against your allies and used you.”

 “Nah, that’s not what happened.” Garrick waved this off.

 “Oh really? Where’s the Crown of the Arallian king? Who coerced you to log back in once you had it secured? Where’s all your plunder and treasures from the fall of Arallia?” Sherry asked as she stepped forward, closer to the bars. “Joltblade was wearing the necklace he stole. They are probably loaded with gold from the island falling. How much of that did they share with your guild?” Sherry asked. 

 Following her words, there was a long silence as Garrick shamefully looked down at his feet.

 “I’m not here to insult you. Cheryl did the same thing to us. They pretend to be your friend and act like a part of your guild, but in reality they’re just trying to divide your members and control you. It sucks. So what I’m offering you, with this contract…” Sherry pulled a contract out from her inventory, written using her merchant class skills. “Is a chance to get revenge, and a chance at redemption. You were manipulated, yeah - but that doesn’t mean you guys have to stay the bad guys forever.” Sherry finished her negotiations and took a deep, anxious breath of air as she waited for Garrick to respond. 




Now…




 “That guy, didn’t he just say he was prepared for everything you might do?” Herilon looked mockingly at the disintegrating body of Emerill, eying a pair of high level leather boots that had dropped.

 “Guess he forgot to account for my tactical berserker airstrike strategy.” Aegis smirked back at Herilon, causing him to chuckle. Aegis walked over to pick up the boots and add them to his inventory while Snowflake landed on the ground nearby and excitedly rushed over.

 “I heard a bit of your plan from Yorgi, but, how’d you know it’d play out like this?” Herilon asked him curiously.

 “I didn’t, to be honest.” Aegis shrugged. “I only knew that your and the Blades guilds were both stuck in a trap, and it was most likely already too late to save you guys. So, I tried to think of a way to take advantage of how bad our situation was.” Aegis replied as he climbed onto Snowflake’s saddle, and Snowflake let out an excited squawk.

 “How exactly?” Herilon raised his eyebrow.

 “I joined in. I jumped into the trap alongside you, and made it look like my party did as well. That way, whoever was behind this was likely going to feel confident that they’d won the battle. It was a bit of a gamble, but, given how all of those guys have been acting so far - between Emerill, Cheryl, and Joltblade, I figured they’ve been dying to monologue about how clever they were. They destroyed two islands and haven’t been able to brag about it yet, like an unscratched itch. 

 If I showed up with a viewership of several million, and they were certain they’d won, there was a good chance that Vagosh or whoever showed up would feel safe to brag about their plan.” Aegis shrugged. “Yorgi and Pyri were on standby with everyone else, ready to portal everyone where they needed to go once they heard Vagosh speak. I’m not exactly sure where they all ended up, but I trust my allies to be exactly where they need to be.” Aegis replied confidently. 

 “And, what about me?” Herilon asked while motioning to Snowflake.

 “Snowflake’s smart. He was instructed to, if he could find an opportunity, pull you out of the battle. I told him to try and save the big guy with the giant sword.” Aegis smiled, causing Herilon to chuckle. “The mass petrification, though… I wasn’t expecting that. I was hoping to get you out of there alive, and have you flown here to this graveyard to help me out just in case Vagosh knew I’d resurrect from my ring of rebirth. Unfortunately, I don’t have more than enough oil to unpetrify one person, and I think I’m going to need it.” Aegis explained with a look of sympathy.

 “Eh, it’s fine. I’m glad I could at least do something to help.” Herilon sighed as he looked up at the sky nearby longingly, then glancing towards his undying will buff counting down the last few seconds. “Just Sherry and Yorgi left, now. It sucks…” Herilon clenched his fists in frustration. 

 “Sherry and Yorgi both know what they are doing. I’ve got to get going, though. They’ll be on the move to try and destroy that 4th island stone.” Aegis explained, and Herilon nodded back.

 “Yeah…” He said as Aegis grabbed Snowflake’s reins and prepared to take off into the air. “Hey, Aegis.” Herilon spoke in a serious tone, causing Aegis to give pause and look back at him. “This island… It means a lot to us. Not just Quinn. Please don’t let it fall.” Herilon said in the softest voice Aegis had ever heard from him.

 Aegis wasn’t given a chance to respond, as the timer on Herilon’s undying will wore off, and his body dissipated from the game world. He was forced to log out for 24 hours, leaving Aegis alone with Snowflake. He remained in silence staring at the spot Herilon had been standing for a moment, before nudging Snowflake to take off.

 Without hesitation, the great majestic gryphon wings spread wide, and he launched into the air, soaring high above the quiet village of Orm. With the wind blowing in his face, he looked ahead through the clear skies with determination.

 “Alright. Sherry, you ready?” Aegis shouted loudly, directing his word to his livestream. He checked his friends list interface to see that she’d responded with a ‘Yes’ message, then quickly closed it out and took a deep breath.

 “Listen up, players of Kalmoore. I know a lot of you are watching me right now.” Aegis said as he eyed his viewership climbing above 3 million. “You’re probably thinking our island is done for, but that's far from the truth. As long as I’m still alive, this island won’t go down. But, I’m going to need your help. So don’t log out and save your belongings, and don’t even think about pillaging and raiding NPC shops. Instead, I want you to get your asses to the walls of Kordas, and prepare for its defense against the abyssal invasion.

 Now, you might be thinking, why would I do that? Why risk dying and losing all of your stuff? And the answer to that is, in 5 minutes from now, Sherry, the acting guild leader for the Night Hunters, will send out an island wide quest that will reward anyone 1 gold for each abyssling or reaper slain. This quest will keep track of how many of them you kill. One gold may not seem like much, but they’re only level 30, and anyone can participate. And as an added bonus…” Aegis grinned to himself mischievously,

 “The top 10 players with the most abyssling and reaper kills will get a Mithral weapon of their choice, crafted and enchanted personally by me.” Aegis declared, and his viewership suddenly began to spike upwards rapidly. “So, I don’t care how you do it, what NPCs you hire as mercenaries, what pets you use, what traps you create, what poison elixirs you concoct. Class does not matter. Log your asses back in, and defend Kordas from this invasion. Kalmoore does not fall today.” Aegis shouted triumphantly.



“It’s incredible, nothing like what we saw back in Arallia!” Samathara shouted out excitedly as she looked down upon the city of Kordas from the top of the Skyport Tower. Moments ago, the streets below were devoid of any players and NPCs. The guards had already moved to their positions on the walls, while the other NPCs retreated to their homes, and most of the players had already logged out after having put their items into storage.

Now, however, Samathara watched as hundreds, then thousands of players began to log back into the game world, quickly filling the streets back up. The players were varying in level drastically, as were their classes. She watched as a farmer class player began equipping horned armor to his horses, and working with a blacksmith class player to add weaponry to one of his plows and prepare it for battle. 

A guild of architect players had logged back in and were transporting large loads of lumber towards the southern gates, and within a few seconds had begun the construction of several catapults aimed towards the outside of the city. 

“With only one known player being able to craft mithral weapons, the value of such items are insurmountably high. I can imagine that every single player in Kalmoore is eager try to get their hands on one of them.” Samathara spoke excitedly. “Hell, I’m pretty tempted to hop down from this tower and join them on the walls. I’m pretty strong myself.” She smirked while flexing her muscles. 



“Pyri, you’re up.” Aegis said into his party interface, containing Pyri, Lina, Darkshot, and Rakkan. “Finley said he’s sending the rest of the Juggernauts to Rene. Is the 4th Juggernaut dead?” Aegis asked her while soaring through the sky on Snowflake’s back.

“Yep.” Pyri replied jovially.

“Okay. Get the White Flames back to Rene. Leave the Black Lions to defend the 4th stone. Then, open the last portals in Kordas, return to Rene and help the White Flames kill the other four juggernauts.” Aegis instructed her.

“Yes, boss.” Pyri replied jokingly.

“You’re going to be okay defending Rene from four juggernauts?”

“Pft. C’mon. That’s not a serious question, is it? I’ve got Yuki and the White flames with me.” Pyri laughed. 



 “You’re just leaving us here?” Garrick asked as he watched Pyri open a portal to Rene behind them. Garrick and the entire Black Lion guild were engaging with swarms of abysslings as the black mist encroached on the 4th island stone, sitting in the middle of a dense forest surrounded by pine trees. The trees at their bases were hard to see due to the mist, and their tops were crawling with abysslings - the skies above as well were swarming with reapers.

 “The big boss is dead. You guys will be eligible to get Aegis’ mithral weapons too, y’know.” Pyri smirked as she motioned towards the swarms. “Top 10 kills gets the weapons.” She gave an encouraging thumbs up. 

 “We already killed the big one. Just hold back the babies.” Erikson replied in a condescending tone.

 “Yeah, but what if the Avatar shows up?” Garrick asked as he watched Yuki and Josephine step through the portal. 

 “It’ll be a good opportunity for your guild to repent.” Josephine replied coldly through the other side of the portal, her voice trailing off. 

 “Just delay as much as possible. Fight hard.” Pyri gave them a thumbs up.

 “You can do it!” Yuki cheered encouragingly at them. Following this, the last of the White Flames went through Pyri’s portal and arrived back in Rene, closing the portal behind them to the 4th island stone. 

 Once in Rene, Pyri glanced around and spotted Farlion and Celestian both waiting for her arrival.

 “Farlion, secure the walls with the guards of Rene, and get Clara and the other priests down here. It’s about to get really noisy in this tiny little town.” Pyri instructed the two elite NPCs. They both nodded back eagerly, rushing off to carry out her instructions. “You guys fortify as best you can. Ideally, the juggernauts will stagger their arrival as they’re coming here from different locations on the island. If we can take them out one at a time, it should be easy.” Pyri turned to the others.

 “Got it.” Erikson nodded before looking towards a ranger member of his guild. “Eyes in the sky, call out the first Juggernaut you see approaching.” Erikson instructed him, and the Ranger nodded back while simultaneously sending a hawk from his shoulder high into the sky to scout the lands surrounding Rene. Following this, Pyri began opening another portal.

 “Where are you going?” Yuki asked her curiously.

 “Me? I’m carrying out the best part of the plan. I’ll be back in a minute.” She smiled back.



 “What is this? What is happening over there?” Samathara’s jaw dropped, as did all of the other broadcasters who stood around her atop the Skyport tower. Their eyes had all landed on the Portal Altar of Kordas, where rows upon rows of soldiers wearing dark orange armor began pouring out. The soldiers had dark skin, and white hair, armed with spears and longbows. 

 The very front of their marching order was led by a single, heavily armored female Dark Elf named Viella, wielding a pair of daggers. The dark elves marched into the city in rows of two, and their numbers seemed endless. They continued to march forward in unison out of the portal, filling the streets of Kordas as they made their way towards the city's walls. 

 “The Dark Elves from the City of the White Tree, that Aegis had saved just a few weeks earlier! They’re coming to help defend the city! This is incredible!” Samathara cheered excitedly.



 “Ooooh. It’s helms deep! It’s helms deep! I knew it! Aegis is telling my story!” Shinji cheered like a giddy school girl.

 “Wasn’t helms deep with high elves? Not Dark elves?” Tommy replied through his voice call with Shinji.

 “Shut up, you won’t take this from me.” Shinji growled back at him.

 “Sorry about that, ladies and gentlemen. I’m feeling much better now!” Hae-won cheered excitedly to Aegis’ audience as she re-appeared in front of his broadcast alongside Megan. “I hope you guys were all nice to my friend here.” Hae-won motioned to a relieved Megan. “I’ll take it from here.” Hae-won grinned.

 “Okay.” Megan bowed timidly before logging out of the broadcast simulation.

 “So, who’s ready to see Aegis kick an invasion's ass?” Hae-won shouted to his audience of 3 million views, watching the chat log zoom by with cheers of ‘hell yeah’ and ‘lets do this’. 



 A portal in Rene opened, with a backdrop of glowing blue mushrooms. Pyri stepped through, followed by Ulaipu, and a small battalion of heavily armored Plashrim. 

 “Here’s our reinforcements.” Pyri cheered as Yuki stood waiting for her at the portal altar. Erikson, Josephine and the others had already moved to man the walls.

 “Tell us where you’d like us. We owe a great debt that we are eager to repay.” Ulaipu said to Pyri.

 “Hm… you know your guards the best. Find any weaknesses in our walls' defenses and shore it up. Leave the big Juggernauts to us, focus on the abysslings and reapers when they show up, I guess.” Pyri shrugged. 

 “Yes, ma’am.” Ulaipu saluted her before he began giving instructions to his 50 or so Plashrim soldiers. After a few moments, they fanned out throughout the city towards the walls.

 “And now, we wait.” Pyri said to Yuki, and she nodded back at her. 



 Finley stood in the courtyard of the ruined temple, glaring angrily at Aegis’ livestream, then Samathara’s in his livestream viewer, before frustratedly closing them out and turning towards the Avatar of Jealousy.

 “The forces of light are mocking you. They think you will be easily defeated.” Finley said to her.

 “Allow me to consume their flesh. Feed me their darkest desires. I will destroy them all, and devour the light of this land.” Jealousy hissed back at him. 

 “That’s the spirit. Come, the 4th island stone is this way.” Finley replied as he cast his wings of Darkness spell with a wag of his fingers, causing the black misty wings to form on his back. Once they’d appeared, he leapt into the air and began flapping them. Jealousy did the same with her wings, and together the two began soaring off away from the temple, towards the northern end of the island.



 “It’s getting really noisy outside.” Cheryl commented as she remained standing off with Darkshot, Lina and Rakkan. Beside her stood Joltblade and Quiver, and behind her an eager Zekor, whispering commentary to his livestream broadcasting.

 “Man, I really just want to log out and relax for a bit. Can you guys not make this so complicated?” Quiver groaned. “We just need to have a quick chat with the King.” 

 “I knew you shot me on purpose.” Darkshot answered him with a nasty look.

 “Nah, I swear, total accident. I really am just a bit clumsy.” Quiver replied, followed by a yawn.

 “You really want to do this dance again, Rune Knight? This time, I’m the one with the healer. You guys don’t stand a chance in a three vs three fight.” Joltblade said while eying Rakkan and his echoes.

 “Yeah. True. As it is, we would lose a three on three.” Rakkan nodded back in agreement, before briefly glancing towards Lina, and she gave a knowing nod back at him.

 “They’re planning something.” Quiver commented as he watched this exchange. Following his words, he pulled out his longbow while Joltblade pulled out his Mithral swords, and Cheryl pulled out her shield and scepter.

 “Yorgi, now!” Lina shouted suddenly, followed by a fast forward dashing moment. Her words caught them off guard, as did the blue glowing light that appeared behind them. Cheryl, Joltblade and Quiver glanced backwards to see Yorgi, his invisibility spell fading. He was finishing the cast of a portal spell directly behind Cheryl.

 The moment that Cheryl and the others saw it, Lina had already reached her and body checked Cheryl in an attempt to push her through the portal.

 She was quick enough to turn around and brace the attack, preventing her from stumbling backwards, though.

 “Oh, so now you can block hits without falling backwards?” Darkshot commented mockingly as she saw it.

 “That’s your plan?” Joltblade asked mockingly as he drew out his lightning shurikens and sent them at Yorgi. Before any could connect, though, Rakkan sent his Rune knights forward to intercept the shurikens and knock them away from Yorgi using his new mithral weapons. Simultaneously, Quiver fired several arrows at Yorgi which were all carefully shot down by obsidian tipped arrows fired by Darkshot.

 Rakkan and Darkshot succeeded in protecting Yorgi, so that he was able to maintain it. Meanwhile, Lina shadowstepped behind Cheryl, grabbed her by the collar of her armor, and angrily jerked her forward through the portal against her will, the two stumbling through the blue gateway together.

 The moment they had, Yorgi closed the portal behind them.

 “Good, go, get out of here.” Rakkan shouted to Yorgi who nodded back, fearfully eying a lightning shuriken soaring through the throne room towards him which was just barely intercepted by one of Rakkan’s echoes. 



 “Great.” Cheryl sighed as she and Lina rolled off the top of an unfamiliar portal altar, landing on a paved stone floor in a dimly lit chamber. The walls were high, with a few windows allowing sunlight in, but for the most part it was very dark. “Where the hell are we?” Cheryl groaned as she stood upright and dusted herself off, Lina doing the same a few meters away.

 “In one of the Blades of Kalmoore fortresses, far away from Kordas. Here, you won’t be able to heal your companions.” Lina answered her.

 “You sure you want to be the one to fight me one on one?” Cheryl raised her eyebrows at Lina. “I’m a cleric, you know.” A smile slowly began growing on her face. 

 “Oh I know.” Lina lowered her head and began glaring at Cheryl, her eyes filling with rage. “I want to be the one to kill you.” 
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“I’m guessing you picked this place because of how dark it is?” Cheryl asked as she tilted her head up and briefly panned around to take in their surroundings.

 “I let Yorgi pick the place. I’ve never been here before.” Lina shrugged.

 “Figures. Typical passive, obedient Lina…” Cheryl replied mockingly as she tilted her head back down to face her. “I was being serious when I said he’d get bored of you.”

 “No, you were doing all that just to divide us. Taunting me, flirting with Aegis. I’m not listening to you anymore.” Lina replied.

 “Oh, no, not just for those reasons. Aegis is kinda cute… I think he’d get along better with a girl like me.” Cheryl winked. Lina flicked her hands forward, forming shadow daggers out of the corners of the room that began to bombard Cheryl with damage. She took a few hits from them before waving her scepter and creating a blast of sunlight out of her shield. The spell she had cast was identical to that of Sapphire’s when she tried to arrest Lina, but Cheryl spoke no words while casting it.

 The engulfing sunlight expanded out from Cheryl, brightening the room and causing the shadow daggers to dissipate. Following this, Cheryl cast a heal on herself to recover the damage dealt by Lina. 

 “Honestly, this is really the worst matchup possible for you. I’d say my taunting worked pretty well. It got you stuck in this losing scenario.” Cheryl grinned. “And if you think your friends are going to beat mine, you’re way off the mark. Even if the Rune knight somehow overpowers Joltblade, once Quiver stops being lazy, no one will beat him.”

 “He’s just a ranger. Darkshot won’t lose to him.” Lina sneered back.

 “Yeah, just a ranger… but he found a way to make that class extremely overpowered.” Cheryl replied.



 Quiver glanced between Rakkan and Joltblade, watching as the pair glared at each other with all of their weapons at the ready.

 “Taking away our cleric won’t save you. This time you don’t have big boy Aegis to heal you back up.” Joltblade taunted Rakkan.

 “You’re the one who’s gonna be missing your healer.” Rakkan snapped back. Following these words, Quiver let out a loud yawn and stretched his arms up over his head. 

 “Whatever, you boys swing your egos around, I’m going to go figure out where they hid the King.” Quiver said as he turned to walk out of the room.

 “I’ll take care of that guy.” Darkshot told Rakkan as they watched Quiver walking back out of the throne room, firing several arrows at him. With extreme ease, and without looking at Darkshot, Quiver began sidestepping and dodging all of his arrows.

 “Heh?” Darkshot said in confusion. He fired three more shots before Quiver disappeared around the corner of the doorway, out of his view. All three shots missed, due to Quiver avoiding them still without looking back at Darkshot. It was during this time that Darkshot noticed Quiver’s hawk on his shoulder, still level 50, staring back at him.

 “He’s looking through his hawk.” Darkshot concluded. “You got this?” He turned to Rakkan as he eyed Joltblade smirking at him.

 “Yeah, I got this.” Rakkan nodded back. Following these words, Darkshot ran after Quiver.

 “Don’t think so.” Joltblade began spinning his shurikens around the throne room as sparks of lighting exploded off of them, then sent them shooting across the room towards Darkshot. Rakkan maneuvered his echoes around Darkshot to deflect and knock down the shurikens, preventing any from hitting Darkshot as he left the room, Darkwing giving one final coo from his shoulder towards Rakkan as if to say thanks.

 Once Darkshot was out in the corridor, he saw Quiver walking down the hallway away from him, still ignoring him completely. Darkshot fired several more shots, but Quiver continued to easily avoid the shots.

 “Alright, that’s getting annoying.” Darkshot grumbled in frustration as he pursued the uninterested Ranger. 

 Joltblade looked on as Darkshot disappeared out of his line of sight in pursuit of Quiver, then glanced back towards Zekor, and finally Rakkan. Zekor had tucked himself as far back into the corner of the throne room as possible, to avoid getting hit by the shurikens spinning around the room. 

 “You really wanna do this, Renault?” Joltblade asked him with a devilish grin.



 “Yo, did he just say Renault? Why’s he calling that guy Renault?” Seraxus asked Hajax as the two sat beside one another in the empty gladiator arena, up on a bench up in the stands with their livestream viewers open.

 “Didn’t Zuon say his sister rerolled with Renault on Kalmoore?”

 “No shot, that's OUR Renault? Hah. He’s about to get clapped by a battlemaster AGAIN.” Seraxus laughed mockingly as his audience joined in with the laughter, the chat filled with ‘lmao’ and ‘lol’. 



 “I believe in my party members. And I believe in myself. I won’t listen to your taunting anymore.” Lina replied to Cheryl, spinning her daggers around in her hands.

 “Fair enough. Let’s see what you got, obedient lil' shadow dancer.” Cheryl said while preparing her mithral shield. Lina then suddenly took off her cloak and held it in her left hand, dashing forward towards Cheryl.

 Lina feinted a frontal assault with her daggers, halting a meter away to instead throw her cloak out at Cheryl towards her shield, attempting to cover up the light emitting from it. Instead, though, the cloak she threw passed through the shield and fell to the ground - Cheryl had activated her illusionary body and was standing elsewhere - what Lina had thrown the cloak at was her fake form. Cheryl then lunged forward with her real body and swung her scepter down at Lina, forcing her to jump backwards and avoid the attack as Lina barely made out the scepter due to the trail of black mist it left behind as it traveled through the air.

 “You can’t use shadows, and you can’t see my real body. And any damage you do manage to deal, I’ll heal through. So many obstacles you need to overcome, and yet all I have to do is grapple you once, and I win.” Cheryl said as she watched Lina jump backwards. “Not to mention, this isn’t a one on one.” She added with a thrust of her scepter arm. Out of it, a black ball of mist fired out and formed into a gigantic ferrawolf. “Aegis killed the babies, but momma’s still here.” 

 A gigantic, [Mother(Elite) - Level 150] Ferrawolf formed out of the mist, slightly larger than the size of a horse. Once it had finished forming off to the side of the room, it let out a ferocious roar and turned its glowing red eyes onto Lina. 

 “Rune:Echo.” Lina responded upon seeing it. Three more versions of Lina appeared beside her suddenly, spinning her daggers around in their hands just as Lina did.

 “Oh, clever use of shadow steal… I doubt you’ve had much practice controlling them thou-” Lina stopped waiting for Cheryl to talk, and spread her three echoes out around the wolf. Three began slashing out rapidly at the Ferrawolf while the original Lina charged at Cheryl.

 “Smoke bomb.” Lina shot it out at Cheryl, attempting to blind her from seeing what was happening to the wolf, but Cheryl waved her sunlight shield out at the smoke and caused it to dissipate quickly. The three echoes of Lina engaged the wolf as it repeatedly tried to snap its razorsharp fangs out at them, but Lina was carefully controlling them to avoid taking damage. 

 Cheryl was right, Lina’s control of the echoes were nothing like Rakkans and she was barely able to keep them out of harms way, let alone land attacks on the wolf. But they were serving their purpose to distract the wolf, as Lina hard engaged onto Cheryl, going into her melee range with her daggers.

 “Eye of the void!” Lina tapped her necklace once she’d gotten close enough to Cheryl, causing the pendant hanging off of her necklace to open up and reveal the eye of the beholder within. The moment it opened, Cheryl’s illusionary form disappeared from Lina vision, and she could see her real form and all of her movements.

 “Tch.” Cheryl sucked her teeth as she noticed Lina now aiming her daggers right for her real body, forcing Cheryl to lift her shield up to block an incoming attack.

 Lina instead dashed to the side to get behind her shield and strike at her from behind, plunging her daggers into Cheryl’s back and landing the first blow. Lina then attempted to maneuver around Cheryl’s body further as Cheryl turned to react to her new position, but Cheryl promptly projected her shield in front of Lina to cut off her movement using her guard skill.

 Lina lightly pressed her feet up against the shield projection and used it to launch herself into the air above Cheryl while Cheryl did a 180 spin with her scepter to swing at Lina. Lina managed to launch herself up over the swing thanks to the shield, then backflipped over Cheryl’s head while slashing her daggers down at Cheryl from above, cutting into her pink hair with both daggers and landing on the opposite side of her. From there, she struck Cheryl’s back two more times before Cheryl jumped away to create distance between them.

 “I don’t need the shadows to keep up with you.” Lina said as she dashed after her in pursuit. Not interested in giving her reprieve, Lina continued her assault, opening the next series of attacks with a smoke bomb. Cheryl was forced to swing her sunlight spell at the smoke bomb to dispel it, but Lina took advantage of this movement to land a few more strikes on Cheryl’s unguarded spots before Cheryl reacted by swinging her scepter at Lina and creating another guard.

 “Those bless enchanted daggers kinda hurt.” Cheryl groaned as she healed back up the damage that Lina had been dealing, but Lina didn’t let up and continued to attack. Cheryl briefly glanced up and saw that Mother was not able to land a single attack on Lina’s echoes. Despite Lina maneuvering so quickly around Cheryl, she was still managing to simultaneously keep control of her echoes and prevent them from being hit.

 Seeing this, Cheryl let out a nervous gasp and stopped trying to aimlessly keep up with Lina’s movements by using her eyes. She closed them, taking several more hits from Lina , before predicting Lina’s movements and finally swiping out her right hand at Lina, and managing to grab the collar of her leather armor to stop her from moving around.

 “Gotcha.” Cheryl smirked, expecting to see a look of panic on Lina’s face, but she simply glared back at Cheryl and continued to strike out at her with her daggers. “Feisty, but this is over. Ragnarok!” Cheryl aimed her shield out at Lina.

 “Shadowsteal: Ragnarok. Smokebomb!” Lina blasted Cheryl with smoke as tendrils of shadows wrapped around her. “Ragnarok!” 

 “Are you kidding me?” Cheryl replied in disbelief as her shield began to glow with red energy, while simultaneously Lina’s daggers began to glow. At the same time, all three of Lina’s echoes disappeared. The Ragnarok spell took two seconds to charge up for both of them, and in that time Cheryl realized Lina had no intention of dodging, but instead planned on pulling a kamikaze attack to take Cheryl out with her.

 “I can’t just die, I’ve got stuff to do still!” Cheryl shouted in frustration. At the last second, Cheryl released Lina’s grapple, allowing Lina free to avoid the attack so that Cheryl could avoid the attack.

 Lina jumped to the side as Cheryl’s Ragnarok attack shot a blast of red energy beside her, impacting the wall of the stone chamber and exploding it open, sending chunks of rock and debris into the air. 

 Lina, on the other hand, revealed that her Ragnarok spell was not cast in Cheryl’s direction at all, but in the direction of the Ferrawolf. Cheryl noticed it late, due to Lina shrouding herself in her smokebomb.

 “Mother, watch out!” Cheryl shouted frantically at the wolf. The wolf, however, was still confused by the disappearance of the echoes and was aimlessly looking around for them. It failed to dodge Lina’s red blast of energy, which exploded on the wolf, killing it instantly.

 As its body disintegrated, Lina jumped back out of her smoke bomb, glaring at Cheryl.

 “You bitch. You’re going to pay for that.” Cheryl roared angrily at Lina before charging forward at her. She still had an illusionary body active to try and throw Lina off, but Lina easily saw through the illusion thanks to the eye being active. Lina took advantage of Cheryl’s reckless behavior by dodging the swings of her scepter, and after each dodged attack, Lina retaliated by slicing Cheryl’s extended arm with her daggers to deal damage repeatedly.

 It only took a few failed attacks before Cheryl realized that she needed to get a hold of herself and stop playing recklessly. She stopped attacking Lina and healed herself up through the damage, jumping away to create distance between them.

 “That spell drains a lot of mana. Even if you stole it, I doubt you have a large mana pool like mine, or mana recovery on the same level as mine. You’ve got to be close to being tapped now, huh?” Cheryl said as she tried to take control of the situation again. Lina didn’t answer her, though. 

 “I’m a cleric, I’ve got the sunlight spell. You can’t do anything but run around me and attack. You can’t steal ragnarok again, your steal has a cooldown. If I catch you one more time, you’re dead.” Cheryl concluded.

 Lina suddenly smirked while dashing forward towards Cheryl, causing Cheryl to look back at her anxiously as the distance between them closed. Cheryl held her shield out in front of herself to prepare for Lina’s next attack. Lina instead ran directly at the shield, and rather than attack it, she swiped her hands down towards the floor of the chamber where her cloak had been thrown from earlier in the fight, and picked it up.

 Then, with the cloak in hand, Lina thrust it forward towards Cheryl’s shield to cover up the sunlight spell that was being emitted from it. The moment the cloak covered the shield, darkness returned to the room.

 “Shadow dance.” Lina quickly cast, taking advantage of the darkness to begin teleporting rapidly around Cheryl and dealing massive amounts of damage. It was only a few seconds that the shield remained covered by the cloak, but in the time it took Cheryl to desperately shake the cloak off, she took massive amounts of damage, forcing her to heal herself up repeatedly.

 When the cloak was removed, the light blasted through the stone chamber once more and canceled Lina’s shadow dance spell, forcing her to back off while Cheryl breathed heavily and recovered from the damage. The two briefly glared at each other as they prepared for their next set of attacks, Cheryl being sure to add the cloak to her inventory so Lina couldn’t repeat the same tactic.

 “Oh, I’ve got plenty more of those.” Lina replied mockingly as she pulled another worn down seeker cloak from her inventory. “I think a couple more attacks like that, and you’ll be out of mana.” Lina grinned.

 “Hah.” Cheryl sighed back at her. “Cocky lil’ obedient shadow dancer. Fine. You like darkness so much? Let’s play in the dark.” Cheryl canceled the spell on her shield, returning the room to the shadows, much to Lina’s surprise. “Avatar of Loki: Finley.” Cherl cast, and an explosion of green and black mist erupted from Cheryl’s body. Once the mist had faded, rather than Cheryl standing before her, it was Finley.

 Lina had to briefly glance down at her necklace to confirm that it was still activated - it was, her truesight could see through illusions and yet Finley was standing in front of her, wielding his greatsword. It wasn't an illusion, the Avatar spell was actually transforming Cheryl.

 “Aura of Darkness. Wings of Darkness.” Cheryl cast in quick succession, much to Lina’s surprise. The spells worked - a blast of dark mist erupted out of Cheryl and engulfed the floor of the room, followed by the growth of two black misty wings extending out of Cheryl’s back. 

 It quickly became difficult for Lina to see Cheryl due to the mist growing, and Cheryl suddenly dashed forward towards Lina and swung her greatsword down on her. Lina easily dodged the greatsword, but was not expecting the wing strikes that followed it up. She avoided one, but got hit by the other, taking a massive amount of shadow damage before shadow stepping to the opposite side of the room to get away.

 “That had to hurt, eh?” Cheryl spoke, but from her mouth came Finley’s voice. “I’m not so good at using these skills, but advanced classes are really strong. Especially Finley’s. Come on, let’s dance, Shadow dancer.” Cheryl said in a condescending tone. “Jump around me, let’s see how well you can avoid these wings.” 

 Lina looked at her health and saw it had dropped below half just from a single strike of the wings. Aegis had enchanted her armor with life recovery, which was slowly bringing it back up, but she knew she needed to be careful about attacking Cheryl now. One wrong move, and it was over. To make matters worse, the wings were blending in with the growing mist, and her necklace wasn’t helping her see through it. She could barely tell where the wings were, let alone Cheryl, as the aura of darkness grew thicker within the closed chamber. 

 Lina tried her best to think of a solution, a method to deal damage to Finley without getting hit herself by the nearly completely camoflauged wings. 

 “Advanced class….” Lina mumbled out loud as she came to the realization, but giving away her location. Cheryl charged at Lina’s corner of the room, swinging the greatsword and wings out at her wildly, forcing Lina to shadowstep away once more.

 “Aw, c’mon, don’t run away. You were attacking me so bravely before…” Cheryl giggled as she began scanning the room, trying to find where Lina had jumped to. The black mist was settling near the floor of the room and building up, and Lina took advantage of this by ducking down low and concealing herself within it, but that didn't seem to help her hide from Cheryl as she quickly began running towards her. "As long as you are in this black mist, I can feel where you are. This aura of darkness is unstoppable." Cheryl roared excitedly. Once she reached Lina again, Lina was forced to shadowstep away once more, and by this time, the black mist had risen up to cover the room at a level that reached Lina's shoulders. As it was, Lina's vision was getting worse, while Cheryl's was improving.

She watched as the head of Cheryl charged through the rising mist towards her, and shadowstepped to the opposite side of the room at the last second to buy her the most amount of time possible to think of a solution. Lina recalled Viella’s words when she was caught infiltrating the prison. Viella was able to detect her shadow stepping through the prison. She told her, she could sense someone else jumping through her shadows. As Lina thought on this, she watched the black mist increase to the point where it covered both Lina and Cheryl completely, rising high above their heads.

 “I'm coming for you, lil' dancer.” Cheryl cheered as she charged forward at Lina and slashed down her greatsword at her once more. Lina used the sound of Cheryl's footsteps to get a sense of her position, then shadowstepped away again to the opposite side of the chamber.

 “Keep jumping away, obedient lil shadow dancer. You’ll run out of mana eventually. Your only option is to flee, but I assure you this mist will follow you. Unlike your cute little smoke bombs, the aura of darkness is endless.” Cherl spoke as she reached Lina’s new location and swung at her again, forcing Lina to shadowstep once more. 

 She was right, Lina thought, as she looked at her mana supply and saw it dwindling lower. How did Viella use the shadows to know her location? Lina anxiously thought to herself, but a bit of pondering helped her realize how she did it. 

 As Cheryl charged at her again, in a room engulfed in shadows and black mist, Lina’s interface conveyed to her all of the available locations that she could shadowstep to. The only locations that were unavailable for her to shadowstep to were the locations filled with light, and the locations filled with solid objects.

 She watched as her interface continuously conveyed where she couldn’t shadowstep to, due to Cheryl standing there. Despite Lina not being able to see Cheryl through the thick black mist, she could tell where she was simply by keeping track of where she couldn’t jump.

 “The shadows tell me where you are.” Lina replied confidently, as she focused in on the interface and used it to orient herself against the position of Cheryl’s wings. At this time, Cheryl arrived at Lina’s location and swung her greatsword down on her, while simultaneously Lina’s cooldown for shadow dance came back up.

 “Shadow dance.” Lina cast, and began jumping around through the black mist, cutting at Cheryl from all directions. Cheryl reacted by wildly swinging her sword and her wings in all directions, knowing all she had to do was hit Lina once or twice and she’d die.

 “I’ll hit you eventually. You can’t see me with this mist, can you? No matter how fast you go, you can’t dodge these wings forever!” Cheryl shouted in frustration as Lina continuously jumped around her, slashing her.

 “I see every single move you make. You shoulda stuck with the sunlight, cause the shadows are mine.” Lina replied between attacks. Hearing this, Cheryl began to panic, and as her health got dangerously low, she canceled the Avatar of Loki spell.

 Her form turned back from Finley to her real body, the mist disappeared instantly, as did the wings and the greatsword. She then desperately began trying to cast a heal on herself by waving her right hand with the scepter up, to try and touch her own shoulder for the spell, but Lina shadowstepped and put her hand between Cheryl’s hand and her shoulder, preventing the heal cast just long enough to land a few final hits, killing Cheryl.

 As her body began to disintegrate, Lina shadowstepped to the center of the portal altar and watched Cheryl's final glare before she was forced to log out for 24 hours.

 Once she was gone, Lina saw Cheryl’s gloves drop to the ground, and let out a sigh of relief as she grabbed her knees, gasping for air due to her nearly empty stamina and mana bars. 
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Darkshot continued to pursue Quiver through the winding halls of the Kordas Palace. He was unsure of where he was being led, but Quiver walked lackadaisically around while dodging any shot that Darkshot took at him with ease.

 Eventually, the pair turned into a wide empty hallway and Darkshot’s frustration got the best of him. The moment he got a clear line of sight on Quiver, he fired a shot that Quiver maneuvered to avoid, but this time Darkshot utilized the large space of this particular hall to redirect the shot repeatedly back at Quiver, who was forced to stop walking away and focus on dodging it.

 “Man…” Quiver sighed in annoyance. “Do we really gotta do this? I’m exhausted already.” He said as he turned to face Darkshot. Darkshot didn’t reply, but rather continuously redirected the arrow to swirl around Quiver. Quiver’s eyes were partially closed, slouched shoulders and a stare of disappointment at Darkshot. Still, despite this, he was easily avoiding the constant redirects.

 “Why the hell can’t I hit you?” Darkshot finally gave in and asked.

 “Don’t feel bad, man. No one can hit me.” Quiver shrugged. “So, can we just skip all this stuff, and you just let me do my business so I can log out and relax for a bit?” Quiver asked.

 “Hell no, you’re my enemy. You’re trying to destroy my island.” Darkshot shouted back in frustration.

 “Yeah… yeah, I guess… If you look at it like that, we should probably have a fight to sort this out.” Quiver nodded weakly between his sidesteps of Darkshot’s arrow. However, following these words, he turned and started walking away again.

“Oi!” Darkshot yelled as he stomped after him, watching him turn around a corridor leading out of the large hall with sunlight shining into the hall through it. The moment Darkshot lost line of sight, he let his redirected arrow fall to the ground and ran to chase after him. 

To Darkshot’s surprise, though, the moment Darkshot passed through the doorway that Quiver had, Quiver was gone - nowhere to be seen. The door led out onto one of the tall palace walls that reached out from the main structure towards the walls that surrounded the palace and its gardens. Darkshot looked down off the side of the wall at the gardens below, across the wall, and towards some of the towers surrounding the walls, but Quiver was nowhere to be seen.

“Aw man, are you kidding me?” Darkshot sighed in frustration. “You’re running away?!” Darkshot yelled as loud as he could, but got no immediate response. It fell silent, save for the shouting in the distance coming from the players and NPCs gathering on the outer walls of Kordas. In the silence, Darkshot found his eyes being drawn to a wave of black mist, barely visible, slowing flowing in the direction of the walls of Kordas. It was an ominous view, watching the abyss approach first hand. 

This moment of distraction proved to be incredibly dangerous, though, as suddenly the feint distant shouting was disrupted by the sound of quiet whistling. An arrow, shot from a location Darkshot wasn’t sure of, flew directly at him with incredible speed. Darkshot saw it at the last moment and tried to dodge it, but the moment he moved, the arrow was redirected to follow him and pierced into his right shoulder.

Out of the shot came several dozen vines that penetrated the stonework of the palace wall he stood on, binding Darkshot in place with a pinning shot. Following this, he saw a swarm of arrows flying through the air at him. This time, he saw where they were fired from - a street just outside the palace walls. Quiver had created quite the distance between himself and Darkshot, but knowing Quiver’s location wasn’t going to help him at this time.

Darkshot panicked - unable to move, all of the arrows were likely to hit him from Quiver’s multishot, and kill him. He looked down at the vines binding him in place, and considered trying to cut them to dodge, but he remembered seeing his own opponents do that to him enough times to know that he wouldn’t make it in time.

“Multishot!” Darkshot quickly nocked one of Aegis’ 20 mithral arrows and fired it. It split into 20, matching the 20 arrows flying at him from Quiver. He then focused in, sending one of the multi shot arrows at Quiver while aiming the rest at the arrows flying at him. “Go hide.” Darkshot instructed Darkwing, unsure of whether he’d be able to out maneuver Quiver’s shots.

Like a swarm of bees battling in the air, the two multishots converged on each other. Many of the arrows hit each other without either party putting much effort in changing their trajectories - controlling 20 arrows with redirects at this speed was just impossible for either of them. 

Rather, both of them immediately picked out 3 arrows to prioritize and maneuver around the others. Darkshot hoped that by sending one at Quiver, it would break his concentration, but that wasn’t the case as Quiver continued to easily avoid it while controlling three arrows that made it past Darkshot’s multishot 

Darkwing flew up away into the sky while Darkshot desperately jerked his body to the side to avoid the three arrows and prevent them from hitting him. To his surprise, as they closed in, they all converged to a point and aimed directly at his head - Quiver was going straight for the kill. The range that Quiver was firing from, and the fact that he was still able to precisely control the arrows from his distance, sent a chill of intimidation down Darkshot’s spine.

In that moment, Darkshot abandoned control of his last arrows in the hopes that with enough focus, he’d be able to dodge the three shots just like Quiver had been doing. He moved his body at the last second to prevent his head from being hit, despite being pinned in place. But the three arrows Quiver had fired immediately redirected and swerved back around at Darkshot from behind, splitting up and coming at him from different directions.

Darkshot had very limited mobility due to the vines, and eventually failed to dodge two of the shots, taking massive damage. Thanks to the new armor from Aegis, he was able to survive, but just barely, and the third arrow was still swerving around him. Darkshot knew, if it landed, he was dead. He drew on all of his martial arts training to keep track of it and continue to avoid it, until finally the pinning shot wore off.

He jumped backwards through the doorway, back into the palace hall, but the arrow continued to pursue him much to his surprise. He ran through the hall, maneuvering around pillars and statues, far out of Quiver’s line of sight, and yet, the arrow was still pursuing him with perfect accuracy.

“What the hell!?” Darkshot shouted angrily. “How is he seeing all of this shit?!” Darkshot began glancing around for signs of Quiver’s bird, but saw none. He felt ridiculous, dueling an arrow, but the arrow was relentless, and if it hit him, he’d die. Darkshot spotted a suit of armor decorating the palace hall as he ran through it, wielding a shield and sword, and quickly yanked the shield off of the armor, then swung it out at the arrow to knock it from the sky. Still, the arrow maneuvered to avoid the shield and swerved around it at Darkshot’s head, forcing him to duck.

“Fine, if it’s like that, forget running and dodging!” Darkshot shouted angrily, throwing the shield to the ground and looking back to the doorway out onto the palace walls. Darkshot then sprinted out onto the wall and jumped off the side, arrow behind him as he landed into a set of bushes in the palace garden.

From there, he bolted through the garden towards the front gates where Joltblade had blasted through the doors, and jumped through the opening. The arrow continued to pursue him despite all of this, and Darkshot was getting progressively more frustrated. Even worse, when he looked down the street in the direction that he’d seen Quiver, Quiver was no longer there.

“Where the hell did you go, and how the hell are you controlling this arrow without seeing it?!” Darkshot yelled, but got no response. Aside from Darkshot, the streets appeared to be empty, and no NPCs or Players were anywhere near him. After a moment of realizing how bad of a situation he was in, he glanced around the surrounding buildings and spotted a pottery shop nearby. 

He ran to the door only to find it locked, but the arrow of Quiver was still in hot pursuit, so Darkshot desperately body checked the door open, breaking the lock as he stumbled into the shop, then shut the door behind him. He was expecting to hear the arrow slam into the wood of the door, but instead, it pierced through the glass of a window that sat adjacent to the door, shattering the glass before swerving to aim right back at Darkshot again. Darkshot desperately opened the door and stumbled back out of the building, but lost his footing on the way out and fell down, giving the arrow an easy target to hit.

It swerved right at Darkshot’s head, and he could do nothing but wince in anticipation for the damage. Instead, Darkwing flew down and intercepted the arrow, taking the shot for him. Darkshot opened his eyes a moment later and looked on in disbelief, fearful of losing his bird, but luckily at level 150, Darkwing had just enough hitpoints to survive a single arrow. 

“Darkwing, are you crazy?” Darkshot shouted at his bird, but it just cooed back at him as he pulled the arrow out. Typically, when arrows hit a target, they would either fall to the ground to be collected later, or disintegrate and be destroyed.

This arrow, which had been pursuing Darkshot and hit Darkwing, however, did neither of those things. Instead, the arrow suddenly grew a pair of wings, and two tiny tendrils for legs, and jumped up off of the paved streets of Kordas that Darkshot sat on. Then, it flapped its wings and darted off around a corner, out of Darkshot’s line of sight. 

Both Darkshot and Darkwing looked at the arrow with complete and utter confusion, but he quickly got back to his senses as he realized he was in the open while sitting in the streets, and he still had no idea where his opponent was. 

“Come on!” Darkshot shouted as he stood back up, and Darkwing landed on his shoulder. The pair then quickly scurried off into a nearby alleyway, where Darkshot leaned his back up against the wall and began breathing heavily, catching his breath while trying to comprehend what was happening. “Ok, think.” Darkshot mumbled to himself desperately. “His aim is unrealistically good, that arrow was chasing me well beyond what Quiver should’ve been able to see. And the arrow grew wings. It was like the arrow was alive, but, how?” Darkshot mumbled to himself.

No matter how hard he thought on it though, using his knowledge of Ranger skills, none of it seemed possible or made sense. He’d watched plenty of Ranger livestreams before he’d started playing the game, he loved the class and knew it in and out. He knew what they were good at, and bad at. The only part of Ranger’s that Darkshot hadn’t fully understood or researched, were… 

“It’s his pet.” Darkshot concluded as he eyed Darkwing on his shoulder. “There’s no way he has a level 50 hawk as his pet. But yet, still, back in Rene, I saw him use the hawk skill, so, how? Unless…” Darkshot desperately opened up his database and began scanning through the game bestiary, looking up birds as the keyword. In this time, the nearby streets remained silent - but Darkshot had a feeling that if he made too loud of a noise, or revealed himself in any way, he’d get pinning shotted again, so did his best to remain as quiet as possible.

He scrolled through the database list quickly, recognizing nearly every entry, including the Fae Songbird that Darkwing had adapted. Nothing was jumping out at him as a possible pet that Quiver was using, though, and he got progressively more impatient as he continued to flick his finger out at the list floating in front of his peripheral vision, while occasionally glancing down the alley to his left and right to make sure he hadn’t been spotted. 

In the end, he reached the bottom of the list, and found nothing. He let out a quiet sigh of frustration as he tapped his head back against the wall of the alley, looking up at the sky above to see the clouds drifting by.

“C’mon, think, Aegis would figure this out. I can do it too. If I can’t understand what he’s doing, I won’t beat him.” Darkshot whispered to Darkwing, who cooed back. This caused Darkshot to look at his pigeon curiously. “You adapted to use the skill of another bird, but, what if…” Darkshot was hit by a realization, and opened up the database bestiary again, this time looking up the keyword ‘shapeshifter’. It didn’t take long before he found what he was looking for.

“Son of a bitch.” Darkshot whispered to himself in disbelief as he gazed upon the entry of Mimic. He still couldn’t believe it, though. “How the hell did you tame a mimic as a bird companion?!” Darkshot shouted as loud as he could out into the streets.

“Ho, you figured that out pretty fast.” Quiver shouted back, his voice coming from far off in the distance. “Pretty easily. Just convinced it to take the form of a bird for a bit, and the game permitted me to tame it while it was in that state.” 

“Damnit.” Darkshot whispered to himself - he was happy he was correct, but at the same time terrified at the possibilities Quiver had with a mimic familiar at his disposal.



“The camera doesn’t do this justice.” Samathara declared to her broadcasting audience as she stood at the edge of the Kordas skyport and looked to the south. There, a black wave of thick mist was spreading across the landscape, engulfing the farmlands surrounding the city. As it swallowed up the fields, buildings, and trees, a silence fell across the land.

Standing on the walls of Kordas, shoulder to shoulder and row upon row, were a mix of Kordas guards, players, and White Tree guards. 

“Witnessing this dark mist closing in on a city in person, is truly terrifying. Look, I’ve got goosebumps.” Samathara held her hand out to draw attention to to the bumps on her arms, hairs standing on end.



“Hold steady.” Jael shouted as he paced along the top of the walls, standing overtop Kordas’ southern gate.

“NOCK!” Viella shouted, standing not far off and pacing as well. Her command prompted the hundreds of dark elves present to draw out their longbows and pull arrows from their quivers, nocking them and aiming them up at the sky in the direction of the black mist as it closed in on the city. 

“Fuck me, this is terrifying.” Keldan mumbled under his breath, standing a few meters away from Viella with Vriflow, Swiftstar, Rocknight and many other players around him. 

“Easy there, your profanity filter is still off.” Swiftstar warned him, while Rocknight audibly swallowed his saliva, leaving his mouth dry. 

“Relax, we’ll protect you.” Caleb, the elite NPC from the leadership intermediate quest, spoke as he put his hand on Keldan’s shoulder, smirking as he stepped forward to the front line of troops on the walls. Beside him, the other elite leadership quest NPCs stepped forward as well, spinning their spears around in their hands eagerly. 

“LOAD!” Another voice shouted, causing Vriflow to turn to look back behind her into the city. There, many variations of catapults had been constructed and were being manned by hundreds of crafting class players. 

Many players looked excited, others eager to win the mithral weapons, and others terrified. The black mist gave off no emotions, though. It continued to flow forward over the farm fields towards the city walls with a purpose.

“Steady!” Viella shouted to the nearby troops. From the front of the black mist, the tiny legs of swarming abysslings became visible as it closed in on the city. They were scurrying along with it, like a wave of flowing water. The moment the first few players spotted the abysslings, one crafting player on the wall ran from the front of the wall to the back.

“They’re in range!” He shouted down to the catapult players.

“FIRE!” A leader of the architecture guild ordered. In an instant, all catapults launched their projectiles. Giant boulders and other heavy materials flew out of them, over the heads of the soldiers and players on the walls. 

Some projectiles ignited into flames once fired, sending off waves of heat to those below them as they flew overhead. Others exploded with lightning bolts, or various other enchantments - none of the projectiles were fired as standard catapult ammunition.

Keldan and his viewership of 2500 now all watched as the siege weaponry munitions crashed into the farm fields surrounding Kordas, breaking through the encroaching black mist and exploding their enchantments outward in a radius around the impact point. 

As the flame projectiles slammed into the ground and erupted within the mist, it cleared out a large section of the black mist nearby momentarily. Thanks to that, everyone on the wall was able to clearly see just how many abysslings were swarming towards them, hiding in the mist. The answer was a staggeringly high amount.

“RELOAD!” The architecture guild leader commanded immediately. “FIRE AT WILL!” he followed up with, seeing that some players were reloading much faster than others. It wasn’t long before a second barrage of siege weaponry was fired.

“GRAND TEMPEST!” Jael shouted, as suddenly his entire body began to emit yellow sparks, and he began to levitate up off the wall. Simultaneously, dark gray clouds began to form in the sky above him and grow outward rapidly, giving off sparks of lightning as they did. 

“Steady!” Viella commanded as she watched Jael do this, and briefly glanced back to see the catapults. The Dark Elves remained unwavering, waiting for their order to fire their arrows. Swiftstar got caught up in their momentum and nocked an arrow alongside them, as did several other ranger class players standing on the walls. Keldan, on the other hand, was awestruck by the powerful spell Jael the Archmage was casting.

Within a few moments, the gray clouds had grown outwards over the black mist, and large bolts of lightning began shooting down from the clouds at the incoming swarms of abysslings, frying them to a crisp as each bolt hit the ground and exploded in a large radius around its impact point.

“Glad he’s on our side.” Vriflow commented, getting a nod back from Keldan. Following this, the group went back to staring at the swarm. Despite the efforts of Jael, and the catapults, the dark mist continued to close in on the city. It wasn’t long before they could not only see the abysslings, but could hear their screeching cries.

“LOOSE!” Viella shouted, finally prompting the volley that Swiftstar was eager to join in on. A black wave of arrows was released from the bows of the Dark Elves, and the Kordas guards armed with crossbows joined in, as did the Ranger players present on the wall. Many players utilized their multishot skills to increase the amount of arrows fired further still, so that for a brief moment, the entire sky was blackened by the arrows.

Moments later, they showered down on the front waves of abysslings, killing thousands of them, but yet, the darkness kept coming, as did the swarms.

“Nock, and hold. Reapers!” Viella shouted, pointing upwards towards the sky. Off in the distance, a wave of black wings could be seen flying towards them far above the dark mist.

“Oh man, I forgot about that. They have flying monsters too.” Swiftstar groaned as he pulled another arrow out of his quiver. 

“Fear no darkness. Their numbers may seem endless, but they will flee when the light triumphs. It is our duty to protect these walls until then.” Jael shouted out to the troops on the walls.

“Translation: Survive until Aegis kills the Avatar of Jealousy.” Vriflow mumbled nervously to her companions nearby, while fastening her shield to her arm and preparing to defend the walls. 
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“Pyri!” Erikson shouted to her from atop the walls of Rene, while Pyri used her fly spell to patrol the skies above the town, looking off into the distance for any signs of the approaching abyss. Hearing Erikson, she didn’t reply but rather flew towards him and looked him in the eyes. “We’ve got incoming.” He announced once he was sure she could hear him.

 “From where, and how many?” Pyri asked. Erikson looked towards his ranger guild member standing next to him, who nodded back at him. 

 “All of them. Together, from the west.” Erikson replied.

 “Shit, they grouped up.” Pyri sighed in frustration. 

 “Mist is coming with them.” The ranger told Pyri.

 “Okay.” Pyri nodded back before turning to look around the walls, until she spotted the elite NPCs standing amongst the troops. “Farlion, Celestian, Ulaipu, form up our soldiers on the western walls, the enemy is coming from there.” Pyri instructed them, and within seconds the NPCs were mobilizing and moving along the walls as per her instructions.

 “What are we going to do? We had trouble taking out one of them, and that was with the help of the Black Lions.” Josephine asked as she joined into the conversation, standing atop the wall a few meters from Erikson. Pyri didn’t reply right away, but instead remained floating and pondering, staring up at the sky briefly while deep in thought.

 “I’ll hold three of them back, and let one through. You guys focus it down, and once it’s dead, I’ll let the next one through. That will allow you to take them out one by one. Utilize the NPCs to hold back the abysslings and assist in your damage against the juggernauts one at a time.” Pyri explained.

 “You’re going to hold three juggernauts back by yourself?” Yuki asked her with wide eyes, now also standing near them.

 “I’m gonna try…” Pyri shrugged awkwardly, but her words were followed by the sound of loud stomping. The ground shook violently as several booming steps could be heard approaching the town of Rene from off in the distance. Everyone immediately looked to the west, but couldn’t see the source of the sound.

 Pyri slowly levitated higher up into the sky above the town with her fly spell to get a better view, and eventually she saw them. The four large juggernauts were all stomping towards Rene, shoulder to shoulder. At their feet, the black mist moved forward like a wave along with them, swallowing up the western forests as the juggernaut feet crushed the trees with every step. Seeing them, Pyri took a deep nervous breath before casting her cinderbolts and causing them to begin rotating around her body.

 “Here they come.” She called down to the players below her on the wall. 



 “Ah, there you are. My beautiful pawns.” Finley shouted excitedly as he flew towards the Black Lion guild, standing in the defense of the fourth island stone. The large, glowing white stone stood behind them as they fended off hundreds of abysslings swarming towards it. The Black Lions were not struggling with them in terms of being able to kill them en-masse using single strikes from their weapons and spells. But, they certainly looked exhausted due to stamina consumption.

 Behind Finley, the Avatar of Jealousy also slowly lowered herself down out of the sky with her pink, bat-like wings. The pair landed amongst the dark mist just a few meters away from the Black Lions, with abysslings continuing to swarm around them and charge at Garrick.

 Garrick nervously looked at Finley, then up towards the skies, then back down at Finley.

 “You got here first, huh? Where’s the kid?” Garrick asked with an anxious tone.

 “Don’t think he’s going to be making it, unfortunately. He put up a valiant effort, using you pawns just like we did, but, like I said, he never really stood a chance.” Finley shrugged.

 “We’ll see about that. We ain't no pawns for no one.” Garrick growled back at him.

 “Jealousy?” Finley turned to her expectantly, and she smiled back as black tendrils began to rise up off of her head, and she let out a light hissing noise.

 “Shut em, boys!” Garrick shouted to his guildmates. Immediately upon saying this, every member of his guild shut their eyes tight as the black tendrils on Jealousy’s head began to whip around and hiss, aiming in various directions. As a result of them shutting their eyes, though, not a single member of the Black Lion guild became petrified. “Hah, just like they said. The petrification doesn’t work if we don’t look at her.” Garrick declared excitedly.

 “Yeah, true, but… You’re just fighting blind now, aren’t you?” Finley replied before suddenly dashing forward and swinging his greatsword down on Garrick, but to his surprise, Garrick blocked the strike with his two weapons despite his eyes being closed.

 “That’s fine. We’ve got ears, don’t we boys?” Garrick grinned back at him before jumping away to avoid two strikes from Finley’s wings. Following this, the Black Lion guild members let out a warcry of enthusiasm.

 “Jealousy, you mind handling this?” Finley sighed with disinterest as he jumped back away from Garrick into the swarm of abysslings. Wordlessly, Jealousy began stomping forward eagerly. Gigantic claws extended out from her fingertips and she prepared to use them on the Black Lion guild members in front of her. 



 “You’ve gotta be kidding me.” Aegis groaned as he looked ahead, seeing a sea of black wings approaching him and Snowflake from the north-west, the direction that Aegis was flying. “Finley must be able to control the reapers, somehow. He’s trying to cut us off and stop us from getting to the fourth island stone.” Aegis explained to Snowflake, who squawked back at him in acknowledgement. 

 “We can’t waste any time flying around, or we’ll get there too late. You think you can fly through them?” Aegis asked as he looked down at his gryphon, who screeched back with determination. “Okay, lil buddy, I’ll keep you healed up and protected, you handle the flying. Just, try not to drop me, alright?” Aegis replied, and got one final squawk as a response before Snowflake pulled in his wings and flapped them more furiously, while tucking in his back legs and talons. 

 Aegis fastened his shield to his arm and held it in front, while tightly wrapping his legs around Snowflake’s saddle so that he was sure he wouldn’t fall off. Within seconds, they closed in on the incoming swarm of reapers screeching wildly in the sky in front of them. He felt a wave of familiarity to this encounter, having done something similar back in Hrath’mir, but the nostalgia wore off when he reminded himself that unlike Hrath’mir, there would be no respawning.

 Within a few seconds after that, Snowflake met with the swarm of hundreds of Reeapers. Snowflake opened with a downward nose dive, pulling his wings in to soar underneath them and avoid the initial wave of strikes, but they quickly dove down out of the sky after them, and some reapers from the back of the swarm dropped down to cut off Snowflake’s dive, quickly blackening out the skies in front of them.

 Aegis put full faith in Snowflake’s flying skills to handle it, though. To his surprise, rather than continuing to dive downward and trying to fly underneath the swarm, Snowflake suddenly halted mid-air out of the dive, then thrust his wings out and flapped violently to gain altitude, flying through the swarm to get up above it. The sudden change in movement worked in throwing the swarm off, and the reapers that were in pursuit began colliding with the reapers that flew to intercept him, all while Snowflake cautiously maneuvered through the swarm to get above it, Aegis using his shield and guard skills to fend them off and prevent any from grappling his gryphon.

 Once above the swarm, Snowflake spun majestically in the air to build up more momentum, Aegis struggling to hold on during this maneuver but managing. Using the spiral momentum he continued to soar ahead, in front of the swarm as they re-adjusted and attempted to continue their pursuit. A few flaps later, though, and Snowflake had managed to bypass the swarm and had all of the hundreds of reapers now flying behind him, closely on their tail.

 “Nice job!” Aegis cheered excitedly as he glanced back and saw them slowly creating distance between themselves and the reapers. Snowflake screeched back excitedly, loving the praise, but the moment was interrupted by a violent quaking of the island below them that continued for a good long few seconds. Aegis said no words, but instead opened up his livestream viewer to Samathara’s VGN broadcast while Snowflake handled the flying.


 “They lasted longer than the Night Hunters and the Blades of Kalmoore, but, fighting a level 200 raid boss with your eyes closed was a bit too reckless.” Samathara commented as she looked through a scrying orb atop the Skyport tower of Kordas. Through it, she saw the destroyed fourth island stone, and the bodies of the Black Lion guild members disintegrating all around it.

 Finley and Jealousy stood nearby, watching as shards of the stone collapsed to the ground around them and lost their white glow. The black mist overtook the stone and the abysslings swarmed over its fragments. 

From there, though, Finley appeared painfully aware of the location of the scrying spell that was being used by Samathara to view the event, and began strutting towards it. Once he got close enough, he leaned in.

 “Too late, Shattered Healer.” Finley said to the spell with a big grin, before flapping his black wings and taking off into the sky. Jealousy followed suit, and within seconds, all the scrying spell showed was a thick black mist that had overtaken the area.

 “It seems that Aegis was planning on joining them to fight Jealousy, but wasn’t able to make it in time. Now there is only one stone remaining that is keeping the island of Kalmoore in the air. Its location has been hidden so, we can’t view it through our helpful sages scrying. We can only hope that it remains hidden until the people of Kalmoore can figure out a way to put a stop to this Avatar of Jealousy. But with all of the top guilds on this island now wiped out, it’s looking fairly grim.” Samathara spoke to her audience, prompting Aegis to shut out of the livestream.



 “Shit.” Aegis shouted to himself in frustration, briefly glancing back behind him to see the swarm of reapers still in pursuit. “Going to the stone is pointless now. Where do we need to be?” Aegis asked himself rhetorically, going deep in thought.



 “There goes number four.” Joltblade smirked as he stood across the throne room from Rakkan, the two pacing from side to side. Rakkan had brought his echoes back to his side, while Joltblade had his shurikens spinning in the air behind him, giving off repeated sparks of lightning. “So, where’d you hide the King?” Joltblade asked. Rakkan didn’t reply, but rather briefly glanced at Zekor standing in the corner with his back against the wall, a look of dumb excitement on his face. 

 “I’ll tell you if you can beat me.” Rakkan replied.

 “Deal.” Joltblade cheered, followed by a blast of electrical energy exploding out of his mithral sword in his right hand, while the one in his left hand grew black mouths all over its blade. He then shot his shurikens forward at Rakkan, and Rakkan spread his echoes out and charged them forward towards Joltblade. 

 “There’s no level difference anymore.” Rakkan said calmly as the first three shurikens reached him, and he sidestepped one while slashing the other down with his new mithral longsword, the other struck down by his Mosmir stinger. “There’s no gear difference, either.” He added as one of his echoes intercepted the remaining two shuriken. “The only difference left is skill.” Rakkan said with a cold glare as his last two echoes reached Joltblade’s real body. One echo, wielding a mithral bladed fist and a mithral battle axe, was used to occupy Joltblade’s swords. The final echo, wielding an Ironwood crossbow, fired mithral bolts at Joltblade’s openings, of which it was able to find many. 

 Rakkan made it look easy - he continuously maneuvered his crossbow wielding echo around the throne room to get clean angles on Joltblade and land attacks. Joltblade was managing to keep the other echoes, and Rakkan’s main body locked down, but he simply wasn’t able to handle the crossbow.

 “Rapidfire.” Rakkan cast his fighter base skill, granting the effect to his echo and allowing it to repeatedly shoot the crossbow without needing to reload. 

 “Fuck off, you think you’re more skilled than me?!” Joltblade shouted in anger, pulling one of his shurikens back from Rakkan’s main body in order to strike it out at the crossbow wielding echo. But this freed up Rakkan’s spear from being used to deflect that shuriken, and he immediately took advantage of this by throwing his spear across the room at Joltblade.

 “Rune:Enlarge.” Rakkan cast, causing his spear to grow gigantic, pushing the nearby shurikens and echoes to the side due to its sheer size.

 “Shit.” Joltblade frantically dashed out of the way desperately, but his reckless movement allowed Rakkan’s nearby echo to land a hit with the bladed fist and battle axe. 

 The spear crashed into the wall behind where Joltblade had been standing, exploding a pulse of void energy out of its tip upon impact which blasted a hole in the throne room wall and sent chunks of stone and debris flying in all directions. A second later, the spear shrunk back down and returned to Rakkan’s hand while Rakkan maneuvered his crossbow echo away from the shuriken pursuing it, continued to block and dodge the two shurikens chasing his main body by utilizing his longsword, and was able to use the maul wielding echo to handle the last two shurikens off to the side.

 As Joltblade stood back up, Rakkan sent his echo with the bladed fist and battle axe to continue putting pressure on Joltblade’s main body.

 “It’s incredibly one sided! The Rune knight is keeping the battlemaster completely on the defensive!” Zekor squealed with excitement from the corner of the room, drawing attention to himself.

 “I’ll show you something one sided, shitty leeching broadcaster!” Joltblade reacted with anger towards Zekor, sending a shuriken away from Rakkan’s maul echo towards the low level Lizardfolk player. Seeing this, though, Rakkan broke his axe-wielding echo away from Joltblade’s main body and sent it towards Zekor, using it to deflect the shuriken away from him and protect the broadcaster.

 “Hah? The livestream hating Renault is protecting a broadcaster?” Joltblade asked with a look of confused disbelief.

 “Yeah.” Rakkan replied with a smirk. “Because I know he’s watching. I want him to know that he’s next.” Joltblade reacted to Rakkan’s words by bursting out laughing.

 “You…” He managed to get out between his laughs as his shurikens continued to clash with Rakkan and his echoes in the room around them. “You really think you can handle Seraxus? You’re talking about Seraxus, right? Buddy, you can’t even handle ME!” Joltblade shouted as a blast of electrical energy exploded out from his mithral sword, creating streams of lightning that extended out from the sword towards his five shurikens spread out around the room.

 The shurikens then began rapidly rotating, cutting through the stone walls nearby like buzzsaws as they released sparks of electrical energy. They then began to spin around the room with Joltblade as their center, forming an electrical tornado of beams formed between themselves and Joltblade. 

 They easily cut up the walls and floor of the room, causing destruction in their wake and sending chunks of debris flying. The loud buzzing sound of electricity overtook all other sounds. Despite this chaotic mess of electrical energy floating through the room, though, Rakkan pulled his echoes back and was easily manipulating his echoes to duck under, or jump over the electrical streams.

 “I’ve already seen this trick.” Rakkan replied coldly, as he suddenly dashed forward along with all three of his echoes, surrounding Joltblade while simultaneously carefully positioning them to avoid the streams of electrical energy coming off of his body. “Relying on overpowered weapons won’t be enough to beat me.” Rakkan said as he struck out all of his mithral weapons out at Joltblade. Joltblade was able to deflect two strikes, but it wasn’t enough - Aegis had crafted him strong Mithral weapons with bless enchants. The damage took Joltblade’s health to 0, despite his armor, and his body began to disintegrate. 

 The beams of electrical energy disappeared first, then the shurikens, then Joltblade’s body as he looked back at Rakkan with an expression of anger and frustration in his last moments in the game world. It took a moment for the light inside the room to dim back down, and Rakkan’s pupils to adjust, with the light of the electrical beams now gone. There were now several holes in the roof of the throne room where beams of sunlight were piercing through, due to the chaotic damage caused by Joltblade’s shurikens. 

 With no words, Rakkan turned towards Zekor who remained cowering in the corner, small pieces of stone and debris settling on his shoulders and head.  Rakkan then held out his longsword in Zekor’s direction, pointing the tip of the blade out at him while glaring.

 “The…” Zekor stuttered in disbelief, rubbing his eyes to clear them of dust and debris. “The Rune Knight is victorious. And, it looks like he’s issuing a challenge right now. Incredible showing!” Zekor mumbled anxiously as Rakkan remained glaring at him. 



 Seraxus remained seated within the empty gladiator arena in his own livestream, millions of viewers watching him. He was viewing the fight between the two players through Zekor’s broadcast using his livestream viewer, with Hajax seated beside him. 

As Rakkan pointed his longsword at the camera of the broadcast, glaring, Hajax looked nervously at Seraxus to watch his face. Seraxus was gritting his teeth in annoyance, glancing between Rakkan in his livestream viewer, and his livestream chat log where his audience was begging him to have a showdown with Rakkan. 

“Actin’ real tough for a guy who ran away to Kalmoore.” Seraxus grumbled. “Ya’ll wanna see me kick that clowns ass again?” Seraxus asked his chat, and they responded with thousands of cheers. “Aight. Looks like we goin Rune Knight Huntin’.”
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Rakkan ran out of the throne room in the direction he’d seen Quiver and Darkshot leave, and attempted pursuit around several corridors until arriving at the large hall that Darkshot was once in. Zekor followed closely behind him without saying a word.

 Rakkan spotted the discarded shield that Darkshot had tried to use to knock Quiver’s arrow down, and knew he was still going in the right direction, but saw no other immediate signs of him. He squinted carefully, taking advantage of his party interface to track the location of his party members, until he finally spotted Darkshot's name floating above his head, visible through walls outside the palace, far off in the distance amongst the city’s buildings. 

 Seeing this, Rakkan eagerly ran for the open door in the hall with sunlight shining through it, to get outside of the Palace. The moment he stepped through the door's threshold though, Darkshot began speaking through the party interface to him.

 “No, Rakkan! Get back inside!” Darkshot shouted urgently as Rakkan stepped out onto the wall of the palace. Near him, he saw nothing, and heard nothing but the sounds of battle from the southern walls of Kordas far off in the distance. Due to not seeing anything, he didn’t react quickly to Darkshot’s words, and as a result, a few moments later the sound of arrows whistling through the air could be heard. Rakkan spotted a multishot barrage of arrows flying towards him from an undetermined location, and quickly jumped back through the door into the palace hallway, with Zekor anxiously running as far away as possible as well.

 Rakkan took out his weapons and created his echoes quickly, expecting many of the arrows to just crash into the palace walls, but instead, all 20 of the multishot arrows managed to make their way in through the doorway and followed Rakkan back into the palace hall. From there, Rakkan engaged with the 20 arrows and began slashing at them carefully with his echoes, cutting most of them down as Quiver began prioritizing control of just a few that swerved around Rakkan’s weapon swings and attempted to hit him from behind. 

 The maneuvering of the arrows was on par with Joltblade’s shuriken control, but they were more fluid, faster, and therefore harder to deflect. Once Rakkan got it down to three arrows, he was forced to unsummon his echoes one by one to avoid having them get hit by the arrows he was failing to dodge. First, one got through under one of his longsword swings, hitting him in his side, then the second got through and hit him in the back, bringing his health dangerously low as the mithral arrows were dealing large amounts of damage. 

 Finally, the third arrow hit Rakkan in his chest, dropping his health below 1000, but not killing him as he thankfully had higher defenses than Darkshot did, as well as higher base health due to his class choice. 

 “Fuck, what’s with these arrows?” Rakkan shouted in frustration after having failed to block them, but as he said this, the third and final arrow that had hit him suddenly grew two tendrils, and pulled its sharp head out of Rakkan’s body, then grew wings and began flapping and flying away back from where it came at incredible speed.

 “He’s got a mimic pet, he keeps turning it into an arrow and shooting it with his multishots, then using his familiar eye skill to basically see through the eyes of the arrows. It’s increasing his accuracy and attack range far beyond what is normally possible. No matter where we are in this city, he can still hit us.” Darkshot explained through the party interface.

 “Damn, that’s OP.” Rakkan replied as he grasped the concept. “What should I do to help?”

 “Nothing.” Darkshot replied as he took a deep breath to calm his own nerves, as he came to realize the situation. “The moment you step outside of cover, he’ll barrage you with attacks and you won’t even know where they’re coming from. I’m the one that has to take him out.” Darkshot explained.

 “Do you know where he’s shooting from?” Rakkan asked as he shuffled out of the hall into a sideroom to change his location and hide from further potential attacks. 

 “No.” Darkshot replied. “Just hang tight. I’ll figure it out.”

 “Aite. I’m countin’ on you.” Rakkan replied. 



 Darkshot was crouching up against the wall of a random building within the streets of Kordas, in an alleyway surrounded by empty crates and barrels he was using to stay hidden. Darkwing remained anxiously alert on his shoulder, and the two tried to stay as still and silent as possible.

 Darkshot was deep in thought, trying to figure out a plan in order to locate Quiver, while simultaneously watching as his health bar slowly filled back up thanks to Aegis’ healing wind enchantments on his new armor. Eventually, his health hit its maximum amount, but Darkshot still had no ideas in mind on how to locate Quiver without putting himself at risk.

 As he straightened his back and stood up in order to take action, he felt an impending sense of oppression and fear, mixed in with intimidation. A never ending feeling that the moment he moved out from cover, Quiver’s arrows would be on him and follow him endlessly. The fear quickly caused him to slouch back down into the safe cover of the crates and barrels around him. 

 “It’s like playing first person versus third person in a shooting game. It’s not fair…” Darkshot mumbled to himself in frustration, receiving a quiet coo back from Darkwing. But his own words finally sparked an idea in his head, and he quickly opened up his livestream viewer. He went into the broadcast of Samathara and panned through her stream history, to see if she caught a glimpse of the palace - she hadn’t as she was too focused on the battle for Kordas as well as the sage scrying on the Black Lions battle.

 Darkshot didn’t give up, though, and he quickly went through the other network broadcasters, as there were several of them streaming from atop the Skyport Tower of Kordas. It wasn’t long before finally, he found a broadcaster that caught a glimpse of their battle in his playback footage. Darkshot felt a jolt of excitement and hope as he sped up the playback and watched through the broadcasters point of view to see where Quiver had ran after he shot at him from the streets - inside a bakery lining the street a few meters down from where Darkshot was.

 After fast forwarding through the footage, as far as he could see it appeared that Quiver hadn’t left the building yet. Seeing this, Darkshot closed out of the livestream viewer and let out a nervous sigh, standing upright once more. He felt his knees shaking from the fear, glancing down both directions of the alleyway to make sure no arrows were coming at him.

 “Alright Darkshot. You can do this. You are the one who shoots from the darkness.” Darkshot said to hype himself up, and got a coo back in response. “We got lucky that a livestream caught him, but it probably wont happen twice. Can’t lose track of him again no matter what.” He mumbled to himself before pulling his longbow out in front of himself and nocking an arrow.

 Once he was sure he was ready, he sprinted out of the alleyway into the streets of Kordas. The moment he did, he heard the sound of arrows whistling through the air from the direction of the bakery. A barrage of 20 arrows flew straight at Darkshot, but Darkshot ran directly at them.

 Just as the arrow barrage was about to hit him, Darkshot fired his arrow up at a nearby 5 story building, casting grappling shot to extend a rope out of it, then yanked on the rope to propel himself up out of the path of the arrows and into the air. Quiver wasn’t expecting such a maneuver and failed to swerve most of the arrows fast enough to follow Darkshot, abandoning 17 of them in favor of controlling three and chasing Darkshot with them.

 Darkshot dropped back down to the paved streets and continued sprinting towards the bakery, nocking another arrow as the three arrows of Quiver pursued him from behind, until finally Darkshot reached the front door of the bakery and kicked it open, firing his arrow into the building.

 “Multishot!” Darkshot shouted before even properly taking in the interior of the structure. Sure enough, hiding in the back of the bakery behind the counter was Quiver, looking at him dumbfounded.

 “How the hell’d you find me?” Quiver shouted at him in annoyance as he dashed away from the multishot, abandoning control of two arrows pursuing Darkshot while the third revealed itself to be the mimic and continued to pursue Darkshot even without Quiver controlling it. 

 With Quiver fleeing further into the building, Darkshot had a choice to attempt to pursue him and keep redirecting his multishot, or - instead, Darkshot abandoned control of his multishot arrows and instead turned on the mimic arrow still chasing him.

 “Darkwing, don’t let that arrow out of your sight!” Darkshot shouted at his pigeon, who cooed back with determination. Darkshot then leapt backwards and fired the arrow as he stood in the street in front of the bakery, this time the shot was aimed at the mimic arrow. “Pinning shot!” Darkshot shouted, after connecting his arrow with the mimic arrow. Vines shot out from the arrow and pierced into the paved stone streets of Kordas, locking the mimic in place.

 The mimic arrow immediately grew out tendrils, wings, and a small mouth in place of its arrowhead, screeching out angrily at Darkshot as its name became visible to him for the first time. [Milo(Elite) - 150] floating above its head. With it locked in place, Darkshot nocked another mithral arrow and pointed it directly at the helpless, bound creature and prepared to shoot.

 “Wait! STOP!” Quiver shouted out at him from the back of the bakery, desperately running forward through the building with his bow out and pointing an arrow at Darkshot. To his surprise, though, Darkshot listened and stopped.

 “Bang, your pet is dead.” Darkshot declared, while holding his arrow pointed at the bound creature. “But…” He glanced to Darkwing on his shoulder, “As a fellow Ranger, I can’t bring myself to actually kill it. So, let's leave our pets out of this and finish it man to man.” Darkshot said while seeing a look of fear on Quiver’s face. “After all, it’d be a pain to have to tame a new one, right?” Darkshot asked with a slight grin creeping up on the side of his face.

 Quiver didn’t reply immediately, he maintained his look of fear while glancing between his pet and Darkshot’s arrow pointed at it, until finally Quiver lowered his arrow and let out a long sigh.

 “Man, you’re way too cool.” Quiver shook his head. “Okay. Fine with me. And thanks.” Quiver said as he stepped out of the bakery onto the streets of Kordas. “Milo, go hide somewhere, don’t interfere with this fight.” Quiver explained to his pet as the pinning shot wore off. Darkshot maintained his arrow’s aim on the mimic as he watched it morph its body back into a level 50 hawk. It let out a few annoyed squawks before flapping its wings and taking off into the distance. 

 Once Darkshot was sure he was sight, he turned to his pigeon.

 “You too, you go hide. It’s gonna get dangerous here.” Darkshot instructed Darkwing. With little resistance, the pigeon cooed and flew off into the distance as well, leaving the two rangers standing in the streets several meters away from each other.

 “You know, I bet we’d get along if we got to know each other. All this island sinking stuff, it’s just a way to pay the bills.” Quiver shrugged as he began stepping backwards away from Darkshot, bow still in hand with an arrow in the bowstring, but it was pointed at the ground while Darkshot’s had turned his from being aimed at the mimic, to Quiver.

 “I doubt it, the first time we met you shot me.” Darkshot replied.

 “Oh, yeah, forgot about that.” Quiver laughed half-heartedly. “How’d you find me, by the way?” 

 “Just lucky.” Darkshot shrugged back.

 “Hah, right, you shot into the building before you even saw me. You somehow knew I was there.” Quiver sighed as now Darkshot too was taking a few steps back, so that they were roughly 8 meters from each other on the paved street, with nothing but shops and residential homes flanking them on either side.  “Well, whatever, doesn’t matter now. Your buddies took out Emerill, Joltblade and Cheryl, so… Vagosh’ll be pissed if I don’t find where you hid the King.”

 “You won’t find him.” Darkshot replied back cooly, but in truth his adrenaline was pumping through his body and his breathing was anything but steady. Quiver eyed Darkshot up and down and saw it.

 “First time having a one versus one duel? You look a bit nervous. You ready?” Quiver asked with a raised eyebrow, but following this question, he immediately pulled his bow and arrow up and aimed it at Darkshot, firing into a multishot. 

 Darkshot did the same, and their arrow barrages collided with one another. Darkshot jumped off to the side of the street, while Quiver jumped as well, and the pair wiggled their fingers frantically to redirect each other's 20 arrows into each other, or beyond the barrages to aim at the other player. 

 “Piercing shot!” Darkshot shouted, firing another arrow while still controlling the redirecting arrows. Three of his multishot arrows remained as his piercing arrow grew large and shot through both barrages at Quiver. It caught Quiver off guard and hit him, but simultaneously Darkshot lost track of one of the redirected barrage shots and took a hit, both of them losing a 3rd of their health in the exchange. 

 Quiver then retaliated by firing his own piercing shot, but Darkshot quickly shot a grappling arrow up at a nearby building and used the rope to pull himself up over the piercing shot, swinging through the air. Mid-air, he released the rope and nocked another arrow from his quiver and fired it. 

 “Multishot!” Darkshot cast, morphing it into another barrage of 20 shots.

 “Multishot.” Quiver replied as he aimed up at the barrage pouring down on him. 

 “Grappling shot.” Darkshot cast, turning one of his multishot arrows into a grapple and causing it to leave a trailing rope behind, which Darkshot grabbed. As his multishot mixed in with Quiver’s, he used the rope to yank himself through the arrows while cautiously avoiding the ones that Quiver was redirecting, in order to close the distance between them.

 Darkshot redirected his grapple arrow to penetrate the ground at Quiver’s feet while Quiver jumped backwards and nocked another arrow. As Darkshot yanked himself forward on the rope once more and landed on the ground in front of Quiver, both players abandoned control of their multishots in favor of nocking an arrow and aiming at one another, now both only a meter apart.

 They both released their arrows, aiming at each others heads, and tilted their heads respectively out of the way to dodge in almost completely synchronized movements. The only difference was, following both shots, Darkshot jumped forward and swung his bow out at Quiver, while Quiver jumped backwards to avoid the swing. Darkshot followed it up with a side kick which Quiver lifted up his shin to block, but still took the unarmed damage from.

 “Yo, we’re Rangers, not monks.” Quiver grumbled in frustration, but Darkshot ignored this and continued forward at Quiver, taking one hand off of his bow and swinging it out at his head as Quiver attempted to reload his bow with a backwards hop, then fired it at Darkshot.

 Darkshot closed the gap and ducked under the arrow, landing a punch into Quiver’s stomach before Quiver could create distance again.

 “Multishot!” Quiver shouted, causing the arrow he’d fired beyond Darkshot to split into 20, of which Quiver redirected three of the arrows backwards to come at Darkshot from behind. Darkshot reacted by firing an arrow up at the tallest nearby building and spawning a grappling rope out of it, then yanked himself up into the air just in time to avoid the three arrows flying at him from behind. 

 Quiver took advantage of this by redirecting the arrows upwards to pursue Darkshot while midair, but Darkshot nocked an arrow and aimed it down at Quiver from above.

 “Game over.” Darkshot declared with a smirk. Quiver saw the confident look on his face and was confused for a moment, but he glanced down at his stomach where Darkshot had landed the punch and saw the red ranger mark on his chest.

 “Shit.” Quiver sighed in frustration.

 “RAIN OF ARROWS!” Darkshot shouted, dumping the remainder of his mana to fire dozens of arrows that all converged on the red mark. There wasn’t any immediate cover available for Quiver to utilize, and he could do nothing but take the arrows to his chest, while abandoning control of the three arrows he had sent after Darkshot. 

 Darkshot easily dodged the arrows using the grappling rope, yanking himself to the side and eventually landing back down on the paved streets a few meters away from Quiver’s disintegrating body.

 “I remembered back in Rene, you were shocked by the unarmed skills I used to fight the gnolls. Figured you weren’t so good at close combat.” Darkshot shrugged at his fading body.

 “Heh.” Quiver’s final word before he was forced to log out for 24 hours. The moment he was gone, Darkshot’s knees gave out and he collapsed to the ground, breathing heavily.


 “I got him. I got him, it’s safe to come outside now.” Darkshot declared into his party interface.

 “That’s all of ‘em, Aegis.” Rakkan spoke into the party interface, of which Pyri, Aegis, Lina, Darkshot and Rakkan were members.

 “Good job, guys!” Pyri cheered excitedly to them. 

 “Tell Yorgi to open a portal so I can get back to Kordas please!” Lina joined in.

 “Yep, yeah, I’ll go track him down.” Rakkan answered her.

 “Nice work guys. Just Finley left, but as long as he doesn’t know where the fifth stone is, we should be okay. If we can hold off the abysslings until the juggernauts are down, we can group up and challenge that Raid boss with the White Flames.” Aegis spoke to the group. “Gather up around Yorgi and portal to Rene, so we can help out with the Juggernauts.” Aegis instructed them as he himself redirected Snowflake to fly in the direction of Rene.

 “Yes, sir.” Darkshot replied playfully. 





  

 “They’re all fucking useless.” Finley shouted in frustration as he flew through the skies of Kalmoore with Jealousy behind him. He was eying his party interface and saw all four of his party members were dead, and left the party in annoyance. After letting out a long sigh, he opened up his friends list and navigated down to Simon, then sent him a party invite. As if Simon was expecting it, he immediately accepted and joined Finley’s group.


 “Simon, I need your services again.” Finley said through the party communications.

 “Hmm… There’s a lot of cameras though. I don’t like publicity.” Simon moaned back at him like a whiny child. 

 “I’ll give you 50% of the profits from this island. I can take it out of the share of the four morons.” Finley replied coldly.

 “Oooh, that sounds like a lot of money. Oki-doki!” Simon cheered. “What do I gotta do exactly?”

 “Find the King, torture him until he reveals the location of the 5th island stone, then kill him. Bonus points if you can kill Aegis’ pals, or the Arallian Princess.” 

 “‘Kay.” Simon replied, followed by him promptly leaving the party.





 As Rakkan was stepping out of the Palace and walking out into the palace gardens with Zekor trailing behind him, he saw a young boy prancing through the hole in the wooden palace gate. Long blonde hair waving around, with extremely long sleeves dragging down to the ground blocking view of his hands. He had a majestic staff that remained strapped on his back. 

“Oh, goody! I found one already!” Simon cheered playfully as he spotted Rakkan, and Rakkan eyed him up and down, including the [Simon - Level 164] floating above his head.


 “Yo Aegis, we have a problem.” Rakkan said through his party interface.
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Quinn sat in her office simulation, pacing behind a large fluffy blue couch that sat in the midsts of an otherwise plain room. In front of the couch, multiple livestream broadcasts were on display on floating screens that hovered in the air a meter away from it. On the couch sat Ren, leaning forward on the edge of his seat watching the broadcasts unfold. The pair looked incredibly similar to their in-game avatars, minus the fantasy clothing and armor.

 Three livestreams were on display for the pair. One of Aegis’ flight through the air above Kalmoore atop his gryphon Snowflake. One of Samathara’s broadcast as she looked down over the battle for Kordas along the southern walls, of which it appeared the forces of Kordas were holding their own against the abyss. And lastly, a view of Zekor’s broadcast as he watched Simon prance towards Rakkan.

 “I think… It’s over.” Artaphernes’ voice spoke to Quinn through a voice call. Quinn glanced up in her peripheral vision to see the members in the voice call group, and in it was included a large number of players from all three of the top Kalmoore guilds, including Tullan, Sapphire, Herilon, Christoph, Artaphernes and Anazia, among many others. 

 “What? Why?” Quinn replied back with a frantic tone. A second later, Zekor’s broadcast went black, due to the broadcaster being killed - what killed him was not visible on the livestream, but the livestream quickly switched over to a studio where a host was sitting in a chair, waiting to commentate the action in the background.


 “It appears our broadcaster, Zekor, has been killed by that player that just showed up. Unfortunately, we won’t be able to keep up with the action at the Palace with Aegis’ party anymore for the moment, but we’ll be doing our best to get another stream in place to keep you guys updated.” The host announced, causing Ren to let out a frustrated groan.



 “Aegis was acting under the assumption that Joltblade and Simon worked together to take out our guild, but that's wrong.” Artaphernes paused with a long sigh. “That Simon guy took us all out by himself. He’s on another level.”

 “That doesn’t mean it’s over, though, right? I mean, Lina, Yorgi, Rakkan, Darkshot… there’s no way he can take them all on!” Ren shouted into the voice call with enthusiasm. 



 Rakkan glanced behind himself to see the disintegrating body of Zekor, but had not seen at all what attack Simon had used to kill him. Immediately, Rakkan resummoned and armed his echoes and spread them out in front of Simon, but wordlessly, a blue spell flew out from Simon’s chest at Rakkan, towards his head.

 Rakkan swung his mithral longsword out at the spell to hit it away or deflect it, but instead, the sword passed through the spell - or rather, the sword cut through it. The spell was a ball of water, which continued beyond Rakkan’s sword until arriving at his head, and encapsulating it in water, preventing Rakkan from breathing. 

 Rakkan reacted by frantically grabbing at the water bubble now encased around his head, but his hands and weapons just passed through it, unable to make it move at all. While he did this, Simon continued to prance along the garden path as if Rakkan wasn’t there, walking right up to, and around his echoes as Rakkan struggled to find a solution to the water bubble on his head.

 After realizing he couldn’t remove it by grabbing at it, he turned his attention to Simon and began swinging his weapons out at him from all directions using his echoes.

Simon hardly reacted to the attacks - he made some slight waving motions with his arms, but his fingers were not visible to Rakkan due to his elongated sleeves. What was visible was the bursts of bright blue water that repeatedly appeared in front of Rakkan’s weapon swings, using bursts of force to redirect the trajectory of each of his swings. They were appearing all around Simon, regardless of which direction Rakkan’s echoes struck from. 

Desperation grew on Rakkan’s face as he let out several frustrated grunts between his repeated attacks, the sounds muffled by the water surrounding his main body's face and causing bubbles to erupt out along with gurgling sounds.

“Haha, that kind of sounds like the chorus of Yumily’s new song. Have you heard of it?” Simon giggled while still prancing forward, making it all the way to the front doors of the palace despite Rakkan’s efforts. Simon then began humming the song that resembled Rakkan’s gurgling sounds. 

“Hey Blondie!” Darkshot shouted as he appeared atop the outer palace walls, arrow nocked and aimed at Simon. Simon didn’t react to Darkshot’s words, though. Darkshot then fired a shot down at him, aiming true as the mithral tipped arrow soared across the garden to hit Simon in the back, between Rakkan’s echoes.

The arrow, too, was blocked by a burst of blue water appearing in front of it at the last second and knocking it to the ground.

“Ribbit!” Simon suddenly shouted, turning and looking at Darkshot. A moment later, a green bolt of magic fired from Simon’s forehead at Darkshot with incredible speed. Darkshot was quick enough to dash to the side to avoid it by moving a meter to the side, still atop the garden wall. As he nocked another arrow to fire, Simon tilted his head to the side with a sad expression.

“Aww, no ribbit?” Simon asked in a childlike manner. “Multicast ribbit!” He changed to playful voice again, this time firing three green bolts at Darkshot. Darkshot managed to dodge two, but the third was arcing and spiraling at him through the air at an odd, unpredictable angle. A moment before it connected with Darkshot, a shell appeared around him to block it. Darkshot glanced behind himself at the streets outside of the Palace walls to see Yorgi and Lina rushing towards him.

“Made it!” Yorgi shouted with relief, while Lina shadowstepped into the shade of the palace walls, then through various shadows in the garden until arriving at the palace doors, slashing out at Simon from the back once she’d reached him.

 With Lina’s arrival, Rakkan stepped back with his main body and mumbled something that was muffled by the water around his head - he casted Rune:Enlarge on his head, causing it to grow gigantic and explode out of the water bubble encapsulating it. His body looked funny for a moment, like a weird bobble-headed orc, but it worked in giving him an opportunity to breathe.

 Simon, of course, thought it was hilarious and burst out laughing, grabbing his stomach and bending over while simultaneously creating several bursts of water around Lina’s daggers to deflect her attacks.

 “You look ridiculous!” Simon cheered at Rakkan as Rakkan shrunk his head back down to a normal size. Lina hopped back into the main hall of the Palace to create some distance, while Yorgi jumped atop the wall to stand beside Darkshot and Rakkan lined up with his echoes in front of Simon. The four of them were glaring at the laughing boy. 

 “Two’s a date, three’s good company, and four is a party!” Simon waved his hands into the air excitedly, but brought them back down and suddenly a demonic glare appeared on his face, sending a chill down Yorgi and Darkshot’s spine as he turned his eyes onto them first. “Let’s celebrate.” 

 His staff erupted off of his back as a water-copy of himself appeared wielding it, lunging at Lina, while his real body rushed forward and shot a barrage of blue spears formed of water up into the sky that began swerving downwards towards Yorgi and Darkshot, then stomped his foot down on the ground and released out a wave of freezing ice that crept across the garden, solidifying every blade of grass and plant it touched as it spread rapidly. He managed to cast all of these spells simultaneously, forcing all of Aegis’ party members on the defensive immediately. 

 As Rakkan jumped up over the freezing wave of ice, Simon lunged at him as if about to strike with some sort of attack. Rakkan raised his mithral weapons up defensively on his mainbody, swinging his melee weapons out at Simon while firing his crossbow, but Simon suddenly disappeared with an explosion of water, re-appearing where his water spears were as they soared in the air above the garden, replacing one of the spears. 

 As Rakkan landed back on the ground and turned to re-aim his crossbow, he saw Simon redirect all of the water spears back down towards him, forcing Rakkan to dodge them, while waving his hands out at Yorgi and Darkshot. Darkshot reacted by firing an arrow, and Yorgi prepared to cast a shell. The moment Darkshot’s arrows left their radius, Yorgi created the shell around them to block whatever attack Simon was planning.

 The arrows expanded into 20, the shell came up, and suddenly a purple dome appeared around Simon in a 2 meter radius. As Rakkan’s bolt and Darkshot’s arrows came into contact with the dome, their movement through the air slowed down massively, almost coming to a complete halt. Then Simon created a burst of water at his feet to propel himself forward at Yorgi and Darkshot, and the pair jumped backwards to get away from him and create distance. Darkshot tried shooting more arrows, but they continued to slow down massively anytime they got inside the purple dome, making them easy for Simon to block and avoid.

 All while this was happening, Simon’s staff wielding water clone had jumped at Lina, attacking her in an unsuspecting manner as she attempted to deflect the staff swings, but instead the water clone of Simon abandoned the staff mid-lunge to instead hug Lina, expanding its watery body and encapsulating her entirely in water. Before Lina could pick up on what the water was trying to do, the staff that it had dropped began glowing from a simple Lumina spellcast, of which the light became amplified as it reflected off of the watery clone that was encapsulating her. Due to this, she was unable to use any shadow spells, nor could she breathe, and any movements she made to try and escape the water clone were imitated by the clone.

 “He was an archmage intermediate, he’s got a lot of powerful spells. I looked up his advanced class too, there’s a website that tracks all advanced classes unlocked so far. He was listed as a Chronoma-” Yorgi tried to explain to the group, but was interrupted as his voice suddenly left him. 

 “Shhh.” Simon put his index finger up to his lips, revealing his hands for the first time as he glared at Yorgi to shush him, his sleeve on his right arm sliding down to the elbow to reveal his character had 6 fingers rather than five - one was made of water. Simultaneously, a rune appeared on Simon’s forehead that expanded a white dome out of his body rapidly, extending beyond the purple dome. As the dome reached Yorgi, all sound left the area - and the dome quickly grew to capture Lina, Darkshot and Rakkan, silencing all of them and removing sound completely from the Palace garden and surrounding streets. 

 Darkshot accepted that ranged attacks were worthless against the purple dome, and did a head jerking motion to Darkwing to signal him to fly away before dashing forward and throwing his bow over his shoulder, swinging his fists out at Simon as he engaged him in melee while Yorgi jumped down off of the palace garden walls onto the street outside, looking up at Darkshot. Yorgi only saw Simon easily deflect Darkshot’s first few fists with bursts of water, then mouthed the word ‘ribbit’ before shooting a blast of green magic point-blank at Darkshot.

 The spell instantly turned Darkshot into a frog, to which Simon excitedly attempted to stomp on, but Yorgi reacted by creating a shell around Darkshot’s frog form. The shell worked in blocking Simon’s foot, but Simon turned and wagged his finger at Yorgi as if Yorgi was being naughty. Yorgi ignored it, attempting to cast dispel magic on Darkshot by shooting a bolt of gray energy out from his staff in Darkshot’s direction, while Rakkan and his echoes arrived atop the wall and began striking out at Simon from behind. Simon abandoned concentration on the purple dome as he no longer felt he needed it, freeing him up to concentrate once more on creating bursts of water to block Rakkan’s swings while simultaneously shooting a green bolt of energy at Yorgi, which Yorgi failed to dodge due to focusing on dispelling Darkshot. 

 The result was that Yorgi, too, transformed into a frog - but in that time, Darkshot hopped away as fast as he could with his little frog legs along the wall, causing Simon to grab his stomach again and laugh hysterically at the hopping Darkshot - though his laughing was inaudible due to the silence spell. 

 Still acting as though Rakkan wasn’t attacking him despite Rakkan’s best efforts to land an attack with all of his mithral weapons, Simon began to excitedly prance forward across the palace walls towards the frog Darkshot, but before he could get to him, Darkwing swooped down out of the sky and grabbed Darkshot-frog in his talons and flew him up into the air, taking him away from the battle.

 Simon shot out a water spear with annoyed expression, aiming it up at Darkwing and Darkshot, but to his surprise, the spell did no damage as it crashed into Darkwing as Darkwing activated its Fae effect to block the attack. 

 Simon then glanced down off the wall to try and find where Yorgi-frog had gone, but Yorgi too had hopped off of the street and hid somewhere amongst the nearby buildings outside the palace walls, causing Simon to turn to look at Rakkan behind him with a disappointed expression. 



“Guys? What’s going on?” Pyri asked as the party communications had gone completely quiet, though she was quite pre-occupied by fighting off two Juggernauts and swarms of abysslings charging at her from all sides. She stood several dozen meters out in the fields in front of Rene, using her cinderbolts to deflect the gigantic blade-arms of the hulking black-skinned juggernauts. Behind her lay the body of one dead Juggernaut, and one living Juggernaut engaging with Erikson, Yuki, Josephine, Ulaipu, Farlion, and Celestian as they worked on bringing it down from atop the walls of Rene. 

 “They can’t reply, they’re all silenced. I think they’re fighting Simon.” Aegis answered her as he continued to fly through the air atop his gryphon, the town of Rene coming into view. There, he saw Pyri battling with the large juggernauts as they towered over the forests in the distance. But rather than continue to soar towards her, he pulled on Snowflake’s reins to bring him to a halt midair, causing him to flap idly and squawk curiously. Aegis nervously looked at his party interface and saw the frog-transformation debuff on Darkshot, and Lina’s rapidly draining stamina due to being drowned by the water clone. 

 “Mom, are you gonna be okay with the Juggernauts?” Aegis asked, still speaking through their party communications.

 “I should be okay. You got somewhere else you need to be, huh?” Pyri asked.

 “Yeah. I think so.” Aegis replied.

 “Go. I’ll handle things here, don’t worry.” Pyri answered with a strained voice. With that, Aegis yanked on the reins of Snowflake, flying eastward away from Rene. 

“Guys, he’s able to scry. He’s most likely going to go after something of the King’s within the palace, to scry on him and find where he’s hiding. If you can’t beat Simon, stopping him from scrying would be enough.” Aegis said into the party interface, knowing they could hear him but not be able to reply.



Lina frustratedly listened to Aegis’ words while struggling against the water clone that enveloped her as she stood in the light of the lumina spell on Simon’s staff, laying a meter from her on the floor of the Palace’s main hall. As she looked out through the front door, she saw Rakkan battling with Simon desperately atop the wall, failing to land any real attacks on him while Simon playfully waved his arms around to deflect all of Rakkan’s attempts to hit, including bolts shot from his crossbow wielding echo.

Lina was running out of air, fast, and any movement she made with her body was still continuously being imitated by the water clone encasing her, preventing her from getting out of it in any meaningful way. Frustration was taking over her, as was fear and panic from the impending sense of drowning overtaking her game character. Desperately, she took out an old tattered seeker cloak from her inventory and desperately flung it out at the staff on the ground.

 The cloak landed atop the staff, blocking the light from the Lumina spell, allowing her to finally shadowstep out of the water clone and catch her breath. As she gasped for air, breathing heavily, she looked out in the direction of Rakkan’s one on one fight with Simon. Part of her was tempted to join in with the fight, but as she watched the water clone turn to where she’d shadowstepped and began its pursuit, she decided against it.

 Aegis’ words ringing in her ears, she had a feeling that beating Simon wouldn’t be an option, so instead opted to shadow step away, further into the palace. Rakkan briefly glanced in her direction and saw through his party interface Lina’s name, slowly getting further away, and knew what she was going to do.

 Taking on the role now of solely keeping Simon busy, he engaged him with everything he had through the silence spell. He got progressively more and more frustrated as Simon easily blocked all of his attacks, regardless of where he sent them from - but recalled his duels with Pyri as he trained with her back in the underrealm.


 “Your movements are good, your spell control is good, but it's all still very predictable.” Pyri’s words rang through his ears. 



 Rakkan swung his longsword out at Simon from the front, then threw his Mosmir spear straight up into the sky where one of his echoes jumped up to catch it while simultaneously throwing it’s own battle axe down, essentially exchanging weapons with one of his echoes mid swing, then he did the same with his crossbow wielding echo and his longsword. A quick and rapid swap of weapons, followed by attacks using them from unpredictable angles. Simon blocked most, but finally, with a throw of his Mosmir stinger after trading it to one of his echoes, the tip of the spear got through Simon’s defenses and cut into his cheek, dealing the first bit of damage to the wizard player.

 Immediately after the appearance of the damage numbers, all manner of politeness and jovial smiles faded from Simon, and he looked at Rakkan with utmost rage. He dropped the silence spell, the lumina spell on his staff, and the water clone spell, all in favor of creating 10 spells of varying elements all around Rakkan.

 “YOU DARE HIT ME?!” Simon shouted in a rage, before blasting all of the spells at Rakkan from multiple angles. Ice, fire, water, wind, electricity, poison, and various others - Rakkan did his best to avoid some of them, but too many landed and dealt massive amounts of damage, killing Rakkan instantly and forcing him to log out. “I WANTED TO PLAY WITH THE FROGS.” He screamed hysterically at no one in particular. “RIBBIT RIBBIT!” He stomped his feet atop the palace walls in protest as he panned his eyes around rapidly, trying to spot where Yorgi and Darkshot had run off to. He was forced to stop when he heard an explosion coming from within the palace, and turned to see black smoke billowing out of various windows high up in the structure.

 “So annoying!” He sighed in frustration before shooting several spears of water up towards the smoke. Once the spears got close enough to one of the windows where the smoke was coming out, he teleported to where the water spears were, taking their place and landing on the stone windowframe, up in the high towers of the Kordas Palace.

 Peering inside, he saw a burning royal bedroom. The wardrobe, bed, shelves, carpet, - everything had been set ablaze, and standing in the doorway wielding a torch with a smirk on her face stood Lina.

 “You’re good, but you won’t be able to scry on the King now. You’ll never find him.” Lina shouted at him triumphantly.

 “Haha, cute.” Simon rolled his eyes at her. “Didn’t that sage kid just tell you what advanced class I took?” He asked Lina as he climbed into the burning room through the window, waving his right hand out at the blazing wardrobe of the King. A white spell circle appeared in the air in front of the wardrobe, and suddenly all of the flames froze, then began burning backwards rapidly, until quickly unburning the wardrobe and returning it to a state before it’d been set on fire. 

 Lina watched as this happened with wide eyes of disbelief, before throwing down the torch and utilizing the few dark spots within the blazing chamber to shadowstep to Simon and strike out at him with her daggers, but he nonchalantly waved his hands at her, giving her the same treatment he had with Rakkan and creating 10 spells of various elements that blasted her from all directions, killing her instantly and forcing her to log out. He then marched across the bedroom to the wardrobe and sifted through it.

 “King’s got terrible style. Here, this should work…” Simon singled out a piece of clothing and began casting the scrying spell on it, within the red glow of flames that dominated the chamber.

 The scrying sphere appeared in front of Simon and displayed the King, standing beside the Queen of Kordas, the Prince of Kordas, Princess Savika of Arallia, Sherry, Gregory, and Leonard. In addition, they were accompanied by dozens of high level Royal Knights of Kordas.

 Most importantly to Simon though, was their location. They were all atop the deck of the Sky Darling, soaring high above the skies of Kalmoore, and as Simon panned the view of his scrying spell around, he got a sense of where on the island exactly they were flying.

 “Found you.” Simon grinned to himself gleefully before canceling the scrying spell, then playfully prancing out of the burning bedroom back towards the window he’d entered from, and hopping through it to get outside before casting a fly spell on himself. 
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Darkshot found himself on top of a roof of one of the many residential structures within the city of Kordas. Darkwing had put him down in his frog form, hopped a few centimeters away, then turned and stared at his frog body curiously, tilting his head to the side and cooing at him.

 Darkshot looked back at his pigeon expressionlessly with his large bulging eyes, doing his best to not make any odd croaking noises, though he felt an urge to do so building up inside of him. Luckily, the duration of the transformation spell on him wasn’t incredibly long, and he watched with anticipation as it counted down its 1 minute duration and wore off. Just as it had, he jumped to his feet and glanced around to get his bearings, spotting the smoke puffing out of the upper towers of the Kordas palace in the distance.

 Just as he went to his party interface to talk with his members, he saw Lina’s health drop to 0, alongside Rakkan who was already at zero health. He looked on with fear as he saw Aegis and Pyri still alive in the party interface, but he couldn’t think of what to say to them, or what to do. Then, moments later, he watched as Simon climbed out of one of the windows of the upper palace towers, cast the fly spell on himself, and flew off away from the city in the direction Darkshot knew the Airship to be.

 After watching it, Darkshot sprang into action with Darkwing quickly fluttering back onto his shoulder.

 “Yorgi!? Yorgi!” Darkshot shouted as loud as he could as he hopped across several rooftops until arriving at the street in front of the Palace walls, where he’d last seen Yorgi. “Don’t tell me he killed you, Yorgi!” Darkshot shouted in frustration, and got a ribbit in response. He looked in the direction of the sound and watched as a frog eagerly hopped out from behind a few discarded barrels in an alleyway.

 “Good, you hid. We still have a chance.” Darkshot let out a sigh of relief as Yorgi’s frog form exploded into green mist and he transformed into his normal body again. He quickly felt himself up and down to confirm he no longer had frog legs. “Simon knows where the Airship is, he’s flying there. Is there anyway you can get us there before him?” Darkshot asked Yorgi.

 “Get…? For what? There’s no point.” Yorgi complained while shaking his head.

 “What do you mean ‘for what’? We’ve gotta stop Simon from getting to the King!” Darkshot shouted back at him.

 “How’re we gonna stop that guy? Did you not see his spell control? He just took all of us on, and there were four of us. Now there’s only two!” Yorgi yelled back anxiously. 

 “So what are you going to do, just give up?!” Darkshot yelled. “If he gets the King, and finds the 5th island stone, then all of this was for nothing. This whole island goes down!” Darkshot replied.

 “News flash, it’s already going down! Yorgi shouted back at him hysterically. “We tried everything we could, we followed Aegis’ plan, and it failed! We can’t stop that guy! And even if we could, everyone else is dead! How is Aegis going to defeat a level 200 Raid Boss?! There’s no one left on this island to fight it!”

 “There’s us.” Darkshot roared angrily at Yorgi, stomping forward and grabbing his shoulders. “This time, Aegis needs my help. Our help. You really want to give up just because some guy shows off a little bit of high APM?” Darkshot said to him, staring Yorgi in the eyes. He watched as Yorgi’s look of fear slowly turned into a glazed over stare, as if something came back into his mind.

 “High APM…” Yorgi mumbled to himself as he looked down at the pouch on his belt containing portal dust. “We can’t beat him, but maybe…” He mumbled to himself as he broke free from Darkshot’s grip and grabbed the pouch of portal dust, opening it to inspect the contents. “I’ve got enough for two more portals…” 

 “You’ve got a plan? You know how we can get to the Airship before Simon?” Darkshot asked.

 “Maybe not before, but there's a town with a portal altar not far from where the Airship is hiding. She won’t be able to portal there, but if we can get to the airship before Simon, we can portal them to Rene. Come on!” Yorgi shouted with sudden enthusiasm as he began opening up a blue portal for Darkshot in the middle of the street. 

 “You want to portal the King and the others to Rene? Why? Simon can portal too, you know?” Darkshot asked with a raised eyebrow as the portal began to form.

 “Yeah, but that’s where Pyri is.”

 “She’s busy fighting off a bunch of Juggernauts, if we bring Simon there, it’ll just get Rene destroyed.” Darkshot shook his head at him.

 “No, it won’t. Trust me.” Yorgi replied with a nervous nod towards Darkshot. Darkshot responded by opening up his friends list to contact Sherry.


 “Sherry, Simon knows where you guys are, he’s on his way. We’ll be coming as well to portal you guys out of there, but we might not make it in time. Be careful, he’s really dangerous.” Darkshot messaged her as quickly as he could.





 “We’ve got incoming.” Sherry told the others atop the deck of the Sky Darling the moment she got the message. “It’s Simon.” She turned to Leonard as he stood at the stern, holding the wheel. Leonard looked down at her and grew a devilish grin.

 “So the coward finally wants to show his face, huh?” Leonard replied smugly.

 “Everyone, get below deck!” Sherry ordered the NPCs. “Royal Knights, prepare for a fight.” She then turned to the several level 100 elite Royal Guards standing about.

 “Come with me, son.” The King hurriedly ushered the Prince below deck, with the Queen of Kordas following after, then Princess Savika last. Once they were all below, Gregory moved to seal the door shut behind them while the Royal Guards took up positions at the railings all around the edges of the deck of the ship, while Sherry pulled out a coin pouch from her inventory and held it as if it was a weapon.

 After a few more moments of the sounds of shuffling feet aboard the airship, it went still and quiet. The sounds of the winds blowing through the sails of the ship could be heard, but nothing else. Looking down over the lands below, Sherry could see in the distance the black mist slowly overtaking the island, but it was still thousands of meters away from reaching their position.

 “There, I see something approaching.” Gregory pointed off into the distant skies at a little spec soaring quickly towards them. It took a few moments for it to get closer and allow them to confirm that it indeed was Simon.

 He flew towards them at incredible speed through the sky, his long blonde hair and elongated sleeves flapping in the winds behind him. Immediately upon confirmation of who it was, Leonard strutted to the side of the ship he was approaching from and began waving his hands around with yellow glows on his fingertips.

 “I’ve been waiting for this, since he killed my darling.” Leonard spoke between his teeth, as suddenly multiple magical runes activated all over the ship, appearing seemingly out of nowhere and giving off various colored glows. “I spent a lot of money just to guarantee that if you ever showed yourself near me, you’d be getting a one way ticket to Kordas Prison!” Leonard shouted once he was sure Simon was close enough to hear him, while Sherry anxiously glanced between Leonard and the approaching Simon.

 Then, from the many magical runes on the side of the ship, dozens of magical beams shot out from them towards Simon. A mixture of Fire, Ice, Lightning and Shadow enchantments, all homing in on him with perfect accuracy. With ease, though, Simon began releasing bursts of water all around his body to deflect and negate the enchanted airship’s magical defenses. It wasn’t long before Simon completely bypassed them, soaring above the Airship and landing loudly on the center of the deck at the base of the mast behind Sherry and Gregory.

 Leonard ran over to see him up close from the upper deck, beside the stern, while all of the Royal Knights of Kordas turned their spears in his direction, pointing them out at him with their shields up. 

 “Do I know you from somewhere?” Simon raised his eyebrow playfully up at Leonard. 

 “You killed my wife.” Leonard growled at him.

 “Oh. Well, I’m about to kill a lot more than that.” Simon chuckled, as he waved his arms and prepared to cast multiple spells at the surrounding knights.

 “Don’t think so.” Leonard replied with a grin, as suddenly Simon’s body froze in place, completely paralyzed. Simon barely managed to look down and see that he was standing atop a large spell rune that had been hidden, etched into the deck of the ship. The rune was now visible due to it glowing dark purple, sending bolts of purple electricity up over Simon’s body to prevent him from moving. 

 “Nobody harms my loved ones and gets away with it. Sherry?” Leonard turned to her, and she nodded back at Leonard before looking towards Simon once more.

 “This is for attacking our island, and killing my guild leader.” Sherry pulled her coin pouch arm back, and prepared to swing it. “I may be a merchant class player, but we’ve got a pretty deadly cooldown skill that scales based on how much gold we’re holding. And I just borrowed the entire treasury of Kordas.” Sherry declared as she swung the coin pouch forward towards him.

 “WEIGHT OF GOLD!” She cast her skill, causing the coin pouch to suddenly grow in size ten-fold and emit a bright golden glow before slamming into Simon’s paralyzed body and dealing 353,632 damage. Upon impact, the pouch exploded causing several transparent coins to fly off and scatter around Simon before disappearing.

 Simon’s body didn’t disintegrate, though. Instead, a white rune appeared on his forehead that shot glowing white lines out across his body, and a few moments later, his body began to rewind back into the sky from before he’d landed, sending him back a meter away, flying in the air above the ship.

 “Hah! Lucky!” Simon shouted as Leonard and Sherry looked up at him in confused horror. “Chronoguard! Upon taking fatal damage, rewind your character back to a state you were in 30 seconds ago. 24 hour cooldown. If you had let me stay paralyzed a few seconds longer, I would’ve just rewinded to still being paralyzed. Thanks for killing me so quickly!” Simon cheered at them. Following these words, though, he turned to glare at Leonard and his smile disappeared completely. “You’re going to pay for that.” He growled, releasing a barrage of spells at the airship.

 His fury was focused on Leonard, who was killed by the first barrage of spells, followed by Gregory, while Sherry dashed below deck and several Royal guards jumped in and took hits for her, dying in the process. Within a few seconds, no one was left alive atop the deck of the Sky Darling.

 “Now, safety first…” Simon mumbled to himself as he began repeatedly casting dispel magic, shooting gray bolts out at random locations all over the deck. Once he was sure it was safe to land, he did exactly that. “Come out now, or I will blow the ship up. I don’t want to, it's a nice ship, but I will.” Simon shouted down into the door leading below deck. He got no response and began impatiently tapping his foot. 

 “Five…. Four… three…” 

 “I’m coming, I’m coming.” Sherry announced, slowly stepping up the stairs. Once she arrived at the top, she kept her head down and avoided looking directly at him. “You’re a mercenary player, right? You work for money?” Sherry asked.

 “Mhm.” Simon nodded.

 “I could pay you a lot of gold. Just to leave us alone. I have access to Kordas’ treasury, and the Night Hunter’s gold supply.” Sherry offered.

 “Mmmm… I’m going to get all of that stuff anyway when Vagosh sinks the island.” Simon shrugged. "Now, bring out the King already.”

 “The King is not here, we sent them off the ship in a portal before you arrived.” Sherry replied timidly, causing Simon to eye her up and down while she remained keeping her head down, looking at her feet. 

 “I don’t like liars.” Simon replied as he suddenly released a blast of flame magic that flew beyond Sherry, exploding into the upper portion of the deck where the stern was located. In an instant, it was all gone, along with the entire back wall of the lower deck of the airship.

 With it removed, Simon was able to look behind Sherry and see into the captain’s quarters from above, it’s back wall and roof removed now. Cowering there in a corner was the King, Queen, Prince, and off to the opposite side of the room was huddling Savika. All looked up at Simon in terror as he stepped towards the edge of the hole in the deck he’d just created.

 “Lookie, I found them!” Simon said to himself proudly. “Excuse me, Mr. King, would you mind telling me the location of the 5th island stone?” Simon asked as politely as he could.

 “I’ll never tell you its location, you vile fiend.” The King shouted out defiantly at him. 

 “Wrong answer!” Simon replied, snapping his fingers and sending out several spells at the Queen, killing her instantly and causing Sherry, Savika, the Prince, and the King to all scream in horror as her body was blasted backwards off of the ship, disintegrating mid air.

 “You bastard!” The King shouted out at him angrily.

 “You’re a monster!” Sherry yelled at him, taking a swing with her coin pouch at Simon’s head. Her attack was easily deflected by a burst of water magic, followed by Simon quickly kicking her away and knocking her to the ground.

 “I’m just doing my job, don’t hate the player, hate the game.” Simon chuckled while Savika began whimpering, tears in her eyes. “Now, let’s try that again.” Simon raised his hand and aimed it down at the Prince, while staring at the King of Kordas. “Where’s the 5th island stone? Tell, or your lineage goes bye bye.” Simon threatened, as a cinderbolt formed in front of his hand and began swirling around the Prince, causing the Prince to repeatedly wince and cower away from it any time it got close. 

 “I can’t tell you. If I tell you, all of Kalmoore is doomed.” The King roared back, but he spoke in a way more that seemed like he was trying to convince himself, rather than Simon.

 “Five… four… three… two… one…” Simon counted down, and once he was about to hit zero, he pulled his arm back as if preparing to send another barrage of spells out at the prince.

 “Wait! Okay! Stop!” The King shouted desperately, waving his hands up at Simon. Sherry looked on at the scene before her, and knew by the look in the King’s desperate eyes, it was over. She hadn’t the heart to try and convince him not to save his son.

 “I’m listening…” Simon looked at the King expectantly. 

 “It’s hidden in a grove of yellow leaf trees created by the druids of the Neumar Forest, near the center of the island.” The King replied with desperation in his voice.

 “Really?” Simon asked him to confirm, pressing the cinderbolt even closer to the Prince than before.

 “Yes! Yes! I swear!” The King shouted back frantically.

 “Okay.” Simon smiled, followed by a wave of his hands in their direction. In an instant, several dozen spells were fired at both the prince and the king, killing them almost instantaneously.

 Savika let out a scream of terror as she watched their bodies disintegrate in front of her, which Simon seemed to enjoy as he smiled in her direction. This was just barely enough of a distraction for Sherry, who frantically opened up her friend's interface and was sending a message to Aegis.


"Aegis, they know where the 5th stone is! It’s locat-” 



Her message was cut off by the casting of a silence spell from Simon, followed by a barrage of other spells that killed Sherry, taking her out of the gameworld. This left only Simon and Savika alive aboard the ship. Simon waved away the silence spell and smiled down at the terrified little girl. He paused for a moment himself to open up his interface and send a message to Finley, informing him of the 5th island stone's location. Once he was done, he closed out of the message and turned his attention back on Savika.

 “You know, in the real world, it’s illegal for me to kill people. In this world, I get paid to do it.” Simon shrugged. “Killing other players, it’s a bit boring. Because they know they’ll revive, they usually don’t show any real fear or emotions towards death.” Simon pranced forward down the stairs to get closer to Savika, as she desperately edged herself as far away from him as possible until reaching the back of the ship where no wall remained, and there was nothing but a several dozen meter drop down into the forest below the airship. 

 “Killing elite NPCS on the other hand, they show such a beautiful range of emotions. What an immersive experience. I truly love this game. The look of fear on your face, I bet it’s exactly what it would look like on someone's face if I were about to kill them in the real world.” Simon grinned devilishly as he closed in on Savika, watching her horrified expression intently. Once a meter away, though, he pulled his arm back and released a blast of flames in her direction, expecting her to die as he turned from the exploding flames.

 Instead, once the explosion had faded, he heard an odd cooing sound. Simon turned back to see Savika still alive, with a pigeon on her shoulder.

 “SAVIKA! JUMP!” Darkshot shouted as loud as he could from below the ship, amongst the trees on the ground. Savika didn’t need to be told twice. She launched herself off of the back of the airship and began falling through the sky. Simon ran over to the edge of the ship where she’d jumped to look down after her, and saw Savika falling into a sea of mithral tipped arrows that were flying up at him from below.

 “I shoot from the darkness, mother fucker!” Darkshot shouted as the barrage of multiple multishot arrows soared around Savika’s falling body up at Simon.

 “Ooh, the froggy!” Simon cheered back at him. Yorgi used a fly spell to soar into the air and catch Savika, preventing her from hitting the ground, then landing amongst the trees out of Simon’s immediate line of sight. Simon activated the purple dome around himself and leapt into the arrows, causing every arrow that passed by near him to go to an almost complete stand still. 

 Despite their numbers, their slowed movement in the purple dome made it easy for Simon to to avoid and deflect any in his path as he fell down out of the sky after Savika, eying where Yorgi took her and attempting to land beside her.

 Before he could, though. Darkshot revealed his location amidst the nearby trees by jumping off of a nearby tree branch up at Simon and taking a swing at him with his right fist. Simon cast fly on himself to swerve out of the path of Darkshot’s punch, but with Darkshot’s other hand he threw an arrow at point blank range.

 “Pinning shot!” Darkshot shouted, plunging the arrow into Simon’s heel unsuspectingly, causing vines to shoot out towards the ground.

 “Really?” Simon rolled his eyes at Darkshot, waving his hand at the arrow to dispel the pinning shot before the vines even connected with anything. As Darkshot fell back down out of the air following these two strikes, Simon remained hovering in place and turned to follow Darkshot with his eyes. “That was your big rescue plan?”

 “Not all of it. I’ve still got my secret attack.” Darkshot grinned as he spun and glared back up at Simon, still falling backwards towards the canopy of a nearby tree. “ULTIMATE THRUST ATTACK!” Darkshot yelled, dropping his longbow and unequipping his pants, revealing his nude lower half.

 “Hah!?! Are you some sort of pervert?!” Simon cackled at him as he watched the half-naked Darkshot land in the canopy of the tree, the branches and leaves at the top were unfortunately strong enough to hold Darkshot’s weight, preventing him from falling out of Simon’s view.

 “No, I’m not a pervert, this is the ultimate attack. The perfect distraction.” Darkshot declared as he struggled to stand upright on the branches. Simon heard this, glanced towards Yorgi and Savika under the treeline, and saw them disappearing through a portal.

 “Tch.” Simon sucked his teeth before waving his arms in Darkshot’s direction, creating a series of spells that shot at him from all directions, killing him instantly. Following this, Simon quickly shot a water spear out at the portal that Yorgi had created, then warped to the location of the spear so that he could briefly look through the portal before it closed. “Rene, huh?” Simon said to himself as he recognized the portal altar on the other side of the portal. He then waved his hands and created his own portal to Rene a second later, stepping through it to see Yorgi and Savika running away from him down the street. 

 “All such a waste. You’re not going to get away from me!” Simon shouted out after Yorgi as he gave chase, quickly gaining on them.

 “I wasn’t trying to get away! I was preparing for a spell that could destroy you!” Yorgi yelled back at him confidently as he arrived at the townsquare of Rene, stopping in front of the fountain while motioning to Savika to keep running away. She hadn’t the strength, though, and her legs gave out from fear a few meters behind Yorgi.

 Seeing that he stopped running away, Simon stopped running as well and switched to walking, entering the townsquare from the north side of Rene.

 “Is it like the other frogs' spell? Are you going to take your pants off?” Simon asked curiously.

 “No, something way better than that.” Yorgi’s fingers began to glow gray and he tapped his own neck with them. “Voice amplification.” Yorgi cast on himself.

 “You’re going to sing me a song?” Simon asked him with intrigue.

 “PYRIIIIIIIIIIIII!” Yorgi shouted at the top of his lungs, his voice suddenly much louder and carrying itself over all of Rene and its surrounding lands. “HEEEELP!” 

 “Boring.” Simon waved his hands at Yorgi, using his standard barrage of spells to kill him instantly. He then turned to the cowering Savika on the paved townsquare of Rene that encircled Aegis’ fountain of Eirene. 

 “All that running, and for what? Once you’re on my kill list, you won’t escape. I will keep hunting you to the ends of this virtual world.” Simon sighed, followed by a wave of his hands in her direction. He created another barrage of spells and sent them towards Savika, but this time, not a single spell connected. Slowly, out of the sky, Pyri lowered herself down to land on the town square beside the fountain, between Simon and Savika. Savika looked up at her with joyous tears in her eyes, while Pyri stared at Simon.

 “Hm?” Simon tilted his head to the side curiously, confused by what had just happened while eying Pyri up and down. “You’re also on my kill list. One of Aegis’ buddies. Thanks for making it easy to find you!” Simon cheered, waving his hands to send another barrage of spells, this time aimed at Pyri. Every single spell that he fired was intercepted and blocked by her cinderbolts, now rotating rapidly around her.

 “You’ve been picking on my son’s friends, huh? That stops now.” Pyri replied with a look of anger. 
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 “How are you holding up?” Viella asked Jael as she shadowstepped up onto the wall to stand beside him. Jael maintained concentration on his Grand Tempest spell, causing wild lightning strikes to blast the fields on the outskirts of Kordas in front of them.

 “My mana will last for quite awhile, so long as my spell is not interrupted. You?” Jael asked her with a strained expression on his face.

 “Just keep it nice and cloudy, and nothing will get onto this wall and live long enough to do anything.” Viella nodded back as she moved to the edge of the wall and peered over the side. There, at the base of it, she saw the abysslings crashing into the wall and desperately climbing up on top of one another, slowly creating piles and piles of them and getting higher by the second. 

 Arrows and catapult projectiles soared overhead, piercing into the thousands of reapers swarming towards them through the skies. Any arrow that failed to find a reaper would continue to soar downward until hitting an abyssling on the ground.

 “I’ve killed 3,203 already! There’s no way I’m not getting one of those Mithral weapons!” Keldan shouted from atop the wall nearby, releasing blastwaves of magic out at the abysslings below.

 “Hah? That’s it?” Rocknight turned to him with a look of disappointment before swinging his hammer through the air in the direction of the black mist at the base of the wall. From his hammer, a shockwave of brown magical energy flew out and crashed into the ground, erupting in a circle of spikes that shot out of the earth around the impact point, killing any and all abysslings near it. “I’m almost double!” 

 “Damn, seriously?” Keldan groaned.

 “Yeah I’m higher than that too.” Swiftstar shrugged as he fired a piercing multishot into the swarm. 

 “The real problem is just how endless this is… My mana won’t last forever once they finally get onto the walls. And if this keeps up, they’ll be on us soon.” Vriflow replied as she turned back to look at the smoke rising out of the Kordas palace. “Any word on Aegis and his party?”

 “Nope, nothing.” Swiftstar replied. “Aegis is still alive, flying on his gryphon somewhere, though. So, it ain’t over yet.” He added, but with little confidence in his voice. 



 “The defenses of Kordas seem to be holding, but the question is, for how long? We’ve got one of our reporters rushing towards Rene as we speak to see how things are going over there, but one of our other reporters searched the Kordas Palace and saw no signs of Aegis’ party, or the would-be destroyers of Kalmoore. The palace is burning down, though, so something definitely went down there. We’ll keep you updated with any news as it comes in.” Samathara called out to her broadcast as she remained watching the battle from afar, atop the Skyport tower. 

Her viewership, like Aegis’s, was sitting up at 4 million, both of them breaching the top 10 streamers list at spots 9 and 8. 



Pyri glanced over her shoulder to see that while two juggernauts had been slain up to this point, she had still been holding one back when she was forced to fly over and help Yorgi. As a result, two were now engaging with Erikson and the White flames, while abysslings began to swarm up against the western walls of Rene alongside them. The loud stomping of the Juggernauts, and the swings of their blades were the dominant sounds that she, Savika, Simon, and Darkwing on Savika’s shoulder heard. 

“Let’s finish this quickly.” Pyri said as she saw how bad the situation at the wall was getting, then turned to face Simon and sent her cinderbolts at him unceremoniously. Simon reacted by multicasting 5 water orbs and splitting them up into tinier orbs to intercept Pyri’s cinderbolts.

“You prefer cinderbolts? I thought the fire was a bit too typical, so I went with waterbolts.” Simon commented as he managed to block all of her approaching bolts. Unlike magma, though, the water did not extinguish her magical fire, but acted as a barrier to it. 

Savika watched in amazement, as like a swarm of fireflies Pyri fanned out her cinderbolts into more and more smaller bolts and barraged them towards Simon from all directions, and he rapidly reacted to each one by sending water balls to match them. They began bolting around the two of them in all directions, and Simon was attempting to go on the offensive by sending some water at Pyri, but she was blocking them.

All the while, both of them were standing completely still, focused on their control of the spells. Pyri’s fingers were visibly wiggling wildly, while Simons were concealed by his long sleeves, but both of their eyes were racing around, looking in all directions trying to keep track of everything that the other was doing.

“You’re pretty good.” Simon commented after a few moments, for the first time his voice sounding somewhat strained. 

“You too. The thing I don’t get, is…” Pyri paused for a moment as she focused on the spells. “If your APM is like this, it means you played mouse and keyboard games.” She paused again, waving her arms to block several incoming waterbolts.

“Naturally.” Simon nodded back.

“But then, you’re my age, aren’t you? Why are you walking around with a kid avatar, acting childlike? It’s kind of gross.” Pyri replied. 

“I don’t want to be called gross by an old hag like you.” He snapped back, losing his childlike demeanor and suddenly speaking in a deep voice. 

“Ho, so you researched our group. You know a bit about me?”

“Of course. I’m aware you have decent APM, I saw you handle the Mosmir Voidreavers on your son's stream. But your class is weak, and I’m advanced. You can’t win.” Simon replied, though his voice lacked confidence as he was visibly struggling to keep up with her cinderbolts, and one shot through his defenses like a bullet finally, pinning itself on his forehead and beginning to do burning damage to him. It got a few ticks off before Simon was able to get a dispel magic cast off to remove it, breaking one of his multicast waterbolts, but simultaneously removing one of Pyri’s divided cinderbolts. 

This move turned their battle of magic orbs into complete chaos, as many orbs that were being blocked lost their opposing defensive orbs, and it became a race between the pair on who could react quickly to the change as they both re-cast their 5th cinderbolt and waterbolt respectively. 

They were both skilled enough to handle it, though, and neither let an attack through in the time window it took for their newly recast orbs to split into smaller orbs and fan out in the air between them. During this time, there was a loud crashing sound coming from the Juggernaut battle on the western walls, and Pyri saw out of the corner of her eyes that large chunks of the wall had been destroyed from a blade of a Juggernaut, sent flying into the town of Rene and landing on some of the nearby buildings.

Luckily, the western end was the crafting section of the town, so no residential buildings were damaged, but it provided a path for abysslings to start swarming inside, of which Savika looked on in horror. Farlion, Celestian, Ulaipu as well as Clara and other Eirene Priests jumped down off of the wall nearby to intercept the abysslings swarming in, along with other Plashrim and Rene guards.

Together, the Elite NPCs held the line and prevented the abysslings from getting far into Rene, but Pyri could see clearly that the White Flames and Yuki were struggling against two Juggernauts, as well as a swarm of abysslings. 

“It’s a pain in the ass to have such weak companions, isn’t it? None of them know how to play like we do. Why waste your time with them?” Simon asked as he noticed her eyes wander in the direction of the western battle. 

“You think they’re weak? Old man, listen…” Pyri turned to glare at him with a huff of air. “You may have some APM brought over from your past gaming experience, that gives you a great advantage here in the virtual world. But, I’m guessing, like most archaic players, you relied solely on your past skills, and failed to adopt any new ones.” Pyri replied while focusing back on her cinderbolts.

“Hah? What new skills would I need? This is enough to handle anything. I’ve got arguably the best spell control you’ll ever find in this game.” Simon scoffed at her as he kept up with her cinderbolts using his waterbolts.

“Wrong. We’re not playing on keyboards anymore. APM isn’t limited to our fingers.” Pyri said, then took a deep breath before suddenly dashing forward at him through the dozens of bolts. With her hands preoccupied with spell control, she swung her leg out at Simon and kicked him in the chest, utilizing the martial arts movements that Darkshot had been teaching her. “It's a bit hard to control spells while someones kicking you, huh?” Pyri grinned as several cinderbolts were able to get through and land on Simon, dealing burning damage as he recovered from Pyri’s kick. Pyri wasn’t interested in giving him a moment to breathe though, and continued lunging at him and landing several more kicks.

Each time Simon was forced to dodge, he lost focus on his waterbolts and Pyri was able to overtake him with her cinderbolts.

“Kicking like some primitive ape?! I’ve got way better spells than you, you know!” Simon shouted hysterically as he did a wide swing of his arm. “Aqua Simulacrum!” He shouted, giving up one of his waterbolts to create a water clone of himself which appeared out of his back, taking his staff along with it as it showed up.

“Oh boy, are you resorting to casting with your voice already? Am I too much for you, old man?” Pyri responded mockingly. The simulacrum acted on its own without Simon needing to control it, immediately jumping to Simon’s front and swinging it’s staff out at Pyri and preventing her from kicking Simon again. Its movements were fast and its form kept shifting due to its watery nature, making it hard to predict for Pyri, forcing her to take a few steps back to get her bearings as Simon jumped backwards and quickly dispelled all of her cinderbolts that were burning him.

Serving as a reset for Pyri, she quickly recast her bolts, but this time wrapped some of her cinders around her feet before lunging at the Simulacrum and kicking it with her flaming feet.

“If I remember that spell correctly, it transfers damage back to the caster, right?” Pyri asked, as Simon watched his water clone take the hit and sucked his teeth in annoyance. 

“Shut up, old hag.” He roared back. “Haste!” He cast, creating a white spell circle on the ground beneath himself and the water clone, The moment the circle appeared, both of them sped up in their movements.

“Ooh, fancy. Chronomancer?” Pyri asked.

“How the hell do you know that? How many spells do you know?!” Simon shouted back at her in frustration as he released another barrage of waterbolts that soared through the air towards Pyri, but she caught and blocked every single attack with her cinderbolts.

“All of them.” Pyri replied confidently. Despite the haste, and despite the help of the water clone, Pyri was still overpowering him by kicking and waving cinderbolts around. Simon began to look desperate, as slowly his health was being whittled down by her small burning cinderbolt damage and her level 30 unarmed combat hits. 

“I’m not going to lose to you. I’m not going to lose to anyone. I’m not having this character locked up for the next 10 in-game years!” 

“Pfft. That’s how high your bounty is?” Pyri chuckled. “You shouldn’t have picked a fight with my son and his friends, then.” She turned her chuckle into a glare as she swung her feet out and landed two more hits.

“I. DON’T. LOSE.” Simon stomped his feet. “DISTORTION!” he yelled, thrusting his right hand forward and revealing his hands for the first time as his sleeve slid back due to the force at which he thrusted. From his fist shot out a white beam of magical energy straight at Pyri. In the few seconds the beam took to reach her, Pyri shot a cinderbolt ball at it to see how it would react.

The ball warped itself and reshaped itself despite her trying to control it - teaching her that this wasn’t a spell she could block using them. As a result, she dashed to the side to move out of the way of it and it continued to fire in a straight line. The moment she had, though, a big dumb grin grew on Simon’s face which Pyri picked up on. She then followed the beam with her eyes to see why - Simon hadn’t been aiming at her, but rather Savika who stood behind her.

The white beam crashed into Savika who wasn’t expecting it, despite watching the battle. Luckily, a coo from Darkwing on her shoulder blocked the damage, but not the effects of the spell. Savika, who had just managed to get back to her feet, collapsed back to the ground and struggled to move any of her limbs.

“Ah. I can’t move, it’s all wobbly! Nothing’s working right!” Savika cried out as she tried lifting her arm, but instead her leg moved. Darkwing had been hit by the effects as well and was strangely rolling around on the ground beside her.

 “Really? You’re going to stoop that low?!” Pyri shouted at Simon angrily, but rather than answer her he was preparing to cast more spells aimed at Savika and Darkwing. “Guess so.” Pyri sighed in frustration. 

 “That’s why it sucks to have such weak companions. BETTER TO PLAY ALONE. You think I’m Gross? I THINK YOU’RE DISGUSTING.” Simon waved his hands and sent out several black bolts of energy out from his hands. Pyri tried to block them with cinderbolts, but quickly realized as they failed to stop the bolts that Simon was specifically casting spells he knew she couldn’t block with cinderbolt. 

 At the same time, though, he’d abandoned all defenses in order to carry out these attacks. Pyri took advantage of it by sending all of her cinderbolts to him to start dealing burning damage. He let it happen, taking the damage as he began cackling maniacally. 

 Pyri didn’t have nearly as many spells as she needed - she canceled one of her cinderbolts to create an icelance that shot out and intercepted one of the black bolts, but two more were flying towards Savika.

 “I can’t move!” Savika shouted, and Pyri had no choice but to dash in front of the bolts and take the hits on her behalf.




	You take 13,421 Shadow damage.
You take 13,903 Shadow damage. 







 It was a lot, but she was still relatively healthy. Simon, on the other hand, was taking a lot of burning damage from Pyri. He didn’t seem to care - he looked desperate, and fired a barrage of 10 spells out at Savika. 

 Pyri pulled back fragments of her cinderbolts and fanned them out around herself and Savika, desperately blocking all of them despite their varying elements. Lightning and Fire she could intercept, Poison spells she needed to burn, Ice she needed to surround with cinders. She managed it all. But then, the Simulacrum marched forward and began taking swings out at Pyri. She dodged them easily by stepping to the side and kicking out at the staff to block it.

 “No, the one on the ground.” Simon ordered his clone, and following these words, the water clone stopped trying to hit Pyri and instead began striking the wildwood staff out at the helpless girl on the ground. 

 “You really are the worst.” Pyri sighed in frustration. She was forced to block the hits from hitting Savika with her legs, all the while maintaining control of her spells to block Simon’s casts. 

 “Isn’t this fun? It’s like a DPS race!” Simon cheered excitedly as Pyri’s flames crept all over his body. He continued laughing hysterically despite the constant stream of burning damage he was taking, while Pyri repeatedly took damage from blocking the Simulacrum’s staff hits with her shins. Pyri kept her cool, her face remaining calm to not give away her current health. 

 Simon, on the other hand, had facial expressions that easily told Pyri the state of his health pool. He went from laughing, to glancing up at his health bar floating in his peripheral vision, to looking back at Pyri with a look of desperate panic.

 “HURRY UP AND DIE. DIE. DIE.” Simon shouted at her with each staff swing of his water clone. “HURRYYYY!” He yelled frantically. “DIE DIE DIE DIE!” Pyri didn’t respond, she just watched her flames burn his health down repeatedly. 

 “You’ve got a few screws loose, old man.” Pyri shook her head at him disapprovingly. 

 “SHUT UP AND DIE OLD HAG!” He screamed at her. “DIE PROTECTING THE USELESS FRIENDS YOU HAVE. YOU GROSS, DISGUSTING HAG.” He added as he began stomping his feet and sending more wild spells out at her. His spell control had gone weak and Pyri was able to free up concentration to send a few cinderbolt shards down to start blocking the staff on her behalf instead, so that she stopped taking damage.

 “No, NO NO NO!” Simon yelled as he saw this. “JUST A BIT MORE, YOU HAVE TO DIE! I’M NOT LOSING THIS CHARACTER!” He stopped his random spell casts and shot out several more black bolts at Savika. Pyri used her cinderbolts to block the Simulacrum while turning to Savika and grabbing her arm, then dragging her out of the path of the bolts.

 “I’m sorry, I can’t move!” Savika cried out at her.

 “It’s okay, don’t worry. I won’t let him hurt you.” Pyri replied back calmly as she managed to get her to safety, but following this, several more bolts were fired.

 “I’m running out of health. Please. Just die. Please?” Simon began begging as he fired another barrage of the black bolts wildly at her. She kept burning him, kept blocking the water clone, and kept trying to drag Savika to safety. “Just. DIE ALREADY!” Simon shouted with a final desperate wave of his hands, fanning a black barrage of shadow bolts out at her from all directions, aiming down towards Savika.

 Pyri looked up and saw the angles they were coming at her from, desperately canceling another one of her cinderbolts to cast icelance spells which she knew were capable of blocking the shadow spells. She blocked as many as she could, and moved Savika out of the way of a few, but it wasn’t fast enough. She was forced to stand in front of several bolts in order to prevent them from hitting Savika. The bolts took her health down to zero, killing her and removing Pyri from the game world.

 “Hah…. HAHAH! 300 HEALTH LEFT! I only had 300 health left, and I WON!” Simon cheered excitedly. “That old hag thought she was so much better than me, we showed her, didn’t we?” He called out to his water clone, who ignored him and began marching over to where Savika lay on the ground.

 Without watching, Simon opened up his friends list interface and navigated to where Finley was in the list, and began sending him a message.


 “All royalty dead. All of Aegis’ companions dead. They don’t know where the 5th stone is, and you do. I expect a bonu-” 



 “MAN - HARI!” Savika shouted. Simon looked to see Savika had pulled a giant iron needle out of her inventory and used it to block the staff strike from the water clone, then casted the tailoring spell that created thousands of tiny needles in the air all around him. He was caught off guard, and frantically tried to exit out of his friends list interface in order to react and block the spell, but failed. The hundreds of needles shot forth and pierced into his body, dealing enough damage to finish him off. 

 “NO-” His yell was cut off as his body began to disintegrate, forcing him to log out from the game world along with his water clone.

 “I’m. NOT. USELESS!” Savika screamed at the top of her lungs in frustration, tears pouring down her cheeks. Darkwing, who was slowly regaining control of his body, cooed in agreement, and wobbled across the paved stones to get to Savika. As she stood back up, Darkwing jumped onto her shoulder, and she limped over towards the western street to get a better view of the battle. 

 Farlion, Celestian, Clara, Ulaipu and the guards of Rene were holding the line, but struggling. Yuki was visible fighting desperately atop the walls - one of the Juggernauts was now dead with just one remaining, but the number of White Flame members visible on the walls was drastically lower - only Josephine was still standing there. The abysslings were gaining ground and slowly pushing further into the town.

 “Not again. Please.” Savika whimpered to herself before turning back towards the residential houses of Rene behind her, on the eastern end of the town. “I’m the mayor. I’m the ruler. I’m the Princess of Arallia.” She whispered to herself before taking a deep breath. 

 “ARALLIANS. KALMOORIANS. PEOPLE OF RENE! I DON’T WANT TO LOSE MY HOME AGAIN. PLEASE, FIGHT!” She screamed as loud as she could, her voice carrying through the entire town. Yuki glanced back to see her tear-soaked face from atop the wall, and her heart sank.

 At first, her words did nothing. But within a few moments, the doors of the residential homes within Rene began to swing open. Farmers, blacksmiths, architects - all armed with simple weapons and armor, came charging out of their homes. 

 With the first few arriving at her side, Savika led the charge with her Iron needle in hand and Darkwing on her shoulder, marching forward to reinforce the western walls of Rene. 



 “Our reporter has arrived at Rene, and it’s not looking too good over there.” Samathara commentated as her broadcast went into split screen, half displaying the battle of Kordas, the other half showing the breach in Rene’s wall with Savika leading the charge for the civilian NPCs to reinforce it. “No signs of Pyri, and it looks like only a few of the White Flames are still standing. The fact is, there is no longer a force strong enough on this island to defeat a raid boss.” Samathara spoke with an ominous tone.



 “Even Simon, huh?” Finley sighed to himself as he looked at his friends list and saw Simon was forced to log out from dying along with his other party members. “Well, you know what they say…” He mumbled to himself as he closed out of his interface and looked forward through the skies of Kalmoore. He and Jealousy flapped their wings and soared forward with a purpose as a large grove of overgrown yellow leafed trees came into view. 

 “If you want something done. You do it yourself.” Finley grinned as he dove down towards the ground, landing in a wide field that surrounded the grove of trees. Jealousy landed beside him, and together they could see from the ground underneath the canopy of the trees. Beyond several thick trunks, a glowing white island stone was visible, concealed underneath the lush vegetation of the grove. “Do the honors, would you?” Finley turned to Jealousy, and she grew a big smile across her face.

 Jealousy extended her hands as black mist began to form between her palms and expand. A few moments later it finished growing into a giant ball of black energy, then shot forth a thick black magical beam out towards the island stone. 

 Before it even reached the trees, though, a flash of white shot down out of the sky to block it. The black energy exploded out at the treeline and erupted out around the point it impacted, destroying the nearby trees but failing to hit the island stone. As the dust, debris, and black mist from the spell’s explosion settled, two silhouettes became visible standing between Jealousy and Finley, and the Island stone.

 “No fucking way.” Finley said with his jaw dropped. Standing in front of him with his mithral shield held up was Aegis, and beside him his gryphon, Snowflake. “How the hell did you get here?!” Finley shouted angrily.

 Aegis didn’t reply, just smirked at him as he cast healing spells on himself to recover from the damage he’d just taken.

 “No, seriously. I want an answer. This is bullshit. We were thorough in our research, we even had Cheryl impersonate Quinn and talk to King - nothing, not a hint of information on this island stone's location. Quinn made sure no one knew. So how the hell did you get here?!” Finley asked.

 “When I was in the City of the White Tree, Kagil’aktos made an offhand remark before we fought. He said he thought it was ironic that the Dark Elves hated the gods of light, when the city was relying on them. There was no other occurrence of a glowing white tree that deterred void creatures and abysslings alike in this game world. The only power in this game that does that, is my aura of light. So, I figured out what Kagil’aktos meant.” Aegis explained, and Finley let out an annoyed sigh as he too pieced it together.

 “The tree’s roots were digging into the underside of this island stone, that’s why the City of the White Tree is able to exist. All I had to do was overlay the map of the underrealm I got from the Plashrim with a map of the surface of Kalmoore, and it was easy to figure out where the tree and the stone would be.”

 “Quite a gamble to take a chance on something like that.” Finley replied.

 “It wasn’t a gamble. I looked at all of the variables and came to the most logical conclusion. This game works on logic. Weird fantasy logic, but it’s still logic.” Aegis shrugged.

 “Well. Bravo.” Finley began to clap for him while Jealousy looked between Aegis and his gryphon with disgust. “But, like I said before, this is already over. All of your friends are dead, you’re the only one left. All that hard work in trying to stop us, and it amounted to nothing.” Finley said mockingly as he drew out his greatsword. Aegis’ viewership shot up rapidly to 6 million, pushing him above Seraxus and into the top 5 spot of streamers in the world.

 “Heh. I could say the same thing. You’ve been planning this attack on Kalmoore for, what, three months? Only to have it all stopped in a few hours by me.” Aegis dug his feet in and lifted his shield up, while Snowflake lowered his head and began growling in the direction of the Avatar and Finley. “You’re not getting past my shield.”
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                Chapter 210: Snowflake


“I should be there. I should be helping him!” Selena cried out as she paced around her basement, watching Aegis’ livestream with her parents. They sat at a table with a small television mounted on the nearby wall, glancing between her and the screen.

 “Selena.” Her mom called out, but got ignored as Selena ran her fingers through her hair erratically. “SELENA!” Her mom shouted, snapping her out of it. “Why are you talking like it’s over?” Her mom asked.

 “He’s against a level 200 raid boss, and an advanced class player. By himself!” Selena shouted with tears building up in her eyes.

 “So?” Her mother replied.

 “Look at him. Does it look like he’s given up?” Her dad added, motioning to the screen of Aegis standing firmly between Finley and the Avatar, and the island stone. Aegis chat log was full of messages chanting ‘FIGHT!’ and ‘YOU CAN DO IT!’ all zooming by as Hae-won stood silently in front of the broadcast, on the edge of her seat without commentating.



 “So that’s your friend, huh?” Renault’s dad asked as he took a seat on the living room couch next to Renault. Renault was silently sitting at the edge of his seat, elbows on his knees so that his chin could rest on his fists. Renault didn’t reply, but rather began nervously tapping his foot as he watched Aegis’ live stream intently on the living room television. 



 Derrick sat with his father, both watching in their living room with wide eyes, not speaking a word. The silence was broken only by the sound of Derrick’s dad biting into a handful of chips. 



 Jillian stood in their living room, glancing between Eli’s Simbox, and their television hanging on the wall displaying his livestream. She let out an elongated sigh as the scene unfolded before her.



 “There’s no chance this guy wins. Clerics are shit at solo PvP.” Seraxus commentated the stream using his livestream viewer, still sitting in the gladiator arena with Hajax. “What, you guys still rootin’ for him? He’s Renaults boy.” Seraxus eyed his chat, seeing words of encouragement on Aegis’ behalf. “Whatever.” Seraxus chuckled. “My money’s on that harbinger guy. Those wing attacks are pretty sick.”

 “Forget the harbinger, that’s a level 200 elite raid boss bro.” Hajax laughed. “He’s fucked.” 



 “It is fortunate that Aegis is a tanky class player.” Feng spoke to his audience as he sat in a tavern on the island of Lanusk, watching Aegis’ broadcast through a livestream viewer with dozens of his guildmates. “Even though he stands no chance, we’ll likely see him live long enough to force the Avatar to show more of her skills. It will help us prepare for future battles we may have against such a foe.” Feng explained to his viewers.



 Makaroth, on the other hand, watched silently in a tavern on Savringard. His guildmates were commentating and cheering along with Aegis’ stream, but Makaroth stood glaring silently at his livestream viewer, watching as Aegis’ viewership number began to climb rapidly. 



 “Come on, Aegis.” Quinn whispered to herself, leaning over the back of the couch that Ren sat on, within their office simulation. The other broadcasts were now closed, and she and Ren were now watching only Aegis’ livestream. 



 “You’re pretty annoying. The odds are so heavily stacked against you, but for some reason, it still feels like I gotta take you seriously.” Finley sighed as he tilted his head back. “I saw you fight Joltblade and Emerill. I know you do some crazy stuff, so I won’t underestimate you. I’ll go all out and end this quickly. Jealousy, let’s kill this Priest of Eirene.” Finley said to her, and she nodded back with a big smile.

 The tendrils on her head began to stick up and wiggle around, and within a few moments, mouths opened up on the ends of them and they began to hiss.

 “Eyes shut, Snowflake. Step back.” Aegis told his gryphon who quickly complied, lowering his head further and shutting his eyes tight, while Aegis remained glaring at the pair. Much to Finley’s surprise, Aegis was not immediately turned to stone and was able to stare back at her without any issues.

 “Hm.” Finley squinted to look more closely, spotting oil dripping off of Aegis’ body. “So the de-petrification oil you made doesn’t just remove it, it prevents it. But it only lasts 5 minutes, right?” Finley asked, but got no response from Aegis as he pulled a vial out of his inventory. “Smart to apply it beforehand, but that only gives you 5 minutes to stop us. And your only real source of damage is Virabhadra. It requires you to take damage first.” Finley explained as he stepped forward and put his hand on Jealousy’s shoulder to prevent her from charging at Aegis.

 “Literally all we have to do is not attack him for five minutes, and he’ll lose by turning to stone.” Finley told her. She looked back at Finley with a look of annoyance and disgust, but seemed to be listening as she lost her aggressive demeanor and went back to standing idly, rather than posturing to lunge towards Aegis across the fields they stood on.

 Aegis, on the other hand, ignored Finley completely in favor of popping open the vial he had in his hand as Finley eyed the clear liquid that was inside.

 “Poison? That’s your plan? You realize you can’t force other people to drink poison in this game, right? It’s against the gamerules. Even if that is the potent poison you made for the Dark Elves, it won’t help you kill us…” Finley’s voice trailed off as he watched Aegis drink it himself. “You’re fucking psycho.”

 Red damage numbers began to tick above Aegis head as he took roughly 10,000 poison damage a second from the debuff he got upon drinking the vial. He began healing himself up from the damage repeatedly while stomping forward towards Finley and Jealousy.

 “You talk too much.” Aegis replied before breaking into a sprint towards them. Finley, now seeing how dangerous Aegis was and how far he was willing to go, had a look of fear in his eyes. He quickly cowered behind the safety of the Avatar of Jealousy, who spread her wings and extended large claws out from her fingertips, the tendrils on her head hissing aggressively in Aegis’ direction. 

 As she pulled her arm back and prepared to swing out at him, he showed no signs of slowing his charge, as if he was planning on running straight at her. She grinned demonically as Aegis glared back at her, but the moment he got in range of her claw swipe, he projected his shield like a flat platform in front of himself and jumped up on top of it, then launched himself further up to fly over her head as she swung her claws out at him. He flew through the air above her to land behind her, then lunged forward at Finley.

 It was made clear from this move that Finley was his target, not Jealousy. Finley saw Aegis’ lunging movement as Aegis extended his right hand out at Finley and attempted to grab the collar of his armor. He jumped backwards to avoid Aegis’ hand, then swung his greatsword down towards Aegis. 

 Aegis sidestepped the swing, then jumped back as Finley slashed his two large shadowy wings down at Aegis as follow up attacks. Aegis managed to dodge them and was preparing to lunge at him again, but Jealousy, too, took a swing out at Aegis from the side with her claws. He dodged one swipe by jumping back, but wasn’t expecting her tail to shoot out at him from the side like a spear, the end of it sharp as iron. He reactively lifted his shield up and braced it, but her damage, added on with the poison damage he was taking, dropped his health dangerously low.

 Aegis was forced to disengage and heal himself up rapidly to offset it and get back to full for a moment, but Jealousy wasn’t giving him room to breathe and Finley was using Jealousy’s aggression to get further away from Aegis.

 Her attack speed was unreal, she repeatedly swung at him from left, then right, then tail strike. Her claws looked deadlier than her tail, so Aegis prioritized avoiding strikes from them, and was forced to use his shield to block the tail strikes. Unlike non-elites, though, she wasn’t using any predictable attack pattern but rather was attacking Aegis erratically. 

 It wasn’t long before Aegis accepted he needed to make a compromise in his plan, and pulled out the antidote for the poison that he’d made back in the City of the White Tree, and drank it.

 “If you were planning to kill her with your Virabhadra, you needed that poison.” Finley commented as he watched Aegis dispel the poison from himself, to lessen the amount of healing he needed to do drastically as he blocked Jealousy’s tail swipes. Aegis didn’t reply with words, but instead just glared at Finley, who smirked back and continued to step backwards further from Aegis and Jealousy. 

 Once fully healed, Aegis gave up on dodging one of her strikes in favor of lunging past her swipe and charging at Finley once more. 




	You take 43,140 Slashing damage.You take 9,329 Shadow damage.







Due to the poison being gone, he had more time to heal her damage despite how high it was, and he ran at full speed to get away from her and close in on Finley who panicked and launched himself up into the sky, flapping his shadow wings to escape from Aegis.

“Aura of Light!” Aegis shouted, releasing a shockwave of holy energy which caused Jealousy to wince for a moment, and as Aegis had hoped, dispelled the black misty wings that were growing out of Finley’s back and causing him to begin free-falling back towards the ground where Aegis was waiting for him.

“Tch.” Finley reacted as he fell, taking his greatsword and aiming it down at Aegis to strike him as he landed. Aegis jumped to the side to avoid the sword attack, then lunged at Finley while he was still in the air and unable to dodge, grabbing the collar of his armor with his right hand. Once he had a firm grip, Aegis smirked at Finley and Finley looked back at Aegis with eyes of fear.

“Gotcha. Virabhabra!” Aegis shouted, intentionally mispronouncing it, but Finley didn't realize this and used a spell as a reaction, the same spell he’d used to escape the druids roots back when he fought against the Night Hunters. Black magical energy erupted around Aegis’ hand and allowed Finley to pull his armor out of Aegis’ grip with ease, and he quickly jumped back away from Aegis to avoid the explosion of the Virabhadra spell.

 Finley clued in a second too late, though, that Aegis had said the spell wrong and instead lunged forward after Finley, this time pulling a pair of manacles out of his inventory into his right hand - the same manacles he’d gotten from saving Luryala. He slapped one end on his wrist, and the other on Finley’s, linking them together. Finley looked down at the manacles in horror, then looked over Aegis’ shoulder to see that Jealousy was charging forward but wouldn’t get to them in time to do anything about it.

 “I looked it up, that escape spell has a minute cooldown. You're stuck here now. Virabha-” Aegis began to cast, but was interrupted by a panicked shout from Finley.

 “AVATAR OF DARKNESS!” He yelled out frantically, creating a blast of black energy out of himself that knocked Aegis back, dispelled Aegis’ Aura of Light while simultaneously forming Finley's black wings again. Finley then bent his knees and launched himself up off of the ground and began flapping furiously into the sky, carrying Aegis along with him due to the manacles they now had linking one another at the wrist.

 Within seconds, the ground faded beneath Aegis’ feet and he was taken up into the sky.

 “As long as I keep flying at this speed, even if you cast the spell, I’ll be out of its radius before it reaches me.” Finley laughed as if he’d triumphed over Aegis’ plan. Aegis, however, lost no focus. He glanced back down to the ground and saw that Jealousy was now flying after them, her claws ready to strike. She was gaining on them quickly, flying much faster than Finley was, but Finley was right.

 Aegis quickly judged the speed at which Finley was flying upwards, carrying Aegis along with him by the chain of the manacles. The distance the chain was providing and the speed that Finley was flying would indeed keep him safely out of range of Virabhadra as long as he stayed in motion. If Aegis were to try and cast it in this state, he knew it’d be wasted, but Jealousy was closing in on him quickly and the oil was wearing off - he was running out of time. With his free right hand bound, Aegis waved his left hand with the shield strapped on his forearm out at Jealousy, casting guard in front of her flight path to obstruct her.

 She, like other raid bosses and elites, crashed into the projection and shattered it, dealing minor bludgeoning damage to Aegis and teaching him that the guard skill couldn’t be used to impede her movement much. Aegis sucked his teeth and instead turned to look up where Finley was flying, and projected his shield in front of him to cut off his flight path instead.

 Finley was ready for it though, and the moment Aegis’ shield projection appeared in front of him, Finley used his hands to launch himself off of it and keep up his forward momentum, to make sure he stayed as far from Aegis as possible despite them being manacled together.

 “Hah. It’s over. Like this, you won’t get me. She’s faster, she’ll slice you to pieces.” Finley shouted with excitement as he looked down and saw Jealousy closing in, preparing to strike out at Aegis. Aegis wasn’t giving up, he desperately unstrapped his left shield using his right hand and whipped it down at Jealousy. Unlike his projection, this worked in halting her flight as the sharp sides of the mithral shield slammed right into her face, causing her to wince and momentarily pull back.

 Now, with his left hand free, he reached out at the chain of the manacles and pulled himself up, climbing up to get closer to Finley.

 “You just threw away your mithral shield?!” Finley shouted in disbelief. Aegis gritted his teeth, closing the gap as he yanked himself up the manacle chain with his left hand with a quick pulling motion, then released the chain and whipped his right hand out to grab Finley’s forearm with his left hand. “Get the hell away from me!” Finley shouted out frantically as Aegis then pulled his right manacled hand up and grabbed up to Finley’s shoulder. Finley stopped flying upwards in favor of swinging his wings down at Aegis to try and knock him off, but Aegis took the hits and healed through it with ease as he reached out and grabbed Finley’s armor by the collar with his hands, and held on tight.

 Aegis grinned as he prepared to cast it, knowing full well now that Finley couldn’t escape the damage of the spell, but a sudden burst of black energy erupted around Finley’s right arm where the manacles were, as his shadowy escape skill came off cooldown. It allowed Finley to free himself of the manacles, and following this, he rapidly rotated to spin himself free of Aegis’ grip, knocking him off.

 “Hah, too slow!” Finley cheered triumpantly as Aegis looked on in frustration. Finley flapped his wings to maintain altitude, while Aegis began falling down out of the sky, now several dozen meters above the fields with Jealousy soaring up towards him. “That’s it. Times up. It’s my win.” Finley cheered as he saw the look of defeat appearing on Aegis’ face.

 Then, suddenly, a flash of white feathers shot up from behind Aegis, catching him mid-air while soaring upward towards Finley.

 “Snowflake? NO!” Aegis shouted as he quickly oriented himself on the saddle of the gryphon he'd landed on. He felt it - immediately upon touching Snowflake’s feathers, they began to solidify into stone. Snowflake continued to flap his wings furiously while his body began to turn to petrify, catching Finley off guard as the gryphon flew up at him with incredible speed, delivering Aegis while simultaneously throwing his large yellow talons around Finley’s ankles and gripping them tight. A second later, the wings and talons of Snowflake completely turned to stone, solidifying their grip onto Finley and dragging him down out of the sky with Aegis on his back.

 “Fucking gryphon!” Finley shouted as he prepared to strike his wings out at Snowflake and shatter the statue. Aegis watched it happen in slow motion - he knew what would happen as a result of his next actions, but had very little time to contemplate them.

 “Virabhadra.” Aegis said with little enthusiasm, as the white dome of light erupted out of his body, encapsulating both Finley, and the statue of his gryphon pet Snowflake. Indiscriminately, the spell did damage based on damage Aegis had taken within the last 5 minutes, split among all targets within its range. It didn’t matter that Snowflake was his friend, and companion.




	You have slain the player Finley
You gain 1000 Favor with Eirene.You have slain Snowflake
You lose 1000 Favor with Eirene.







 Aegis watched as the light of his spell cracked Snowflake's statue into dozens of tiny fragments, and Finley’s body began to disintegrate from the game world. He hadn’t time to properly process it, as he began to free fall down out of the sky with Jealousy still flying towards him. She took a swipe out at him as he flew past her, and he took the full amount of the damage, then desperately healed himself up through it and frantically pulled out an old iron shield from his inventory and equipped it.

 Once equipped, Aegis projected the shield beneath himself to slow his fall, then released it as Jealousy turned to soar down out of the sky after him, a rain of statue fragments showering down alongside her. Aegis quickly launched himself off of the projected shield to get out of her path and avoid her diving claw strike, and fell a few more meters before casting another projection to catch himself midair and heal up the fall damage. He did this two more times before finally reaching the ground, and looked across the field to see his Mithral shield laying near the petrified head of Snowflake, surrounded by stony fragments of the rest of his body.

 Aegis ran over towards his mithral shield, while simultaneously discarding the iron shield, and quickly picked it up and re-equipped it. Just in time, too, as Jealousy dove down at him from above with her claws extended, slashing into Aegis’ shield and creating a loud metallic clunking sound from the impact. From there, Aegis picked up Snowflake's stone head and jumped away to create distance between himself and the Avatar, while she softly landed on the ground where Aegis had been standing.

 “Good. The useless other-worlder is no longer here to get in my way. I will devour your light, and destroy this stone. I will sink this island into the abyss, where it belongs.” The Avatar of Jealousy spoke as her tendrils hissed and whipped around atop her head.

 Aegis wasn’t listening to her, nor was he looking at her. Instead, he found himself looking at the petrified head of Snowflake that he held in his right hand. An image flashed in his mind of the moment he met Snowflake, cowering in the back of the iron cage within the poachers camp, and how eager he was to eat Aegis’ food. The times where, even against Aegis’ commands, Snowflake dove into danger to try and help him. 

 “Why’d you do that, lil buddy.” Aegis said with tears filling up in his eyes. Jealousy, seeing Aegis distracted by the head of the statue in his hand, instead turned to face towards the island stone in the grove of yellow trees a few meters away, and extended her hands out towards it. Black mist began to form in her palms as she prepared to attack and destroy the stone, but luckily Aegis snapped out of it in time and quickly dashed across the field to stand in front of the beam, and blocked it with his mithral shield. The black beam exploded out from the impact point once more, and took a moment for the dust and debris from the explosion to settle.

 “It’s cute, seeing an other-worlder get sentimental about his pet. I’ve never heard of such things. I can smell the negative emotions swelling within you.” Jealousy spoke as she watched Aegis add Snowflake’s statue head to his inventory. “You should accept them, and embrace them. That is what it means to become one with the abyss. Don’t deny the darkness within your heart any longer.” Jealousy said as she took a few steps forward towards Aegis, sniffing the air in his direction.

 “Interesting. It is not despair I smell. No, it’s not suffering, or jealousy… Ah… there… that delectable, repugnant scent of my greater half. You are filled with Anger.” Jealousy grinned at him. Aegis, once again, dug his feet into the dirt and lifted his shield up, now facing the level 200 Raid boss by himself. He looked up into the corner of his peripheral vision and saw the de-petrification oil buff wearing down, to its last few seconds, and was forced to shut his eyes as he faced her.

 “Like I said before. You’re not getting past by shield.” Aegis said with determination. 
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There was a loud silence that overtook the all of the Shattered world. Within the taverns of Lanusk, Savringard, and beyond. Within the homes of those viewing in the real world, and the broadcasting studio of the Fanta-see network. Hae-won, with tears in her eyes, watched Aegis’ broadcast as he made his desperate last stand. Aegis, with his eyes shut, remained stoically in front of the Avatar of Jealousy as she glared at him from a few meters away. 


 “There’s just no way.” 

 “He can’t even see her, how is he gonna win this?”

 “Win this? He won’t last another minute.” 



 “Hey, shut up, all of you.” She yelled at the chat as she briefly glanced at it, before looking back at the livestream feed. The viewership shot up above 8 million, putting him in the 3rd streamer slot, below just Feng and Makaroth. 



 Samathara, who continued to broadcast from atop the Skyport Tower of Kordas, was rapidly losing her viewership due to people tuning in to Aegis’ stream instead. She’d dropped from 4 million down to 300,000, but continued to call out the events unfolding before her. 

 She maintained her split stream broadcast of both Rene and Kordas, showing that Savika led the people of Rene to destroy the last juggernaut, and with just Josephine and Yuki still standing, the pair fought hard alongside the NPCs and were retaking control of the wall.

 Architect NPCs were working feverishly to repair the damage done to the walls of Rene as the abysslings that made it inside the town were being taken out by the desperate efforts of Ulaipu, Clara, Farlion and Celestian. 

 “Rene is holding them back. They’re surviving. And here, in Kordas as well…” Samathara motioned to the sea of darkness flowing up against the walls of the capital city, with lightning strikes continuously crashing down from the gray clouds above and breaking apart the mist repeatedly. “They’re surviving. They’re holding out for as long as they can. They all believe in Aegis, desperate to survive. But, what ca…” Samathara’s voice trailed off as her jaw dropped with disbelief, spotting something amongst the sea of reapers soaring through the sky in the distance. “Impossible...” She said with wide eyes. 



Aegis heard the sound of Jealousy thrusting her feet off of the dirt and launching herself towards him, but after that, she used her wings to keep herself airborne so that he couldn’t rely on the sound of her footsteps to keep track of her location. The light that made it through his virtual eyelids picked up on shadows cast by her body moving in front of the sunlight from the clear skies above, letting him know she’d arrived at his location. 

He vaguely heard the sound of her claws swiping down at him through the air and lifted his shield to block one hit, but failed to brace it properly.




	You take 31,530 slashing damage.
You take 6,250 Shadow damage.







 Upon taking the hit, Aegis jumped backwards to avoid the swipe from her other claw, then anticipated a tail strike to follow it so jumped to the side, and by some miracle managed to avoid the third strike. He quickly healed himself up, taking a deep breath and focusing intently on the little sounds she was making as she flapped her wings and moved through the air above him, soaring around behind him.

 The simple change in lighting that he was able to pick up on due to his eyelids being incredibly immersive and his virtual eyes receptive to light was allowing him to keep track of her general location, despite not being able to watch her directly. He saw where she’d flown, maneuvering behind him to strike at him from his back, and was able to jump forward to create distance between himself and her once more.

 “Focus, anticipate. Where does she want to strike?” Aegis repeated the words Lina had taught him, and he remembered practicing how to block Lina's attacks despite not being able to keep up with her speed. This, in Aegis' mind, wasn’t much different. He couldn’t see Lina and had still managed to block her. He just had to do the same thing here. 

 “Mumbling to yourself? Fighting desperately to survive?” Jealousy hissed at him in annoyance, giving away her location and allowing Aegis to dodge her next few strikes. “To what end, light walker? You delay the inevitable. Your mana is not endless. I will tear you down, and this island along with you. Why not accept your fate?” She got progressively more annoyed as he continued to dodge, but Aegis realized how much easier it was to predict her and keep track of her movements while she was talking.

 “You’re so sure you’ve got the good life down in the abyss, but, have you ever considered living up here?” Aegis replied, causing her to audibly suck her teeth. “I mean, we hide our dark emotions, and keep them under control, sure, those parts are not appealing to you… but, we’re really good at cooking.” Aegis smirked, causing her to hiss and roar loudly, further revealing her position as she soared through the air to get behind him again.

 “You mock me? Do you know who I am? Do you know the darkness that lies in the hearts of those who live on these islands? It’s pathetic how you are all so afraid of your own darkness, that you cower up here in the light of Eirene. I say, you should face your dark emotions. Accept them. You included.” Jealousy replied between her strikes, which Aegis was managing to either dodge or block and heal through. “Tell me, what is it that makes you so angry, Priest of Eirene?”

 “You made me kill my gryphon.” Aegis replied in monotone.

 “Hah. No, that isn’t it. I smelled your anger long before you lost your precious ‘Snowflake’. You were angry long before that. Something deeper, more sinister, entrenched in your heart. It’s unbecoming of a priest of Eirene to hold so much of that inside you. Why not… RELEASE IT!” She shouted while firing a sudden blast of black energy out of her hands. It was an attack Aegis hadn’t witnessed, so was unfamiliar with it and unable to dodge, taking the blast in his right shoulder. The impact knocked him back off his feet and forced him to roll on the ground a few meters.

 He struggled to stand back up and cast a heal on himself to recover from the hit before Jealousy flew through the air to an unknown location to Aegis, and began charging up another shot. He did his best to use his hearing to locate the source, but by the time he realized where it was coming from, the black energy hit him again, knocking him down once more before he could raise his shield up to block it.

 “The Simbox keeps track of our vitals. Your primitive attempts to read my emotions are just based on simple things like hormone levels and heart rate. You don’t know anything about how I’m actually feeling.” Aegis snapped back as he stood up, healed, and the process repeated. Jealousy had found a method of attack that Aegis couldn’t keep up with, and was cackling as she continuously knocked him down, speeding around him and firing from various angles.

“Oh, but I do.” Jealousy replied between her attacks. After a few shots, he got the handle of it and was able to brace a few, but she simply sped up and fired the bolts faster, and soon Aegis was forced to do nothing but roll on the ground and heal through the damage, squinting his eyes shut. “Die, light walker! BE CONSUMED BY DARKNESS!” Jealousy screeched with laughter. Aegis looked at his interface to see his health bar and mana bar, both dipping as he repeatedly healed himself and flailed his shield out desperately to try and block some damage, but failed. Then, while staring at his interface and seeing it clearly despite his eyes being shut, an idea came to mind. 

 In between heals, he hit the livestream interview button to prompt Hae-won to respond.


 “Aegis? Now’s not the best time for an interview, I’m thinking…” Hae-won’s voice reached his ear immediately as if she was speaking inside his head.



 “I can ask you questions, too, right?” Aegis replied.


“Well, sure, yeah.”



 “Is it against the rules to watch my own live stream? Even if it's in real-time?” Aegis asked her.


 “No, not really, that doesn’t break the terms of service. Why would you?” Hae-won asked, but Aegis didn’t answer. 



Instead, he quickly fidgeted through his interface and opened up his livestream viewer, quickly navigating to his own livestream in between heals.

 Shinji caught on faster than Hae-won had, and was fast forwarding the editing to playback Aegis’ livestream in real-time, with no delay. Shinji’s camera controls were angled to view Aegis from a bird's-eye perspective, capturing all the action of the battle from a distance. 

 With his eyes shut, Aegis was still able to see it all thanks to his interface. He could keep track of Jealousy’s position using his own livestream. It took him a few seconds to orient himself with the point of view he was seeing his own body from, and he swung his shield wide and missed blocking a few black bolts, but after the third try, he nailed it.

 He braced one shot, then another, then a third. Soon, he was blocking, bracing, and dodging them all with perfect accuracy, lessening the damage the bolts did massively and allowing his mana recovery to begin offsetting the lost mana, due to him needing to heal himself less.

 “Why do you struggle so persistently? You have not even put a single scratch on me. You truly are just delaying the inevitable. My power is far greater than yours.” Jealousy shouted in frustration as her attacks began to fail in hitting him, despite her speeding up even further.

 “You’re right… It’s an MMORPG, it’s all about the numbers at the end of the day.” Aegis mumbled to himself, repeating Pyri’s words in his head. “But I’ve got another number I’m keeping in mind. 20.” Aegis replied as he remained focused on her attacks and dodged a few more. “The number of hours left until Tullan, Anazia, and Artaphernes will be able to log back into this game world.” 

 “HAH!” Jealousy let out a loud laugh. “You plan to hold me back from destroying this island stone for the next 20 hours? You think your defenders will be able to protect your city's walls that long?” Jealousy continued to laugh at him hysterically, while ceasing her attacks against Aegis. 

 “Your surrender is also an option, if you wouldn’t mind doing that.” Aegis smirked in her general direction.

 “Let us test your devotion to your cause.” Jealousy shouted as she flapped her wings violently in Aegis’ direction, releasing a black shockwave of energy out from her body. Aegis used his livestream to angle his shield in the direction of the shockwave, holding it up to block it. Unfortunately, this was not an attack that could be blocked by a shield, and it passed through the shield and engulfed him. 




	You take 231 Shadow damage.
You take 219 Shadow damage.







 It was minor in the damage it dealt as the black energy clung to his body and began writhing over his skin. The real problem was the pain - something he’d felt before back when he fought Suffering in Hrath’mir, only this pain was significantly worse. The pain surged violently through his entire body as if every nerve in his system was warning him of an injury, signaling his brain to feel pain from every point from his organs to his muscles, and aches in his bones.
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 Aegis knew how quickly it would log him out, based on his past experience with this attack. His mind went blank and he felt his focus and consciousness fading. He desperately reached out and touched the lower pain threshold, lowering it to the minimum amount of 10%. Immediately, he felt relief as the intensity of the pain lessened drastically, but not completely. He still felt dizzy, his knees weakened, and his body burned with a surging pain. It was bearable, but still horrific, and he quickly collapsed to his knees and shouted out in agony, wincing his eyes tightly shut to make sure not to accidentally open them.

 “I have seen many other-worlders act tough. But at the end of the day, this is not truly your world. When things get too hard, you all flee from here to the safety of your reality.” Jealousy spoke, and Aegis briefly looked at his livestream viewer to see she was holding her palms out in his direction now, maintaining a black magical beam of energy that extended from her hand out towards him, sending repeated pulses of shadow damage at him.

 Aegis frantically swung his shield at the connection, but the shield just passed through it. He tried moving away, but it followed him.

 “You can’t escape this, not with the magic you have available to you.” Jealousy commented as she watched him struggle. “Like I said, this is a test of your devotion to this cause. How long are you willing to suffer this immense pain, for a world that is not your own?” Jealousy asked in a condescending tone. Aegis gave up trying to break the connection, and his knees gave out once more from the repeated surges of pain coursing through his body.

 He let out another violent grunt, followed by a cough as he began clutching at various parts of his body, trying to lessen the pain by rubbing and scratching where it hurt, but nothing helped.

 “I’m not going anywhere.” Aegis shouted as he struggled to get back up onto his feet, breathing heavily and facing in her direction using his livestream viewer. 

 “We’ll see about that.” Jealousy replied as she stomped forward and shot her tail towards him like a spear. Aegis lifted his shield and braced it, then healed through the damage. She followed up with another strike with her tail, and a swing of one of her claws. 

 Aegis struggled to stand and tried to move, but his legs gave out from the surging pain of her linked spell and he failed, taking the hits with his shield instead but failing to brace them. His mithral armor and shield was allowing him to survive the damage, but just barely, and he frantically healed himself back up through it just in time before she’d landed a few more strikes.

 “It’s incredible.” Jealousy roared with a big smile on her face, landing a few more strikes. “No matter how much pain I inflict on you, the only emotion that grows within your heart is anger. Give it up, Light walker. You cannot win.” She shouted gleefully. Aegis took another strike from her tail before falling onto his back, his body beginning to go numb from the repeated surges of pain. Rather than keep attacking, she stood over him with a smile on her face, watching him writhe on the ground in pain - breathing intensifying. 

 Lowering the pain threshold wasn’t enough, his mind was going blank, and more than anything he was desiring for it to just end. 
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It popped up again, despite the pain being significantly less than before. He didn’t wave it off immediately, but instead began to stare at it as it floated in his peripheral vision, in front of his closed eyelids. The low supply of mana he had left, the pain he was feeling, and the amount of damage Jealousy kept doing to him - it all made him begin to feel hopeless. Surviving for another 5 minutes seemed impossible, let alone 20 hours. 

Eventually, though, he saw on the inside of his eyelids the face of Quinn, tears falling down her cheeks. The last look of Herilon as he faded from the gameworld. Savika, Snowflake, Farlion, Celestian, Ren, all of them.

“They’re all depending on me.” Aegis shouted out ferociously as he struggled to stand back up, hitting the ignore button and taking a weakened fighting stance in Jealousy’s direction. “I’m not going to let them down.”

"YOU'VE ALREADY LET THEM DOWN!" Jealousy roared in anger at his persistance.


 “Aegis, you kept the interview open. I can’t say much, but hang in there just a bit longer, okay?!” Hae-won shouted to him through the livestream interview interface.



 “YOUR WORDS MEAN NOTHING IN THE FACE OF MY STRENGTH, PRIEST OF EIRENE! YOU. CANNOT. WIN!” She shouted in annoyance, sending out several more strikes towards his shield with her claws and tail. But Hae-won’s words had given him a second wind - he wasn’t sure what she meant, but he desperately dodged and blocked Jealousy’s attacks again, despite the pain surging through his body. His mana was now dwindling below 15%.

 “You seem, tch,” Aegis sucked his teeth at the pain as he stumbled backwards on his feet to try and avoid another strike, “to be misunderstanding something.” Aegis got the words out with great difficulty. “You attacked my island, and my friends. I was never trying to win anything. All I care about is making you lose.” Aegis shouted back.

 “You spiteful little shit. I tire of your impertinence. I tire of your tricks. Your gryphon. Your oil. Your poison. Your manacles. Your guards. Your blind sight. Most importantly, I tire of standing up here, in the light.” Jealousy stopped channeling the beam spell on him and stood a few meters away from Aegis. He watched what she was doing through his livestream, but she moved too quickly with a sudden burst of speed, lunging forward towards him.

 Aegis jumped backwards to avoid her claws, but she made no claw attack. Instead, she lashed her tail out at him from the front, extending it under his shield as Aegis attempted to block it, and wrapped her tail around his right ankle. She then yanked at his ankle to knock him off of his feet and onto his back, and jumped forward to land on top of him. 

 She retracted the claws from her fingers so that they were once again normal and human-like, while slamming the ends of her wings down on his arms to pin them to the ground, and stomping her hooves down onto his legs. Aegis struggled against her, but it was clear to him immediately that her strength stat was far superior to his, it felt as if an elephant was holding him down and he couldn’t budge.

 He tightened his eyes shut as he prepared for what attacks she might do with her hands free, only seeing her back from above through Shinji’s birds-eye angle of the broadcast until Shinji quickly moved a second camera to angle Aegis and Jealousy from the side. There, he saw what she was doing. She reached her right hand down to Aegis’ eyelids, and began forcefully prying them open.

 “Look upon my beauty, Priest of Eirene. Accept the Darkness within your heart!” She shouted at him as the tendrils on her head hissed and whipped around excitedly, leaning in expectantly as she forced his eyes open. Try as he might, he could not keep them closed - her strength was too much.

 As his right eyelid separated, Aegis shouted out in frustration. He knew deep inside him that it was over, he was out of tricks, he had nothing left to stop this from happening, and could do nothing but yell and struggle helplessly. A level 200 raid boss was something far too much for a single player to handle, especially an elite one.

 “You’re. Not. Destroying. This. ISLA-” Aegis tried to shout, but the last word didn’t make it out of his mouth. From his right eye, the petrification grew outwards, expanding to his entire face, then down his neck. Jealousy jumped back with a big grin on her face, shouting up towards the sky triumphantly as Aegis’s shoulders, torso, arms, waist, legs, and then finally his feet, all turned into stone.

 “I will allow you to witness your failure, and despair, light walker. Say goodbye to your precious island stone.” Jealousy shouted as she moved to stand beside Aegis petrified body as it lay on its back at her feet, and extended her palms out in the direction of the grove, and the glowing white island stone that hid underneath its yellow canopy.

Once it finished forming, the black beam of energy shot out from Jealousy’s palms. It soared through the air towards the island stone, but was stopped as it impacted something at the edge of the treeline, exploding for a third time before reaching the trees.

 “WHAT NOW?!” Jealousy shouted in anger as she saw her attack fail to hit the island stone. She waited for the dust and debris to settle, only to see a projection of Aegis’ shield floating there. “HAH?” She yelled in confusion, glancing towards Aegis’ statue as it lay on the ground. 

 As she eyed his statue more carefully, she saw what had happened. At the last moments of Aegis’ petrification, after Jealousy had jumped up off of him, Aegis took the empty vial of de-petrification oil from his inventory and plunged the index finger of his left hand into it. The trace amounts of the de-petrification oil still in the vial was enough to prevent just his index finger from turning to stone, and he had wiggled it to cast a guard skill and protect the island stone from her shot, despite the rest of his body being stone.

 “YOU INFURIATE ME, LIGHT WALKER! YOU WASTE MY TIME.” Jealousy shouted in a rage as she stomped her hooves towards him, extending her claws out of her fingers once more and lifting them up into the air in order to slash them down onto Aegis’ helpless body. “I changed my mind. You will not witness the end. You will die, and join your gryphon.” She screeched before swinging her claws down at him.

 Before hitting, though, a blade appeared between Aegis and the claws. More specifically, a long, meticulously crafted and enchanted iron katana. Standing over Aegis was an unfamiliar player wearing a blue and white kimono, [Kaito - Level 171] floating above his head.

 “This time, we were not too late. I am glad.” Kaito spoke with relief before swinging his katana out at Jealousy several times in rapid succession, forcing her to jump back away from him to avoid the strikes.

 Simultaneously, Aegis began to hear a strange echoing sound that was vibrating through his petrified body. A buff appeared on him titled [Endless Rhythm], which he quickly read as he felt control of his body slowly coming back to him.




	
[Endless Rhythm]

 

 While you are able to hear this song, you are immune to all forms of crowd control that would prevent you from dancing to it.
 Source: Yumily
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While Aegis’ petrification wore off another player jumped from the skies and appeared next to him and Kaito, [Kenji - Level 165]. He was wearing a set of blue and white robes that matched the style of Kaito’s kimono, with a staff on his back. They both looked somewhat familiar to Aegis, and now that he read his buff, he recalled why. Kenji had been the illusionist player during Yumily’s concert that he’d seen several months ago. Kaito was Yumily’s bodyguard, a samurai class player. 

 When the de-petrification from the music finished, Aegis could more clearly hear that it wasn’t a vibration entering his ears, but a bass being strummed. He looked forward at Jealousy and saw her staring at something up above him, and he followed her eyes to see it.

 Yumily, along with several other players, stood at the side of her airship as it soared through the sky towards them. Kaito then promptly held out his hand to help Aegis get back on his feet.

 “Here.” Kenji held out a blue mana elixir to Aegis, which he quickly opened and drank with a nod of thanks towards him. “We’ve been using airburst, and every possible cooldown in this game, to get our airship here in time.” Kenji explained. Following this, multiple other players began jumping down off of the airship and landing all around Aegis.

 “It’s time for the real hero of Kalmoore to finally make his appearance.” Keldan cheered excitedly as he, Vriflow, Rocknight and Swiftstar landed nearby.

 “Dude, shut up, you’re embarrassing me in front of the pop idol.” Rocknight angrily nudged him. 

 “Yo. Long time no see, Aegis.” Eccen said as he and Galanis landed nearby as well. Two players that Aegis hadn’t encountered since back in the Darxon hideout, were both now sitting at levels 103 and 106 respectively. “Looks like you could use a hand.” Aegis saw him, then saw Yuki and Josephine land as well, and tears swelled up in his eyes as he couldn’t help but smile. 

 “Get it together, it’s still a level 200 Raid boss. You’re going to have to lead us.” Josephine walked forward and patted him on the shoulder.

 “I gathered every high level player who was still alive in Kordas and Rene. I’m sorry we took so long.” Yumily shouted as she jumped down as well, and behind her a series of 10 pink glowing instruments followed her, not unlike how battlemasters carried their weapons behind them. “And I’m sorry for all of my fans waiting for my concert in Savringard, but I had to cancel. I failed the people of Arallia once, but I won’t let it happen again.” Yumily said, turning to Aegis and giving him a nod of respect. Following this, she sent him a party invitation, which he quickly accepted and saw that everyone present was already in the group - it was a raid party.

 “I’m not very good at leading raids, but I’ll keep this music playing so one gets petrified.” Yumily said to Aegis shyly as she transferred party leadership over to him.

 “Thanks.” Aegis nodded before turning back to face Jealousy.

 “I get the feeling I have been severely underestimated. Your friends have come to join you in death, I see.” Jealousy hissed as she whipped her tendrils around from atop her head. Within seconds, she identified Yumily as the biggest threat and locked onto her as she stood far back behind everyone else. “Let’s turn that music off first.” 

 “Nah. Like I said before…” Aegis moved to stand in front of Kenji and Kaito, adjusting the straps on his shield briefly before raising it up. “You’re not getting past my shield.” He cracked his neck to the side, then dug his feet into the ground. 

 “Kenji, make us all Yumily. Kaito, Rocknight, flank. Eccen, Keldan, Swiftstar, her wings. Galanis on me, Josephine on the group, Vriflow on Yumily. Yuki, threads on me.” Aegis gave the orders out quickly and succinctly, so that everyone heard just enough to know what they needed to do. “And Yumily…” Aegis turned to her, and without needing to hear his instructions, she nodded back at him with a smile.

 “Kick it.” She shouted while extending her hands out to the sides, fingers spread and glowing pink. Jealousy jumped into the air and flapped her wings to get an angle on Yumily, her hands glowing black. A moment later, she fired a black beam of energy out at Yumily, but Aegis quickly leapt into the air and blocked the shot from hitting Yumily with his shield.

 “You deaf?” Aegis shouted at Jealousy, who hissed back at him. “I was blocking your attacks with my eyes shut, how do you think it’s going to go for you now?”

 “SILENCE, IMPERTINENT PRIEST! YOU KNOW NOTHING OF MY TRUE STRENGTH!” 

 “Yeah? You know nothing of our airship pilot!” Kaito shouted up at her, and following this, several blasts of arcane energy were fired from magical cannons on the sides of the airship. Then, loud music began to blare from Yumily’s instruments, and pink bolts of energy rapidly shot out from each of them as a guitar riff kicked in alongside a drumline, and the already strumming bass picked up. 

 “GRAND MASQUERADE!” Kenji shouted, releasing a shockwave of purple energy that engulfed the battlefield. In an instant, the appearance of every other player warped to look as though they were Yumily. Aegis as well, saw everyone now as Yumily except himself as the illusion overtook the area.

 “Aura of Beauty!” Vriflow cast, 

 “Aura of Thunder.” Galanis shouted, both of their auras reaching everyone in the area.

 “Aura of light!” Aegis joined in, releasing the light energy out to everyone that it could reach. 

 “EMBRACE THE ABYSS! SWALLOW!” Jealousy screamed at the top of her lungs as she expanded her wings, and following this, dozens of bolts of black energy fired out from her back and bombarded the battlefield below her. Keldan, Swiftstar and Eccen began firing rapid bolts of magic and arrows that mixed in with the pink arrows of Yumily. Each time Yumily’s arrows hit Jealousy, it imprinted a magic rune on her, which the other ranged attackers were able to trigger explosive damage from by hitting them with their own projectiles. 

 Simultaneously Aegis used his guard as mid-air footing to keep himself up and began jumping around to block her attacks from reaching Yumily. Kaito moved to deflect shots from hitting Kenji, and Galanis, Josephine and Vriflow used their shields to protect the other damage dealers, sending out heals to who needed them. She continued her barrage of repeated shadow blasts, targeting the Yumily illusions indiscriminately, but Aegis slowly used his guards as footholds to close the gap until he got close enough to jump on her, grabbing her wings and pulling them closed just enough to cause her to lose altitude and plummet out of the sky. Once he had, Yuki threw her iron needle up at Jealousy from behind.

"Grappling shot!" Yuki shouted, and with the weight of Aegis helping her out, Yuki grapped the end of her grappling rope as the needle hit Jealousy, and yanked on it to help pull her out of the sky. 

 “Being grappled doesn't feel so nice, does it?!” Aegis shouted at her, as she reacted by swiping her claws out at him. He took the hits, but was less fearful of them now as he was immediately healed from the damage by his companions. Once she and Aegis landed back on the ground, he jumped backwards and Rocknight and Kaito jumped in. A large hammer, and a katana. 

 “Bless, bless.” Aegis cast on them both as they rapidly struck at the boss from behind. She attempted to swerve around to swipe her claws out at them, but Aegis maneuvered around her with his shield to block the hits with incredible speed. While this happened, Yuki sent threads out at Aegis to enhance his defenses, and Yumily began rapping, rather than singing, with an aggressive tone that timed perfectly with her pink musical notes that continued to barrage Jealousy from a distance. 


 “I’m a 21st century bard up in your face,
 Fight my music, watch me lose it, gonna make you a disgrace,
 See what happens when you come at me, attackin’ this place,
 Nothing left but to despair as I remove you from my space,”



 “Aw shit, she gettin' her ass kicked to a soundtrack.” Rocknight smirked between his strikes, sending chunks of earth up from the ground that pierced into Jealousy’s legs in between Kaito’s rapid katana strikes. 

 Jealousy attempted to attack Kaito and Rocknight repeatedly - their weapons kept their appearance but they all looked identical to Yumily. Jealousy wasn’t stupid enough to fall for the illusion, though, and in between her retaliatory strikes, she attempted to dash away from Aegis and the two flanking melee attackers.

 Aegis just wasn’t letting her, though. He followed her eyes and was able to predict where she was going before she did, and jumped infront of her with his mithral shield repeatedly, intercepting her movement and keeping her locked down within range of the melee fighters. Even attempts to fly up in the air were being thwarted by Aegis as he repeatedly jumped up off of his shield projections to get above her, then bashed his shield down on her to keep her on the ground.

 “How many times do I need to say it?!” Aegis shouted at her with determination, while many ranged attacks hit her wings from a distance thanks to Keldan, Eccen and Swiftstar. “You’re not getting past my shield.” Aegis said while landing in front of her. Her tails and claws came at him rapidly, dealing large amounts of damage, but he wasn’t afraid of them anymore. It wasn’t just him healing up the damage dealt by her, but Josephine, Vriflow and Galanis helping out. Like this, with his mithral shield and high level armor, there was no chance she’d ever take him down. 

 Kaito’s katana was dealing massive damage thanks to Aegis’ bless, and Galanis’ aura of thunder. Yumily’s musical imprints were enhancing the ranged damage dealer attacks as well, and Aegis made sure to cast bless on them as soon as the opportunity arose.

 Jealousy soon began demonstrating her ability to use her claws and tail at the same time as being able to send out barrages of shadow energy across the battlefield, testing the limits of what Aegis was able to block using his shield and guard. He prioritized utilizing his guard skill to keep Jealousy locked down, though, and allowed the other clerics to take up the role of blocking the shadow barrage strikes that showered across the battlefield. 

 “This light disgusts me.” Jealousy hissed in frustration, suddenly stomping her hooves down into the dirt and releasing a powerful shockwave that knocked Kaito, Aegis, and Rocknight backwards, the three barely able to stop themselves from falling over. With the shockwave, two things happened. Firstly, her skin began to give off a dim red glow to signal her enraged status, despite the fight being still early. Secondly, a black abyssal mist grew outwards from her, despite Aegis’ aura of light. The mist ran up against Aegis and fought against the light of his aura for space, but was winning.

 “This time, I saved it.” Aegis said as he saw the darkness growing, and stomped his feet down as well to match Jealousy’s stance. “AVATAR OF EIRENE!” Aegis shouted as he erupted in a burst of holy light energy, his entire body being encased in it as the power of his aura of light extended further out. It didn’t remove the abyssal mist from Jealousy’s ability, but it began pushing it back and fighting it more intensely.

“RISE, MINIONS OF THE ABYSS. YOUR MASTER CALLS FOR YOU.” Jealousy yelled while raising her hands into the air and glaring forward at Aegis. “It has been hundreds of years since I have fought an Avatar of Eirene. The last time, she insulted us at the battle of Hrath’mir. This time, I will make sure to consume her light permanently.” Jealousy growled at him. Dark silhouettes began to grow out of the black mist around Jealousy. Some were small, insignificant abysslings that formed up and began charging out at the nearby players. One, however, continued to grow upwards as it slowly took the form of a gigantic Juggernaut, reaching the height of the airship flying above.

 “Destroy the island stone.” Jealousy ordered the Juggernaut once it had finished forming. It let a horrendous roar before it began stomping forward, taking a swing out at the airship in its way with its blade arm, but the blade was stopped as Aegis launched himself up using guard projections, and blocked the blade with his shield while landing on the deck of the ship.

 “Kill Jealousy, I’ll protect the stone and lock her down as best as I can. Eccen, keep the abysslings under control.” Aegis ordered them as he spotted several reapers beginning to form out of the mist above the abysslings. “Swiftstar, keep the reapers under control.” Aegis added. The two rangers turned their bows onto the swarming smaller creatures that began charging out of the darkness in all directions.

 “Masquerade isn’t effective, switch to damage and supportive illusions. Hide the island stone as best you can, if possible.” Aegis instructed Kenji who nodded back at him and began casting spells in the direction of the grove behind them.

 Jealousy took advantage of Aegis being up on the airship and dashed forward through the other players to get towards Yumily, but Kaito moved to intercept her with his katana, stopping her forward movement. She retaliated by pulling her claws back to strike down at him, but he’d bought enough time for Aegis to jump back onto the ground and block the attacks for Kaito using his shield, while Kaito maneuvered behind her once more with Rocknight to land more strikes on her. All the while, multiple elements of spells and pink bolts continued to barrage Jealousy’s wings, dealing a constant stream of damage thanks to Keldan and Yumily. 

 The Airship maneuvered to the side of the Juggernaut and released several blasts of arcane magic at it. The damage was high, but more importantly the force behind the blasts caused the Juggernaut to stumble backwards.

 “Keep blasting it. Hold it back as much as you can!” Aegis shouted up at the airship.

 “Roger!” A voice from atop the ship replied - the piloting player which Aegis only saw through the party interface. Around Aegis, arrows flew in all directions in pursuit of the numerous low level abysslings and reapers swarming around - new ones were repeatedly forming out of the black mist around Jealousy.

 “You will not stop the darkness, Priest of Eirene!” Jealousy hissed at Aegis as he remained standing between her and the stone, amidst the dark abyss with light emanating from his body. She repeatedly struck out at him with her claws and tail, sending barrages of black magic out across the battlefield aimed at Yumily, which Josephine was sure to block with her shield and heal herself through. Yumily remained standing still, focused on her music as it continued to play over the battle, her voice inspiring everyone to do their best as her pink arrows attacked in sync with the rhythm. 

 Aegis’ viewership shot up into the 10’s of millions. Due to Yumily herself not streaming, all of her fans were coming to him in addition to everyone eagerly waiting to see the conclusion to the abyssal invasion. For the first time, Aegis surpassed Makaroth and Feng, and took the slot as the number one most viewed streamer in the entire Shattered World Online. 

 “By the way!” Keldan shouted as he closed in on Aegis, releasing repeated blasts of elementalist damage on Jealousy. “I’m streaming with my profanity filter turned off. If anyone wants to see what this nude raid boss -really- looks like.” Keldan shouted.

 “Seriously?” Aegis turned to him with raised eyebrows.

 “What?” Keldan shrugged, while simultaneously his viewership suddenly shot up from 1,000 to 25,000. Aegis didn’t have time to argue though, the Juggernaut was stomping beyond him and the Airship towards the island stone.

 Any time Aegis turned away from Jealousy to track the Juggernaut’s movements as it stomped across the ground nearby, Jealousy took advantage of the openings to land attacks. Having enraged, her strikes were dealing much more damage and forcing the other clerics and himself to heal more intensely to keep up with the damage.

 “Don’t worry, I got it.” Kenji shouted to Aegis after seeing him concerned with the Juggernaut. With a wave of his staff, he created a gigantic shimmering illusion of a second grove of yellow trees to the east, while simultaneously making it look like the original grove wasn’t there. Jealousy could clearly see through the illusions and ignored them, but the Juggernaut could not and began stomping away from the battle eastward.

 “SUCH CHEAP TRICKS!” Jealousy roared ferociously upon seeing her Juggernaut stomping away to nowhere. She then jumped back away from Aegis and spun rapidly with her wings extended out, slashing them towards Rocknight and Kaito and Aegis all at once and forcing them to all jump away and avoid the strikes. Following it, she raised her hands into the air once more, and out of the black mist a second Juggernaut began to form. Aegis took a deep nervous breath as it finished forming, the sound of the first juggernaut stomping away still audible. 

 “Good thing you hit really hard.” Aegis said as he dashed forward, positioning himself between Jealousy and the Juggernaut’s foot as it finished forming. “VIRABHADRA!” He shouted as loud as he could, releasing a dome of white energy around himself that hit both Jealousy, and the newly formed Juggernaut. 




	You deal 3,203,506 Holy damage.
You deal 3,203,506 Holy damage.







 The damage split evenly between Jealousy and the Juggernaut, and to Aegis surprise, it was enough to kill the Juggernaut and cause it to roar out in agony as it began to disintegrate just as quickly as it had formed out of the mist. Jealousy winced from the strike, glaring up at the red arms of shiva that had temporarily formed around Aegis during the cast, but she looked more angry than injured from the attack, and began her retaliation with her claws and tail. 

 Kenji continued to lead the first Juggernaut away, the rangers kept the smaller creatures under control, and the damage was maintained on Jealousy. It was only 30 seconds later before she began forming a new Juggernaut, though.

 “This is her enraged mechanic. She’s just going to try and overwhelm us using creatures of the abyss.” Aegis called out as he saw it finishing forming, roar, and begin stomping towards the real island stone. “Kenji?”

 “I can juggle them, but only actually trick one at a time.” Kenji explained anxiously, while the airship pilot above blasted the newly formed Juggernaut to hold it back slightly. The recharge time on the arcane cannons was too long to hold it back consistently, though. 

 “I can hold one back.” Kaito suggested.

 “No, we need your damage. Focus on killing her as fast as possible!” Aegis shouted as he glared at the grinning Jealousy. 

 “How bright is your light, truly?” She smirked before lunging at him and striking rapidly, whilst the Juggernaut stomped by towards the island stone. Kenji did as promised and began juggling his illusions between the first and second Juggernaut, keeping them confused on where the real island stone’s location was. This allowed Aegis to remain focused on locking down Jealousy so that his companions could easily hit her with their attacks, but it wasn’t long before Jealousy knocked them away with a spin of her wings again, raised her arms up, and began forming the third Juggernaut. 

 “Two’s my limit!” Kenji warned Aegis.

 “No problem, I got it!” Josephine declared, moving to intercept the third one. Aegis gave her a knowing nod. “Galanis, Vriflow, take next, I’ll handle healing myself and the group. Just keep yourselves alive and don’t let their blade-arms touch the island stone!” Aegis shouted, getting nods from the two clerics.

 The battlefield quickly became chaotic - not just that more Juggernauts appeared and began stomping towards the island stone, but that abysslings and reapers were forming faster. Keldan, Eccen and Swiftstar were doing their best to not only kill the smaller creatures, but continue their contributions in dealing damage to jealousy. Yumily kept her music playing and repeatedly sent bolts of magic out at Jealousy. Truly, though, the only real sources of damage on her that stayed consistent were Kaito and Rocknight. Luckily, they were both strong and doing massive damage thanks to Aegis’ bless enchant, and Galanis’ aura of thunder.

 The fourth Juggernaut came out, and Vriflow moved to intercept it. Then the fifth, and Galanis took it on with his shield. But a minute later came the sixth Juggernaut, and the large monsters began crowding around the island stone, trying to find a way to strike it. Aegis was forced back, making sure to stay between the sixth juggernaut and the island stone, but moving backwards made his positioning awkward for handling Jealousy.

 Jealousy took advantage of this by continuously threatening attacks against Yumily to end her music, and with no other clerics available to protect her, she was extremely vulnerable to Jealousy’s quick movements.

 “Stay close to me and I’ll protect you!” Aegis ordered Yumily, causing her to nod back anxiously as she maintained her music. As Aegis dashed into the grove of yellow trees to get ahead of the sixth juggernaut, Yumily chased after him with her 10 floating instruments, and Jealousy pursued as well. Yuki made sure to keep up and maintain her threads, casting a second set of strings out to Yumily to help protect her as well.

 The sixth juggernaut swung his blade arm down towards the stone, and Aegis jumped up with his shield to block it, then created a guard in front of Yumily as Jealousy dashed towards her, followed by Aegis rushing to Yumily’s side with his real body to block several more strikes from hitting the singer. Aegis was rapidly healing himself in between, but Jealousy took advantage of Aegis’ attention being divided to fly up into the air above the yellow canopy, and hold her palms out in the direction of the stone to charge up her black beam attack, aimed at it.

 “Get it through your thick skull, Jealousy!” Aegis shouted as he looked up and saw it charging. He jumped up onto the branches of a nearby tree, then launched himself up into the air in front of Jealousy. He held his shield out to block her beam, while simultaneously spotting out of the corner of his eye the sixth juggernaut was swinging his blade down on the stone again. He blocked her beam and created a guard to block the juggernaut's strike simultaneously. Black energy exploded out from the impact on Aegis’ shield, and he took massive damage from this attack and the Juggernaut hitting his guard, but his Avatar of Eirene spell was buffing his armor significantly, making it easily healable. 

 “You’re not getting passed my shield.” Aegis glared at Jealousy as the debris and dust from her attack settled and he slowly fell back down into the yellow canopy below. He could see it, though - for the first time, there was a look of desperation and panic in Jealousy’s eyes. Her health was low and she was almost dead.

 “I. DESPISE. YOU!” Jealousy screeched at him as she raised her hands into the air, and the black mist around her began to form a 7th Juggernaut.

 “She’s almost dead, use everything you have left!” Aegis shouted desperately. “ECCEN, SWIFTSTAR!” He added, getting nods from the rangers. Both of them, almost in unison, abandoned attacks on the reapers and abysslings, firing ranger marks up at Jealousy as she remained stationary while summoning her 7th Juggernaut. 

 “Rain of arrows.” Eccen said calmly.

 “RAIN OF ARROWS!” Swiftstar shouted with enthusiasm. Both of them dumped their remaining mana to release a large barrage of dozens of arrows that all converged onto Jealousy.

 “Yumily?” Kaito looked towards her as she stood on the ground amongst the trees nearby.

 “Do it.” Yumily nodded at him. Once she said this, Kaito bent his knees and sheathed his katana, taking a drawing stance as he closed his eyes and tilted his head up in Jealousy’s direction. “Double-edged draw.” He cast, creating a buff on himself which Aegis briefly was able to read - something he hadn’t seen before due to it being an advanced class skill.




	
[Double-edged Draw]


The next Katana skill you use after drawing your blade will deal quadrupled damage, but half of its damage will be applied to yourself.
 Source: Kaito








 Following this, he opened his eyes and drew his sword, then with incredible agility, jumped straight up into the sky and slashed his sword through Jealousy’s body as he passed her. 

 “Horobi no ha.” He spoke calmly, and a massive damage number appeared over Jealousy’s body, causing her to take 8,335,092 damage. Following it, two things happened - Kaito’s katana shattered, and he took half of that damage. He was forced to log out of the gameworld, but Jealousy audibly screamed in pain from the attack. 

 Amazingly, though, she was still standing and kept summoning the 7th juggernaut. Aegis was forced away to block a blade strike from the sixth from hitting the island stone.

 “Hey hey hey, he’s not the only one with a flashy cooldown attack.” Rocknight shouted as he moved to stand underneath Jealousy.

 “Earthquake Strike!” He slammed his hammer into the ground beneath her, causing the ground all around the battlefield to violently quake and shoot up large chunks of earth at her as they formed into spikes of rock and dirt. The quaking had the added benefit of throwing the Juggernauts off balance, and killing many of the reapers and abysslings.

 “Me too, let me get in on this.” Keldan shouted as the 7th juggernaut finished forming and let out an angry roar.

 “Elemental Convergence!” He shouted, forming a ball of lightning, ice, fire, water, earth, wind, poison and shadow. Once the ball formed, it shot out at Jealousy and dealt massive damage to her. The explosion erupted in multiple flashes of light, preventing the group from seeing her for a moment, but once it settled they saw she was still flying in the air beside the 7th Juggernaut.

 “Damnit, she’s still standing?” Vriflow shouted out in disbelief in between blocking a strike from the Juggernaut in front of her.

"Hyaku-man Hari!" Yuki shouted, creating an uncountable number of iron needles in the sky all around Jealousy. A moment later, they converged on her, each dealing 1 damage and in total dealing 1 million, but draining Yuki's damage. Once he'd gone, though, she saw that Jealousy was still standing and looked on with disappointment as her thread connections to Yumily and Aegis both disappeared.

 “I apologize, everyone.” Yumily shouted, drawing attention to herself as Aegis moved to stand in front of the island stone amongst the trees, preparing to block strikes from both the 6th and 7th Juggernaut as Jealousy turned her eyes on Yumily. “This attack is a bit embarrassing, so please plug your ears.” She said with a polite bow.

 “Just do it already.” Kenji rolled her eyes at her. She nodded, then opened her mouth and looked up at Jealousy as Jealousy dashed towards her with incredible speed.

 “Die, musician.” Jealousy roared as she extended her claws out and readied a strike. Yumily responded by doing something no one was expecting - she suddenly screamed at the top of her lungs. Her voice sounded horrid, releasing a shockwave of energy as it traveled out of her mouth in Jealousy’s direction. 

 Jealousy stopped flying towards Yumily in favor of clutching her ears, desperately trying to block out the sound from Yumily’s scream. It wasn’t just Jealousy, either, as Aegis and the others, as well as the Juggernauts, attempted to cover their ears. The sound carried, and was maintained by Yumily as she continued to scream. Soon, Aegis and the others began taking small amounts of psychic damage just from proximity to the attack. 

 Looking at Jealousy, Aegis saw she was repeatedly taking 53,320 psychic damage every second as she remained within Yumily’s scream, until finally, Jealousy released her ears and let out her own loud roar of anger. Her body began disintegrating, and the moment it did, Yumily stopped screaming.

 Simultaneously, the black mist around Jealousy faded, and the Juggernauts and abysslings all around them began to fade away along with the mist.

 It took a few moments for Aegis’ hearing to return to him, and in that time, all enemies around the island stone disappeared, and several purple orbs fell out of Jealousy’s body, along with a single orange item orb.




	
You have slain the Avatar of Jealousy!

 Quest Complete!
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“I don’t believe it!” Samathara spoke to her audience as she leaned over the side of the Skyport of Kordas. “It’s… the abyss is pulling back! The darkness is receding!” She announced. Across the sea of buildings, she looked to the south where the forces of Kordas continued to fight against the swarming reapers and abysslings. But beyond the walls, the dark mist began to pull back, and with it, the creatures and monsters began to flee.

 Elven arrows, and makeshift catapults, and bolts of magic of varying elements continued to rain down on the fleeing beasts. Viella continued to shadowstep along the walls, knocking down and killing any remaining enemies that had managed to climb on top of them. Alongside her, several low level players and the guards of Kordas continued to fight. It wasn’t long before the wall was clear, and the only remaining enemies were the ones seen turning tail and fleeing from the walls along with the black mist, as it abandoned the lands of Kalmoore and its conquest to swallow it in darkness.

 “I think we’ve done it, old man.” Viella said with a smirk as she appeared next to Jael. Jael, who looked absolutely exhausted in maintaining his spell, finally released it and gasped for air, falling to his knees. Within seconds, the dark gray clouds that he had magically conjured in the skies above Kordas began to dissipate. 

 Cheers of victory erupted moments later. First from the players behind the walls who’d been manning the catapults, then the players on the walls, and finally, the NPCs who fought valiantly alongside them. It was contagious, and the cheers carried to the broadcasters as they stood up on the Skyport tower, allowing the world to see the results of the Kalmoore invasion.

 “It’s not just Kordas, but Rene as well!” Samathara said as she motioned to her split screen broadcast, a feed being sent to her from a broadcaster who had arrived in Rene.

 Savika, Celestian, Farlion, Clara and Ulaipu stood atop the crudely repaired walls of Rene, staring out towards the western fields at the dark mist as it pulled back towards the treeline along with the thousands of fleeing abysslings and reapers. 

 “I feel it. The Darkness is leaving these lands. We have won!” Clara declared, and following her words, there were loud cheers of victory from both the guard NPCs and the civilian NPCs who had joined in on the battle. Savika, on the other hand, dropped to her knees, and was nearly about to collapse on her side before Celestian caught her and held her up.

 “You did it, Princess.” Celestian said encouragingly as tears streamed down her cheeks. 



 “It’s over! People in my chat are telling me the mist is leaving! Kordas and Rene, they’re both safe!” Keldan announced to the group of players near him.

 “Thank goodness.” Yumily clutched her chest as tears swelled up in her eyes. Yuki saw her tears of relief and ran to Yumily, hugging her tight while Kenji smiled at the pair.

 “I can confirm! Aint no darkness comin’ at us no more! Yeeeee-haw!” The Airship pilot shouted down to them as Yumily’s airship continued to hover over the yellow-leafed grove. 

 Aegis watched as Keldan, Vriflow, Rocknight and Swiftstar quickly huddled together and began chatting amongst one another, complimenting each other on how awesome they were. 

 He then turned to see Galanis and Eccen move together and give each other big hugs, looking much more intimate with one another than just friends would be. Then, finally, Josephine walked over to Aegis as he stood alone staring between the others, but eventually his eyes landed on the island stone.

 “That felt a little close, huh?” Josephine asked as she moved to stand beside Aegis, and the pair stared at the island stone in front of them together. “One missed swing from any of us, and the stone was gone.” Josephine added as she eyed her shield, and Aegis took a glance at it as well to see it clearly dented and scratched up, showing signs of extremely low durability.

 “Yeah…” Aegis nodded in agreement.

 “But, you did it. You kept the island safe.” Josephine smiled and patted his shoulder. The moment her hand touched his shoulder, his knees gave out and he collapsed down to the ground. The powerful wave of relief and exhaustion was too much for his mind to bear, and it triggered a warning, followed by a complete game ejection.




	
*WARNING*

Mental Stress Levels are nearing the safe limit. You will be forcibly removed from the simulation if the current level of stress continues or increases.

[Force Log out] Take a break from the game and relax, you will respawn at the nearest Graveyard.
 [Lower Pain Threshold] Threshold Change is currently Available for your account.
[Ignore] Keep Playing, acknowledging that Averon is not liable for any damages caused by continuing Simulation. (If conditions persists or worsen you will be logged out against your will as part of our Terms of Service)











	
*WARNING*

Mental stress levels have gone beyond the safe limit. You are being forcibly removed from the simulation. Emergency services will be called within 60 seconds unless otherwise instructed. 








 Before Eli knew it, his Simbox was opening up on its own, and he was staring at the empty living room of his house. He climbed out of his Simbox to the smell of his favorite food permeating the room. He made sure to hit the button his Simbox to cancel the emergency services call while he spotted some flashing lights in the corner of his eyes. Displayed on the television mounted on the wall was Hae-won, talking over edited footage of Aegis’ broadcast that Shinji quickly brought up due to Aegis’ feed being cut.


 “Completely understandable, after all that hard work, that our hero Aegis would need a break from the game. But we, as his loyal viewers, have much to discuss and learn about today's events. Let’s go back and look over some of those intense battles to see just exactly how Aegis pulled it all off. And at the end, I’ll reveal my part in all of his secret plans! That’s right, some of you already guessed it, but I wasn’t actually sick earlier! I, too, fought in the battle for Kalmoore! We’ll get started right after this commercial break!” Hae-won cheered to his audience. 



 Without realizing it, Eli had been caught in her flow and, for some reason, felt himself wanting to watch what would happen next - he snapped himself out of this though as he remembered he was there in person.

 “Come, food is ready!” Jillian called out to him suddenly. Eli heard her voice coming from the kitchen and headed over, surprised to see her already sitting down with the food prepared - macaroni and cheese.

 “You weren’t watching?” Eli asked her curiously as he took a seat across from her at the kitchen table and grabbed the fork that was already set out for him beside his plate of food.

 “I was, but also cooking. Figured you’d be hungry when it was all over.” Jillian shrugged. 

 “Yeah, pretty hungry.” Eli nodded before digging into the food and eating it. The two didn’t speak any other words after that, and the only sounds they heard were that of their forks occasionally clinking on their plates.

 Abruptly, without having finished her plate, Jillian stood up and moved around the table, knelt down beside Eli, and put her arms around him and hugged him tight. 

 “It’s okay. It’s not your fault. You did your best.” Jillian squeezed him tight. Unlike the rest, praising Eli for his success, she was the first one to realize and acknowledge how he was truly feeling - that he’d failed. He couldn’t hold it back, and tears began flowing down his cheeks as he pressed his face into his mom's shoulder.

 “He was such a good lil buddy.” Eli got out, his voice muffled by the cotton of her shirt. Following these words, in the comfort of his mothers arms, he unleashed all of his pent up emotions from the pressure and intensity of the battle. It took a good long while for him to calm down, and in that time Jillian didn’t say any words but simply patted him on the back and held him tight.

 Eventually, they got around to finishing their meal, and Eli made his way up to his bedroom to rest outside of the Simbox, being emotionally exhausted. He caught a glimpse on the TV on his way up that Yumily had started her livestream, and most of Aegis’ viewers had gone over to watch her as she made her way back to Kordas to check on things.

 Knowing Kalmoore was in good hands, Eli collapsed on his bed with Jillian standing in his doorway. 

 “It’s the middle of the afternoon, by the way.” Jillian pointed out as she moved across his bedroom to close his blinds for him.

 “Yeah, well, I’m tired.” Eli replied grumpily, his eyes red from crying earlier.

 “Alright, well, take it easy. You’re gonna be a big deal when you log back in.” Jillian replied.

 “Because of the invasion? Or because of the Mithral?” Eli asked with a huff of sarcasm.

 “Both. And also, because for a bit there, you were the number one streamer.” Jillian winked before shutting the door, leaving Eli in the darkness of his room. The moment she had, though, he felt a jolt of energy surge back into his body.

 He quickly tapped his wrist implant and saw several blinking messages, most of them from Derrick and Selena, but one was from David.


 “We need to talk.” 



 A giant, devilish grin grew across Eli’s face as he hit the call button to respond to the message. It rang a few times in his ear implant before Makaroth, aka David, answered the call.


 “Eli.” 

 “David.”

 “You remember our deal, don’t you?” Eli asked with pride in his voice.

 “I remember something about words we exchanged at one point, yeah.” David replied.

 “I know that you know I am Aegis. So you also know I just surpassed you. Like I said I would.” Eli replied smugly. 

 “Hah. You call that surpassing me? You got lucky, a pop idol showed up on your stream while she was breaching her VGN broadcasting contract, making it temporarily against the rules for her to stream herself. You practically stole her viewers.”

 “You seem to know a lot of details about that. Aren’t you also signed on with VGN?”

 “Yeah, so? Of course I'd understand how our contracts work.” David snapped back at him. 

 “I don’t remember there being some conditional exceptions to that deal we made. I surpassed you. I did it without abandoning my friends or my family, or my life. It was easy. Only took three months.” Eli replied with an angry tone. “So do it. Delete your character, and your account.”

 “Listen, kid, if you really thought I was going to give up this life because of your spiteful little tantrums, you’re delusional. Especially not under these circumstances. You really want me to quit, you’re going to have to do better than sit at the number one spot for 15 minutes using a pop-idol guest appearance.” David replied angrily. 

 “So, what, you’re moving the goalpost now?” 

 “Yeah, I guess I am.”

 “What is it? In what way do you want me to crush you, so that you realize how stupid all of this live streaming stuff is?!” Eli whispered back angrily. 

 “Hold the number one spot for a day, without the use of a pop idol, then maybe I’ll take you seriously.”

 “Fine, done. I’m saving this call’s recording, and adding it to the recording of our previous deal. And once I do hold the number one spot for a day, I expect your name to disappear from the livestreaming database. If not, I’ll let all of your precious family-friendly viewers know just how big of a piece of shit you really are.” Eli replied before ending the call. 



 He felt as though he’d be happy, gloating over his father given the events that transpired, but in the end, he only felt more angry as he sat alone in his bed, in the darkness of his room. It didn’t last long, though, as slowly he calmed himself down and his exhaustion crept up on him, allowing him to pass out.



 “FUCK!” David shouted in a rage, flinging a figurine collectible statue of his in-game character across his large, overly luxurious and well decorated living room. Within his mansion, many of the walls between the rooms were glass, and David had been sitting on a large fluffy blue couch in the center of the room with a gigantic screen projecting several livestream broadcasts in front of him.

 The figurine smashed on the floor and broke into several small pieces, David watching the parts slide away from him across the polished hardwood. He breathed heavily, attempting to calm himself down as he panned his view around a glass wall that sat between the living room and the Simulation office of his home, where he saw the closed Simbox of his new wife who was still logged into the gameworld, oblivious to his outburst.

 From there, he turned to face the television in front of him to see her livestream, sitting at 153,000 viewers as she was still sitting amongst their other guildmades within the tavern of Savringard, discussing the events of Aegis’ stream.

 He then looked at the generic VGN broadcasting studio stream, which was in the midst of interviewing various top streamers that were contracted with VGN.


 “So it’s true, then?” the interviewer asked Seraxus, the top PvP streamer known for killing other players ruthlessly, and repeatedly winning the monthly gladiator PvP tournaments. While the interviewer was sitting comfortably within his broadcasting studio, he was talking to Seraxus through his livestream broadcast as he remained playing in the game world.

Seraxus, along with his other party members, were boarding a dark wooden Airship engraved with ancient runes, and a strange ancient symbol stitched into the mainsail. 

“You’re really leaving Puagas?” The interviewer asked.

“Yeah, aint got no choice, do we? First of all, that punk Rakkan basically challenged me. I gotta teach him a lesson.” Seraxus grinned as he made some gestures towards the nervous Airship pilot, motioning to him that they were ready to set sail. “Secondly, that kid Aegis thinks he’s hot shit now just cause he got bumped up above me on the streamer list for a few minutes doing some whack PvP. So, Imma head over there and teach em both a lesson. Educate them on what some real PvP looks like.” Seraxus grinned mischievously to his camera.

“Well, looks like things in Kalmoore are just beginning to heat up.” The interviewer replied while rubbing his hands together excitedly. “What was once the most peaceful, boring island is quickly becoming the hotspot for all the action within the Shattered World Online. Let’s hope Aegis and his companions are ready for the undefeated gladiator king.” The interviewer spoke, now to the audience. 



Hearing this, a great big grin grew across David’s face, and he quickly began fidgeting with his wrist implant until reaching his contacts list, and opening up a call with his agent.


“Hey, I just had a great idea for our next big viewership event. Can you put me in contact with one of our other VGN livestreamers, Seraxus?” David asked into the call as the implant on his ear lit up. “I’ve got an idea for quite the collaboration.” David added, followed by some words from his agent.

“I know the kid is only 15 years old. But he’s in the PvP scene. It’s a great opportunity for us to reach a new audience, and elevate both of our streams to the next level.” David replied, followed by more words in his ear from his agent.

“Oh don’t worry, what I got planned will be way more exciting. It’s gonna make that invasion of Kalmoore look like a commercial break.” 
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“Hey, are you finally awake?” Jillian asked as she watched a sleepy Eli make his way down the stairs of their home. He looked down the hall into the living room at Jillian as she was bent over his Simbox, in the process of cleaning around it and the outside of it.

 “Yeah…” Eli yawned, stretching his arms up into the air. “You didn’t go back in yet?”

 “I’m about to. Hasn’t been that long.” She shrugged. “I had a chat with a few of my old pals, a couple of ultranerds that call themselves data miners…” She stopped what she was doing to stand up straight and face him. “Basically, they dig around in the program files to fi-”

 “I know what data miners are, mom.” Eli rolled his eyes at her.

 “Huh.” She gave him a look of surprise. “Well, in the beta tests of the game they were able to find a lot of goodies, but Averon wisened up to their antics real quick and moved almost everything of significance server side. Regardless, they did find information on a consumable item in the games database as early as the first beta tests. It functions exactly like portal dust where it's consumed in a spell cast - pretty valuable according to its item card, but this stuff was used for casting a resurrection spell… It’s implied the spell only works on humanoid NPCS, but, if somethin-”

 “Mom, it’s fine. I’m okay.” Eli shook his head. “You don’t need to worry. Really.” He saw her continued look of concern. “It sucks to lose Snowflake, but in the end he was just AI, right?” Aegis replied. Jillian didn’t seem convinced, she just stared at him in silence for a few moments. Eventually, though, she gave a shrug and finished up what she was doing.

 “Alright. I’m going to head back inside. Quinn and everyone is eagerly waiting for you, they want to have a meeting to discuss the future leadership of Kordas.”

 “Oh, yeah, because the Royalty all…” Eli’s voice trailed off.

 “Yep.” Jillian nodded while moving over to her Simbox. Eli saw she was already wearing her simulation suit proudly. “You coming?”

 “Eh, in a bit. I’ll head to the store first, I forgot to restock on soap and shampoo last time I went.” 

 “Do you want me to go for you?” 

 “Nah, no, it’ll be fine. I could use some fresh air.” 

 “Alright.” Jillian shrugged. “See you inside?”

 “Yeah.” Eli nodded. Following this, Jillian climbed into her Simbox and shut it, activating the Shattered World Online simulation. Eli on the other hand turned to the front door and slipped his shoes on before stepping out onto the street. It was evening, the sun was setting over his city giving it a deep orange hue. He made his way towards the nearest bus stop, but after waiting for a few seconds, decided to walk instead.

 Making his way down the sidewalk of his street, he passed by several homes before reaching a local park where a few kids were playing together, acting out an action scene.

 “You will not get past my shield!” One of the kids shouted, getting Eli’s attention. He continued walking by the park, but turned to see what was going on, only to see one kid holding his left arm in the direction of his friends, acting as if he was holding an imaginary shield.

 “I’m gonna consume your light!” The other kid shouted at him before making weird scratching roars in his friend's direction.

 “Ok, now you gotta sing her to death.” The shield kid instructed another one of their friends.

 “What? No way, I don’t wanna be Yumily. I wanna be Aegis.” The kid protested.

 “But I’m Aegis.”

 “You always get to be the main guy.” The protesting continued.

 “Ok fine let’s both be Aegis.” The kid relented.

 “That’s not fair, then I want to be Aegis, too.” The kid pretending to be the bad guy joined in with the protests. Eli was dumbfounded by what he was seeing, but it wasn’t long before he had walked beyond the park and they were out of sight. A few more meters and he’d arrived at the parking lot of the nearest convenience store, and walked across the asphalt towards the automatic sliding doors of the shop and stepped inside.

 The door made a ding to signal his entry, then the doors shut behind him. Aside from that, the interior was dead silent save for the buzzing sounds of the refrigerators keeping some of the store’s products cool. Eli navigated through the aisles to find a bottle of shampoo and bodywash, then made his way over to the cooled beverages and grabbed a vitamin drink before heading over to the counter, where the cashier was staring up at a projected screen on the wall behind him.

 The cashier was so focused on what he was watching, he barely noticed Eli walking up to him and placing the items on the counter. When Eli looked at the screen as well, he saw that he was watching Aegis’ broadcast, where Hae-won was still recapping the battle, but took a break suddenly to start advertising Aegis figurines. A 3d Replica of Aegis wearing his new armor, with his new mithral shield, which she was advertising as his ‘new outfit’. 

 “Sheesh, dunno who buys stuff like that.” The cashier shook his head disapprovingly at the advertisement before turning to Eli and ringing him up. Once he had, Eli swiped his wrist implant over a machine on the counter, and the cashregister displayed an ‘APPROVED’ in green letters to show the payment had gone through. “Have a good evening.” The cashier smiled at Eli.

 “You too.” Eli nodded back politely before making his way out of the shop with the items he’d purchased. He quickly made his way back home, passing by the park again. A part of him was eager to see how the kids’ play battle was progressing, so he was somewhat disappointed to find that they’d already left when he got back. Instead, upon seeing the park empty, he decided to take a seat on a bench by himself and enjoy the fresh air and the sunset.

 He popped open the vitamin drink and took a swig, thinking on all of the things that had been transpiring lately, until finally, curiosity got the better of him and he began fidgeting with his wrist implant to call Shinji.

 


 “Yo. How are you doing, Eli?” Shinji asked politely after answering the call.



 “I’m good. You?”


 “Doing good, lots of editing to do.” Shinji replied with his voice audibly strained. “What can I do for you?”



 “I’ve got a question… I just saw a commercial for a figurine of myself… was a bit weird…” Eli asked.


 “Oh, yeah. Tommy handles all that stuff, want me to put you through to him?” Shinji asked.



 “I guess.” Eli shrugged to himself, despite Shinji not being able to see it. 


 “Ok, one second.” Shinji pressed a few buttons on the call.

“Hello?” Tommy’s voice suddenly joined into the call.

“Hey, Tommy, Eli’s on the line, he’s got some questions about your merchandising. He saw Hae-won advertising the figurines.” Shinji explained.

“Oh, right, of course. I assumed it’d be okay with you, it’s all part of the contract. I told you I’d handle all the marketing and advertising side of things right? Did you want to get involved in it in some way? Are you against figurines? Or the shirts, mugs, ect.?”



 “There’s shirts and mugs too?” Eli asked.


 “There’s a lot more than that.” Shinji butted in.

“Aheh… yeah. Well, gotta strike while the iron’s hot. Advertisements and sponsorships are great and all, but merchandise is the best way to allow your fans to support you directly, and get something in return for their money.” Tommy replied.



“Oh, okay. It’s something pretty normal, then?” Eli asked curiously.


“Yeah, yeah, of course. Totally normal, nowadays all of the streamers are doing it.” Tommy reassured him. “And don’t worry, you’re still getting your cut of the sales. It’s part of the reason why there was such a huge jump in your paycheck this last month.” He added.



“Paycheck this month?” Eli asked curiously.


“Yup. You didn’t check already? I guess you’ve been so busy in the game. It should be on your account. We’ve been doing so well I was able to hire a few interns.” Tommy chuckled.



“Right… okay.” Eli replied.


“Anything else you need? Any other questions?”



“Nope, that was all.” Eli replied.


“Alright. Take it easy, don’t be shy about taking a longer rest if you need it, you’ve been working hard.”



“Ok, thanks, you take it easy too.” Eli replied.


“Cya!” Shinji said before the call quickly ended, due to Eli ending it.



 Curiosity overtook him and he frantically went through his wrist implant, manipulating the screen display of his eye implant that showed information in his peripheral vision. Finally, he arrived at his account balance, and he froze. His jaw dropped.

“Three…” He mumbled to himself as he began counting the digits. He couldn’t believe his eyes, so he made sure to count them a few more times. “Three million…” He felt his heart race, adrenaline pumping. He continued to stare at the number, hand shaking and spilling some of the vitamin drink out of the bottle as he tried to take a sip out of it, spilling some on his chin.

“I’M RICH!” Eli released a burst of excitement, jumping up off of the bench and shouting to himself in the park.

“Oh yeah? I’m poor. Shut up.” A random middle-aged man shouted back at him. Eli turned to see the man grumpily walking by the park on the nearby sidewalk. 

“Sorry…” Eli replied timidly, but the man was no longer listening. Following this, Eli excitedly put the lid back on his drink and rushed home, throwing his shoes off once inside and running over to his mom’s Simbox to press the Simbox communicator.

“MOM!” Eli shouted at her, startling her as she was in the middle of something.


“Oh my- What’s the matter with you, you trying to give me a heart attack?” Pyri replied grumpily.



“Mom, listen, I just checked, I got paid for the last month. You won’t believe how much it was!” Eli continued to shout enthusiastically.


“What, was it like, three million?” Pyri replied mischievously.



“Y-yeah… how’d you guess?” Eli asked.


“Because I got the documents on it. I’m the one handling the taxes for the household, remember?” Pyri replied.



“So you knew? Why didn’t you say anything?!”


“Didn’t want you getting a big head. And I especially didn’t want you telli-"



“This means you can quit your job now!” Eli interrupted her, his excitement overtaking him.


“Yes, that. Telling me that.” Pyri grumbled. “Don’t get all weird about it, let’s just keep playing and see how things go, okay? For the moment, I want you to only think of it as us not needing to worry about money anymore, and that’s all.” Pyri explained.



“Right. Okay. Fine. I got it. No more money troubles.” Eli replied.


“Good. Now.” Pyri cleared her throat. “Are you ever going to log back in? Basically everyone is waiting for you. The Night Hunters have a big present prepared and everything.” 



“Uh, yeah, okay. I’ll log in right now. And, Mom…” Eli stopped himself with a dramatic pause. 


“Mhm?”



“We’re millionaires!” He whispered gleefully before closing out of the Simbox communication. He rushed over to his Simbox where his Simsuit was laid out for him and quickly put it on before sliding into the Simbox and shutting it. He plugged the heel of his Simsuit into the socket at the bottom of his Simbox, then activated the Shattered World Simulation and logged into the game world. 

He found himself standing under the leaves of the yellow tree grove, the glowing island stone humming peacefully in front of him with its warm light shining on his mithral shield. His livestream automatically activated, and within seconds the viewership shot up into the 100’s of thousands.

“Yo.” Trexon called out to Aegis from behind, drawing his attention. “Everyone’s waiting for you back in Kordas. Are you ready to go?” Trexon asked with a smile.

“Yeah…” Aegis replied, but quickly shook his head. “Wait, first, there’s something I need to do.” He said as he quickly walked out of the grove past Trexon, in the direction of the fields where the battle took place. Once he arrived, he began scanning the ground for something, but not finding it.

“Did it all disappear?” Aegis asked himself while Trexon followed behind him and listened in. 

“You mean Snowflake? No.” Trexon shook his head while Aegis turned to look at him curiously. “The others already came and gathered up every single stone fragment of him they could find. Come, I’ll show you,” Trexon waved his hand at Aegis to signal him to follow, while simultaneously with his other hand he began casting a portal spell. A few seconds later, a portal to Kordas opened up with its familiar shimmering blue outline, and beyond it the Portal Altar of Kordas was visible. 

Trexon motioned Aegis to go through before him, and so he did, but he was not expecting what was awaiting him on the other end.

The streets of Kordas leading out from the portal altar were lined with thousands of players and NPCs who all immediately erupted in cheers and applause towards Aegis. Some familiar, some not. Some were bowing, others were pumping their fists in the air. A narrow path was made in the streets to allow Aegis to walk forward through them, but the sounds of their cheers and applause was deafening.

He froze in place, dumbfounded by the warm reception, and looked around to take it all in. He spotted Anazia, Artaphernes, Ren, Garrick, Chax, and many other familiar faces mixed into the nearby crowds.

“They’ve all been waiting for you, to show their thanks for what you did for this island and everyone on it.” Trexon explained. “And, at the end of that path, there’s something else. Tullan and the others have been working tirelessly on it.” 

Aegis nodded weakly towards Trexon who nudged him forward, and the pair began walking together through the streets, crowds cheering and bowing to him on either side. He began recognizing more and more of them as he went on, including almost all of the elite NPCs that he’d met doing his intermediate class quests. The High priest of Kordas, Jael, Viella, and Ulaipu were all mixed in with Eccen and Galanis, and several White Flames and Black Lions guild members.

The longer it went on, the more unbelievable it all seemed, until finally he was lead to the townsquare of Kordas, where Pyri, Lina, Darkshot and Rakkan were all standing in the middle of the street waiting for him.

The moment she saw him, Lina ran forward and threw her arms around Aegis, hugging him tight and nearly knocking him over. He squeezed as well, and the two held each other for a long few moments before Aegis looked up and saw his other party members smiling at him.

“We’re so damn cool.” Darkshot grinned excitedly as Aegis approached. Aegis just smirked back at him as he, Rakkan and Pyri moved to the side while Lina walked up alongside Aegis, the two now holding hands. With them moving out of the way, Aegis was able to see more clearly into the townsquare behind them.

There, in the middle of the townsquare where a fountain once stood, was a perfectly reconstructed statue of Snowflake. The only remaining part missing from the statue was the head, which was in Aegis’ inventory. 

Tullan, Yuki, Amlie, Ruffily, and several other crafters were standing about the statue, giving it some final finishing touches, while Quinn, Christoph, and Yumily all stood off to the side with their other party members and guildmates standing around them. Unable to hold back, Quinn suddenly rushed away from the others towards Aegis despite Sapphire attempting to stop her, and in an instant she had thrown her arms around Aegis and hugged him tight.

“Thank you so much. Thank you for saving our island.” Quinn cried into his ears, barely audible over the cheers nearby, but they were slowly dying down as the crowds watched the leader of the Night Hunters unload her emotions onto Aegis. Aegis awkwardly patted her back and returned her feelings as best he could.

“Of course. You’ve been looking out for me since I came to this island. We’re like a team, right?” Aegis replied as his voice became audible, due to the crowds now going almost completely silent.

“If we’re really a team, you should just join the guild.” Sapphire called out from across the townsquare, followed by a grumpy carrot bite and some laughter from the nearby players.

“Well, you know, I don’t want to pick favorites.” Aegis replied awkwardly, motioning to Christoph. This just got a few more chuckles of laughter from the crowds.

 “We did our best to recreate him in his memory. The most honorable creature in all of Kalmoore.” Tullan said while stepping forward in front of the other crafters, motioning to the statue. 

 “We tried looking into bringing him back, with de-petrification, but, unfortunately, it isn’t possible…” Yuki said apologetically as all eyes fell on Aegis, while simultaneously Aegis stared at the headless statue. A moment later, Aegis reached into his inventory and pulled out the head of Snowflake and walked forward, preparing to place it down on the statue in order to complete it as everyone else watched on in silence.

 Very carefully, Aegis set it down in place, and Tullan and Ruffily both jumped in quickly to seal the cracks and complete the perfect statue of Snowflake. Due to it not being a recreation, but an actual petrified statue of his gryphon, every single detail was already present in the statue, down to the frills of his feathers. 

 “This statue will hold his memory, so that he’ll live on as a part of Kordas’ history from this day forward.” Tullan announced, followed by a loud round of cheers and applause from the nearby crowds. Aegis, on the other hand, suddenly had a wide eyed realization as his jaw dropped.

 “What is it?” Pyri looked at him curiously, being the first to see his changed expression. Following this, the crowds quickly went quiet as they all turned to look at Aegis with anticipation, as did his viewership of currently 2 million viewers.

 “There’s no way to bring him back to life, as none of us know how to resurrect a beast, let alone a petrified one. But…” Aegis opened up his inventory and fumbled around with it, pulling out an item he’d almost completely forgotten about. “My enchanting skill is finally high enough.” He announced as he held an orb out in his palms. 




	
Name: Greater Enchanting Orb: Guardian Golem
Type: Enchantment
Slot: Any Suitable Statue or Suit of Armor
Description: Imbues life into the statue or suit of armor that this enchantment is added to. The personality and statistics of the resulting creature are based on the quality and materials of the object that is enchanted. 
Requirements: Enchanting(Intermediate): Level 45 or higher.








Aegis briefly read over the item card once more to confirm what it did. The golem that he’d slain back when he was level 30 and hunting for Iron in the mountain dungeon above Rene had dropped it, and yet he still hadn’t used it. 

“Is that…?” Darkshot realized what it was before anyone else. Aegis excitedly thrust the enchanting orb forward into the statue of Snowflake before anyone could tell him to do otherwise, and the orb vanished within the statue. Several players gasped, others looked on with their breath held as they watched the light from the orb surge outward, spreading across the statue of Snowflake and briefly creating cracks of blue light all over.

After a few moments, the cracks of light vanished from the statue, and it appeared nothing had happened. The statue went back to looking normal for a few moments, but all eyes remained on it - particularly Aegis’.

Then, with a sudden sound of grinding stone, the spread wings of Snowflake’s statue slowly began to bend, pulling inward as the petrified gryphon’s stone body became fluid and malleable. 

“It worked, he’s a golem…” Tullan said with wide eyes, stepping back from the now moving statue along with the other crafters, so that the gryphon statue had room to move.

“That doesn’t mean it’s going to still be like Snowflake, though… woof!” Ruffily commented in a nervous whisper. Following her words, the statue began glancing around anxiously, and let out a few loud squawks. With its body made of stone, the squawks were loud and coarse, giving off a strange echoing sound due to the stony throat of the creature. Seeing all of the players and NPCs nearby, the golem began pawing at the statue base of which it had been set on, anxiously jerking its head around at the strangers in its confusion.

“Hey, hey!” Aegis called out to try and calm it down, but it didn’t pay any attention to him at first. “Hey, lil buddy, it’s me. Aegis.” Aegis called out, and immediately upon hearing this, the statue stopped panicking and turned to look down and face him. “It’s okay lil buddy, it’s me. I brought you back. You’re a golem now, but I brought you back.” Aegis said in a calming voice as the crowds nearby watched nervously. Aegis slowly stepped forward and held his hand out to the statue as it stared back down at him with stony gray eyes.

“Do you remember me?” Aegis asked. Following this, the gryphon charged forward towards Aegis from atop the statue base and nudged his beak into Aegis’ stomach playfully, letting out a few friendly screeches. Above the gryphon golem's head, the name [Snowflake(Elite) - Level 150] had already appeared. 

Pyri put her hands over her mouth and gasped, while tears swelled up in Lina’s eyes and Rakkan and Darkshot both cheered excitedly, as well as a loud excited coo coming from Darkwing on Darkshot’s shoulder.

“You do, don’t you lil buddy?” Aegis smiled as he felt the familiarity within the golem. Following Aegis’ words, the crowds around them erupted in excited cheers, save for Tullan who grumpily looked at the statue base that now lacked a statue.

“I destroyed the old fountain to put him there, for nothin’.” Tullan grumbled to himself. 
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Not long after the creation of the Snowflake Golem, the cheering and crowds settled down within the city of Kordas. Quinn made an effort to round up all of the major players present, including many of the Elite NPCs of the Kordas Kingdom, and had them slowly funneled into the meeting chamber of the Night Hunter’s Guild Hall.

Aegis was included in this group, along with his party and council members. Yumily came in with Yuki and Kaito, and Christoph and Artaphernes were present as well. In terms of NPCs, Savika was there with Celestian, Jael came with multiple elite NPCs from Kordas that Aegis didn’t recognize, and the leadership of Pakro’Vielle and the City of the White Tree had been brought along as well.

It took some time for everyone to gather inside the room and get settled into their chairs, mainly due to chatter amongst them as they continued to discuss the events of the invasion. Aegis watched Viella and Jael go deep in conversation, while Ulaipu and Celestian talked together off to the side, and Savika was sitting with Yuki and Yumily and chatting them up excitedly.

Meanwhile, beside Aegis, he had Rakkan and Darkshot talking about their PvP matches with their respective opponents. Darkshot was going on about how overpowered a mimick companion was. Lina on the other hand was happy simply sitting next to Aegis silently, holding his hand and keeping an eye on him. Eventually, the conversation between Darkshot and Rakkan made its way to Simon, and they turned to Pyri curiously.

“How’d you end up beating that guy?” Darkshot asked her suddenly, knocking her out of a daydream as she had zoned out from the nearby chatter and was absentmindedly staring up at the ceiling of the meeting room.

“Huh? Who?” Pyri looked down at him, somewhat caught off guard.

“You know, that psycho, Simon.” Darkshot shrugged.

“Oh. Him. Yeah…” She put her hand on her chin and rubbed it for a moment, her eyes moving up into the corner of their sockets as she avoided looking directly at Darkshot, whilst he and Rakkan looked at her eagerly and Lina turned to watch her somewhat anxiously. “I kicked him.” She eventually shrugged, lifting up her knee so that the others could see her foot, then wiggling it around.

“Really? You kicked him?” Darkshot asked with a raised eyebrow.

“Mhm. Basically. I used cinderbolts to block his attacks but he was pretty good at spell control, was hard to get through. So I just kicked him instead.” She added another shrug. “He got the best of me in the end, but luckily I got him low enough and Savika was able to finish him off.” 

“So he was hard to deal with, even for you?” Lina asked with worry in her voice.

“Eh… he used some pretty cheap tactics… I wouldn’t say ‘hard to deal with’. The word I’d use is despicable.” Pyri replied.

“He wiped the floor with all of us…” Rakkan said with a dejected tone. In this time, she’d gotten the attention of Aegis as well as he turned in his chair to stair at her while she stood behind him in the meeting room. His eyes on her made her suddenly and very visibly anxious about the conversation.

“Well…” She avoided eyecontact with Aegis, “it’s just one of those old mouse and keyboard players, like me, with really high APM. I wouldn’t feel too bad about it. Even though he was playing a kid character, he was actually a really old guy.” Pyri explained, and saw a wince of disgust on Lina which Pyri nodded towards.

“Do you think you could teach us?” Aegis asked, and the others all began to nod along with this suggestion enthusiastically.

“Teach you? What? How to have high APM?” Pyri asked as she finally looked Aegis in the eyes, somewhat taken aback. He nodded in response to her question, causing her to let out a huff of air and shake her head at him. “The last time I showed off that I could do stuff like this…” She mumbled, her voice trailing off quietly so that they couldn’t hear her due to the loud chatter of the other players and NPCs nearby. Rather than finish her sentence though, a smile grew on her face as she glanced between Aegis and his friends and their eager expressions.

“Yup. I guess I can try. It’s not like studying a book though, it’s something you have to practice a lot. Human brains struggle with multitasking, so you have to utilize a lot of techniques to efficiently trick it into completing multiple tasks at once, by bundling them together in your mind.” Pyri explained.

“Wait, wait…” Darkshot suddenly began fumbling around in his inventory and pulled out a parchment. “I feel like I should be writing this all down…”. Seeing this, the others started to do the same put Pyri waved her hands at them to stop them.

“I think we should do this meeting stuff first.” She laughed awkwardly at their eager enthusiasm, stopping Aegis and Rakkan from also pulling out parchments from their inventory, and just as they looked back across the room towards the other end of the table, they saw Quinn standing up out of her chair and clearing her throat.

“Everyone.” She spoke with a voice amplification spell cast on her by Trexon who stood beside her, along with Sapphire, Herilon, Baffo and Tullan. All the chatter quickly died down within the room and all eyes turned to Quinn. “Thank you all for attending this meeting on such short notice. I’m sure many of you have other places you need to be right now, so I will try not to keep you long.” Quinn explained as everyone settled down into their seats and had their eyes on her.

“Firstly, I want to tell you all how proud I am of everyone. In the face of insurmountable odds, we were all able to come together and stand up for our island. I know it was hard, and I am still angry with myself that I wasn’t able to be there to help. But I am glad I had such reliable companions that were able to step up in my stead, and give it their all. If it wasn’t the efforts for many of you, we wouldn’t be standing here right now." She paused as there was a brief applause directed towards Yuki, Yumily, and Aegis' party.

"There’s a lot that needs to be done now, though. At the moment, the destroyed island stones are, believe it or not, mending themselves. Based on the speed at which they are mending and repairing, it appears they’ll be back to five fully functional island stones in about a week. The other cities and settlements however are not mending themselves. Many of the towns outside of Kordas and Rene suffered greatly. Some citizens were able to evacuate to the capital in time, but not all, as everything happened on such short notice.

Unfortunately, due to the loss of the Royalty here in Kordas, it’s become difficult as the leader of the top guild to co-ordinate any efforts with the NPCs to start rebuilding and repairing what has been lost. So, our first order of business will be to assign new leadership to the Kingdom of Kordas.” Quinn explained, taking a breath after these words to look specifically over the Elite NPCs that were present - mainly the many Kordas Elite Nobles that Aegis didn’t recognize.

“Of the many nobles here, a few of you are qualified to run this Kingdom in the place of the now lost royal family. I’m aware they are big shoes to fill, so if any of you feel like you would be up for the task, please step forward now.” Quinn spoke to them directly. The nobles all turned their heads and glanced between one another, but none rose their hand much to Quinn’s surprise. Seeing this, she anxiously looked at Jael for assistance, but he shrugged back at her.

“Being offered a chance to be the King, and none of them are taking it?” Christoph said with a tone of disbelief as he watched it unfold.

“Well, you see…” One of the nobles spoke up after clearing his throat. “We all have great respect for our former King of Kordas, Eirene bless his soul. We saw his love for the people, and it was unlike anything we’d witnessed before… It’s not something any of us could handle, even if on parchment we appear qualified.” He explained. Quinn watched as the other nobles nodded along in agreement with him, and let out a long sigh.

“None of you are willing?” She confirmed, and got a few more nods. After this, she turned to the Elder of Pakro’Vielle who sat beside Ulaipu, and Kaef’aktos who sat beside Viella. Both of them looked completely bewildered at everything around them and were staring at random players and NPCs nearby with looks of amazement. 

“What of the Lord of the City of the White Tree, or the Elder of Pakro’Vielle? Your people have recently joined the Kordas Kingdom, and you both have experience in leadership. Perhaps you would be willing…?” Quinn asked them hesitantly.

“I’m afraid not.” The elder quickly shook his head. “My knowledge of leadership is specific only to the needs of my people, in the underrealm. I wouldn’t know the first thing about leading a surface Kingdom or its people.” He explained.

“Yes. Me as well…” Kaef’aktos joined in. “I only recently was appointed Lordship, and I believe my father before me had many flaws in his methods of leadership. Rather than become a new King of Kordas, I was instead hoping to learn from the King and utilize his wisdom to lead my own people.” Kaef’aktos spoke, causing Quinn to sigh again.

“Well… That leaves only one qualified person left.” Quinn mumbled to herself, as everyone turned to look at her curiously. In silence, she turned her head in the direction of Savika, who sat between Yuki and Yumily. Once their eyes locked, Savika’s eyes widened with disbelief.

“Me?” Savika asked anxiously. Quinn nodded back weakly, while briefly glancing at the concerned looks on Yuki and Yumily’s faces beside her. “But… I’m a girl, girls can’t be Kings.” Savika replied flustered. 

“Obviously you’d be the Queen instead. But, if you were to take on this role, it would end the Kingdom of Arallia, and your people would become a part of the Kordas Kingdom. It would unite our kingdoms permanently, but Arallia would be no more.” Quinn explained, causing Savika to put her head down and look at the table in front of her while the other players and NPCs present began mumbling amongst one another. Eventually, Savika looked up and glanced between Yuki and Yumily, but ultimately turned to look across the table at Aegis.

“But… well… I’m just the Mayor of Rene right now… I don’t have much experience…” She glanced between Celestian, Chax and Aegis.

“I heard about what you did for Rene.” Aegis spoke up, all eyes turning to him. “Not only did you help in defeating Simon, the mercenary that killed the former King, therefore avenging him… but, you rallied the people of Rene to defend the walls. Without your actions, I’m not sure if we would have survived the invasion. You fought bravely, and I think your father would be extremely proud of you if he could see what you’ve accomplished in your short time of leading your people here in Kalmoore.” Aegis said to her, causing tears to swell up in her eyes.

“You’ve just gotta work on the leaky eyes, but apart from that, I’m pretty sure you’re the best leader on this island right now.” Aegis smiled at her. This caused her, Yumily and Yuki to giggle as they put their hands on Savika’s shoulder to comfort her. “It’s a lot of responsibility for someone so young, but, you won’t be alone, right?” Aegis asked Quinn on her behalf.

“Of course not. Kordas is full of wise advisors specializing in various fields that are open to share their expertise at a moment's notice. Not to mention, the Night Hunters will always be here to perform any tasks you would deem important, and forever be at your service.” Quinn said while motioning to a nodding Jael and several other of the noble elite NPCs present.

“Should I?” Savika whispered to Yuki, turning to ask her specifically.

“Only if you want to. I will be with you no matter what.” Yuki smiled and patted her on the head. Savika smiled and nodded back before turning back to face Quinn, and took a long deep anxious breath.

“Okay. I will take on the role of the Queen of Kalmoore.” Savika said in the most confident tone she could muster up. Following her words, cheers and applause broke out from the players and NPCs present, causing Savika to blush. As she glanced back at Aegis one more time, he gave her a reaffirming nod and smiled at her.

“Perfect.” Quinn said once the noise had settled. “I’ll handle the paperwork for you and we’ll sort it all out after the meeting has concluded. We’ll also be proposing an open portal service between Kordas, Pakro’Vielle, Rene and the City of the White Tree, to allow for open trade routes to be established, but we’ll go into those details at a later time.” Quinn said while looking to Tullan and getting a nod. 

“The rest is best discussed in private, I suppose.” Tullan mumbled to her, and she nodded before looking back up across the table at the others.

“Right. I suppose that is all for now, as I said I don’t want to keep you all. There is much to be done to help recover from the battle, but let’s work hard together to get everything back to normal. Thank you all for coming.” Quinn said, putting an end to the meeting. Following this, people began chatting once more amongst themselves as the sounds of chairs sliding out from the table and the scuffing of leather shoes on the marble floors could be heard.

Aegis was preparing to head for the door with his party alongside the others, but caught Tullan’s eye and saw him eagerly shuffling towards him.

“Aye, we need teh talk fer’ a short moment.” Tullan said as he pulled Aegis off to the side, and his party members joined him, giving room for other players and NPCs to walk by them as they headed out of the meeting room.

“What’s up?” Aegis asked curiously.

“Two things. The first, I suppose I can handle meself, is Leonard’s Airship. It got messed up pretty bad, gonna need some skilled craftsmen to fix it. Would yeh be willin’ to help out?” Tullan asked.

“Yeah, actually…” Aegis nodded as he looked at his party standing behind him. “I was hoping to get a ride back to Kiepalt forest, since I need to talk with the Silver Dragon again anyway.”

“This time, we’re coming.” Pyri spoke firmly, and the rest of his party all seemed to be in agreement.

“Right, okay…” Aegis smiled and nodded at them.

“Alright, that’s the not so hard part. Second issue… We got 10 players who’ve been in contact with Sherry already…” Tullan pulled out 10 separate parchments from his inventory and handed them over to Aegis. “They’ve already filled out these forms to let you know what mithral weapon they want, how it should look, and what enchantments to put on it.” Tullan explained as Aegis took the parchments from his hand and the realization hit him.

“Oh, yeah… Right. I promised mithral weapons, huh…” Aegis grumbled to himself as he looked over the requests carefully. As he did, though, several other NPCs and players approached him from the side.

“Speaking of Mithral weapons…” Herilon cleared his throat, leaning into the conversation. Aegis looked at him with a raised eyebrow, only to see Sapphire coming up along beside him, followed by Kaef’aktos and Viella.

“I see you’ve managed to find Mithral and forge yourself a shield. Can I expect shortswords soon?” Kaef’aktos asked with an eager smile.

“Uhm…” Yumily cleared her throat, stepping forward with Kaito and Yuki. “My instruments, as well…” She asked shyly in her soft voice, barely able to hold eye contact with Aegis as he looked from her towards Kaito.

“That attack you used on Jealousy, it broke your Katana right?” Aegis asked him.

“Yes. I would be deeply indebted to you if you would be able to forge for me a sword strong enough to withstand that attack.” Kaito respectfully bowed towards Aegis. 

“They have plenty of gold, so, they’ll be able to pay you for your work.” Yuki jumped into the conversation on their behalf as Savika and Celestian approached, suddenly huddling everyone together around Aegis off to the side of the room.

Aegis glanced between everyone and let out a long, drawn out sigh. 

“We’ve got the mithral pickaxe now, shouldn’t be too bad…” Tullan shrugged.

“Yeah, I guess.” Aegis nodded at him. “Alright guys, It’s near the top of my list of priorities. I’ll be taking a flight with Leonard to Kiepalt, but after that, me and Tullan will get to crafting. Chax?” Aegis called him over as he was talking with Ruffily off to the side, and he quickly pushed his way through the crowds. 

“What’s up?”

“Can you take requests from everyone here for mithral equipment? Based on what they’re asking, you can set the price for the crafts. Keep in mind to give discounts for friends and players who helped in defending Kalmoore.” Aegis asked him, and he nodded back before turning to the crowd.

“Alright, everyone form a line, I’ll be taking requests on Aegis’ behalf for mithral equipment.” Chax called out, and the group quickly began pushing around and shuffling into a line with Herilon at the front, while Aegis backed away with Tullan and his party.

“You mind if I take the eternal flame back? I’d like to have one at the forge of Rene.” Aegis asked Tullan as the two began walking side by side out of the meeting hall, his party in tow.

“Aye, no trouble. I'll have Quinn and the others hunt down the cores and giant heart so I can forge another for the guild hall. Shouldn't be too tough, we got a friendly dragon now.”

“Shouldn’t be too hard to get that stuff, now that we’re not being hunted by a bunch of evil players.” Aegis replied.

“Yep, yep.” Tullan nodded.

“Speaking of those bad guys, where are they now?” Darkshot asked curiously.

“All locked up in the Kordas prison, serving time fer their crimes. Once they’re out, Quinn’s plannin' on banishin' them from Kordas.” Tullan explained.

“Good.” Rakkan replied.

 “Is it possible to talk with them while they’re locked up?” Aegis asked.

 “Aye, it is. Why?” Tullan looked at him with a raised eyebrow.

 “I have a few questions I want to ask them.” Aegis replied.

 “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Pyri asked curiously.

 “Yeah, it’s nothing serious. I’ll mute the stream for it.” Aegis shrugged back

“I also would like to…” Lina added timidly.

 “Alright. I can take yeh to them before we head to the Airship. Follow me. I doubt they’re gonna be happy teh see yah though.” Tullan chuckled to himself as he led the way out of the Night Hunter’s guild hall. 
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                 “They’re in there.” Tullan waved his arm to motion down a long, dark hall with walls of dark gray blocks stacked on top of one another. The entrance into the hallway was blocked off by an iron barred door, which Tullan promptly unlocked using a key from his inventory so that Aegis and his companions could proceed. Two Kordas guards flanked the entrance, standing silently with spears at their side while eying the group.

 “Thanks.” Aegis nodded to Tullan. He then opened up his interface and navigated to his livestream, where he quickly muted the audio. Following this, he was the first to step beyond the barred door, his companions following behind him. None said a word to each other as their leather shoes tapped on the stone floor, causing the sound to echo off the walls of the long, dimly torchlit hall.

 It wasn’t long before they came up on prison cells flanking them on either side, the walls transitioning into iron-barred walls with locked doors. The cells were nothing special, simple beds and necessities beyond them. Most of the cells were labeled with the player who should’ve been serving time in them, but remained empty. As Aegis had come to understand it, it was common practice for players to just log out and do something else while their prison sentence ran itself down, despite some minor experience bonuses being granted to raising base stats while in prisons.

 Aegis was not sure yet what to expect when he came up on the cells of Finley and his friends, but he was already prepared to see an empty cell and be forced to leave empty handed. Luckily, as he reached the end of the long hallway, he saw that not just Finley, but all four of his party members were present and accounted for, sitting in their cells silently. 

 As Aegis and the others approached, he saw Emerill and Joltblade both doing push ups, while Quiver was reading a book, and Cheryl and Finley had both pre-emptively stopped what they had been doing to approach the bars. Aegis walked up to Finley and briefly glanced at him before looking around at the nearby cells, then landing his eyes back on Finley.

 “Where’s Simon’s cell?” Aegis asked him.

 “There isn’t one.” Finley replied while glaring back at him stiffly, but after a moment he relented, shrugging and looking down at his feet. “He deleted his character.”

 “Really?” Darkshot replied with wide eyes of disbelief, while the others made similar gasps of surprise. 

 “Yep. Wasn’t about to serve that long sentence, said it’d be faster to just reroll and start over. And, thanks to you,” Finley motioned to Pyri, “He says we owe him for the gear he lost by deleting his character, and that he’ll hunt us down and camp us until we repay him. You wouldn’t happen to be interested in becoming a bodyguard mercenary, would you?” Finley grinned at Pyri.

 “No thanks.” She rolled her eyes at him. 

 “Was worth a shot. Still… wasn’t expecting anyone on this island would be able to beat him. He was my trump card…” Finley grumped as his eyes wandered back to Aegis. “You didn’t come down here to gloat, you’re not the type. So, what do you want?” Finley asked, and these words stirred up the others. Joltblade and Emerill stopped doing pushups while Quiver put away his book and approached the bars, leaning against them to get a view of Aegis and his party.

 “You were down under the islands, in the mist, right?” Aegis asked.

 “Ah.” Finley nodded, as if he already knew what Aegis wanted to ask now. “Yes, we were down there.”

 “How? What’s it like down there?” Aegis asked him enthusiastically, unable to hold back his excitement despite trying. Finley glanced between Aegis and his party and saw Rakkan looking equally as interested, causing Finley to let out a huff of air and smile. 

 “The method we used to survive down there won’t be available to you. Just like you did quests for your light god, a few dark god churches and quest givers were discovered a while back. The network that we’re members of, they share information on secrets like that to help each other out, with the goal of finding the most optimal money making methods within each game we play.”

 “Ah…” Pyri crossed her arms and smirked. “Which network are you guys a part of?”

 “Sin Seekers.” Finley replied.

 “Mhm. The biggest one, figures. And Simon?”

 “That’s where we hired him from. If we don’t pay him back, they’ll kick us out.” Finley grumbled, while Aegis looked between Pyri and Finley with an expression of confusion, which Pyri picked up on.

 “Sin Seekers is a network of gamers who play games with the sole purpose of finding bugs, exploits, or extremely efficient methods to make money using them. It can barely be considered ‘playing’, but oddly you’ll find some of the best players within those networks. They used to rely on hacks and bots heavily, but since the security of Simbox networks became government regulated and neigh unbreakable, they’ve recently turned to more gameplay oriented methods to achieve their goals… or so I’ve heard.”

 “You know a lot. Were you once one of them?” Quiver asked her curiously.

 “Nope. I’ve always been around streamers, so…” Pyri shrugged, getting a nod in response. “Streamers and Dark Network players tend to not get along very well.” Pyri turned to explain to Aegis.

 “Why not?” Aegis asked her.

 “We make money using methods no one else knows about. And… they’re usually frowned upon by the general public. Also, they drop in value dramatically once they become popular. Hence, we don’t like streamers streaming our stuff.” Finley replied.

 “It’s kind of hypocritical, when you think about it.” Cheryl spoke up, drawing eyes towards herself. “You streamers get to make money by showing off the game to the public, being all charismatic or informative, but really you’re just cheapening the immersion and experiences the game world has to offer. Yet, the public loves you. Then we, who make money simply by taking advantage of what the game has to offer without broadcasting it to everyone, more often than not get hated for doing it.” Cheryl replied. 

 “You tried to destroy an island, and the gameplay experiences of thousands of players.” Lina glared at her. “Of course you’d be hated.”

 “We were just playing the game. It’s not our fault that everyone on these islands weren’t paying attention to the world around them. There’s plenty of hints towards our actions and what's going on - Aegis was just the first one to open his eyes and notice them.” Cheryl replied while turning to smile at Aegis, but Lina quickly moved to stand between her and him so that she couldn’t lay eyes on him. 

 “Whatever.” Finley shook his head at her as if telling her to quiet down. “Some players in our network discovered the questline to bring down islands as a crusader class player for one of the dark gods, but didn’t bother with it due to the complicated process and the extreme III difficulty label. Me, on the other hand… I theorycrafted a way to pull it off with just a small group of five people, relying on unsavory methods. I pick an avatar, empower it using the people of the island so that the avatar gains enough power to start the invasion, then break apart the island's defenses from inside while preventing any key light god quest givers from triggering defense quests, using some clever uses of game mechanics.” Finley replied.

 “Wait, what?” Aegis scrunched his eyebrows, looking for clarification. 

 “Heh, yeah, don’t tell him how you do that last part.” Joltblade chuckled.

 “Basically, invasions are not meant to be easy to pull off. Nearly impossible, really - the game developers wanted to make it so that they’d be an exciting event to experience, but heavily weighted in favor of the defenders to win. The moment we get a quest to take out an island, all of the priests and high priests of the light gods on that island are supposed to start giving out quests to defend it… so you’d all know we were coming.” Finley replied.

 “But none of them did that… Not even the Great Prophet Clara…?” Aegis looked at him confused.

 “Yep. Because it triggers when I accept the quest to sink the island. But, I am given control of an Avatar of Darkness upon receiving the quest.”

 “Ah… clever.” Pyri shook her head at him.

 “Wait, I don’t get it?” Darkshot looked between them, confused.

 “So basically, you get them to give you the quest, and just let it hang there in your peripheral vision for three months without hitting the accept button?” Aegis clarified.

 “Yep. I just hit accept at the last moment, before the island sinks, when there are no light priests left to give out the quest. So, no one knows we’re coming.”

 “That’s such a cheap tactic…” Rakkan said in disbelief. 

 “Then there’s the Avatar itself, as you saw first hand. I knew once you took me out, it’d probably be our loss, because despite having high levels and a gimmick, once you can overcome each Avatar’s gimmick, they’re mechanically fairly simple bosses. They’re designed to be easily stopped by a united island of players. The Juggernaut’s as well, they’re just big health sponges. So we were forced to use methods that would prevent the islands from being able to defend themselves properly.” Finley continued to explain.

 “But Aegis stopped you guys.” Darkshot replied confidently.

 “Yep. He did. And he did it all on camera, so our fragile method to sink the island and make millions of gold has been stopped.” Finley shrugged. “We’ll be off to find other methods once we get out of here.”

 “If it ever involves attacking Kalmoore, or any of our friends, I’ll be there to stop you guys again.” Aegis replied firmly.

 “Yeah yeah, relax, shattered healer, We won’t be coming back around here anymore.” Finley shook his head dismissively at Aegis. “Anyway, the dark cults and priests, they’ve got some elixirs you can drink that allow you to see through the dark mist. Once they start sending you down below the islands for some quests, they’ll give you a recipe for it.” Finley explained.

 “Can you share the recipe with me?” Aegis asked him.

 “No. Go learn it yourself.” Finley winced at Aegis with a hint of annoyance. Besides, even if I did, the creatures down there would tear you to shreds. There’s a lot tougher monsters than just reapers and abysslings lurking on the surface, and almost everything is level 200 or higher. You oughta go finish your advanced quest before you think about heading there.”

 “What about Hrath’mir, is it still down there?”

 “Yep.” Finley nodded.

 “We couldn’t get close to it. We tried to, after Arallia went down and we saw the footage from your quest. Figured it’d be like, the ultimate end-game area filled with the best loot. But, it’s surrounded by really deadly creatures that didn’t seem to care that we were working with the Dark gods, and they killed us anyway.” Quiver explained. 

 “How high were they?” Rakkan asked.

 “Dunno. I was level 150 when we went, and they were all question marks. So, at least level 201.” Finley shrugged. “But, that’s all we’ll be telling you about the land below the islands. Anything else you want to know, you’ll have to learn by yourself, or pay for it.” Finley held out his hand expectantly.

“Thanks. That’s all I’ll ask them.” Aegis stepped back away from the bars and his hand, causing him to sigh.

“You gotta ask for money before you start talking, not after.” Emerill grumbled at Finley from his cell across the hall. 

“One last question… How did you know who I was?” Aegis asked, followed by a tense silence as all eyes turned on Finley, and Finley turned towards Cheryl.

“Don’t worry, it hasn’t leaked publicly. Cheryl only found out by impersonating Sapphire, and Quinn let it slip. We figured the rest out from there, but we didn’t tell anyone else. I thought, with you and Renault in the same party, you’d have a lot more in common with us than with streamers.” Finley shrugged. “If you joined us, using your skills and our knowledge, you could both easily achieve your goals, you know.” He smirked.

“No thanks.” Aegis replied quickly.

“Big mistake.” Joltblade spoke up. “You got skills, I’ll admit it,” He looked at Rakkan as Rakkan turned to face him, “But if you’re really gunning for Seraxus to destroy that sword, you don’t stand a chance. I fought him a few times myself, early on when the sword was weaker. We all did,” Joltblade motioned at the others.

“You mean, we tried to jump him to kill him so you could steal that sword.” Quiver clarified.

“Yeah, sure, whatever.” Joltblade shook his head at Quiver. “He didn’t just kill us once - we went back later with Simon joining us to help out, and he still killed all six of us. It ain’t just the sword, he’s insanely skilled. If you wanna beat someone like that’ you should accept Finley’s offer.” Joltblade motioned to Finley. 

Hearing this, Aegis and his party began exchanging looks with one another, ending with Rakkan and Aegis staring each other in the eyes.

“I promised I’d help you take him out, but we don’t need their help to do it.” Aegis said to him, and Rakkan nodded back.

“Agreed.” Rakkan replied.

“Alright, your loss.” Joltblade shrugged.

“Thanks for the offer, and all the information you shared with us.” Aegis bowed respectfully.

“No problem. I hope I never see any of you, ever again.” Finley smirked, then waved before turning from Aegis’ and his party.

“I’m still a big fan, by the way. Even though you tried to drown me.” Emerill called out after Aegis as he turned and began walking away from their cells. His party began following him shortly after.

“Hey, obedient girl!” Cheryl shouted out to Lina, stopping her from walking away, the others stopping shortly after to turn and face Cheryl. “Sorry for the things I said, I didn’t mean them. I was trying to get a rise out of you.” Cheryl replied calmly, slowly lowering her head.

“Okay.” Lina replied coldly, before turning and walking ahead of Aegis and the others. Aegis glanced between Pyri and Darkshot who just shrugged back at him before they followed after Lina.

“Get anythin’ useful outta ‘em?” Tullan asked as he spotted Aegis’ group approaching him, leaving the long prison hallway.

“Yeah, a lot actually. They’re pretty talkative.” Aegis nodded.

“Heh.” Tullan smirked as he waited for them all to leave the hall, then shut and locked the iron door behind them. From there the group made their way up several long stone staircases until arriving at the main hall of the Kordas Barracks, where they were surprised to see Yumily, Kaito, and Kenji all waiting for them.

“Hey! We used your stream to find you here.” Kenji said while stepping forward excitedly. Kaito remained by Yumily’s side as she looked on nervously towards Aegis. Seeing her look at him like this, though, made Lina visibly anxious. Yumily seemed unable to look him in the eyes for long and kept turning to find other things to look at.

“Still not streamin’ yerself?” Tullan asked as he eyed Yumily’s strange behavior.

“Oh, no, I breached my streaming contract by canceling my concert in Savringard. I tried to tell them to stop scheduling me, given what was happening on Kalmoore, but someone seemed to block my requests for a break at VGN.” Yumily replied, somewhat grumpily.

“I’ve got a good idea on who was doing that.” Aegis turned to Pyri, who looked back at him with an expression of disappointment. 

“I hope he really isn’t being that petty.” Pyri shook her head, speaking under her breath quietly so that only Aegis heard her. 

“To do all that, just to help us out though… Thank you very much. If you hadn’t shown up when you did, we wouldn’t have made it.” Aegis smiled at her.

“Oh… it’s okay. It was nothing.” Yumily smiled while lowering her head, blushing.

“You saved Savika and many of our friends from Arallia, so it was the least we could do.” Kaito replied just as Kenji reached Aegis.

“We decided that you should have these.” Kenji said as he began pulling multiple items out of his inventory. “Some of it is crafting materials, we hope you’ll put them to good use. These are the items we collected from Jealousy after she was slain. We want you to have it.” Kenji said as Aegis began taking the items from his hands, ending with the glowing orange mastercraft item.

As Aegis began inspecting the item cards of the objects, his jaw dropped and his eyes went wide.

“Yes, that was my reaction as well.” Kenji smiled as he saw his face.

“Let me see too!” Tullan excitedly tried to peer at the item card of the objects in Aegis’ hand.

“This stuff…” Aegis cleared his throat as ideas flooded into his mind. “We’re gonna need a lot more voidsilk and mithral.” 
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Claws of the Envious

Slot: Weapon
Type: Unarmed
Damage: 3531-4164
Speed: Fast
Quality: 93%
Durability: Indestructible
Option 1: When equipped, Claws of the Envious can be extended or retracted at will from the fingertips of either hand, or both simultaneously.
Option 2: Adds +[1,153-1,267] shadow damage to your unarmed attacks made by this weapon.
Option 3: Unarmed attacks made with these claws deal slashing damage, instead of bludgeoning
Option 4: Adds +[(Unarmed Skill) x 150] damage to your attacks made by this weapon
Option 5: The damage of this weapon can scale off of strength or agility, depending on which is higher on the equipped player. Adds +[(Strength/Agility) x 50] damage to your unarmed attacks made by this weapon.
Description: The claws belong to the former Avatar of Jealousy, an envious woman who willingly allowed the spirit of the Dark God Jealousy to possess her body for hundreds of years in order to spread the dark emotion she loved to see in others.











	
Book of Dark Empowerment

Slot: Accessory
Type: Spellbook
Quality: 85%
Durability: 300/300
Option 1: Enhances the damage of Warlock and Wizard spells by 10%.
Option 2: Adds +153 spell damage.
Option 3: Reduces the mana cost of your Warlock or Wizard spells by 5%. 
Description: A book created by the Dark Wizard Homregal to assist in his reign of terror over the people of Sigirak.











	
Concentrated Darkness

Type: Crafting Material
Option 1: This material has [15/15] charges, and can be imbued to this many crafts before it is depleted.
Option 2: Greatly reduces damage taken by Abyssal Creatures[Armor], or increases damage dealt to abyssal creatures[Weapon].
Option 3: Greatly increases your damage dealt to Avatars of Darkness and their minions, but reduces damage dealt to divine creatures[Weapon], Increases your resistance to Shadow damage, but reduces your resistance to Holy damage[Armor].
Quality: 83%








 “Guys…” Pyri looked down at the group awkwardly. Almost immediately upon receiving the items, Aegis, Tullan, Darkshot and Rakkan all sat down on the floor, legs crossed, staring at the cards and scratching their chins, pondering.

 “Hmmm…” Aegis’s eyes wandered up towards the ceiling.

 “Hmmm…” Tullan looked intently at the floor in the middle of the small circle that the four had formed. Rakkan nodded along, as if in agreement about something that wasn’t said.

 “Huh.” Darkshot said loudly, and suddenly, but no one reacted to it save for Lina, Pyri and Kenji who were standing above them, staring curiously. Kaito and Yumily watched from a distance, smiling awkwardly at the group.

 “It’s obvious where the book goes.” Aegis said, and he immediately got several grunting nods of agreement from the other three. 

 “What book?” Lina asked curiously, as she and Pyri hadn’t yet gotten the chance to look at the item cards. 

 “Here.” Aegis held out the large, pitch black tome towards Pyri. She took it and stepped back, curiously inspecting the item card as Lina joined in.

 “Oooh, that’s a pretty book.” Pyri grinned.

 “Really powerful!” Lina cheered, while the four boys went back to pondering things deeply.

 “Travis’d love those claws. Wicked powerful monk weapons.” Darkshot pointed out.

 “But…” Rakkan began to speak, but needn’t say more as they all just abruptly grunted and nodded in agreement with him.

 “Aye, I think so too. Virabhadra on its own is just too predictable. Bein’ a one trick pony ain't no good. Don’t tell Travis I said that, though.” Tullan said.

 “Kinda late for that…” Aegis motioned to his live streaming icon with a maintained viewership of over 1 million. 

 “Ah… well, what’re yeh gonna do.” Tullan shrugged.

 “What claws?” Lina asked curiously, turning from Pyri who was in the process of figuring out where to fasten the tome now that she’d already equipped it. 

 “These…” Aegis lifted up a small orange orb so that she could inspect the item card of the claws. Lina leaned in to read them, then pulled back with wide eyes. 

 “Those are perfect for you, Aegis!” She cheered excitedly. “That way, when you need a hand free, you don’t even need to unequip them. And they do lots of damage! And it scales off of your unarmed skill!” Lina went on, and following this, the others all grunted in agreement.

 “You’ll need to do the intermediate quest.” Rakkan explained.

 “Then you’ll need to level it from 30 to 150.” Darkshot added.

 “And then, the unarmed advanced 150 quest. I heard it’s pretty tough.” Tullan joined in.

 “It’s fine. I also need to do the advanced shield mastery quest, so I’ll be in the area.” Aegis shrugged. “The real question is, what do we use this Concentrated Darkness on? It’s got 15 charges.” Aegis asked, and they all nodded, followed by them all becoming silent once more.

 “Well, I suppose we should get going. Best of luck! And if you ever need anything, don’t hesitate to ask!” Yumily called out to them. Aegis and the cross-legged boys didn’t reply.

 “Okay. Thank you! And, I love your music…” Lina replied weakly on their behalf.

 “Thank you!” Yumily smiled at her with a polite bow as Kenji moved to her side. Once together, the three walked out of the barracks leaving Aegis’ party and Tullan to continue to think on it.



"I'm going to kill him. I swear, I will log in right now and do it. The most famous pop idol in existence, and he didn't even say bye to her!" Hae-won fumed, stomping around her broadcasting simulation as she watched Aegis' dumb expression whilst he pondered what to craft.

"She kind of seemed happy though, right? I mean, don't idols get annoyed by people constantliny fawning over them? She's probably relieved that he's treating her as if she's just a normal pe-" Shinji tried to reply through a voice call with Hae-won, on Aegis' behalf, but Hae-won was having none of it.

"You shut your mouth. Shut your dirty editor mouth. You shut it right now!" Hae-won snapped back with ferocity. Following this, a stream of 'lol', 'lmao', and 'angry Hae-won is the best' messages all appeared in Aegis' chat, but some messages were in total agreement with Hae-won, as it became clear that many viewers of the stream were still only watching to see Yumily.



 “Alright. That’ll be okay.” Pyri declared, having fastened the tome to her robes using a small leather strap she’d pulled out of her inventory. She looked triumphantly at it, but quickly noticed no one else was looking and glared down at the four. “Didn’t you guys need to repair an airship? Why not ponder while you’re doing that.” Pyri grumbled at them.

 “Good idea, I think better with me hands in motion.” Tullan replied as he quickly stood up, and the others followed. 

 “Aegis…” Darkshot began as the group started heading out of the barracks. “I know you just finished crafting us all this new stuff, but…”

 “I mean, once your crafting gets higher, the quality of your stuff will go up, right?” Rakkan joined in on the request. Though it hadn’t been fully articulated yet, Aegis knew what they were asking him.

 “The mithral equipment you guys have now was a rush job. My blacksmithing and mining hasn’t been leveled up fully yet… Once I finish grinding a bit more, and hammering out all of the requests from Chax, I’ll push my skills up to advanced and recraft your gear. Higher skill will allow me to imbue more extra materials into the crafts to give the items more options - I’ll be sure to include the concentrated darkness in the best ones for you guys.” Aegis replied.

 “Ok. Sounds good to me.” Darkshot replied, and Rakkan nodded in agreement.

 “Yer gonna use up all the charges for yer party?” Tullan asked with a hint of disappointment in his voice.

 “Well… I’m sure there’d be some left over for Herilon, and Quinn… or someone like that.” Aegis shrugged, causing Tullan to sigh with relief. From there, the group went quiet again as each of them began daydreaming about their ideal, perfectly crafted mithral weapons and tools, and they silently ascended up the Skyport Tower until arriving at the pier where the heavily damaged Sky Darling was docked.

 “Finally, I’ve been waiting all day. My poor darling is hurting.” Leonard called out to them from the deck of his ship, Gregory standing patiently beside him. “Oh my, aren’t you lovely…” Leonard said with suddenly wide eyes, staring at Pyri. Aegis wasn’t sure who he was referring to, and found himself following his eyes to see that he’d been talking about his mom. Pyri, upon seeing that he was complimenting her, began blushing shyly. 

 “Surely your hands are too delicate to be fiddling with splinters of wood. Care to join me for a glass of wine while the boys do the heavy lifting?” Leonard asked her, ignoring the presence of everyone else completely.

 “Why, that sounds lovely.” Pyri smiled, taken in by Leonard’s accent.

 “Mom…” Aegis grumbled at her in annoyance.

 “What? I’m no good at this crafting stuff anyway.” Pyri shrugged at him with a look of feigned innocence before quickly stepping ahead of the others, climbing up the boarding plank onto the deck of the ship. As she neared the top, Leonard reached out his hand to assist her in stepping from the boarding plank onto the deck. 

 “Right this way, I’ll show you to my wine collection below deck where you can choose whichever bottle piques your interest.” Leonard grinned mischievously at her, leading Pyri away from the others while Aegis awkwardly glanced at Rakkan and Darkshot before looking back at Pyri and Leonard disappearing below the deck of the ship.

 It suddenly became very awkward, as Lina smiled uncomfortably at Aegis once they’d got on board the ship. Tullan broke the silence by loudly clearing his throat and walking over to where the damage had been done to the ship.

 “Alright, Let’s get this started, shall we? Any special requests from the captain?” Tullan turned to Gregory.

 “No.” Gregory replied coldly. 

 “Right then.” Tullan clapped his hands together loudly. “Let’s just put ‘er back to the way she was, shall we?” Tullan suggested before sending out a work project invitation to the others.

 It was a long few hours of effort, but the group worked together efficiently to repair the Sky Darling. Tullan provided the high quality wooden planks for the repairs, and Aegis and him worked together in giving out instructions to Darkshot, Lina, Rakkan, and Gregory. By the time they’d finished, the sun was setting on the Shattered World, and Pyri and Leonard had set up chairs near the front of the deck with a small table between them, multiple bottles of wine set atop it.

 They were chatting, laughing, and sipping wine together, ignoring the fact that the others were all working hard on the ship repairs behind them as they enjoyed the view of the sun setting over the island of Kalmoore.

 “What is happening right now?” Aegis mumbled in disbelief as he and the others had finished the job and approached the pair from behind.

 “Don’t ask me.” Darkshot shrugged, while Rakkan made a great deal of effort to keep his head down, staring at his feet as if they were the most interesting things in the virtual world. 

 “She’s making a new friend.” Lina smiled awkwardly at Aegis.

 “Yes. Leonard makes lots of new friends.” Gregory replied in a mocking tone.

 Right then.” Tullan spoke loudly, interrupting Pyri and Leonard’s conversation a few meters away. “Job’s all done.”

 “Oh, wonderful!” Leonard replied excitedly as he and Pyri stood up, turning to face the group. Both were still holding glasses of wine, and Leonard had somehow managed to unbutton his white dress shirt at some point to reveal his character's ridiculously defined abs. Aegis awkwardly glared down at them as the wind blew over the deck of the ship, brushing his shirt back to reveal his bare, muscled chest more clearly, of which Pyri was blatantly staring at. 

 “Pyri here was just telling me about your desire to revisit the Kiepalt forest. Shall we head out now? You can experience your very first flight on my Airship…” Leonard turned to Pyri and winked at her.

 “Ooh, I can’t wait.” Pyri smiled at him.

 “Hol’ it.” Tullan cleared his throat to interrupt them, much to Aegis’ relief. “Yer fergettin last time how we got up to the clouds. Trexon’s finished by now, give me a moment…” Tullan replied as he opened up his interface to send a message to Trexon. “Aye, give it a sec.” Tullan nodded once he’d finished, closing out of his interface.

 “A sec for what?” Darkshot asked curiously, glancing at Tullan who walked towards the side of the ship and began peering off the side down at the city of Kordas below. The others joined him, and a few moments later, a dark gray stony figure appeared from the streets below, soaring up towards them, making a stony squawking noise.

 As Snowflake flew up over the side of the ship, he swerved back down and landed with a loud thud on the deck before excitedly walking towards Aegis and nudging the side of his beak into his chest.

 “Snowflake couldn’t fly anymore, because he’s a golem. So I asked Trexon to enchant the fly spell onto him. Now he can fly again!” Aegis explained excitedly while attempting to ruffle Snowflake’s feathers, but finding them rather hardened and immovable. Still, Snowflake appeared to enjoy the rubs on his head. “I also talked to Amlie about making permanent stone dyes, so we can get his color back to normal. Gray doesn’t really suit you, does it lil buddy?” Aegis asked, and Snowflake squawked in agreement.

 “Alright.” Leonard clapped his hands together. “Everyone ready to set sail?”

 “Aye, I’ll be stayin’ behind. Ain't no reason for me to come along. You kids have fun.” Tullan waved as he headed off the ship. Once he’d left, Gregory pulled up the boarding plank and untied the ship from the pier while Leonard made his way up to the stern.

 “Everyone prepare for take off!” Leonard called out joyously as his fingers began glowing yellow - the side sails extending out from the side of the ship. Hearing this, Aegis watched as not just Pyri, but Rakkan, Darkshot and Lina all excitedly looked forward.

 “Right. I guess this is the first time for all of you, huh?” Aegis said as he watched them. A few moments later, the ship began moving forward away from the Skyport, and Aegis was reminded of his first time experiencing the Airship taking off. He could see it in their eyes, the exact same sense of wonder he had felt as the Airship narrowly navigated between the tall buildings of Kordas until clearing the city and soaring above the open fields of Kalmoore.

 “Would you like to try steering a bit?” Leonard suddenly called out to Pyri, once he was sure there was nothing nearby that the ship could hit.

 “Oh, me?” Pyri looked up at him with surprise. “I don’t know, I’ve been drinking a bit…” Pyri blushed.

 “Oh nonsense, it’s just virtual wine. You’ll be fine. Come, I insist…” Leonard motioned her up towards the upper deck where the wheel was.

 “Okay…” Pyri replied with childlike excitement as she quickly rushed towards him.

 “Did he ever let you steer the ship?” Darkshot asked Aegis as the others huddled around him.

 “No…” Aegis replied grumpily. 

 “At least she’s having fun…” Lina tried to cheer Aegis up, as his face showed nothing but awkward annoyance at the situation. Snowflake squawked in agreement at this statement, but it didn’t make Aegis feel any better as he watched Leonard whisper something into Pyri’s ear, and the pair giggled at the apparent joke he had made. Leonard then moved to stand behind her, his shirt still open and flapping in the wind, and he put his hands on her arms to help her properly grip the stern and instruct her how to steer the airship.

 “We’re never riding this airship ever again.” Aegis sighed as he turned away from the scene and crossed his arms. 

 After several airbursts, the Sky Darling arrived below the floating sky island in the Kiepalt forest in under an hour. Still, to Aegis, it felt much longer than that. By the time they’d arrived, the sun had set and night had overtaken the island of Kalmoore.

 “I’ll just be up to turn in the quest. Do any of you want to come with me?” Aegis asked the group, to which Lina eagerly nodded. “You could cast fly, to come up with me. You know.” Aegis called out loudly, realizing that Pyri had ignored him as she was in mid-conversation with Leonard up at the stern.

 “Huh? Oh, no thanks. You’ll be fine by yourself. I’m going to stay on the ship.” Pyri replied dismissively to him before going back to talking with Leonard. Aegis then awkwardly glanced at Darkshot and Rakkan, who both avoided his gaze.

 “You’re her husbands. You better not let Leonard do anything.” Aegis instructed them in a commanding tone.

 “Huh? Yeah…” Darkshot replied uncomfortably.

 “Right…” Rakkan nodded with his head still tilted downwards. Aegis reluctantly climbed onto Snowflake, and Lina got on behind him, gently placing her hands on Aegis’ waist. 

 “Let’s go, Snowflake.” Aegis said, and Snowflake let out an excited squawk before launching himself off the deck of the ship, into the skies above it as he flapped his stony wings upwards towards the cloud island above.

 The moment he tilted upwards, Lina felt herself falling back and desperately threw her arms around Aegis to hold on tight as Aegis put his arms around Snowflake’s neck. It wasn’t long before Lina grew very comfortable in holding Aegis tight like this, so was disappointed when Snowflake flew over the top of the sky island and landed on the grass of the silver garden.

 “We’re here.” Aegis announced as he released his arms from holding onto Snowflake’s neck and leaned back into Lina, but she continued to hold her arms around Aegis from behind, squeezing him tight for a few moments longer than she needed to.

 “Come, let’s meet the Silver Dragon.” Aegis eventually said, getting a nod from Lina as she finally released him and the two climbed off of Snowflake’s back. Together, they walked through the Silver garden towards the large structure in the center, where a familiar humanoid draconid was waiting for them. 

 “You’ve returned.” Ysil’atrilios spoke with a smile. “My mother has been eagerly awaiting your arrival. Come,” He motioned towards the doors behind him before promptly placing his hands on the central circle. Like last time, the circular runes lit up, and a few moments later the large stone doors grinded open to reveal the interior. 

 They caught Ysil’mareina in the process of attempting to stand up on her weakened legs. She managed to get up onto her legs for a few moments, wobbling due to lack of strength. But as she saw Aegis approaching, her strength gave out and she collapsed back down onto her belly and let out a sigh of frustration.

 “It is taking much longer than I had hoped to return to my former strength.” She explained to Aegis as he, Lina, Snowflake and Ysil’atrilios entered her nesting chamber.

 “I’ve learned a bit about rehabilitation. I think patience is the key.” Aegis explained to her. “Though, I’m not really sure how it works with dragons…” His voice trailed off.

 “I felt your victory over the Avatar of Jealousy. I believe all of my kind did, as did many others across this world. Truly, I am impressed. I thought such a feat would be impossible.” Ysil’mareina smiled at him.

 “You can feel the Avatars?” Aegis asked her curiously with a raised eyebrow.

 “Yes. I can sense the presence of the remaining 12 walking this world still, spreading their influence.”

 “What are the names of the other 12?” Aegis asked.

 “Unfortunately, their nature is not apparent to me. There are some who would hold such knowledge, but we are not quite ready to seek out their allegiance. Or rather, should I say, you are not yet ready.” She cleared her throat, and Aegis found himself mesmerized once more by the giant tongue flapping within her huge silver dragon snout as she spoke. “You have convinced me, and my kind, to aid the people of the light once more in the battle against the Darkness. But that will not be enough. In order to retake the world’s surface, we will need the aid of the Wildlings.” 

 “Wildlings?” Aegis asked her curiously.

 “Wildlings are what the creatures that watch over Wildwood trees are called.” Lina explained in an excited whisper.

 “Yes.” Ysil’mareina nodded in Lina’s direction. “Unlike my kind, the Wildlings are immortal. Whenever slain, they are reborn as a seed, waiting to be planted so that they may grow anew. Their knowledge and power is far beyond anything I possess, but they do not befriend others easily. You must be able to display a great knowledge of many things in this world in order to impress them. So before you set out to befriend the wildlings, I must request that you improve your skills in the many crafts of this world.” Ysil’mareina explained, and once she’d completed her explanation, a new quest prompt appeared for Aegis.




	
Quest[4/6]: Improve your skills in preparation for meeting with the Wildlings.
Objective: 1/1: Skill Level 150 Healing Wind
1/1: Skill Level 150 Heal
1/1: Skill Level 150 Bless
1/1: Skill Level 150 Avatar of Eirene
1/1: Skill Level 150 Aura of Light
0/1: Skill Level 150 Holy Mastery
1/1: Skill Level 150 Shield Mastery
1/1: Skill Level 150 Any Armor Proficiency
1/1: Skill Level 30 Any Resistance
0/1: Skill Level 150 Leadership
0/1: Skill Level 150 Taming
0/1: Skill Level 150 Riding
0/1: Skill Level 150 Crafting Mastery
0/14: Skill Level 150 Any Crafting Skill
Quest Giver: Ysil’mareina, The Silver Garden, Kalmoore
Reward: Advanced Class: (Unknown)
Difficulty: Extreme(III)
Restriction: Ysil’mariena must survive.








 Seeing the quest requirements, Aegis let out a long, drawn out sigh as he hit the accept button.

 “Yeah… yeah…” He grumbled to himself as he turned to Lina, who looked at him with sympathy. “I figured this was coming at some point.” 

 “What is it?” Lina asked him worriedly.

 “I’ve got some grinding to do.” Aegis replied. 
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                Chapter 218: Midnight Departure


Aegis and Lina returned to the Sky Darling atop Snowflake immediately after taking his next advanced class quest, to see Pyri and Leonard still having a good time and Darkshot and Rakkan pretending to be blind.

 Following their arrival, though, the Airship immediately turned around to return back to Kordas from which it came. The return trip felt shorter, due to Aegis going deep into thought and theorycrafting the most effective methods to raise up his remaining skills while only briefly explaining to the others what he had to do for the quest.

 When they finally arrived back in Kordas, it was the dead of night. Aegis, Lina, Darkshot, Rakkan and Snowflake marched off down the boarding plank and onto the pier after Gregory had set it out for them, and only after they’d already left did Pyri realize she was falling behind. She quickly bid farewell to Leonard, then ran to catch up with them as they finished crossing the pier to reach the central Skyport platform, where to their surprise Quinn was waiting for them.

 “I guess this is a regular thing, huh?” Pyri eyed Aegis’ live streaming icon upon making eye contact with Quinn.

 “As long as you are streaming, everyone will always know where you are.” Quinn shrugged with an innocent smile. “I’m not here to ask you for anything, though. Just need to give you a heads up, as it’s apparent you are not aware and no one else seems to be telling you…” Quinn began, as all eyes turned to her curiously.

 “Heads up on what?” Aegis asked.

 “There’s another top streamer who regulars the 6th slot on the top 10 list named Seraxus…” Quinn began, causing all in the group but Pyri to immediately get tense.

 “Hm, that’s the guy that Finley and Joltblade were talking about, right?” Pyri confirmed, and Aegis nodded back. 

 “What about him?” Rakkan asked.

 “He set out from Puagas on a makeshift Airship he stole from a group of Holy Crusader players that tried stopping him early on in his PvP career. His destination is Kalmoore. His target is you two…” Quinn pointed at Aegis and Rakkan. “Apparently, he felt as though Rakkan did something to disrespect him, or challenge him. I don’t know, some weird ego macho gamer thing…” Quinn shook her head as all eyes turned to Rakkan.

 Rakkan didn’t say anything, but instead looked unapologetically forward at Quinn, waiting for her next words. 

 “He also feels insulted that you passed him in the rankings while doing PvP during the invasion, I guess. I don’t know, he’s using kid logic, I’m pretty sure he’s like 14 years old or something.”

 “15.” Rakkan corrected her.

 “Whatever, either way, he’s dangerous. Not only do I hear he’s insanely good at PvP, he’s got a really powerful weapon. But, there is some good news…” Quinn said as she eyed the group to watch their reactions carefully, seeing no sign of fear in anyone’s faces. “Have any of you ever heard of Wile the coyote?” Quinn asked while putting her arms on her waist and looking at them curiously. The group broke their stares to start glancing between one another, giving each other confused shrugs.

 “Uh… maybe? That’s like a cartoon from the 20th century, right?” Pyri asked with a scrunched brow.

 “Mhm, more or less. It’s a kids show about this one coyote who is always coming up with elaborate plans to hunt down a really fast rooster. It’s fun to watch, but, in reality, Wile the coyote always fails. He keeps trying, coming back again with a new tactic, but fails again…” Quinn began chuckling to herself, but snapped out of it when she realized they were all just continuing to stare at her with blank expressions.

 “Anyway, so, there’s another guild, a German guild that goes by the name of Schadenfreude. They’re made up of primarily paladins, crusaders, and clerics, and early on they made it a mission to stop Seraxus and destroy his sword.”

 “Yeah, I’ve heard of them. They kind of suck at PvP though.” Rakkan nodded, as eyes turned to him. “They tried attacking Seraxus back when I was still on Puagas - I fought alongside them, but none of them were really good. It almost seemed like they enjoyed losing to him.”

 “Yeah, they’re a weird bunch, I’ve watched a few videos of them.” Darkshot nodded. 

 “They’re basically Wiley the coyote, and Seraxus is their roadrunner, is what I was trying to explain.” Quinn continued and the group now nodded at her, understanding what she was getting at. “The thing is, this time, Wiley the coyote is putting up a good fight.” Quinn smiled, getting looks of confusion once more.

 “Whatever, forget the cartoon analogy. Schadenfreude pops up to the top 10 spot regularly, whenever they engage in their antics to stop Seraxus. You’re welcome to tune in, they’re streaming now. They’ve set up an airship blockade and are preventing Seraxus from leaving Puagas Airspace - so at the moment, you guys are safe.”

 “Really?” Darkshot asked with surprise as he began fiddling into his interface to open up his livestream viewer, which Rakkan saw and began doing the same.

 “Yep. I doubt it’ll last forever, but with the distance between airships, the fact that Seraxus and his party can beat them in PvP seems to have been somewhat negated for now. That means you guys have some time to prepare. But I should warn you, from what I’ve heard about him, once he sets his sights on someone…”

 “He doesn’t stop until he’s fought them and either won or lost.” Rakkan finished the sentence on her behalf, causing Aegis to look at him, then Lina who looked up at Aegis worriedly.

 “Right. We owe you, so if you need a hand, just let us know. That’s all I wanted to say.” Quinn shrugged.

 “Thanks for the heads up.” Aegis replied as Quinn waved and turned to leave Aegis’ party atop the tower. She disappeared below the platform as she descended the ramp leading down the tower as the others turned to huddle into a circle.

 “No rest for the wicked, huh? First we’ve got a bunch of Dark Network guys trying to sink our island, and now the top PvP player wants a fight with us…” Pyri said while stretching her arms up into the sky. 

 “At least we have some time to prepare…” Darkshot said as he closed out of his livestream viewer. “According to the german guild, Seraxus doesn’t even have a proper airship pilot, and they already messed up his only airship. It’ll take a miracle for him to get to Kalmoore.” Darkshot shrugged.

 “Finley said that dark god worshiping players can do quests to get offered elixirs that allow them to traverse the abyss, though…” Lina said worriedly.

 “Yeah. He could come here on foot… Or, another guild with a vested interest in stopping us might intervene and give him a lift.” Aegis said while briefly eyeing his livestreaming icon, before turning to Pyri.

 “Yeah… he’s really that petty.” Pyri sighed and rolled her eyes. 

 “Either way, we shouldn’t waste this time that the german guild has gifted to us.” Aegis cleared his throat and straightened his back, eying his companions with a serious expression on his face. “In order to achieve my advanced class, I’ll need to work on leveling all of my crafting skills. It’s something I can do on my own - like most advanced class quests are meant to be done. Do the rest of you know what you need to do for your advanced quests?” Aegis asked them.

 “Viella, in the city of the white tree… She’s a quest giver for my advanced quest…” Lina replied.

 “I’m not exactly sure, but I know Quinn did it, so I can ask her where to get started.” Darkshot replied.

 “The Rune Knight guy atop the mountain, he’ll be where I need to get started.” Rakkan said.

 “I need to go and have a chat with Jael.” Pyri answered him.

 “Good. Then everyone knows what they need to do, right?” Aegis asked, and all of them nodded back at him. “Alright… I guess this means we part ways here. Let’s all get our advanced quests as quickly as possible, and when you guys get back I’ll have some fancy new equipment waiting for you.”

 “I got my ass kicked by the advanced bow mastery quest, but, eh, yeah. I’m definitely not going to be the last one to hit advanced…” Darkshot put his hand forward towards the center of their huddle, causing them all to look at him strangely. “Oh c’mon, it’s one of those group huddle cheer things. Put your hands in.” He insistently nudged Rakkan beside him, who reluctantly put his big green orc hand on top of Darkshots. Following this, Pyri put her hand in, then Aegis, and finally Lina.

 “I won’t be last either.” Rakkan said.

 “Me neither.” Aegis said.

 “I won’t lose too!” Lina cheered. Pyri just glanced between the four with her lips pursed to the side.

 “I don’t particularly mind being last…” She smirked.

 “Ok, now, we have to say 1 2 3, and then a chant of some kind. Like a group callout, or something.” Darkshot declared.

 “A group callout? We don’t have anything like that.” Aegis raised his eyebrows at him.

 “Yeah but we need one, we’re big and famous now.” Darkshot explained with enthusiasm. “How about, the Dark Hunters.” Darkshot suggested.

 “Ehhh…” Pyri shook her head while Lina winced.

 “That’s pretty lame man.” Rakkan replied. 

 “I’m with Eirene, so, why not the stars of Eirene?” Aegis suggested.

 “Ew, no, buddy. Give the Eirene stuff a break already. You named your town after it, your character’s Aegis, and you’ve got a star on your shield. Even Eirene’s probably thinking ‘it’s a bit much, that shattered healer. I reckon he’s too clingy’.” Darkshot said with a feigned female voice.

 “That’s your impression of Eirene?” Aegis asked to which Darkshot shrugged. “She doesn’t sound like that.” Aegis shook his head at him.

 “Hurry up and pick something, everyone’s hands are getting sweaty.” Pyri complained as they continued to hold their hands on top of one another. 

 “What about Light Knights?” Aegis tried.

 “Sounds too much like night lights. People will think we just protect toddlers from the monsters under their bed.” Darkshot quickly dismissed it. 

 “I don’t know why we’re taking naming advice from you, you called yourself Darkshot.” Aegis grumbled.

 “What’s wrong with Darkshot? Darkshot is badass.” Darkshot protested, and Darkwing cooed in agreement from atop his shoulder.

 “Okay, as the only adult here.” Pyri spoke up loudly to interrupt their squabbling. “I’ll designate a name for the group. From now on, we’re called… uhm…” Put on the spot, she became flustered as no one came to mind. “Whatever, this is silly. Kalmoore on three. One. Two. Three!” Pyri cheered before forcefully pulling everyone’s hands up along with hers, and they all changed Kalmoore rather enthusiastically.

 “I’ll come up with a cool name for next time.” Darkshot said with a determined expression on his face, but got an eye roll from Aegis. Following this, both he and Rakkan made their way towards the ramp and headed down off the Skyport tower, giving one final wave to the others.

 “Want a portal to the White Tree?” Pyri asked Lina, and she nodded hesitantly.

 “Yup… but, first I wanted to talk with Aegis…” She said shyly. 

 “Oh, okay.” Pyri grinned mischievously at Lina before making her way down the ramp quickly, hiding from view so that the two could be alone. 

 “Is everything okay?” Aegis asked her, and saw her suddenly eyeing his live streaming icon above his head. “Oh, right. One second…” Aegis began fidgeting with his interface to turn it off for her.



 

 “DON'T YOU DAR-!” Hae-won began shouting at her broadcast, but was cut off as Aegis turned the livestream off, leaving her to stand in front of his audience by herself. “Ohohoho, he’s gonna get it.” She gritted her teeth angrily. 



 “I…” Lina began after seeing the livestream turned off. She briefly looked Aegis in the eyes, but found her confidence dwindling and quickly turned to look down at her feet. “I don’t like being away from you for so long. And these advanced quests, they are hard and take a long time, I think…” 

 “It’ll be okay… I’ll be around the major cities crafting, so, anytime you want to take a break to come see me, I’ll be here, okay?” Aegis replied, and she nodded back without looking at him still.

 “It’s not just that, but Cheryl's words still bug me… I think lots of girls will like you now. You’re really popular and nice, even Yumily…” Lina mumbled.

 “You don’t need to worry about stuff like that.” Aegis shook his head and put his hand on her chin to lift her face up, allowing him to look into her eyes. “You’re my girlfriend, you’re the one I want to be with…” Aegis said as boldly as he could. He watched as Lina’s face turned bright red, and couldn’t resist the urge to lean in and kiss her. As inexperienced as they were, they both did their best to convey their feelings through their lips for a long few moments.

 “If anything is ever bothering you like that, just ask, alright? My mom always said that the most important thing for a good relationship is communication.” Aegis said, causing Lina to nod.

 “Damn right it is.” Pyri called out from down the ramp, revealing that she was still listening in.

 “Mom…” Aegis groaned in annoyance while Lina chuckled.

 “Alright, sorry, jeez.” Pyri apologized as her voice trailed off further down the ramp.

 “Oh… also, my birthday is coming up soon. I don’t do much for it, but we usually go out for dinner. Darkshot comes with his family, and, well, if you want to come too…” Aegis began awkwardly, while Lina suddenly had a look of panic on her face.

 “In the real world?” Lina confirmed, and Aegis nodded.

 “It’d be the first time meeting up in person since we started dating. But, it’s probably not that different from in-game, right?” Aegis shrugged.

 “Yeah… yeah, right…” Lina nodded awkwardly. 

 “I mean, only if you want to come. You don’t have to.” Aegis shrugged.

 “No, no, I want to come, of course! It’s your birthday. But, I do have my braces being removed soon… what day is it exactly?” Lina asked.

 “Two weeks in the real world.”

 “Oh, okay, then it’s after that…”

 “So you won’t have braces anymore?”

 “Nope…” Lina nodded.

 “Okay, cool. Great. Then, I’ll send you the details on when and where…”

 “Okay, cool.” Lina smiled and awkwardly brushed her virtual hair back behind her ear. 

 “Oh my gosh you two are two adorable.” Pyri sighed as she re-emerged from the ramp onto the skyport platform. “Getting all uncomfortable just cause it’s in person. You’ll be fine…” She shook her head at them. “I think.” She added a shrug as she pulled her staff out from off of her back. “Ready to go?”

 “Yup.” Lina nodded at her. Pyri began casting the portal spell, and within a few seconds, a blue glowing doorway leading to the Portal Altar of the City of the White Tree opened up. Lina moved to stand in front of it, but briefly glanced back to look at Aegis one last time.

 “Good luck with your crafting. I will miss you…” She replied timidly.

 “Good luck with your Shadow Dancing. I’ll miss you too.” Aegis smiled and waved. Lina then quickly and shyly stepped through the portal, and Pyri promptly closed it up afterwards.

 “D’awwwwwwwwww.” Pyri feigned hugging herself.

 “Shut up.” Aegis grumbled at her. “Don’t you have an advanced class quest to go do?”

 “Oh, mr. grumpy is here.” Pyri replied in a mocking tone. “Yeah, I guess I do.” She sighed as she moved to stand beside Aegis, and the pair looked out at the night sky together from atop the tower. “I nearly made us lose the entire island, because I didn’t pick a proper class…” Pyri mumbled.

 “What do you mean?” Aegis asked curiously.

 “That Simon guy, he had a lot of spells and passives that made him harder for me to handle than he should’ve been, all because I picked this wizard’s learner class. Because I was too afraid of what would happen if I picked anything that would stand out…” Pyri explained.

 “Why were you afraid of something like that?” Aegis turned to look at her with a curiously raised brow. Pyri looked back at him and smiled. 

 “No reason, I guess.” She ruffled his hair with her hand. “I don’t think there’s a class in this game that I could pick that would ever make me stand out more than you do anyway.” She smirked, causing Aegis to chuckle. “Still, I find it hard to believe your father would be so petty as to try and stop Yumily from helping defend her island, just because we’re on it… You wouldn’t happen to know anything about that would you? Like, any reason in particular he might do something like that?” Pyri eyed Aegis suspiciously.

 “Huh? No…” Aegis avoided her gaze in favor of staring down at his feet. “He’s just petty, probably. Like you said, right?” He shrugged awkwardly.

 “Right…” Pyri replied with a skeptical stare at her son. “Well, thanks to you, I’m pretty much over him. Even if he’s in this game world, I don’t really care about it anymore.” She leaned back and stared up at the stars, smiling. “I’m happy to put him behind us and just enjoy spending time with you.” She turned to smile at him once more. “I still can’t believe I get to play games with my nerdy bookworm son.” She cheered.

 “Yeah… heh.” Aegis nodded, still avoiding her gaze. “Well, I guess I should get around to crafting. Lots of people waiting for Mithral, and lots of skills I need to level.” Aegis said while turning to begin heading down the tower.

 “Right. And this time, I’ll be coming back with a real proper class that you can be proud of!” Pyri cheered, giving him a thumbs up as she watched him disappear down the ramp with Golem Snowflake following behind him. Following this, she cast fly on herself and took off towards the Wizard tower of Kordas.

 By the time Aegis had reached the bottom of the tower and stepped back out into the dark streets of Kalmoore, she was long gone, leaving Aegis alone with his gryphon and several silent Kordas guards who stood flanking the entrance to the Skyport tower.

 “So, lil buddy. Ready to level up some crafting skills?” Aegis asked Snowflake, and he let out a stony squawk of excitement. “Who knows, maybe once my skills are higher, we’ll be able to craft you some upgrades. How’s that sound?” Aegis asked, and Snowflake screeched back at him.

 “Hah? A fire breathing gryphon? No way. I was thinking more like mithral talons.” Aegis replied to the screech, and got another squawk as the pair walked down the street together. “Nuh uh, that’s just weird. We’re not doing that…” Aegis shook his head at the apparent suggestion made by Snowflake. 


END OF BOOK 2
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Chapter 219: Gather, Craft, Repeat


“Welcome back to VGN Daily,” The VGN Broadcaster spoke with enthusiasm, leaning forward in his plushy red chair within the VGN broadcasting studio. He wore a black suit and tie and was sporting a thick brown goatee with a shaved head of short brown hair. Beside him sat a long wooden stand with a floating screen above it, on display for the viewers as it hovered side by side with the broadcaster.

 On the screen, a view of Feng and his guild of the Vindicators wearing matching red outfits and tabards was on display. Feng and his guild were in the midst of a great battle with a hydra, somewhere within the Underrealms of Lanusk.

 “It’s been two weeks since the abyssal invasion of Kalmoore, and still no sightings of Aegis since his party split up atop the Skyport tower of Kordas, setting out to acquire their advanced class quests. Despite our desperate attempts to track Aegis and his movements, we’ve been unsuccessful. It is believed that he has taken a small group and has been gathering loads of mithral to fulfill his promise to his fellow Kalmoorians.

 Feng and Makaroth, our two top streamers here at VGN have followed in his footsteps on their respective islands and sought out alliances with the Dark Elves of their underrealms.” The broadcaster took a break to motion towards the screen beside him, focusing on Feng’s raid.

 “While they both managed to acquire the proficiencies to mine, refine, and forge the Mithral, as well as craft their very own eternal flames, neither has been able to locate any mithral themselves. They’re currently scouring the underrealms of their respective islands in search of it, and we’ll keep you updated the moment we have anything to share on that front.” He leaned back and waved his hand at the screen, switching the view over to Puagas, where the player Seraxus was visible in his own livestream.

 “In other news, the feud between Seraxus and the guild Schadenfreude continues. The german guild has been determined since very early on in the games life to stop the evil antics of our infamous PvP player Seraxus, but were largely unsuccessful. That is, until Seraxus attempted to manually set out from Puagas to challenge the Kalmoorians in their PvP abilities. Some say he feels the need to avenge his fellow Dark players, given that he himself is acting as the Avatar of Hatred due to the artifact sword he wields. Others claim that Seraxus holds a grudge against one of the players on Kalmoore and wishes to enact revenge, but these are just rumors at this time. 

 Schadenfreude’s airship blockade around the island of Puagas has held up so far, but Seraxus’ incredible skill in PvP combat will undoubtedly result in a victory for him and his companions. It’s only a matter of time before he breaks through their blockade - and once he does, we’ll be there to report on it.” The broadcaster winked at the camera while the footage of Seraxus deep in a conversation with his party members continued to play out beside him. A moment later, though, he once again waved his hands at the display and the screen switched over to Yumily’s livestream.

 Yumily was dressed up in a flowery white sundress, her black hair tied back into a ponytail. She was walking around on the deck of her ship, giving out instructions to Kenji as he tried out various colorful illusions and Yumily commented on them, as if they were preparing the lights for her next concert. 

 “Yumily fans can finally rejoice, as the complications due to her recent contract obligations being broken have since been resolved. After a meeting with the higher ups at VGN, the network decided to forgive her and have since apologized for not being understanding of her requests to aid her island in it’s time of need. No doubt thanks to the support of her fans who protested loudly on her behalf. Yumily will be scheduling a new tour to make up for the missed concerts in the coming weeks, and has already begun preparing. She is promising several new tracks to be heard for the first time ever, including a completed and remixed version of the song she freestyle sang during the battle with the Avatar of Jealousy. While some fans were shocked to hear Yumily, the soft spoken bard, suddenly rap aggressively, the vast majority of people absolutely loved her performance and have been eagerly awaiting the full version…” His voice trailed off as suddenly Yumily and Kenji stopped what they were doing, and Kaito appeared on the deck of her ship.

 “Hold on, it seems like something is happening…” The broadcaster said as he leaned in closer to stare at her broadcast on display. “Let’s take a closer look…” He added, before the camera on his broadcast zoomed into the studio until it was focusing solely on Yumily’s livestream. A moment later, the audio switched over from the broadcasting studio, to Yumily’s.

 “Right now?” The pilot could be heard shouting down to Yumily from the stern of her large airship.

 “Yup.” Yumily smiled up at him, giving a nod.

 “Alrighty then, I’ll get us right over there.” The Airship pilot replied. Yumily then turned to look at Kenji and Kaito who both had sudden expressions of childlike excitement, and the three walked towards the side of the Airship to look over the lands of Kalmoore. They were hovering above the farmlands on the outskirts of Kordas, the city visible in the distance. 

 The wing sails on the side of the Airship opened up to catch wind, and slowly the vehicle turned to face towards the Northwest. Once it was angled correctly, the main sail was lowered and began to catch wind.

 “Everyone hang on!” The pilot called out, to which Yumily grabbed onto the main mast, and Kenji and Kaito both bent their knees. “Airburst!” The pilot shouted, and a sudden blast of wind shot the airship forward, soaring incredibly fast through the air for a long while. Eventually, the ship slowed down as another settlement came into view.

 The town of Rene, with its walls surrounding it, was now visible. A river ran along the southern walls of the town, with a watermill catching the force of the stream and carrying it through the walls into the Sawmill within.

 The paved roads of the city were alive and bustling with various players and NPCs, some leading along carts that were pulled by various beasts of burden. It was primarily horses, but there were also plenty of Lagnuk’s moving about as well - large goat-like creatures.

 Towards the north, a large mountain towered over the town with a beautiful monastery built near the top. The monastery drew Yumily’s eyes due to the large star-viewing tower that had been erected within it, which towered over the peak of the mountain despite the monastery not having been built near the top. 

 “Here is good, thank you!” Yumily called up to the pilot as the ship came close to hovering above the eastern walls of Rene.

 “Alright.” The captain shouted back, and within a few seconds the wingsails had retracted and the airship came to a complete stop.

 “Yuki said to meet them at the forge.” Yumily explained to Kenji and Kaito, and they both nodded back. Following this, Yumily hopped off of her airship alongside them, and Kenji cast a spell with a wave of his hand on the trio, slowing their falling so that they could softly land on the grassy fields outside of Rene’s eastern gate.

 Her live streaming camera continued to follow her as the three excitedly walked with haste towards the gate and stepped through, passing by the high level 100 Rene guards that flanked either side of the entry into the city. 

 Through the east, they found themselves walking through the residential side of Rene that was predominantly filled with NPCs, distinguishable from players due to their names above their heads being white. There were a few low level players present, doing quests for the various NPCs, but not many.

 After walking for a short while, the trio arrived at the town square of Rene. A large fountain in the center with a statue of the beautiful, long haired goddess Eirene standing atop it, depicted wearing a simple sleeveless white dress. The townsquare was backed to the brim with market stalls, players, and NPCs all shouting out at each other. Some were recruiting party members to explore nearby dungeons, or complete difficult quests in a group. Others were attempting to sell items that they had crafted or collected on their adventures. All manner of leveled players, races, and classes were present, including quite a few rarely seen Dark Elf NPCs, selling exotic goods brought from their city in the Underrealm. 

 Many of the players took notice of Yumily’s arrival, some screaming excitedly and waving in her direction. Yumily was sure to bow and politely thank anyone who approached her for their support, while Kaito cautiously kept watch of the players activities and movements, making sure to carry out his duties as Yumily’s bodyguard properly. Despite looking to be in a hurry, Yumily made sure to be respectful to all of the fans that flagged her down, making sure that none of them felt left out. As a result, it took a good long while for the trio to reach their destination on the other end of the townsquare - Rene’s crafting district.

 They spotted Yuki's tailoring shop built off to the side of the square, but it was currently closed due to Yuki not being there at the moment. Yumily instead was heading towards the Forge of Rene, where another large crowd could be seen gathered in front of it. It was so crowded, in fact, that Yumily and her companions saw no possible way to get any closer, and she began standing up on her tippy toes to try and see over the crowd, unsuccessfully.

 “Ah, Yumily, you’re one of the first completed orders.” Chax suddenly called out to Yumily, having spotted her. Chax was a merchant player, sitting at level 150 with bright red spiky hair atop his head and simple leather equipment otherwise. He was a familiar face to Yumily, though the two weren’t well acquainted - she knew him to be a companion of Aegis’ and was relieved to see him standing to the side of the crowd. “Come, follow me, I’ll get you through this mess.” Chax motioned her, Kenji and Kaito over.

 “Okay.” Yumily smiled excitedly, before turning her attention to her livestream. Unlike Aegis, who had a tendency to never talk to his viewers, most streamers such as Yumily frequently read and interacted with their livestream chat. “Guys, I just got a message from Yuki that she and Aegis have finished crafting a lot of the orders, including my new instruments!” Yumily squealed with excitement, then saw tons of messages scrolling by that she quickly tried to read.


 “Congrats!”

 “AWESOME!”

 “YEAAAAH!”

 “GRATS!”

 “Wow, if Yuki helped him make it, that means they’re probably gonna look fire!!!’

 “WOO”

 “Grats Yumily!”

 “Can’t wait to see them!”

 “Will you play us a new song when you get them!?”

 “Wait, Aegis is back? He’s still not streaming though”

 “What about Kaito’s sword!?”



“I’ll play them right away!” Yumily replied to one of the messages. “And, I think Kaito’s sword is ready as well.” She added with a nod as she was led by Chax through the crowds. Excitement got the best of her though, and she could no longer focus on her chat - she closed out of her interface as the forge crafting stations came properly into view. A line had formed of players in front of one crafting station in particular, where several Rene Guards were making an effort to hold back a crowd of onlookers from entering the crafting station.

 Covered in sweat, hammering away at a glowing red blade, was Aegis. He was wearing crafting gear, rather than his usual leather armor, which included a black apron made by Yuki to increase his crafting capabilities. His mithral smithing hammer, which he swung repeatedly down at the blade on the anvil, was giving off a light blue glow due to Aegis having used his ‘enchant object’ skill on the hammer to enhance his craftsmanship further. 

 Aegis wasn’t currently streaming, and was completely focused on the task at hand, ignoring the murmurs from the crowd of onlookers. At the front of the line off to the side of the crafting station, Yumily could see 10 players of various levels, races, and classes, all eagerly waiting to receive their promised mithral weapons - Aegis had promised to craft mithral weapons to the 10 players who had the most abyssling kills during the recent abyssal invasion of Kalmoore. 

 Across from Aegis, working on threading voidsilk into several crafts, stood Yuki. She too looked worn down, sweating from either the exhausting work, or the intense heat that was blazing outwards from the eternal flame that had been recently installed inside the Forge of Rene. When Yumily arrived, Yuki briefly looked up and caught her eyes, and the two smiled excitedly at each other.

 “Please line up there, he’s finishing up the last few items and then he will be presenting everyone with the crafts they requested.” Chax explained to her, motioning Yumily to move to the back of the line.

 “Okay, thank you.” Yumily said with a polite bow before doing as instructed. After getting in line, she saw a large, towering human player named Herilon join the line behind her, Kaito and Kenji.  From the back of the line, her view of Aegis’ hammerwork was somewhat obscured, so she leaned her head out to watch him briefly, before going back to interacting with her chat for a bit.

 Eventually, the hammering stopped, and the red glowing metal blade cooled off into a light pink metal. Aegis then pulled out a hilt that had already been crafted using other high level materials, including salamander leather, voidsilk, and ironwood, and fastened it to the blade properly. Once done, he pulled out his newly made mithral jewelcrafting tool kit and began engraving fine details and etchings into the long blade, and hilt. The crowd went completely silent as he did this, with many players trying their best to poke their heads up over the Rene guards to get a better view on what exactly Aegis was doing.

 It wasn’t long before he’d finished, though, and lifted up the final product into the air to inspect it carefully. Once lifted it became much more apparent what it was he’d been working on - a katana, which lit up Kaito’s face as he saw it.

 “It’s exactly as I requested it! Wow!” Kaito squealed with excitement, in a voice completely out of character for him which caused Yumily and her viewers to laugh. 

 “Alright.” Aegis spoke up, causing any murmurs from the surrounding crowd to immediately die down. “Sorry to keep you all waiting, but I wanted to make sure I leveled up my skills all the way before crafting your equipment, to ensure everyone got the best quality items.” Aegis faced towards the lineup of players, including Yumily. As he spoke, she briefly made eye contact with him and blushed, looking away as fast as she could - this didn’t go unnoticed by her audience and they quickly began to tease her about it. 

 “Shh, I’m just a big fan.” She whispered to her viewers with a sarcastic glare. 

 “I really appreciate everyone who stepped up to help defend Kordas. I also recognize that though they are the top 10, they were not the only ones who helped out, so once this is finished, Chax will be selling the lower quality mithral equipment that I have crafted while leveling my blacksmithing, at discounted prices for Kalmoore players.” Aegis motioned to Chax, and this got the crowd of onlookers murmuring excitedly. 

 “So, the first one…” Aegis eyed the first player in line, a lizardfolk wearing leather. Aegis recognized the name and was able to pull out the gear the player had requested immediately, holding out a beautifully forged mithral longsword for them.

 “Wow… thank you so much!” The lizardfolk said excitedly, taking the longsword from Aegis’ hands.

 “Thank you.” Aegis smiled and bowed. The lizardfolk added the sword to his inventory and disappeared into the crowd, and the next player stepped forward. One by one, Aegis handed out to each of the players in the line their mithral equipment that they had requested of him. And one by one, they left the line with big glowing smiles on their faces. That is, until the last person in the line in front of Yumily stepped up.

 A tall old human male with no hair on his head to speak of, save for a small white goatee. Despite his wrinkly skin, the player’s avatar was very muscular, with broad shoulders and a white sleeveless shirt, [Jorik - Level 150] hovering above his head.

 “And lastly, the number one abyssling and reaper killer in the defense of Kordas, Jorik.” Aegis smiled at him and pulled out a mithral hacksaw. Jorik stepped forward with a big smile on his face, eying the saw, but Aegis pulled it back.

 “You requested a mithral tool, rather than a weapon. Am I right in assuming you are an architect class player?” Aegis asked him.

 “Yes, that’s correct. I’m currently working on my advanced class quest, like yourself.”

 “How did you end up defeating so many abysslings?” Aegis asked him curiously.

 “Trebuchets. I used my class skills to craft multiple before the battle, and continued to craft more as the battle went on. Several of my employed NPCs were skilled at operating them, allowing me to focus on building as many as possible.” Jorik explained.

 “I see… no doubt you use more than just a hacksaw, right? I took the liberty of crafting other tools used by architects for you, in mithral.” Aegis explained as he pulled out a hammer, axe, and several other tools. Upon seeing them Jorik’s face exploded with excitement. “But, I was hoping you’d be willing to help me out with an upcoming construction project in return.” Aegis explained.

 “Oh? What project?” Jorik asked.

 “I’m going to be building a castle here in Rene, to max out the rest of my required crafting professions. I’ll be building it with my lead architect Ruffily, but having another high level, skilled architect on board for the project would be a great help.”

 “Will you be supplying all of the materials? I've been a bit low since the battle.” Jorik asked him, his excitement quickly transitioning into intrigue. The maturity of the player behind the Jorik avatar shined through and displayed a great deal of professionalism, despite the player clearly ogling the mithral tools that Aegis was presenting to him. 

 “Yup, we’ll handle that. I’d just like your help in layout, structural integrity, practicality and design.” Aegis replied.

 “Then, I’d be honored to join your project.” He smiled back.

 “Great!” Aegis shouted with excitement, handing over the mithral architecture tools to him. “We’ll be starting in a bit, Chax can you introduce him to Ruffily?” Aegis turned to Chax, and Chax nodded back. Within a few moments, Chax had led Jorik away from the crowds, leaving no one to stand between him and Yumily. 

 Aegis finished following Yorik out of the area with his eyes first before turning his gaze onto Yumily, and she looked back at him courageously with a smile. Seeing her, Aegis smiled back and began ruffling through his inventory, preparing to pull out the instruments he had crafted for her, but was stopped by a violent nudge in his back.

 “Oh, hey, there you are Aegis.” Hae-won awkwardly spoke between her teeth, seething with anger.

 “Hae-won? What’re you doing here?” Aegis turned to look at her curiously - she was still wearing her standard red V-neck dress with her long black beautiful hair swaying down below her shoulders. Despite her beautiful appearance that stood out like a sore thumb in the fantasy environment, the expression on her face hid her beauty behind its vaguely concealed anger.

 “So funny, I was just wondering what’re you doing here, logged in, not streaming?” Hae-won grumbled in a whisper so that no one else but Aegis could hear her. 

 “I was gonna turn the stream back on once this was over with…” Aegis shrugged. She then leaned into his ear with a hissing tone. 

“Did you forget what you promised me?”

 “Forget what?” Aegis turned to look at her, confused.

 “Oh come on, she’s right there!” Hae-won whimpered back, desperation mixing in with her anger as she motioned her eyes in Yumily’s direction without directly turning her head to face Yumily, while Yumily awkwardly watched the pair’s interaction.

 “Oh, right.” Aegis nodded as he recalled his promise. Hae-won had made Aegis promise that he would introduce her to Yumily in return for her helping him with his island defense plan. 

 “Yumily, here’s your instruments.” Aegis bowed politely to her as he pulled the first one out of his inventory and held it out towards her. Seeing it, all forms of shyness in her disappeared immediately and she quickly rushed forward to grab the beautifully crafted ironwood, mithral, and voidsilk violin that he’d made for her. 

 “Oh my gosh, it’s perfect!” Yumily squealed with excitement as Kaito and Kenji both watched her and smiled. “You must’ve helped, right?” She turned to Yuki, and Yuki nodded.

 “Yes, I made sure everything on all of the instruments fit your style, and are similar in size and shape to your current instruments.” Yuki replied.

 “Thank you so much!” Yumily rushed forward and gave Yuki a big hug, then turned to Aegis and rushed over to hug him as well - the excitement from the new item completely washing away all of her shy emotions. Once she released Aegis, she took the violin in her hands and carefully eyed it up and down with big glowing eyes. 

 “I’ve got the rest made as well, but, well, I wanted to introduce you to my friend here, Hae-won. She’s a big fan…” Aegis awkwardly motioned towards Hae-won standing behind him, causing Yumily to look up from the violin.

 “Oh, yes! I am a big fan of you as well!” Yumily cheered at her excitedly. “I sometimes watch Aegis’ stream, and you always make it really funny and entertaining! I’m happy to meet you Hae-won!” Yumily said with a smile. Hae-won, however, just stared back at her with wide eyes, and her jaw dropped.

 “You know my name?” Hae-won muttered weakly.

 “Mhm.” Yumily nodded with enthusiasm before turning her eyes back onto her new instrument. Aegis awkwardly glanced between the two, seeing for the first time that Hae-won was broken, at a complete loss for words and frozen in place like a petrified statue.

 “Right.” Aegis shook his head to himself and rolled his eyes, pulling out the remaining instruments from his inventory. One by one, he handed them over to Yumily, and she took them and complemented Aegis and Yuki on their work.

 “It was a pain to tame the Mosmir hatchers into weaving more voidsilk for us, but Yuki, Ruffily, Amlie and I all worked together and got it done.” Aegis explained as she took the final instrument from his hands.

 “Yes. Now I should be able to regularly craft new outfits for you using voidsilk!” Yuki cheered excitedly.

 “That’s so great!” Yumily squealed, giving Yuki another big hug. As this happened, Aegis once again turned to Hae-won to check in on her, seeing that she was still frozen with wide eyes and an open mouth.

 “Right. And, here, Kaito. Thanks for sacrificing your old katana to save our island.” Aegis pulled out the recently finished mithral katana from his inventory and held it out for Kaito. Kaito eagerly stepped past Yuki and Yumily to take it from his hands and began carefully waving it around to get a feel for it.

 “It is perfect. The balance and feel of it is wonderful. I can tell you are passionate about your craft.” Kaito said to Aegis, while both kept their eyes on the blade and watched it cut through the air.

 “I looked up your blade of destruction skill - it does quite a hit to durability so I reinforced the blade to be able to withstand it. You won’t be able to use the skill twice in a row, but if you repair after each skill use, the sword shouldn’t let you down.” Aegis explained.

 “That is perfect. I will put this blade to good use.” Kaito bowed to Aegis respectfully, followed by Kenji stepping forward holding a large pouch of gold.

 “Here is the payment, on behalf of your merchant lead. We appreciate your hard work.” Kenji bowed as well, and Aegis took the gold from his hands and added it to his inventory without checking the amount.

 “No problem.” Aegis smiled. Once the two polite men stepped to the side with Yumily and Yuki, all that was left was Herilon.

 Aegis looked up at him, and Herilon looked down at Aegis, and the two had big dumb grins on their faces.

 “Not gonna lie. This was my favorite thing to craft.” Aegis explained as he opened up his inventory and pulled out a giant mithral greatsword, covered in runes, and a beautifully engraved ironwood hilt at its base. “Nothing like just slamming down some mithral and crafting a big ass sword.”

 “You should try swinging one around.” Herilon smirked as he eyed the greatsword, then took it from Aegis’ hands.

 “Tullan’s got the rest of your guilds gear handled, right?”

 “Yep. He’s armorsmithing all of our armor, and some of the weapons.” Herilon replied as he took out a pouch of coins as well and handed it to Aegis.

 “Good.” Aegis took it. He watched Herilon ogle the sword in his hands for a moment, then turned to see Hae-won still frozen, and finally turned to the crowd of onlookers. “Alright guys, all done here. If you are interested in picking up some mithral stuff, Chax will be opening up a market stand in the townsquare shortly. It’s discounted, but mithral is still quite expensive due to how hard it is to gather.” Aegis declared, and following his words he witnessed the crowd begin to quickly rush eastward along the paved streets of Rene, towards the town square. Most didn’t even wait for Aegis to finish speaking.

 “Okay, I’m going to start streaming again now, Hae-won.” Aegis turned to her, and she eventually nodded back.

 “Mhm. Guess I should go then. Back to the studio… Aegis…” She whispered to him, leaning into his ear again. “She knew who I was!” Hae-won squealed into his ear breathlessly. Aegis just rolled his eyes at her. 

 “Yeah yeah.” He turned and started walking away from the forge. “If you can manage to talk to her, do it, she’s still there.” He motioned towards Yumily as she stood off to the side of the forge with Yuki, Kaito, and Kenji, deep in conversation about the instruments. “If not, hop on the broadcast - it’s time to build a castle.” Aegis cracked his knuckles.
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The sound of hammering and saws echoed all throughout the streets of Rene as the construction of the castle began. On the northwestern side of the town, the structure slowly erected from the ground and began to tower over the other nearby buildings. Beasts of burden pulled carts towards the construction project, loaded with cut stone blocks and pristine planks of beautifully cut lumber.

 Aegis got to work on multiple skills, with the help of Ruffily. Jorik, and numerous other architect players and NPCs. His first priority was stonecutting, doing his best to carve raw stone into usable blocks. He’d arranged with Chax to order an incredibly large amount of stone from Tullan and the Night Hunter’s quarry, which was being delivered in bulk daily.




	Level Up! Stonecutting has reached Level 150!






Next, it was time for woodworking and woodcutting. Aegis worked with several druid players, led by a druid from the White Flame’s guild that had been recommended to him by Erikson. With them, he repeatedly chopped down the highest quality tier2 trees on the outskirts of Rene, then had the druids regrow them so as to not completely deforest the surrounding lands.

 After cutting down enough logs, he’d make use of taming and vehicle skills to lug the logs back to Rene with a Lagnok-pulled cart. Once back in Rene, Aegis made use of his water-powered sawmill and cut the logs down into usable planks, getting very quality pieces due to his increasing skill level and the low tier of the wood. As he neared a skill level of 150, he was consistently cutting 90% or higher planks to utilize in the castle’s construction.




	Level Up! Woodcutting has reached Level 150!









	Level Up! Woodworking has reached Level 150!






 After enough materials were stockpiled for the construction, it was time for him to get started on the actual construction skills, Architecture and Artistry. His architectural skill flew up rather fast, alongside his leadership skill, thanks to the work project he’d created that included Ruffily and Jorik. With their work and high level builder class skills, the quality of the build was turning out incredible and he was receiving huge chunks of experience.

 This allowed Aegis to put a greater focus on his artistry skill, taking time out of the base construction to add fine artistic details into the stonework, including but not limited to statues and various other engravings depicting Eirene, or other beautiful scenes that Aegis had witnessed throughout his travels thus far in the shattered world. To facilitate this, Aegis focused on finishing the main entry hall of the castle first. 

 Once the hall was completed and pillars were erected to uphold the roof, he carved into the pillars the shapes of humanoid knights holding up the roof instead. Then, he engraved a scene depicting the battle of Hrath’mir on the west wall, including the dragons flying over the city in the skies and burning the forces of Darkness below. On the right wall, he engraved an artistic depiction of the races and people of Kalmoore coming together to defend Kordas from the invasion. Then, as a final touch, he carved a night sky with the focal point being on a giant star of Aegis on the roof. 

 Yuki then aided in the artwork by placing tapestries and a beautiful deep purple and yellow carpet that stretched from the entrance to the castle, to the far end of the hall where several doors lead further in, to rooms still under construction.

 The amount of effort Aegis had put into the main hall was enough on its own to top off his artistry skill, leaving him time to focus on architecture for the rest of the build. With everyone working together under great leadership, it only took a week for the construction to near its completion, and Aegis to receive three more welcome notifications.




	Level Up! Leadership has reached Level 150!
Level Up! Architecture has reached Level 150!
Level Up! Artistry has reached Level 150!







 In the previous two weeks, Aegis had spent the bulk of his time either mining Mithral within the red river using Trexon and Tullan’s assistance, then refining and blacksmithing the mithral to max out those skills. Following that work, he hunted Salamanders and tanned their hides, then worked with Yuki and the others to tame and harvest Voidsilk from the Mosmir Hatchers in a secret chamber carved out underneath Rene, in the ruins of the Darxon Hideout. With that work, he’d maxed out his Tailoring, Weaving, Creature Harvesting, Blacksmithing, Refining, Tanning, Leatherworking, and Mining skills.

 He’d long since met the requirements for the quest, with only his enchanting and scribing skills lagging behind, but much to his disappointment, his Crafting Mastery skill was hanging at level 149 with 99.9% experience - something was blocking it from reaching the last level that he hadn’t been able to figure out.

 The problem resolved itself when the construction of the castle reached its completion, though. Thanks to the efforts of Jorik, Ruffily, Yuki, and the many other high level crafters within Rene, the end product turned out to be Aegis’ highest quality creation thus far within the Shattered World Online.




	Level Up! Crafting Mastery has reached Level 150!









	
Castle of Rene [Rename] [Register] [Abandon]

Quality: 98%
Durability: 10,000,000/10,000,000
Option 1: Increases Eirene's favor of the land owner of any land this structure is registered to by 50,000.
Option 2: NPCs and Players that are employed by Rene, or are residents of Rene receive a 5% damage bonus when standing within the Land of Rene.
Option 3: NPCs and Players that are employed by Rene, or are residents of Rene restore 1% missing health and mana every 10 seconds when standing within the Land of Rene.
Details: A beautifully constructed castle, built with sturdy high quality materials and filled with wonderful artwork depicting scenes of the past, and symbols of the Goddess Eirene. Constructed by Aegis. 








 Aegis stood proudly in front of the entrance gates into the castle, with Yuki, Ruffily, Amlie, Chax, Jorik, and many other workers at his side. The group had been eagerly waiting to hear the results of all their hard work as they watched Aegis fidget into his land management menu to check the quality of the building, and register it as a structure of Rene. 

 Immediately upon registration, all players within the lands received the option buffs from the castle, and there were several impressed gasps from the nearby players.

 “It’s mastercraft. Incredibly good quality, with really good buffs. We did it guys!” Aegis announced to the workers, and his words were followed by cheers of great enthusiasm. Aegis glanced up to see his viewership hanging around 1million, lower now since he’d taken a break and Yumily had started streaming again, but still much higher than it had been before the invasion. 

 “I’m still not satisfied yet, though.” Yorik said as the cheers died down, motioning up towards a tall circular stone tower that stood high above the rest of the square shaped castle. Windows and a shingled blue roof could be seen on the tower, and it dwarfed the rest of the castle by a significant amount. “Bedrooms, throneroom, dining room, kitchen - all still need furnishing.” Jorik excitedly spun his tools around in his hands.

 “Ooh, I like designing rooms too. Can I do your master bedroom? Woof!” Ruffily barked at Aegis excitedly.

 “Uhm. Sure, I guess…” Aegis shrugged, and following his words he watched as her tail began to wag furiously. 

 “We should call everyone to celebrate, don’t you think?” Amlie suggested.

 “Yes! A big party in the great hall, with a huge feast!” Jorik nodded.

 “That’ll be expensive, depending on how many people we invite…” Chax replied skeptically. Aegis glanced between them, and saw more eager faces than apprehensive ones, and eventually relented with a shrug.

 “Okay, let’s do it. I’ll tell the Night Hunters to come along too, and ask my party to take a break. If we prioritize the furnishing of the dining hall and kitchen, how soon can we be ready?” Aegis asked Jorik.

 “Heh, with my crew, just a few hours.” Jorik replied proudly, followed by a few more cheers of enthusiasm. 

 “Alright, let’s get ready for a party.” Aegis replied before turning to Farlion. “We’ll need to get the guards ready for things to get a bit rowdy here this evening.” Aegis instructed him, and Farlion gave a nod in response.

 “No problem, we’ll be ready.” Farlion gave a thumbs up before heading away from the group. With that, everyone fanned out and got to work on the upcoming party. Aegis sent invitations to Quinn, Christoph, and Artaphernes, followed by notifying all of his party members to take a break and come by. Yuki tried inviting Yumily to join, but was disappointed to learn that her airship had already left Kalmoore to begin her next concert tour on the various other islands. 

 By the time the sun began to set over Rene, multiple portals had opened and hundreds of players had funneled over from Kordas. Bards began to play music, foods and ale were prepared by Erikson and his chefs, and Jorik had completed the furnishing of the large dining hall within the castle.

 Aegis was in the process of helping out with the furnishing of the kitchen when the celebrations had already begun, and his first party member had arrived back in Rene. Lina walked into the newly constructed kitchen and silently watched as Aegis worked with Ruffily to place down multiple high quality cooking stations, arranging them as efficiently as possible. Once Aegis finished, he looked up to see Lina smiling at him from the doorway.

 “Hi.” Lina waved excitedly.

 “Hey, what do you think?” Aegis smiled back, motioning to the building around them.

 “It’s really amazing! I love it.” She cheered. Hearing this, Ruffily’s tail began to wag furiously nearby, batting against the recently placed stone stove.

 “You like it? I’m glad you like it. We all worked really hard, woof!” Ruffily cheered. 

 “Mhm, I watched a bit.” Lina nodded.

 “How is your advanced class quest going so far?” Aegis asked.

 “It’s going okay. I got the dagger advanced quest done. The class quest is tough though, I already died once…” Lina replied shamefully.

 “Oh yeah, I wouldn’t feel too bad. I heard most people die a lot on their advance quests. Even Feng died a few times on his, they’re pretty hard. Woof!” Ruffily commented. Aegis and Lina both silently nodded at Ruffily. “Oh, Aegis said I can design your master bedroom. Do you two have any preferences for it?” Ruffily asked, glancing between them.

 “Uh… well…” Aegis replied awkwardly, looking at Lina as Lina’s face suddenly flushed bright red and she looked down at her feet. “There’s two rooms at the top of the tower, aren’t there?”

 “Yeah! I was thinking since you guys only need one bedroom, I could use the other room like a giant closet or armory, I’ve got some really cool ideas for it, woof!” Ruffily cheered excitedly, oblivious to the embarrassment currently befalling Aegis and Lina at the shared bedroom prospect. Her words were followed by more awkward silence, though, which she eventually picked up on.

 “Unless, you had other plans for the two rooms?” Ruffily asked, and this caused Lina and Aegis to look up at each other, both of them trying to gauge the other's reaction to Ruffily’s question.

 “Having an armory room does sound kind of cool, maybe… what do you think?” Aegis asked Lina, his face also glowing red. Lina didn’t immediately reply, her face first went more red, but she managed to maintain eye contact with Aegis and eventually gave a weak nod.

 “Great! Woof!” Ruffily cheered. “I’ll get started, I have a great master bed design in mind too, really fluffy.” She added, leaving the kitchen with a skip in her step so that the two were alone. They remained silent, avoiding eye contact for a few moments before Aegis eventually broke it by stepping towards Lina.

 “Sorry, I got caught up in her enthusiasm. We can still have separate rooms if you want,” Aegis suggested.

 “No!” Lina quickly replied in loud protest. “I mean, no, it’s okay.” Her voice quieted back down. “Since… you know… we are sort of married in the game…” She replied shyly, twiddling her feet around on the stone floor of the castle kitchen. “It’d be weird if we had separate rooms, right?”

 “Yeah, I guess…” Aegis replied, as he too looked down at his feet and twiddled them, accidentally copying Lina’s behavior without realizing it. “Wait, she said a master? She’s only going to put one in the room?!” Aegis realized, looking up in the direction Ruffily had gone. Lina, who had already picked up on this detail, didn’t react. Aegis, on the other hand, began rushing forward to chase after Ruffily, but was stopped in the doorway by the appearance of Darkshot.

 “Only one what?” Darkshot asked curiously, followed by a coo from Darkwing on his shoulder. 

 “Nothing. Nevermind.” Aegis replied. “You’re back?! How are you doing?!” Aegis quickly changed the subject, somewhat flustered.

 “Yeap. Advanced quest is kicking my ass though. I wasn’t expecting you to throw an in-game party to celebrate your birthday though, pretty cool!” Darkshot cheered.

 “What'd you mean? This party is for the castle being completed.” Aegis replied with a raised eyebrow, spotting Pyri and Rakkan approaching the entry into the kitchen from the great hall behind Darkshot’s shoulder.

 “We’re only partying in-game for a bit, okay? I made dinner reservations already.” Pyri scolded him.

 “Huh?” Aegis replied confused.

 “Don’t tell me, you lost track of real world time that badly?” Darkshot looked at Aegis with disbelief. “Today’s your birthday, dummy.” Darkshot shook his head at him.

 “Oh. Oops.” Aegis looked shamefully between Darkshot and Pyri.

“Happy b-day, yo.” Rakkan smiled at Aegis as Aegis awkwardly eyed his livestream, then shrugged back at Rakkan. 

“Yeah, thanks.” 

“Not bad with the castle, though. Did you do all this stuff yourself?” Pyri commented, stopping in the main hall a few meters away to eye all of the artwork engraved into the walls near her.

“The game skills helped a lot. I’m normally not really good at art stuff.” Aegis shrugged as he stepped into the hall with Darkshot and Lina behind him, all stopping to stare at the art now.

“It’s pretty impressive.” Rakkan nodded in agreement with Pyri.

“The skill can only help a little bit, so some of it has to be from you.” Lina added with an encouraging smile. Before Aegis could reply, though, a loud cheer came in from the doorway leading out of the hall into the streets of Rene.

“Aye, Watcha doin’ all alone in here?! We heard there’s a party goin’ on.” Tullan roared as he, Sapphire, Herilon, Quinn and Ren came marching into the hall.

“Free drinks, right?!” Ren asked excitedly.

“You’re too young to drink.” Quinn scolded him.

“Let’s get WASTED!” Herilon cheered, followed by a woo from Sapphire as she waved a carrot in the air excitedly.

“Guess we’re partying in the castle first?” Darkshot shrugged.

“Drunk castle party first. Reservations after.” Pyri nodded in agreement. 
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“So I said to the guy, listen ter this *hick*,” Tullan shouted from atop a table, mug of ale in his hand as his feet wobbled and he nearly stumbled off of the table. The dining hall of the Castle of Rene was furnished with finely crafted tables, chairs, and decorative tapestries. All of it lit by finely crafted and enchanted glowing iron lanterns bolted to the light gray stone walls of the huge round chamber. 

The place was packed full of players of all guilds, with many familiar faces present from the Night Hunters, the Blades of Kalmoore, and Artaphernes guild. Even Keldan and his buddies were present, as well as Eccen and Galanis, and all the members of the council of Rene.

“I said, we don’t make ‘em in that size!” Tullan shouted the punch line to his story, and the crowd burst out into laughter, including Darkshot and Rakkan who sat at a table beside Aegis, Pyri, and Lina. Behind them, in the corner of the room, the golem gryphon Snowflake was being curiously inspected by Darkwing, who hopped around his stony body and eyed it carefully. Snowflake let it happen, but didn’t seem particularly happy about the bird's behavior. 

“Hey, that better not be water.” Herilon appeared across the table from Aegis and the others, taking a seat and plopping his mug of ale down. 

“Of course it’s water.” Darkshot shrugged.

“I’m still a minor.” Rakkan joined in.

“Yeah, but what about this guy?” Herilon motioned to Aegis. “He’s old enough now, surely, right?” Herilon asked as Aegis nervously looked towards Pyri.

“In some countries, maybe, but not ours.” She gave him a warning stare.

“Yeah. Water only for me.” Aegis forced a reluctant smile to Herilon.

“Pah, that’s no fun.” Herilon chuckled as Sapphire came up behind him with a carrot in one hand, mug of ale in the other.

“Someone should take Tullan off that table before he accidentally tells stories about things he shouldn’t. He lets the virtual alcohol get to his head a bit too much.” Sapphire pointed Tullan out to Herilon, and the group turned their eyes back onto him.

“Oh, wait, you guys will all love *hick* this story.” Tullan waved at the crowd, as the laughter died down and they all stared expectantly at him. “Lemme tell you the story about how we found MITHRAL!” Tullan cheered, and the crowd suddenly roared with excitement save for Aegis and his table. Herilon immediately sighed and stood back up, stomping over to Tullan.

“Alright buddy, time to relax. That’s a bit too much storytelling.” Herilon said while forcefully lifting up the small dwarf in his large berserker arms and plopping him down on the ground next to the table, Sapphire following behind them.

“What? What’d I say?” Tullan grumbled curiously as the crowd began laughing at the drunk dwarf again, Aegis rolling his eyes at the scene. A few moments later, both Quinn and Artaphernes approached their table and took a seat.

“Hey.” Quinn smiled, eying the room around them. “You’re own castle? Not bad.” She gave him an impressed nod.

“Bit too flashy for my tastes.” Artaphernes shrugged.

“You can’t own land in a fantasy game and NOT build a castle.” Darkshot replied, and got several nods in agreement, including Aegis giving a shrug.

“Hey so, I know it’s a big day for you, I heard you’re taking off in a bit, right?” Quinn asked, turning her attention to Aegis.

“Yup.” Aegis replied, while looking at Pyri and seeing her nod back. 

“We oughta leave within 5 minutes.” Pyri explained.

“Okay. Will you guys be coming?” Aegis turned to Lina and Darkshot.

“Yup, me and my Dad’ll be there.” Darkshot gave a thumbs up, and Lina shyly nodded along without being able to look Aegis in the eyes.

“I guess I’ll hold down the fort. I got something for you when you get back, though. It’s late notice, but me and Amlie worked on it.” Rakkan replied with a smile.

“I’m looking forward to it.” Aegis smiled politely, then turned to Pyri and she grinned back at him.

“Cool. We’ll take care of your castle while you’re gone. Shouldn't be anything to worry about though.” Quinn stretched her arms up into the air and panned her eyes around the dining hall. “That Seraxus guy hasn’t been streaming for the last week or so, but the blockade is still up on his island.” She added. 

“Yeah…” Artaphernes nodded along. “We’ve got our ears to the ground, so we’ll let you know if anything interesting is happening. You go have fun and enjoy your big day.” Artaphernes patted him on the shoulder.

“Okay.” Aegis nodded back, standing up from the chair. “Should we go now?” 

“Yup. See you guys later. Don’t trash the place!” Pyri winked at Artaphernes before logging out of the game world. Aegis, and then Lina and Darkshot followed after, leaving Rakkan to sit and talk with Quinn and Artaphernes within the rowdy dining hall.


As Eli stood up straight in front of his Simbox, Jillian climbed out of hers and eyed him curiously. Eli didn’t notice her watching him at first, and he performed a strange little ritual to shake his nerves off.

“What’re you nervous about?” Jillian asked him with a raised eyebrow.

“Huh? Oh.” He replied somewhat startled that he was being watched. “Nothing. I’m not nervous.” Eli shook his head.

“Riiiight.” She rolled her eyes at him before leaving the living room. “Shower and get dressed quickly, we’re out of here in 15.” She called out as her voice trailed off down the hallway of their house.

Eli had no trouble with the first part of her instructions, showering and cleaning himself up. But when it came to picking out something to wear in his bedroom, he found himself throwing a lot of clothes around, unable to decide. Eventually, his fifteen minutes were up, and Jillian came knocking on his bedroom door.

“C’mon, we’re going to be late.” She called in through the door. 

“Right, yeah. One sec.” Eli replied flustered, hurriedly deciding on a plain open black dress shirt over a white t-shirt, and a black set of pants to match. He found himself looking at his outfit in the mirror, adjusting his short blonde hair a few more times desperately as he passed by the bathroom outside of his bedroom on the upstairs floor of the house.

“Let’s move it, bucko!” Jillian called up to him from downstairs once again, finally getting him to leave the bathroom and head down the stairs to meet her. Jillian herself was wearing a simple yellow and blue dress to fit with the hot summer weather outside, and quickly put on a pair of matching slippers while Eli eyed his sneakers and slipped them on.

“Ooh, you’re looking handsome.” Jillian smiled as she watched him make final touches to his outfit. “Normally you’re annoyed by our birthday dinners for you. This time you haven’t complained once - you even dressed up. Hm…” Jillian scratched her chin and eyed him mischievously. “I wonder why…”

“Are we going or what?” Eli grumbled at her. 

“Yup. Let’s go.” She smirked before turning to lead him out of the house. The pair climbed into their two seated simple white autopod parked in the garage, and once inside Jillian entered a few commands to tell the autopod where to drive, and it was off.

Hands-free automated driving allowed Jillian to pull down a mirror hanging over the windshield overhead and make some last minute adjustments to her makeup, while Eli curiously watched, briefly checking the smell of his own breath to confirm it was minty like the toothpaste he’d just used to brush his teeth.

Jillian caught this, though, and stopped what she was doing to smile and stare at him with a devilish gaze.

“What?” Eli grumbled at her.

“Nothing.” She shrugged, looking away.

“No seriously, what?” Eli replied frustrated now.

“Nothing!” She replied insistently. From there, the rest of the ride was silent until the pod pulled up into the parking lot of a fairly busy restaurant with a sign depicting spaghetti and meatballs covered in tomato sauce out front. The name of the shop read as Linuaga.

“Italian?” Eli asked as the autopod came to a stop and the doors opened. Simultaneously, a female voice spoke from the dashboard of the pod.

“You have arrived at your destination.” The voice spoke, but both Eli and Jillian paid it no mind and got out, shutting the doors behind them.

“Mhm. I know it’s not mac n cheese but, you’re a sucker for spaghetti too, aren’t you?”

“Yup.” Eli shrugged. Just as they were walking up across the parking lot, Eli spotted Derrick’s autopod pulling up with him and his dad inside, so they waited for it to park and his friend to come out.

“Yo! You’re looking sharp!” Derrick called out to Eli with a grin. 

“Not so bad yourself.” Eli eyed him up and down, seeing him wearing a dress shirt as well, but his shirt was buttoned up.

“Yeah, Dad made me.” Derrick motioned to his dad who was dressed similarly, and he chuckled.

“You’re looking older.” Derrick’s father grinned, walking forward and giving Eli a hug, followed by Derrick doing the same with him and Jillian until all had exchanged greetings. 

“You’re gonna love what we got you. We’ll give it after, it’s in the autopod.” 

“Good. Food first, gifts after.” Jillian nodded. “How have things been at work?” She turned to Derrick’s dad, and the two began engaging in small talk. Eli and Derrick exchanged a few words as well before Eli noticed another autopod pulling up into the parking lot. He followed it with his eyes intently, his heart skipping a beat as he caught a glimpse of Selena sitting in it. Once he had, he tried his best to pretend he hadn’t seen it and engaged Derrick in random pointless talk about the castle he’d just built in Rene.

The sounds of Selena’s autopod doors opening and shutting was enough to get Jillian’s attention off of her conversation to turn and look, though.

“Oh, she’s really pretty.” Jillian commented, drawing all eyes towards Selena as she began walking towards them, her head tilted downwards.

“Whoa, that’s Selena?” Derrick said with wide eyes of disbelief. Eli as well had his jaw dropped as they watched her approach. She, like Jillian, wore a simple cotton dress with a light purple color and small frills at the bottom around her knees. She wore white flats that tapped on the asphalt as she approached, but her body was much thinner and more fit than it’d been when they’d last seen each other at the start of summer.

They all went silent as she approached, until she got a few meters away and looked up shyly at the group.

“Hi… sorry, I hope I am not late.” Selena spoke first.

“Nope, you’re on time, we were just about to head in and get our seats.” Jillian replied with a smile. “I really like your dress.” She added.

“Thank you. I like yours too.” Selena blushed. Eli and Derrick on the other hand remained speechless and just continued to stare at her with jaws dropped until Derrick’s dad aggressively nudged Derrick.

“Come on, let’s head inside.” He said, and Derrick nodded. With that, Jillian, Derrick, and his dad all turned to head into the restaurant, but Eli stayed with Selena for a moment.

“Hi…” Eli said awkwardly, waving his hand as he managed to close his jaw finally. “You uh, you got your braces removed already?” He asked.

“Mhm.” She nodded back, her head tilted downwards towards her feet. Seeing this, he too felt nervous for a moment until he recalled this exact same behavior from her in-game character, and something about that calmed him down. 

“Hehe.” Eli laughed suddenly, but stopped himself.

“What?” Selena asked him anxiously.

“Oh, nothing, sorry. It’s just… you’re just like you are in-game, but prettier.” Eli shrugged, but realized after he’d said it outloud that it might’ve been a bit too much. 

“Thanks…” She managed to get the words out, keeping her head down. Eli turned to see the others already entering the doors of the restaurant, then turned back to Selena. Like in-game, he recalled how he needed to behave around her, and took a deep breath to muster up his courage.

“Come on, let’s get a seat,” He held his hand out for her to take.

“Okay.” She nodded, then slowly reached out and took his hand. The pair then walked together across the parking lot to reach the restaurant, holding hands the whole way without speaking until they stepped inside to find themselves standing behind the others. The group was then led by a waiter to a reserved table in the relatively crowded restaurant, with menus set out in front of them already.

“Oh I love me some italian.” Derrick rubbed his hands together excitedly as he picked up the menu.

“So, Selena, you’re a new face to these parties. Are you a classmate of Derrick and Eli’s?” He asked curiously.

“Well yeah, but, she’s also Eli’s girlfriend.” Derrick shrugged, which immediately caused the seated Selena and Eli to blush, and Jillian smirked at their reactions. “I mean, you guys are, right? Outside of the game too?” Derrick tried to confirm once he didn’t get a reply. Selena and Eli briefly glanced at each other before Eli turned back to his friend.

“Yeah.” Eli replied, followed by Selena nodding along with a big red smile. 

“Oh. Well that’s nice. I promise not to share too many embarrassing stories about you, then.” Derrick’s dad chuckled at Eli.

“Thanks.” Eli rolled his eyes. One by one they picked up their menus to order food and began browsing through the options, but once Eli had finished picking first, he set the menu down and began panning his eyes around the establishment. On the far side of the restaurant was a bar, with several floating screens displaying various broadcasts. Some were news, one was a sports match, and one was of a VGN broadcast which caught Eli’s eye. There was no sound, but he watched the visual displays and read the text on the screen for a bit.

At first, nothing jumped out at him, but just as Jillian was finishing picking out what she wanted and a waitress approached their table, Eli spotted subtext on the broadcast that read ‘Makaroth’s Break!’. 

“Hello everyone, welcome to Liguano’s. Are you ready to order yet?” The waitress replied, but Eli suddenly leaned forward in his chair with a serious expression, processing something. His change in expression startled the waitress and caused the others to look at him curiously.

“Something wrong?” Jillian asked him curiously. Eli didn’t reply, he quickly hit his wrist implant to open up a live streaming viewing program in his eye implant, which began broadcasting the same VGN broadcast that was on the screen in the restaurant, only this time he had audio being fed into his ear implant so he could hear what the broadcaster was saying.

“Eli, really?” Jillian raised her eyebrows at him, seeing his implants light up in his ear and beside his eye to allow other people nearby to let him know he was preoccupied. He didn’t reply, so she rolled her eyes at him. “I’ll order first, just give him a second.” She said dismissively, turning to the waitress. Selena and Derrick on the other hand continued to stare intently at him.


“We’re coming up on the 7th day now of Makaroth’s week-long vacation. The top streamer has been taking a break in order to ‘visit friends and family’, but promises to be back streaming sometime in the next 24 hours. So, fear not, fan’s of Makaroth, the wait is almost over, and his adventures will continue shortly! It’s understandab-” 

Eli closed the broadcast quickly and stood up from the table, interrupting Jillian in the middle of the order.

“7 days ago. Exactly how long ago Seraxus stopped streaming.” Eli looked down at the others with a serious expression on his face. “He knows it’s my birthday. They’re planning something. We’ve got to get back to Rene, right now.” Eli said with urgency in his voice. 

“Huh?” Derrick’s dad replied confused.

“Who’s planning something?” Jillian asked.

“David. I think he’s doing something with Seraxus. They’re going to attack Kalmoore together, I bet.” Eli replied, which prompted both Derrick and Selena to stand up as well.

“Shit, dad, you gotta get us home.” Derrick said.

“Wait, hold on.” Jillain said in an aggressive tone, standing up as well. “Why would your father team up with a top PvPer to attack our island? I mean, I know he’s petty, but he’s not that petty.” Jillian put her arms on her waist. Eli didn’t reply, but anxiously glanced between Selena and Derrick who nervously looked back at him. “Unless of course, there’s something going on with your father that you’re not telling me?” Jillian asked. Once again, Eli didn’t reply. Being his mother was enough for Jillian to be able to read it on his face though - she could tell he was hiding something. 

“What did you do?” Jillian asked forcefully, now in an angry tone.

“There’s no time to explain right now, we’ve got to get back. Rakkan won-” Eli froze as he eyed the VGN broadcast across the restaurant, and his eyes went wide at what was being shown. The audio was missing, but the subtext read ‘Seraxus arrives in Kalmoore!’. The others followed Eli’s eyes to see what he was looking at.

“Ok, let’s go.” Jillian saw it, and without any hesitation the group began rushing out of the restaurant, save for Derrick’s dad.

“Ah, sorry. Guess we’re canceling.” He said apologetically to the waitress before rushing out after them.
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“Can’t we go any faster?” Eli asked from the passenger seat of their autopod. Jillian stood in the driver seat, but was leaning back somewhat relaxed. The pair were looking forward through the windshield of the small autopod as it drove calmly down the streets of their city, back towards their home. “Time is sped up there, every minute outside is 4 minutes in game.” Eli explained frantically, as if Jillian didn’t already know this fact.

 “I’m not breaking traffic laws for this, Eli. It’s just a game.” She turned to him with a calm voice. “Whatever we lose, we’ll take it back. It’ll be fine. Unless there’s something you’re not telling me?” She raised her eyebrows at him once more.

 Once again, Eli avoided the question and her eye contact, shaking his head in response.



 “Isn’t this enough?” [Synopse - Level 183] asked Makaroth. He was a tall human wizard with short stylized black hair, wearing fancy blue and black robes with a magnificent wildwood staff strapped to his back with a glowing white orb atop of it. Synopse stood atop the mountain to the north of Rene, and he and several other high level players were staring down at the town below - all of them wearing the Sages of Destiny guild tabard on the front of their chest armor. 

 “No, not yet.” Makaroth replied, standing in front of the group to get the best view. His face was glowing from the bright red flames of the burning town below. Pillars of black smoke were rising up from the razed town of Rene, blackening the otherwise clear night sky above.

 “Unleashing that guy on this island is a bit cruel, I don’t feel good about this.” Another member of the guild, named [Calikgos - Level 180] commented.

 “I know. It’s not our usual style.” Makaroth turned to the group, seeing all of them having similar expressions of doubt about what was going on. “But it’s my duty as a father to discipline my son, and teach him valuable lessons. This is a lesson he was never going to learn on his own. Thank you all for helping me with this.” Makaroth explained, and got a few nods of approval, primarily from a female cleric who was smiling at him, and leaned in to kiss him on the cheek.

 “Don’t worry, we all support you honey.” She smiled, the name [Lilya - Level 188] floating above her head. She was the closest in level to Makaroth, who now sat at level 195. 



“STOP THIS!” Amlie screamed at the top of her lungs. “STOP RIGHT NOW ZUON, OR I’M TELLING MOM!” She stood behind Artaphernes, Herilon, Sapphire, Quinn, Christoph, Travis, Ren, Farlion, Snowflake and Rakkan. 

 “Hah, uh oh Zuon, you’re lil sis is gonna tell on you.” Seraxus replied jokingly to Zuon who stood behind him. Hajax, Gambit, and a player Rakkan didn’t recognize named Sylvia also stood at his back. Zuon held his bow in his hands with several instruments floating behind him. Hajax held a scepter and shield, giving off a dark aura to his allies nearby. Gambit had his fists up, ready to fight like a monk. Slyvia had a staff in her hands, glowing black with energy that transferred to runes on her body - informing everyone that she was a warlock.

 Lastly, and most importantly, was Seraxus, with his large black sword in one hand, a spear in the other, and 5 weapons floating behind him identical to the weapons that Rakkan used, but all looking of incredibly rare artifact quality with various glowing effects on them. 

 “C’mon Amlie, you know mom’s not going to care. Besides, this time it’s Rakkan’s fault.” Zuon shrugged, motioning to Rakkan who stood beside an angry looking Herilon and Artaphernes, weapons at the ready with grimaces on their faces. The entire street of southern Rene was illuminated by red flames from the nearby burning buildings, which Kayliera, the druid member of the Night Hunters was desperately trying to extinguish with water magic, but failing. The entire while she was doing this, Sylvia kept her eyes locked on Kayliera with a mocking smile.

 “You won’t be able to put them out like that, lil druid.” Sylvia squeaked in an extremely high pitched, mousy voice. “It’s demon fire!” She added gleefully, shooting another blast of red flames out towards a nearby building.

 “We gotta take out the cleric first, and the warlock. Don’t bother with Seraxus until he’s alone, his gear is too strong.” Quinn explained to the others, and got a few nods in return.

 “Yo, Hajax, watch out, they’re comin’ for you.” Seraxus replied mockingly, having overheard Quinn. 

 “Don’t underestimate us just because you’ve got an OP weapon.” Quinn replied angrily, followed by a release of an arrow. The arrow split without her using words to cast, forming into 20 which she redirected around in the air above the street to maneuver them towards Hajax. 

 In response to this, Zuon strummed several notes of music on the instruments floating behind him, and Seraxus suddenly dashed forward with incredible speed. Artaphernes and Herilon both engaged with him, followed by Rakkan.

 “Don’t let the black sword hit you, I can’t heal through that!” Sapphire instructed.

 “Switch.” Seraxus shouted as he converged his floating weapons forward on the frontlines of Rene’s defenders. All but his crossbow had engaged the blades of the others, but the Crossbow had been sent forward high in the sky above the battle, and his cast of switch suddenly swapped his crossbow with the black sword in his hands, followed by him sending it down like a thrown spear down at Sapphire with incredible speed.

 Sapphire was quick and saw it coming, hopping backwards to avoid it. While this happened, Hajax raised his shield up to block some of Quinn’s arrows, and avoid the others, and Gambit disappeared into the flames of the nearby buildings. 

 Snowflake and Farlion stood back behind the engagement in front of Amlie, looking tempted to join into the fight, but Quinn quickly held her hand out to instruct them to hang back. Once she was sure they were listening, she turned her bow towards the black sword pursuing Sapphire, and watched the look of pure fear on Sapphire’s face as she danced around the glowing black sword.

 “Can you get this thing off of me?!” Sapphire shouted frantically, but looked over and saw Rakkan’s echoes, Artaphernes, and Herilon, we're all struggling against Seraxus. Unlike Joltblade, Seraxus’ movement was unreal. He continuously flipped, rolled, ducked and dashed around while manipulating his weapons simultaneously, forcing them to be completely on the defensive. 

 They managed to land several hits onto him, but were dealing damage only in the triple digits due to his equipment and bonuses from his black sword, and each hit he landed was stealing life and healing him back to full. 

 “Hey, hey, check this out guys…” Seraxus said, directing his words to his stream now as he suddenly stopped swinging his weapons around in lieu of standing completely still and crossing his arms. “No hands.” He laughed, letting Herilon, Artaphernes and Rakkan land dozens of hits on him for free, unflinching. “Yo you guys got some sweet mithral weapons, you mind if we take ‘em?” Seraxus asked Herilon as their eyes met, motioning to his mithral greatsword as it slashed into Seraxus’ body, dealing only 835 damage. 

 “I don’t even need to heal.” Hajax laughed from behind him, stepping forward with Zuon and Sylvia while Sylvia sent another blast of demon fire towards the nearby Lagnok pasture, destroying the fence and setting the field aflame. Quinn fired a pinning shot out at the blacksword to try and lock it down, but the arrow split on the blade upon impact, and this caused Seraxus to let out a loud laugh.

 “Yo, she tried to pinning shot my sword.” He said mockingly, getting a laugh from Hajax.

 “What are these noobs even doing?” Hajax shook his head. 

 “Peekaboo!” Gambit shouted suddenly, jumping out from a nearby burning building with his fists glowing yellow. He took a swing out at Quinn and forced her to jump backwards to avoid it, but it was a feint as his real target was Sapphire. Sapphire, focused on dodging swings from the deadly black blade, didn’t notice Gambit coming at her from behind.

 “Sapphire!” Quinn shouted frantically to warn her, but wasn’t fast enough to react. Gambit, a high level 171 monk, closed the gap between himself and Sapphire in an instant and rather than punch her, instead pushed her forward into the black blade. Upon impact, the blade dealt a whopping 1,359,260 damage to her, killing her instantly, despite hitting her shield. 

 “Nice, new souls for the sword. Been awhile since we’ve had new players to PK since we’ve been stuck on Puagas.” Seraxus cheered as a black mist sucked out of Sapphire’s disintegrating body and was absorbed by the black sword. 

 “Fuckers.” Quinn shouted angrily, aiming her bow at Gambit and releasing several shots in rapid succession. Gambit was skilled in dodging and deflecting the shots, but Quinn was no pushover and caught him off guard, managing to get a shot through and pinning him down with a shot in the leg that released vines into the paved stonework of Rene’s southern street.

 “Uh oh, she’s kinda good.” Gambit said as he eyed the vines. “Need a root removal, Hajax.” He called out over the other fighters towards Hajax far in the back.

 “Don’t think so.” Kayliera shouted as she joined the battle, doubling the roots on Gambit with a druidic spell while simultaneously, Quinn fired a red mark on Gambit’s chest.

 “Rain of arrows.” Quinn roared angrily, firing her entire mana supply into an arrow that split into hundreds, and all converged on the red mark on Gambit’s chest.

 “Oh shit!” Hajax shouted frantically, stepping forward a bit but reacting too late. Quinn’s arrows converged on the monk and killed him almost instantly, taking him out of the gameworld.

 “One down, four to go.” Quinn declared to the others.

 “Ah man…” Seraxus sighed in annoyance, unfolding his arms. “Gambit’s always dicking around. Alright, guess it’s time to stop messing around.” Seraxus began manipulating his black sword once more, sending it after Quinn and Kayliera. They did their best to avoid it, but it kept them preoccupied and unable to help with the rest of the battle in anyway. It was still somewhat manageable, until three arrows hit Quinn from behind, being fired by Zuon and redirected around the burning buildings to get at her from a blindspot. It pinned her in place, allowing the blacksword to cut her down in a single hit.

 “Quinn!” Kayliera shouted anxiously, momentarily shocked by the death of their guild leader. She watched as Quinn’s black soul was absorbed into the sword, and this brief moment of distraction left her open for the sword to turn on her, stumbling away and eventually being hit by it as well.

 “Whelp, there goes the back line.” Seraxus said nonchalantly.

 “Nice shot, Zuon.” Hajax commented.

 “Thanks.” Zuon replied proudly. Sylvia said nothing, but instead threw another ball of demon fire at Amlie’s farm fields, setting the crops ablaze.

 “Zuon, stop this!” Amlie screamed angrily. Chax and Ruffily, who’d been gathering materials to try and start repairing the damage, arrived behind where Amlie, Farlion and Snowflake were standing. 

 “It’s getting worse, woof!” Ruffily said with wide eyes of terror, taking in the scene of the burning town.

 “Can’t we do anything? This is a pretty shitty birthday present for Aegis to return to.” Chax said, turning to Ruffily with a look of desperation in his eyes.

 “Until the fire is put out, we can’t.” Jorik replied, running up behind them.

 “Alright, alright.” Seraxus shouted, jumping back away from Artaphernes, Rakkan and Herilon to get back to where his companions were. He looked unscathed, while Rakkan, Artaphernes and Herilon were all breathing heavily.

 “This is impossible, how can that weapon be so fucking strong?” Artaphernes shouted in frustration.

 “It’s because it scales, and he’s been scaling it nonstop since the game launched.” Herilon explained.

 “You guys get it though, right? Ya’ll can’t touch me.” Seraxus explained to them, then looked beyond them at the gathering of crafters further north on the road, cowering behind Farlion and Snowflake. “I also don’t wanna get Zuon in trouble with his mom, so, here’s the deal.” Seraxus pulled his blacksword back into his hand.

 “Rakkan, you’re the tough guy who started all this, right? You thinkin’ you’re hot shit just ‘cause you took out that nobody Joltblade. You and me, one on one, lemme put you in your place. You do that, and I’ll tell Sylvia to put out the fires for all those hard working crafters back there.” Seraxus motioned to Amlie, Ruffily, Chax, and Jorik.

 Hearing this, Artaphernes and Herilon both turned to Rakkan, whilst Rakkan stepped forward with his echoes.

 “Good man. You don’t wanna have a repeat of Puagas, right? Your boy Aegis wouldn’t be too happy to come back and see his whole island burned down, just ‘cause of you, right?” 

 “You can’t beat him, not alone.” Herilon warned Rakkan as he watched him step forward.

 “It’s fine. This is my fault. Maybe if he kills me, he’ll leave the rest alone.” Rakkan replied, taking a deep breath as he lined himself up in the middle of the street a few meters away from Seraxus.

 “Even though you’re weak, you got balls man. You really went through all this trouble to reroll and make friends with some Kalmoorian noobs, just to get back at us?” Seraxus asked him, raising his eyebrows curiously. Rakkan looked from Seraxus, to Hajax, to Zuon, and then Sylvia, all four staring at him curiously.

 “Shut the fuck up.” Rakkan roared back, dashing forward angrily at Seraxus. Seraxus bent his knees as if preparing for Rakkan to engage, but instead he suddenly threw his blacksword up into the air like a spear, above Rakkan, Artaphernes, and Herilon’s head. They followed it with their eyes, caught off guard by this action - and by the time they saw what trajectory it had, it was too late. Seraxus used his advanced warmaster class skills to manipulate the sword at an extended range, and used it to cut through the crafters and Amlie, killing all of them - including Farlion. The only one who managed to avoid it was Snowflake, whose golem body dashed to the side in time to only lose one of his stone wings. 

 Rakkan, Artaphernes and Herilon looked back in horror at all of their bodies disintegrating, and their souls were absorbed by the blacksword. Meanwhile, Seraxus and Hajax burst into laughter.

 “Oops, sorry, got your sis.” Seraxus said mockingly towards Zuon, who shrugged back at him nonchalantly.

 “The fuck? You said you just wanted a duel? What kind of cowardly shit is that?” Herilon shouted angrily, stomping forward alongside Artaphernes.

 “Haha, yo, you really think I’m gonna turn down free soul stacks? They’re all around me on this island. My sword is hungry.” Seraxus replied with a grin. 



 Eli rushed into the house, Jillian following quickly behind him. Despite her calm demeanor within the autopod, once it had been parked she began moving with a level of urgency that matched her son. The two didn’t bother with their simulation suits - they threw off their shoes and ran right to their Simbox’s, shutting them and beginning their simulations as quickly as possible.

 Both Pyri and Aegis appeared within the castle’s dining hall inside Rene, exactly where they’d logged out. Inside, numerous low level players and NPCs were all cowering and whimpering in fear to the sound of explosions outside. Aegis and Pyri glanced at each other, then the pair rushed out of the dining hall and through the main hall of the castle until reaching the outside streets of Rene. 

 It was there that they saw the blazing red flames that had erupted across the entire southern portion of Rene, with the black pillars of smoke towering up into the sky and blacking out the light from the stars and moon above. Seeing it in this state, both Aegis and Pyri glanced at each other once more, this time with looks of anger. Then, amidst the sounds of burning and crackling wood, they heard the sound of blades clashing coming from the direction of the town square. The pair broke into a sprint and arrived shortly after, watching as Seraxus cut down and killed multiple Rene guards, all while taking hits willingly from Rakkan.

 “Look, it’s just like in Puagas. You get to watch everything burn around you, and you can’t do anything about it.” Seraxus said mockingly as he continued to kill the desperately fighting guards, despite Rakkan and his four echoes swinging at him.

 “Yo, Rakkan, give it a rest already.” Hajax sighed as he threw out a heal at Seraxus to help him recover from Rakkan’s damage.

 The last remaining two Rene guards charged forward on either side of Seraxus, maneuvering around Rakkan and his echoes, and Seraxus prepared to swing his black blade down on them, but the blade, as well as all of other Seraxus’ weapons were engulfed in cinderbolts and redirected into the paved stone ground of the town square.

 “That’s enough.” Pyri shouted, drawing all eyes towards her and Aegis as they arrived in the townsquare.

 “Guards, to me!” Aegis ordered the two guards charging at Seraxus, and they both complied, rushing over to him rather than getting closer to Seraxus.

 “Oho, here he is.” Seraxus turned to face Aegis, while Rakkan looked towards Aegis shamefully and took a few steps back from Seraxus. Hajax, Sylvia and Zuon all moved to stand behind Seraxus and the two groups stood off from one another.

 “Where’s everyone else?” Aegis asked Rakkan.

 “He killed them already. Farlion… all the guards, except those two. Snowflake lost his wing, but I sent him away.” Rakkan explained. As he did, Hajax pulled out Herilon’s mithral greatsword from his inventory and started waving it around.

 “Yo Aegis, you think you could make me something like this? A greatsword Isn't really my style.” Hajax asked before tossing the sword to the ground at Aegis’ feet. Following this, he and the rest of their group let out a condescending laugh.

 “Yeah I want a pretty violin, like that one you made for Yumily.” Zuon joined in. Aegis didn’t reply, he just looked from Rakkan, to Pyri, then back at Seraxus, while simultaneously fastening his shield onto his left arm.

 “That shield’s not gonna help you, bro.” Seraxus watched him equip the shield.

 “Sorry… this is my fault he’s here.” Rakkan replied with his head down, frustration in his eyes.

 “No. It’s not.” Aegis replied as he lifted his head and straightened his back.

 “Yo Seraxus. I have a question. How’d you get to Kalmoore with that blockade around Puagas? Did someone give you a lift? Are you taking handouts now from PvE players?” Aegis replied with a mocking grin. Immediately, all of the laughter stopped and Seraxus glared angrily at Aegis. “Don’t worry, I would’ve turned my stream off for 7 days too if I was doing what you were doing.”

 “Yo, fuck this guy.” Seraxus shouted angrily, preparing to rush forward at Aegis, but stopped as a puff of black smoke erupted in the middle of the townsquare between the two groups. Once it had cleared, Lina and Darkshot had arrived and were standing behind Aegis. Both said no words, but instead glared angrily at the high level Puagas players standing off with them. 
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The two groups glared at each other in silence for a long few moments. Sylvia had her eyes locked onto Pyri with a malicious smile, revealing her bright white teeth and incredibly sharp canines. Pyri returned the gaze, her attention drawn to the strangely large fangs out of curiosity until she eventually spotted the small pointy ears sticking out of Sylvia’s head. This lead Pyri’s eyes downward towards the long leopard spotted tail whipping back and forth behind Sylvia’s legs, revealing her race as a cat demi-human. 

 Zuon was eying Darkshot, while Hajax kept his eyes locked on Lina, and Seraxus grinned at Aegis, ignoring the grimace from Rakkan and his echoes. Before any action could be taken by either side, though, a long drawn out sigh was huffed by Zuon.

 “Seriously?” Zuon shouted up towards the sky to no one in particular, tilting his head back. “But, mom, it’s not my fault she went on the other side. I didn’t even hit her, it was someone else. Come onnnnn!” Zuon groaned, drawing all eyes on him until he eventually sighed and tilted his head down at his feet shamefully.

 “Amlie told on you?” Hajax asked.

 “Yeah. Sorry guys, mom says I’ve got to log out and apologize, then reflect on my actions.” Zuon shrugged. Hearing this, Pyri smirked and shook her head to herself.

 “No problem bro, we got this.”

 “Aite, cool. I’ll be back later.” Zuon waved.

 “Cya.” Seraxus waved, followed by Zuon logging out and disappearing from the game world.

 “You sure the rest of you don’t need to leave? I think I hear your mom calling you for dinner.” Darkshot smirked at them as they all turned back to glare at Aegis and his group. 

 “Yo, that’s rich comin’ from your group. I’m older than Rakkan, y’know?” Seraxus replied. 

 “What’s the plan?” Lina asked Aegis quietly, ignoring a back and forth that began between Darkshot and Seraxus about maturity, which Darkshot wasn’t doing as well as you’d expect. Pyri and Rakkan huddled in close to listen as well while Hajax and Sylvia continued to stare at them. Aegis didn’t immediately reply, but instead began panning his view towards the nearby rooftops and burning buildings around them.

 “In a straight up fight, we can’t win. I’ve seen footage of him, and that sword when I was researching PvP. Only thing we can hope for is for Pyri to buy us time.” 

 “Time for what? I think we can kill him. He’s right there.” Rakkan replied.

 “No, that’s not the play.” Aegis shook his head. “There’s a bigger plan in motion here, if we can shut that down it’s still our win.”

 “What plan?” Rakkan asked.

 “I’m thinking he’s nearby, watching this unfold. I dunno his plan yet, but if we can find him, it’ll ruin it.” Aegis explained, turning to Lina. “Can you search the area?”

 “Got it.” Lina nodded, followed by her immediately shadow stepping away from the group.

 “What’re you doing, why are you sending her away?” Rakkan replied in frustration. “We need to kill Seraxus.” He motioned angrily towards him, shouting loud enough that he interrupted Darkshot and Seraxus’ childlike string of insults towards each other.

 “Just, calm down and trust me.” Aegis replied to Rakkan.

 “Who is Lina looking for exactly, Aegis? You seem to know he’s here. What are you not telling me?” Pyri eyed him inquisitively as well, neither openly co-operating with him and causing him to sigh in frustration.

 “Aegis, you oughta just tell them, before it’s too late.” Darkshot suggested, seeing Rakkan and Pyri’s reactions.

 “No, I’m not - there’s no need.” Aegis replied frustrated. “Just, listen to me guys.”

 “Fine.” Rakkan shrugged.

 “Ya’ll good?” Hajax asked mockingly.

 “Trouble in paradise.” Sylvia smirked. “Wait, where’d the Shadow dancer go?” She asked, and following this, all three began glancing around for Lina but not spotting her. Aegis ignored this question and stepped forward in front of the others.

 “I think we got off on the wrong foot here,” Aegis waved. “Nice to meet you all, I’m Aegis, the shattered healer.” He tried bowing politely.

 “Aegis what the hell are you doing?” Rakkan whispered angrily from behind him.

 “Just, Rakkan…” Aegis turned to face him, speaking angrily through his teeth. “Trust me, will you?” He ordered, and Rakkan glared back at him. For the first time in a long while, Aegis saw the angry orc that had attacked him back in Darxon hideout. He saw Rakkan completely losing control of his emotions like he had before, due to the presence of Seraxus.

 “Nice to meet you, yo.” Hajax waved, while Seraxus and Sylvia smirked. 

 


“Still looking, nothing in Rene.” Lina said through the party interface as she continued to rapidly shadowstep around the surrounding area. 



“So, you’re the Avatar of Hatred?” Aegis asked Seraxus.

“Yep, basically. The sword says so, at least.” Seraxus shrugged, a proud smile appearing on his face.

“How’s that work? Does it talk to you? Can you grow wings like Finley could?” Aegis asked him, putting a curious expression on his face.

“Nah, I get messages from acolytes. Quests’ n stuff. Don’t do ‘em though, I aint about that PvE stuff. I also aint bout talkin’ all nice. We PvPin’ or what? I saw you vs Finley, you aint bad. Let’s do this, put your glowy form on.” Seraxus motioned at him, others remaining tensely quiet.

“Eh…” Aegis replied as he began looking around at the burning town nearby. “I’m not really feeling like it.” Aegis shrugged.

“Hah?” Seraxus replied with a raised eyebrow.

“You don’t fight us, we’ll just burn your whole town down.” Sylvia shouted angrily.

“Oh, yeah… but, you kind of already did that, right?” Aegis replied while motioning to the southern buildings on fire.  “Besides, it’s my birthday, and I got some really nice presents waiting for me out of the simulation.” Aegis turned to Pyri and Darkshot. “You guys wanna head back to the restaurant?”

“Huh?” Darkshot replied curiously.

“Fine with me.” Pyri smiled and nodded.

“Yo, you don’t seem to understand the situation you’re in.” Seraxus shouted angrily, suddenly dashing forward towards Aegis as he stood in front of the others. Holding his black sword in his right hand, Seraxus swung it down at Aegis from above, whilst Aegis didn’t even so much as lift up his shield. Instead, Aegis locked his eyes onto Seraxus and glared back at him as Seraxus swung the sword down, but stopped it from hitting him mere millimeters away from Aegis’ forehead.

Pyri had tried to react with cinderbolts to block it, but saw Aegis hold his right hand out to signal her to stop. Darkshot nocked an arrow and aimed it at him, while Rakkan prepared to lunge forward with his echoes in Aegis defense, but no help was needed.

Seraxus held the black glowing blade millimeters away from Aegis’ forehead for several seconds while the two remained glaring at each other - Aegis having not even flinched and refusing to blink as they maintained eye contact.

“I think I understand the situation completely.” Aegis smirked at him.

“Tch.” Seraxus sucked his teeth and pulled the sword back. “Even if he told me to leave you alive, didn’t say shit about your friends.” Seraxus roared, jumping backwards and preparing to throw his black sword at Darkshot, but stopped when he saw a projection of Aegis’ shield appear in front of him. “This how you doin’ it?”

“Yep.” Aegis nodded. 

“Aegis? What’s going on, what’re we doing?” Darkshot asked anxiously, continuing to point his nocked arrow at Seraxus, Hajax and Sylivia from behind the shield projection.

“Nothing. We’re doing nothing at all.” Aegis replied.

“He’s really this petty.” Pyri shook her head to herself. “You and I are having a conversation after this.” She said in a scolding voice to Aegis, and he nodded back at her while making sure to avoid looking directly at her as she stood behind him, arms crossed.

“Fine, if ya’ll won’t fight, we torch the place. Sylvia?” Seraxus turned to his cat demi-human warlock companion, and she nodded back with a joyous mousy screech. Following this, she formed more blazing red flames in the palms of her hands and flung them at some of the nearby buildings, exploding a shop that lined the townsquare into flames and breaking the windows.

Aegis didn’t react, he just kept his arms crossed and stared at Seraxus and Hajax, who glared back. Sylvia saw Aegis’ lack of reaction, and prepared another ball of flames, throwing it at another shop and setting it ablaze.

“Yo, Aegis, you sure about this?” Darkshot replied.

“Yeah, I’m not giving him what he wants.” Aegis replied confidently.

“Giving who what he wants?” Rakkan shouted angrily at Aegis, but Aegis didn’t reply. “What about what I want? That asshole is right there, and you’re not even gonna fight him?” Rakkan motioned angrily to Seraxus.

“We can’t win, not as we are right now. It’s suicide.” Aegis replied as calmly as he could, the sound of another shop exploding into flames overtaking his voice for a moment as Sylvia began to cackle demonically. 

“Maybe if you called Lina back we could.” Rakkan shouted.

“She’s doing something more important.”

“What’s more important than stopping that guy? He KILLED FARLION! Or do you not care about NPCs anymore, now that you’re a big shot streamer?!” Rakkan added.

“That’s not it at all, of course I care. Rakkan, calm down.” Aegis turned to face him, and saw him seething with rage.

“Yeaaah, must suck that you left me, just to join a guy like him, huh? At least I had the balls to fight. This guy’s just sittin’ there.” Seraxus joined in.

“Shut the fuck up!” Rakkan shouted at Seraxus. “You told me, you said you’d help me.” 

“I will, but now is not the time.” Aegis replied.

“Fuck that, I’m not sitting back and letting him destroy all this we worked towards.” Rakkan charged beyond Aegis with his echoes towards Seraxus, as Seraxus readied his weapons and Syvlia stopped flinging fire to face the approaching Rune Knight.

“Uh, Aegis?” Darkshot asked anxiously, as he, Aegis and Pyri watched Rakkan charge in by himself.

“RAKKAN!” Aegis yelled at him, but got ignored. 



“Aegis, I found them, they’re on-” Lina called out through the party communications, having shadowstepped up the mountain using the darkness of the night.

 Hiding in the shadows near the peak, she’d come into view of a group of Sages of Destiny guild. Unfortunately, just as she had spotted them, they had spotted her. Mercilessly, Synopse threw a spell out at Lina before she’d properly perceived him, landing it with little effort and causing her to freeze in place for two seconds.

“Sorry, lil girl.” Makaroth said as he glared at her, followed by him drawing out his blade and engulfing it in red flames. He then slashed the sword out towards Lina and hit her multiple times in quick succession, killing her before Synopse’s stasis spell wore off. 



Aegis heard her, then saw her health hit zero, and this caused him to hesitate in his reaction to Rakkan’s actions. His hesitation gave time for Pyri to make a choice on her own, and she sent her cinderbolts forward alongside Rakkan as Seraxus began swinging his blades down towards him. Pyri’s incredible spell control was able to keep up with Seraxus’ blades and redirected the trajectory of each swing away from Rakkan.

Aegis turned to see Pyri focused on her casts, then looked at Rakkan as he and his echoes began to swing wildly at Seraxus, and finally at Darkshot who was eying him nervously. 

“Guess we’re fighting?” Darkshot asked Aegis.

“We can’t win, these guys PvP for a living. Rakkan!” Aegis tried to shout at him, but got ignored. 

“Sylvia, the ole one-two combo?” Seraxus called out, suddenly jumping into the air and throwing his black sword like a spear at Pyri. Pyri sent her cinderbolts up to intercept it, but all attempts to do so failed. It took her a minute to recognize why - a blackhole spell had been cast at the tip of the blade by Sylvia, and it was being manipulated to follow the swords movements. It absorbed every and all cinderbolts that came near the sword. 

“Tch. I guess I should expect a player warlock to be better at spell control than an NPC like Mayiera.” Pyri grumbled to herself, forced to dash backwards to avoid the black blade from hitting her.

“That’s why PvE sucks. The only real challenge in an MMORPG is the PvP. You agree, don’t you?” Hajax replied to her as he charged forward towards Aegis, seeing Aegis moving to try and stand between Pyri and the blacksword.

While Seraxus’ main body continuously dealt with Rakkan and his echoes, he controlled his black sword effortlessly and avoided hitting Aegis while keeping pressure up on Pyri. Sylvia controlled the location of her blackhole spell carefully, repeatedly using it to disable any and all attempts Pyri made to cast cinderbolts.

“I watched you play a bit, I know you rely on cinderbolts. Unfortunately, they’re kind of useless against warlocks.” Sylvia squeaked at her with a big smile, watching Pyri struggle to manually dodge the black blade. Hajax was about to arrive at Aegis and slam his shield into Aegis to prevent him from defending Pyri, but several arrows were fired from Darkshot at Hajax. None hit, but it stopped Hajax’ forward charge when he was forced to dodge the arrows.

“Yo Ranger, I aint like other clerics.” Hajax turned to Darkshot and fired out several black bolts from his right hand at Darkshot. Darkshot jumped to avoid them, but as they flew past Darkshot the three black bolts of energy converged and formed into a black misty snake which coiled through the air and swerved back towards Darkshot. Darkshot looked at Hajax and saw him focused on the snake - he was manually controlling its movements. This gave Darkshot the idea to interrupt the spell and fired several more arrows at Hajax before moving to avoid the snake as it pursued him. From there, the two took turns dodging each other's attacks while Aegis finally managed to get between Pyri and the blade, forcing Seraxus to pull it back to his main body while he continued to handle Seraxus. 

“Target swap. Lockdown healer.” Seraxus told his group. Aegis was familiar with the terminology, and the words were enough to understand what the commands meant for him, but he wasn’t completely prepared for what spells these classes would employ upon being given such commands. 

Despite the sword leaving Pyri’s vicinity, the blackhole from Sylvia was left behind to continue to block her spells. Sylivia then suddenly broke into a sprint towards Aegis and Pyri, whilst Pyri desperately tried to create distance between herself and the small black ball of energy floating near her that was absorbing all of her cinderbolts. 

Aegis' attention got split when simultaneously Seraxus whipped his black sword over Rakkan’s head towards Darkshot, and Sylvia came charging at him with her staff in front, giving off sparks of purple lightning before she swung out towards him. 

Aegis saw that Darkshot was too preoccupied dodging Hajax’ snake - he didn’t see the sword flying at him with incredible speed. So Aegis desperately turned his attention to Darkshot, creating a guard projection beside Darkshot to protect him from the black sword, but this opening was enough for Sylvia to swing her staff down at him. He held his shield up and was able to brace the attack easily, but that was his mistake.

The spell she held on the end of her staff did not deal damage, but instead sent purple bolts of electricity outward from its tip which spread through Aegis’ shield and eventually his body, paralyzing him for three seconds.

“DISPEL!” Pyri reacted quickly, casting it on Aegis to remove the paralysis within 1 second - but 1 second was too long, and Seraxus had maneuvered the black sword around Aegis’ guard and slashed through Darkshot with it, dealing over 1 million points of damage and killing him. 

“Finally.” Hajax said with relief. No longer being forced to dodge arrows, he turned his attention fully to Aegis and rammed him full on with his shield. The damage from their shields clashing was minor, that wasn’t Hajax’s intent. Rather, Hajax repeatedly bashed his shield into Aegis with great force, releasing bursts of black energy upon each impact. Aegis struggled to hold his ground, bracing each hit desperately, whilst Seraxus waved his blacksword across the battlefield towards Pyri once more. Sylvia backed away behind Hajax and went back to controlling her blackhole’s location more elegantly, pursing Pyri with it while Pyri had a look of frustration, desperately trying to think of something she could do - unfortunately she hadn’t the time yet to earn her advance class and learn new spells to circumvent a black hole spell. 

It became clear very quickly to Aegis what Hajax was trying to do with the repeated shield bashes - keep Aegis busy and prevent him from helping Pyri. He fully grasped what ‘Lockdown healer’ meant, they aimed to just disable Aegis completely from the fight. This type of pressure in a PvP fight, he hadn’t fully experienced it before and his adrenaline was pumping violently through his veins as he tried to recall what he ought to do in these situations.


“It’s common in a PvP match as a healer to have all aggression placed on you. Either to kill you, or lock you down. In situations like these, it’s up to your party members to relieve pressure from you.”



Aegis recalled the voice of one of the many PvP videos that he’d studied after fighting Emerill, but even knowing this, he looked and saw that Pyri had been completely disabled, and Rakkan wasn’t listening to anything he was saying.

“Rakkan!” Aegis shouted at him desperately, but all this confirmed to him was that Rakkan was indeed ignoring him. Aegis let out a sigh, took a deep breath and did his best to clear his head until finally coming up with a plan. He suddenly began to retaliate bashes on Hajax, and extended long claws out from his right hand. Seeing the claws, Hajax’ eyes went wide with fear and he jumped backwards, avoiding a swipe from Aegis’ claws out at him.

“Yo, he equipped those Jealousy claws.” Hajax called out to the others. Aegis didn’t give time to react, taking advantage of the space provided for him by Hajax. He ran to the side around him, sprinting towards Sylvia. Sylvia jumped to the side to get away from Aegis.

“Don’t let him hit her, we dunno how much damage those deal.” Seraxus ordered Hajax, and he nodded back before moving to defend Sylvia. Hajax jumped in and tried to block a swing from the claws while Aegis quickly cast bless on himself before the attack landed.




	You deal 4312 Slashing damage.
You deal 326 Shadow damage.
You deal 291 Holy damage







“Dang, hits hard even with my armor.” Hajax commented after having braced the hit. Aegis bashed his shield into Hajax’s shield to knock it away, slashing at him from the side but his claws were parried away by Hajax’s scepter in his other hand. While this happened, Sylivia put her focus back on following the fast moving Pyri with her black hole spell, but Pyri rather suddenly began charging forward to fight alongside Aegis, avoiding the black sword that swung at her from behind due to Seraxus.

Seraxus eyed her and saw how difficult it was going to be to focus on hitting Pyri, especially given Rakkan and his echoes were still keeping his body and his other 5 floating weapons busy. Seraxus let out an annoyed sigh as he suddenly ordered the blacksword back towards himself.

“You got good, playin’ as a Rune Knight. But you still aint shit against me.” Seraxus said to Rakkan with a growl as the blacksword returned to his hand and he swung it down at Rakkan. Rakkan jumped his main body backwards out of the path of the blade as Aegis briefly glanced over to see them fighting. Frustrated with Rakkan though, Aegis wasn’t sure what to do about the fight and instead decided to prioritize Hajax and Sylvia. 

“Fly.” Pyri cast on herself, suddenly leaping up into the air over Hajax and Aegis to get at Sylvia behind them, then shot herself forward with her fists extended in Sylvia’s direction, punching into her from above while encasing her hand in red cinders. Sylvia desperately canceled her blackhole spell that had fallen too far behind Pyri to be of any use, and instead recast a new one directly in front of her to block Pyri’s cinders, while simultaneously sidestepping Pyri’s fist to avoid it hitting her head. 

Both of these measures, Pyri didn’t mind. She followed through with her punch with a big hug, wrapping her arms around Sylvia to grapple her.

“What are you going to do? Love me to death?” Sylvia replied mockingly as Pyri smirked in response.

“Sort of. Warlocks can’t learn the fly spell, right?” Pyri suddenly jumped up off the ground using her fly spell. She carried Sylvia up into the air with her, and within seconds the two of them were high above the town square of Rene, disappearing into the black smoke rising up from the demon fire on the surrounding buildings.

“Shit.” Hajax commented as he followed Sylvia and Pyri with his eyes, watching them disappear above them. Seraxus watched it happen as well, letting out a grunt of annoyance.

“Aite, that’s enough playin’ with you.” He suddenly sped up, rapidly swinging and flipping around Rakkan and his echoes at incredible speed. In an instant, he’d managed to get through Rakkan and his echoes defenses, slashing through Rakkan’s main body with his blacksword and killing him.

Simultaneously, though, Sylvia re-appeared as she fell down through the black smoke, plummeting to hear death as Pyri had flown her high enough up into the air to kill her with fall damage. Hajax jumped back away from Aegis towards Seraxus, while Pyri slowly hovered back down to the ground through the black smoke and landed behind Aegis.

“Can’t blackhole a fly spell.” Pyri said proudly to Aegis after having landed behind him.

“Two on two then, eh?” Seraxus grinned.
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                Chapter 224: The Number One Streamer


“This is too much. I mean…” Hae-won watched intently at the scene unfolding before her. She was pacing around her broadcasting simulation in front of a screen that displayed Aegis’ broadcast. Like before, Aegis’ viewership had shot up to an abnormally high number and put him into the 9th slot of the top 10 streamer list, with Seraxus sitting in 4th. “We all thought there was no way Aegis would win against the Avatar of Jealousy, but he did somehow come out on top. Is it possible he wins here too?” Hae-won asked Aegis’ audience, unable to read the chat zooming by.

 “This is bad.” Shinji said in a voice call with Tommy, their ear implants lit up as they both sat within their own respective office simulations, frantically working.

 “What’s wrong?” Tommy asked.

 “This whole situation. It’s bad. Aegis picked up on it, but I think it’s too late.” Shinji replied with anxiety in his voice.

 “Explain a bit?” Tommy responded.

 “I worked for VGN before. I’ve been on Makaroth’s editing team, I know the tricks he pulls to make events exciting. This is a setup. We gotta get Aegis out of this situation, fast…” 

 “How’re we supposed to do that? We can’t just cut the feed. Seraxus is streaming the other side of this anyway,” Tommy replied.

 “I know… just… shit.” Shinji shouted in frustration. 



 Aegis and Pyri stood side by side, glaring at Hajax and Seraxus. Both sides had their weapons at the ready, waiting for the other side to move. Aegis had his eyes locked onto the glowing back sword in Seraxus’ hand, watching for any slight changes in Seraxus’ posture to tell when and where he was planning on attacking. He’d seen him throw the longsword like a spear multiple times, and knew that was one of his most preferred methods of attack. 

 Meanwhile, behind him, Pyri had reformed her cinderbolts and spread them out around herself and Aegis - with Sylvia dead there was no one left to interrupt her spell control and stop her from deflecting Seraxus’ strikes as far as she knew. While Aegis was approaching the situation nervously, Pyri still appeared completely calm and focused. 

With a lack of words being exchanged between the players, the sound of crackling wood under the blazing demon flames around them permeated throughout the town square, filling their nostrils with the smells of the various burning objects nearby.

 “Hm.” Pyri eventually broke the silence, raising her eyebrow curiously after about 20 seconds of stand off. “They should be the aggressors, but their behavior suddenly changed…” She whispered so that only Aegis could hear her. “Are they waiting for something?” She asked Aegis curiously.

 After hearing her say this, Aegis saw Seraxus’ eyes wander upwards, towards the sky. There, he seemed to have spotted something. Aegis quickly followed his eyes to see it too, a small blue flashing light, barely visible through the black smoke. The moment Aegis and Seraxus saw it, a smirk grew on Seraxus face and he suddenly dashed forward towards Aegis.

 “A signal?” Aegis asked rhetorically as the gap between him and Seraxus closed almost instantaneously, and he swung his weapons out at him. Aegis lifted his shield whilst Pyri acted very quickly with her cinderbolts, to deflect Seraxus' strikes downward into the paved stone below their feet. Each blade she sent into the ground cut into the stonework and left large slashing marks, but thanks to her actions, no attacks got through to Aegis. It also allowed Aegis time to easily retaliate with his claw and shield, but Seraxus was dodging the strikes.

 The engagement didn’t last long, though - as suddenly a blazing red flame flew down from the sky towards them, forcing Seraxus to jump backwards and avoid it. The flames crashed down onto the ground in front of Aegis, revealing its source. Makaroth, wielding a longsword encased in magical fire had jumped from the sky somewhere nearby and slashed his sword downward at Seraxus, breaking up the engagement. His livestream had just been turned back on, and his viewership was skyrocketing upwards, putting him quickly to the number one slot on the streamer list.

 “Back off, Seraxus.” Makaroth shouted, and within a few moments, several other members of his guild landed around Aegis and Pyri, as if to defend them. Amongst the players that landed were Synopse, and Lilia, whom Pyri immediately glared at with disgust. Both she and Aegis took several steps backwards to stand together, away from the Sages of Destiny members. Aegis’ teeth immediately clenched as he glared angrily at Makaroth’s back.

 “Makaroth? What the hell are you doing here?!” Seraxus asked, but the surprise in his voice came off as incredibly forced.

 “This was your plan?” Aegis shouted loudly, in an attempt to interrupt the flow of their conversation. “Don’t act like you’re surprised, Seraxus. He’s the one that flew you to his island in the first place.”

 “Hah? You stupid? Why would he fly me here?” Seraxus denied it.

 “You have to forgive my son, he doesn’t exactly trust me.” Makaroth replied, causing Aegis and Pyri’s eyes to go wide with anger.

 “Yo, did he just say his son?” Hajax called out excitedly with a laugh. “So all them theories were true?”

 “The hell are you doing?” Aegis shouted at Makaroth.

 “Telling the truth.” Makaroth sighed and shrugged, briefly glancing back towards Aegis to see both his and Pyri’s seething stares. “Sorry viewers, I may have lied to protect my son's identity earlier. It’s why I haven’t been streaming the past week - I came to visit him on his birthday in private, because, well, I didn’t want anyone to know the truth. It’s a good thing I did, though. Otherwise I wouldn’t have been here to put a stop to this.” Makaroth turned back towards Seraxus and spun his flaming sword around in his hand. “As many of you had guessed, Aegis is indeed my son, and the player formerly known as Winter.” 

 “What’re you doing?” Pyri asked in anger. “Why are you here?” 

 “I just told you. I came here for my son's birthday.” Makaroth replied with a straight face. “I mean, I can understand him not wanting me here, given that bet we made, but, I didn’t want to miss it regardless.” Makaroth shrugged, turning his eyes towards Aegis with a smirk sneaking its way through his otherwise straight expression.

 “What bet?” Pyri asked, glancing between Makaroth and Aegis, and causing Aegis to look at her anxiously.

 “Oh? You didn’t tell her? I guess that makes sense.” Makaroth shrugged. “You see, the whole reason Aegis started playing this game was because I made a bet with him that if he could surpass me, I’d delete my character. That’s why he’s been so determined to get to the top.” Makaroth explained. Pyri’s expression was that of disbelief, and she turned to stare at Aegis.

 “Is that true?” Pyri asked him. Aegis didn’t immediately reply, he just stared back at Pyri, trying to think of what to say. This delay in response was all she needed, though. A second later, she disappeared from the game world, having logged out.

 “You piece of shit!” Aegis turned to face Makaroth again, while all eyes turned on him from both Seraxus’ stream, his stream, and Makaroth’s stream - as well as all of the other players present. “If you’re so interested in suddenly telling the truth, why don’t you tell them all why I made that bet? Huh? Tell them a little bit about who you really are, and how you abandoned your family after being a shitty, worthless guy!” Aegis shouted.

 “Hah, yo, this guy’s throwing a tantrum.” Hajax replied mockingly, taking over the flow of the conversation.

 “I ain’t hear for you to air out dirty laundry. I’m here to mess up Kalmoore and collect souls.” Seraxus replied - and with that, Aegis saw Makaroth's plan in its entirety. As he yelled out angrily at Makaroth, he was being made to look like a immature child throwing a tantrum, and they were all contributing to the narrative. He angrily glanced between Makaroth, Seraxus, Hajax, and Synopse, and he saw them all staring at him, waiting for his next reaction. 

 Aegis did his best to stay calm, taking deep breaths - but despite his best efforts, he felt his blood boiling with rage as he completely lost control of the situation. More than anything, though, the face of Pyri was burned into his head, and he couldn’t imagine what she was now doing in the real world after having logged out. 

 His mind began to race, looking for a solution to the situation, the optimal way to get out of it cleanly, but his thoughts were too clouded by anger. All he wanted to do was charge at Makaroth and attack him, kill him - anything to shut his lies up and end the manipulated, staged scenario that he had set for himself. But, any fragment of a plan that formed in his head seemed to play into his hands further. 

 “He’s right. I owe an explanation to my viewers about all of this, but now is not the time.” Makaroth smirked at Aegis before turning back towards Seraxus. “You attacked my son, his town, and his peaceful island. The Sages of Destiny will not let that stand.” Makaroth spoke in a cold, commanding tone. All of his guildmates then drew out their weapons.

 “You really think you can take me on, old man?” Seraxus replied with a smirk.

 “I’m not certain, but we outnumber you, and out level you. You really want to risk your sword against us?” Makaroth asked. The way they spoke - everything from mannerisms to tone - it all screamed bad, forceful acting. Aegis could see through it, but it didn’t seem like anyone else would. “I’ve got another option for you.” Makaroth said as the flames faded from his sword and he sheathed it. 

 “I’m listenin.” Seraxus shrugged.

 “You’ve been bored, winning the gladiator tournament every month with no real challenge, right? I will assemble a team of the Sages of Destiny’s greatest PvPers and have our guild enter the tournament for the first time ever, to challenge you and take you down from your throne. In return, until then, you leave Kalmoore alone. Because this island is now under my protection.” Makaroth said proudly.

 “Hah, your weak ass top PvE guild thinks you can handle a PvP tournament? You gotta be kiddin’ me.” Hajax replied with a laugh, both Seraxus and Hajax turning to face each other and chuckle. Eventually, though, Seraxus nodded in Makaroth's direction.

 “Aite, I’ll except that challenge. You aint gonna qualify for this month’s tourney, though - too late for that. The next one will be in 5 Weeks.” Seraxus said as he lifted his black sword and pointed out towards Makaroth. “I’ll crush the Sages of Destiny guild in a nice, fair, 5 on 5 fight in the gladiator arena. Just don’t come cryin’ to me when I show the world how weak ya’ll PvE lovers really are.” Seraxus grinned.

 “And you, don’t complain when I destroy that sword of yours and end your reign of terror on the Shattered World once and for all.” Makaroth grinned back at Seraxus - their viewership numbers were shooting up rapidly as they spoke to each other issuing this challenge. 

 “Guess that means we’re leavin’ then. You’re lucky this time, Shattered healer.” Seraxus said mockingly to Aegis before he and Hajax both turned from the townsquare and began walking southward out of the town, disappearing into the burning streets around them. 

 It went quiet as the players present followed Seraxus and Hajax with their eyes, waiting for them to leave.

 “Synopse, can you put these demon fires out?” Makaroth asked once they were gone.

 “Yeah.” Synopse said with very little enthusiasm, looking towards Aegis with a worried expression. He let out a short sigh before pulling out his staff and waving it around in the air, creating blue streams of white ice that began to flow out from the end of his staff towards the various fires around them. As the ice connected with the fires they were quickly extinguished.

 “The rest of you, fan out and help any of the villagers that you can.” Makaroth ordered his guildmades, and they all complied save for Lilia who walked towards Aegis.

 “Don’t worry, we’ll take care of things here. You should go check on your mom, I think.” Lilia said with a look of sympathy on her face, but Aegis could see the joy hiding behind her eyes as she looked at him. His logical thinking and planning had been completely negated by his uncontrolled anger at this point - all he wanted to do was attack Makaroth’s back as he watched him walking away from the town square.

 Everything in his body was telling him to just unleash his anger, save for a sliver of reasonable thought still holding on by a thread and granting him control of his actions. That sliver was enough to restrain his anger and frustration, but not enough to come up with a clear plan of action. Anything - any words he could say to break up Makaroth’s plan - he desperately tried to think of it, but nothing came into his head. The only thing he was certain of was that if he lashed out angrily now, it would only serve to make things worse.

 In fear of not being able to hold himself back much longer, he opened up his interface and logged himself out of the gameworld.

 When Eli climbed up out of his Simbox, he saw Jillian staring blankly up at the television screen in their living room with her arms crossed. On it, a VGN news cast was playing. The two didn’t speak a word to each other immediately, allowing the sounds from the broadcaster to take over the room.


 “Unbelievable! The showdown of all showdowns! Sages of Destiny will be entering the gladiator tournament for the first time ever, to take on the Avatar of Hatred and undefeated gladiator king Seraxus!” The broadcaster shouted, hyping it up as much as possible as he played footage from both Seraxus and Makaroth’s livestreams. 



 “He staged all that. That was his plan from the beginning.” Eli explained to Jillian. “He used my birthday against me, because I was getting close to winning that bet. I can still come back from this though, I just need to come up with a plan to expose him for what he really is.” Eli mumbled to himself, looking down at the ground as if going deep in thought.

 “Why did you make a bet like that?” Jillian turned towards Eli, looking him in the eyes. He didn’t immediately reply, instead caught off guard by her expression. It wasn’t anger he saw on her face, but sadness.

 “Because I’m angry. I’m angry about what he did to us. To you!” Eli replied loudly. “Aren’t you angry at him?”

 “I would be, if I wasn’t so busy being angry at you right now!” Jillian shouted, catching Eli off guard - he rarely ever heard his mother yell in anger and he quickly pulled back. “I’m such an idiot.” She shook her head to herself, looking down at her feet briefly. “All this time, I was so excited to finally share my passion with you, and experience it alongside you. I thought we were having fun together. But all this talk about reaching the top - this whole time, it was all for this? This was the reason?” She pointed towards the VGN broadcast on display. Though what was on screen was not necessarily relevant to their conversation, Eli understood what she meant. 

 “You worked endlessly, day in and day out, just to let that bum leech off of you for his failed career. And when he finally made it, he betrayed you and left us with nothing!” 

 “What, so you thought you would ‘defend my honor’ by getting revenge for me, and destroying his career on my behalf?” Jillian snapped back at Eli.

 “Yeah. The whole world is calling out his praise. I wanted them to understand what a worthless guy he really was!” Eli replied with frustration.

 “To what end? You put aside your own dreams and ambitions to become a doctor, just to get revenge?” Jillian shook her head. “Did you really think that doing something like that would make me happy? Make you happy?!” Jillian added. “I can’t believe this.” She turned and began walking away from Eli, while simultaneously tapping her wrist implant and making a phone call. 

 “Wait, what are you doing?” Eli asked, trying to stop her. “Where are you going?”

 “I’m going back to work. I need to act like an adult, because no one else in this family ever will.” Jillian replied coldly.

 “But, you don’t need to, we have millions now!” Eli replied.

 “That’s your money.” She turned to face him. “And I’ll say the same thing to you that I said to your father when he offered me his money before he left us. I don’t want it. I don’t want anything to do with any of it.” She snapped at him, and Aegis’ face went blank with disbelief upon hearing this. “I don’t need you to take care of me. I don’t need him to take care of me. I’m not some pity case who cannot handle herself. I worked all these years, day in and day out, to raise this family and keep a roof above our heads, BY MYSELF. So don’t come around here, throwing money at me out of pity like you’re going to save me, or get revenge for me. Because I never cared about the money. I just wanted…” Jillian stopped herself from finishing her sentence as tears began to build up in her eyes, and seeing them, Eli felt his heart break. She didn’t need to finish her words, he felt what she was going to say. 

 A moment later, her call picked up and she turned from Eli, beginning a conversation with her boss, whilst simultaneously she began getting dressed and prepared for work. Eli remained frozen, unsure of what to say as his emotions raced within him. Anger, mixed with guilt, and shame - it all prevented him from taking action as he was unable to form a clear thought. Before he knew it, Jillian was dressed and heading out the door.

 “They’re shorthanded for the night shift, so he needs me back right away. Have fun with your friends.” Jillain replied coldly as she stepped out of the door and shut it behind her.

 “Wait!” Eli tried to call out and stop her, but got ignored, leaving him standing alone in the living room with nothing but the VGN broadcaster’s voice to fill in the silence and draw Eli’s attention. 


 “So, Makaroth, quite an exciting turn of events there. What an interesting way to return from a 7 day vacation, huh?” The broadcaster spoke, suddenly interviewing Makaroth on the VGN broadcast. The broadcaster was sitting in his chair, with Makaroth’s livestream display floating on a screen above a desk beside him.

 “Yes, I’m sure many people have a lot of questions, but first let me apologize by lying about my relationship with Aegis. I wanted to give him a chance to play privately, but I guess secrets like that can’t last long in this world.” Makaroth shrugged. The broadcast continued, with Makaroth taking complete control of the narrative and playing it out in his favor.





 “This is bullshit.” Hae-won shouted out angrily as she stomped through the Fanta-see Network, pacing behind Tommy and Shinji as they both stared up at multiple broadcasts on display. Among them were Feng, Seraxus, and Makaroth’s streams. 

 “He’s got the whole of VGN broadcasting in his favor, spinning this narrative.” Tommy shook his head. “Is this what you were worried about?”

 “Yeah…” Shinji sighed in frustration. 

 “We don’t have the streamers to launch a counter-offensive. The only streamer we have that gets any views is Aegis.” Hae-won grumbled.

 “Yep. It’s our loss. A big loss. He’s having a field day with this, painting Aegis out to be a vengeful, angsty teenager throwing a tantrum at his dad.” Tommy pointed at several of the interviews currently ongoing. “You need to call Aegis and tell him to log back on now, and start defending himself fast. If he doesn’t, it’s only going to keep getting worse.”

 Shinji looked at his wrist implant and was about to press it, but stopped himself. 

 “No. That won’t do anything.” Shinji shook his head to himself. “Makaroth’s number one for a reason, his image always comes out on top, and he doesn’t care who he tears down in order to do it.” 

 “So what, we just sit here and let this happen?” Hae-won asked.

 “No. I need to clean up this mess. This is my fault. I’m the reason Eli started streaming in the first place, and got put into this situation.” Shinji replied as he began walking out of the Fanta-see network studio, grabbing his jacket on the way out as both Tommy and Hae-won watched him leave. Once he was gone, the two exchanged unknowning shrugs. 
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Eli sat alone in his living room, long after the sun had set. His wrist implant flashed with several messages from both Derrick and Selena. He’d read them, asking if he was okay, but he hadn’t yet properly replied. The screen on the wall continued to cycle through various virtual news networks, all of which were reporting on the story of Makaroth’s son, and the showdown coming up between two of the top 10 streamers. To add onto the excitement, several other top streamers were announcing their desire to participate in the tournament as well, increasing the hype and taking some attention off of Aegis’ true identity, thankfully.

 He made several attempts to get away from the news, though - eventually landing on a peaceful broadcast of an advanced farmer class player. It was a silent, calming stream as the player moved about his fields, tending to the crops underneath the sunny sky of the Shattered World online where it was still daytime. He occasionally stopped working on the plants to check his chat log and respond to some questions, all of which centered around farming. His peaceful voice and his passion for what he was doing somehow began to aggravate Eli after a while, though.

 “He realizes it’s all fake, doesn’t he? None of that is real.” Eli angrily mumbled to himself. “The tournament, too. It’s all fake. All staged.” He spoke while eying his open Simbox. He glanced at the clock to see he still had a long while to wait before his party would be able to log in, and decided to lay down on the couch to try and pass the time. He was able to sleep a bit, but not much - the anger from everything that had happened was still burning inside of him.

 After a while, he even began to feel anger towards his mom, as he thought about how she’d never told him about David offering her money when he left. How she stormed out and was angry at him, instead of David. Then he thought about Rakkan, how he wouldn’t listen to his instructions. If only he’d listened, it would’ve been fine. Finally, his anger settled on Makaroth, who set it all up. How desperate he’d become, and how far he’d be willing to go to manipulate everyone and turn them against him. More than that, though, was the fact that everyone was going along with him, and believing his words. That made him angrier than everything combined - how the entire viewerbase of those VGN streams were just eating up his words as he gave out apology after apology. 

 He heard several news broadcasts summarizing Makaroth’s apology, where he claimed that he’d accepted Aegis’ bet in a hope that he and his son would learn to understand each other better, only to find that Aegis’ anger for him needed more time to subside. That’s why he’d been leaving Aegis alone and letting him play in peace. He thought that now that Aegis had understood the game and shown passion for it by defending the island of Kalmoore from an invasion, they’d be able to reconcile their differences despite the break up with Pyri - but he was wrong. That was the jist of what Aegis had heard from Makaroth’s explanation as he finished up watching one final summary from a VGN broadcaster.

 “All bullshit.” Eli shook his head at the screen angrily. One final glance at the clock told him that the time was up, and Derrick and the others would be back in the game world by now. He got up off of the couch and stepped towards his Simbox, briefly looking from the door, to Jillian’s empty Simbox, then back to his. He sat down, closed it, and loaded up the Shattered World simulation. 


 “He’s back online. The stream is going to automatically start. Are you ready?” Tommy asked Hae-won as she was leaning back in her broadcasting studio, picking at her teeth. She quickly sat up to see Aegis’ livestream come into view, showing his face as he loaded into the townsquare of Rene. The time was now early morning within the gameworld.

 “No.” Hae-won quickly replied. “Cut the feed.” 

 “Heh? But he needs to get online to start defending himself against this bullshit Makaroth’s spewing.” Tommy retorted through a voice call with Hae-won.

 “Not like this. Trust me.” Hae-won said as she saw a look of rage on Aegis' face as he looked around at his surroundings. “We don’t want people seeing him right now.” Hae-won concluded.

 “Alright. If you say so, you know him better than me.” Tommy shrugged, shutting off the broadcast manually before it had even been announced to be online.


 Aegis looked around at the many players near him - market stalls had already been repaired and NPCs and players were back to selling their wares. At his appearance, the NPCs continued on with what they were doing, but nearly all the players stopped to look at him. Most began pointing, whispering amongst one another.

 “There he is,”

 “That’s him, Makaroth’s son.”

 “Can’t believe Aegis was actually Winter the entire time…” The mumbles and whispers went on all around him. 

 “Yo.” Chax called out loudly over the sound of the murmurs, drawing Aegis’ attention away from all of the stares. “Everyone’s waiting in the town hall. C’mon, let’s get some privacy.” Chax motioned him to follow. Aegis didn’t so much as nod to respond, but began walking forward and following behind Chax. As they left the townsquare along the northern street, the murmurs from players nearby didn’t stop, nor did the pointing. Eventually, though, they stepped into the town hall building, then entered the large chamber with a round table at its center. 

 There were a lot more players waiting there for him than he’d been expecting. Every member of the council of Rene was present, in addition to Quinn, Tullan, Sapphire, Herilon, Trexon, Artaphernes, and Christoph. All of his party members were there too, save for Pyri. There was murmuring from amongst them going on, but once Aegis had entered, it fell completely silent and all eyes fell on him as Chax closed the door behind them.

 Aegis didn’t say anything, he just panned his eyes over the group, looking at their various expressions.

 “I’m sorry. I found them watching from atop the mountain, but they had a high level wizard who hit me with a stasis spell before I could react.” Lina explained, breaking the silence.

 “So it was a setup.” Herilon sighed.

 “Character assassination, more like.” Trexon added, and Quinn nodded in agreement.

 “Unlike the rest of us…” Christoph turned to the group of Night Hunters, “None of you seemed all that shocked to hear who this kid really was. Did you guys know the entire time?” He asked, directing his words at Quinn as many eyes fell onto her.

 “Three of us, only. Just myself, Herilon, and Sapphire. Herilon learned it using a wand of identification, and Sapphire with her ears. They reported it to me, and I kept it secret.” Quinn explained.

 “You didn’t think I oughta know something like that?” Artaphernes asked with a hint of anger in her voice.

 “Why would you?” Herilon raised an eyebrow.

 “The son of the most popular streamer walking around on our island is kind of a big deal, don’t you think?” Artaphernes.

 “Isn’t that the exact reason why we shouldn’t have told you? He just wanted to play the game without that hanging over his head.” Sapphire replied before biting into a carrot.

 “Not according to what Makaroth’s been saying. He’s playing just to get back at him.” Christoph replied while crossing his arms, looking towards Aegis. “Is it true? Is that why you’ve been playing so hard, hunting down mithril and voidsilk? Unlocking that rare class?” Aegis felt all of their eyes fall on him once again, but he didn’t immediately answer.

 “What if it is?” He eventually responded.

 “What if it is? That’d mean you’re dragging our entire island into a war because of your daddy issues.” Artaphernes snapped back at him.

 “I’m also the reason the island is still standing. Did you forget that part?” Aegis retorted with an angry tone that none of them had heard him used before, causing several of the players present to look at him in surprise, including Amlie, Yuki, and Ruffily. 

 “I could argue that you’re the reason the island even got targeted for an invasion in the first place. Ever since you showed up, nothing but bad stuff has been happening, and now it finally makes sense why. I’m not interested in entering some PvP fight with Seraxus, or Makaroth.” Christoph replied, siding with Artaphernes. 

 “Yeah? Then maybe it was a mistake that I even started here. I can leave, if that’d make you feel better. So you can keep acting like tough guys while losing to any serious player that shows up here.” Aegis replied.

 “Whoa, alright.” Quinn put her hands up and stood up from her chair. “No one’s talking about you leaving this island. They’re a bit angry that the truth was hidden from them, and you’re pretty pissed about the shit that Makaroth is saying right now. Let’s have everyone take a second to calm down.” Quinn shouted. Following her words, Aegis, Christoph and Artaphernes exchanged long tense stares with one another. 

 Eventually, they broke eye contact and Aegis panned his head towards his companions, seeing Darkshot, Rakkan and Lina standing near Snowflake off to the side of the room looking at him anxiously. It took him a moment of staring to notice the damage done to Snowflake’s wing, and he quickly walked over to check on him as he sat on his bottom, staring stoicly towards Aegis with a blank expression.

 “How bad is it, lil buddy. Can you still fly?” Aegis asked the Gryphon, but he got no response as he walked over and saw the sliced wing. He rubbed his hands over it to see that the cut was clean, then turned to look up at the others. “It should be easy to fix, right?” Aegis asked. “Where’s the wing?”

 “I’ve got it. That ain’t the problem.” Tullan replied with his head down, and once again the tension built up in the air as Aegis looked at all of their stares on him. 

 “What do you mean? Why isn’t he replying? What’s up lil buddy?” Aegis asked Snowflake again, but got no response. “Snowflake?” Aegis asked, and it finally responded by turning to face him obediently. It was only then that Aegis realized that the Elite tag was missing from the name above his head. “What happened?”

 “Because he got hit by Seraxus’ sword, even though it didn’t kill him, it still absorbed his soul…” Darkshot replied reluctantly.

 “It’s gotta be some sort of weird interaction that his sword has with golems.” Rakkan explained as Aegis looked down at the simple, mindless, personality-less gryphon. Once again, the room fell silent. “Sorry… it’s my fault, I taunted him after I beat Joltblade, but I didn’t think things would turn out like this.”

 “Yeah. You didn’t think. Just like you didn’t think when I told you not to attack him in the town square. If you had just listened, we could’ve controlled this.” Aegis replied.

 “If you hadn’t sent Lina away, we also coulda won. He was right in front of us, we had him. We took out those dark players, we coulda taken him out.” Rakkan replied angrily.

 “Are you delusional? The only reason we lived that long was because he was playing the role of a puppet for Makaroth. Trying to kill him wasn’t the play.” Aegis replied.

 “I’m the one who fought him the most here, I’ve got more PvP experience than all of you combined, you should’ve been listening to my calls.”

 “Why? So we could have Kalmoore end up like Puagas did? A lot of good your calls did on that island.” Aegis replied angrily.

 “Yo.” Darkshot quickly stepped in between the two with his hands up, interrupting the conversation. “That’s too far.” The two glared at each other in a moment of silence, and Aegis felt the eyes of everyone in the room on him.

 “Nah, it’s fine. Good he says what he’s really thinking. Your priority is your daddy issues, not helping me take out Seraxus. So I think we oughta part ways here.” Rakkan replied before storming out of the room.

 “Rakkan, wait!” Amlie called out after him, but got no response. The rest watched him silently as he left, until eventually Amlie gave Aegis a nasty glare, then took off after Rakkan. Once the door shut behind Amlie, he looked up at the stares on him.

 “What?” Aegis snapped out at them.

 “Uhm…” Chax cleared his throat to speak up. “We’ve already been handling the repairs on the damaged buildings.” Chax explained while motioning towards Ruffily.

 “That’s right, woof! We’re using materials fro-”

 “Why are you woofing?” Aegis interrupted her angrily, causing her to look at him shocked. “You’re not a real dog, right? It’s not part of the game?” Aegis asked, but she didn’t reply, instead just stared in shock at him. “And you, you’re always eating a carrot.” He motioned to Sapphire. “It’s stupid. So is your accent.” Aegis pointed at Tullan. “It’s all fake. It’s all just game, you guys realize that, right?” Aegis explained to them, but got no immediate response. 

 “Yeah, of course, but, we’re just trying to have fun, right?” Darkshot replied on everyone’s behalf. 

 “Whose having fun here? Anyone?!” Aegis shouted. “Who is having fun being tricked by 5 players, nearly losing all of your hard work and invested money? Who is having fun having a 15 year old on a powertrip coming here and having his way with us?! HUH!?” 

 “You need to calm down.” Herilon squinted at him, crossing his arms.

 “Nah, I don’t think I do. I should’ve never let you talk me into playing this stupid game. This is all his world, all fake lights and electrical signals to our brain. A nice fantasy land where he gets to pretend he’s worth something, when he’s not. It’s all fake, and a waste of time.” Aegis shouted, this time directed at Darkshot who pulled back despite Darkwing cooing curiously from his shoulder. 

 “Look man, I didn’t know it was going to turn out like this, I just wanted to play with you. I didn’t tell you to make that deal with him. You’re the one who wanted to play the game out of spite, instead of just having fun with me.” 

 “Yeah, then I guess it’s my fault. I just played the game wrong, right?”

 “No, that’s not what he’s saying…” Lina tried to defend him, nearly to tears as she watched Aegis’ anger unfold on everyone around him. Seeing the way she was looking at him was the last thing he wanted to see. Lina, who he cared about, looked at him with fear in her eyes. He couldn’t bear to stare at her for more than a few seconds as shame overtook him, and he’d realized how far he’d already gone. He panned his eyes around the room once more and saw similar expressions on Ruffily, Erikson, Yuki, Josephine, Sapphire, Tullan and Quinn. 

 “Forget it. Here.” Aegis quickly went into his interface and fidgeted around with a few buttons.


 Are you sure you wish to transfer ownership of Rene over to [Chax - Level 150]?

 [Confirm] [Cancel].


 With little to know hesitation, he hit the confirm button and a look of shock befell Chax.

 “Yo, Aegis, what’re you doing?” Chax asked in shock.

 “What’d he do?” Quinn asked him.

 “Congratulations, you’re the new Lord of Rene. I’m done. Playing this game was a mistake.” Aegis said with finality, and before anyone could respond, he disappeared from the game world. 

 “It’s for the best, isn’t it?” Christoph shrugged, breaking the silence after Aegis had left.

 “Fuck off.” Quinn shouted at him angrily. “I took over leadership of this island under the condition that it would remain peaceful, and welcoming to all. That little boy has done more for us and the players on this island than either of you, combined. And now, when he needs us most and is hurting, you fucking chased him away.” Quinn roared with tears in her eyes, pounding her fist down on the table. “If he doesn’t come back, I’m exiling both of you.” 

 “Seriously?” Artaphernes looked at her with disbelief.

 “Is the sky fucking blue?” She shouted back through her teeth. 

 “He isn’t coming back. It’d take a miracle. He’s not the sort to go back on his word.” Darkshot sighed as he saw tears streaming down Lina’s face, of which she quickly tried to hide before logging out herself. 

 “Is it my fault? Because I woofed?” Ruffily asked with a whimper in her voice.

 “No, it’s not your fault.” Yuki replied as she and Josephine moved in to comfort her.

 “Guess he didn’t like my accent very much.” Tullan spoke shamefully in normal, perfectly clear english.

 “I like it.” Sapphire replied as she shamelessly bit into her carrot, making a loud crunch. 


 Eli stepped out of his Simbox feeling empty, wobbling over to his couch and plopping down on it and staring blankly at the television screen mounted on the wall. The stream of the farmer player was still on, so Eli quickly tapped his wrist implant to shut it off. He then leaned back into the couch and scanned his eyes around the room, spotting several medical textbooks on a bookshelf across the room from him. As he looked at the spines of the books, recognizing the titles, he recalled the contents of the books, and tried to focus in on it as best as he could. However, despite his best efforts, his mind was still full of the Shattered World online. 

 Spells, skills, strategies, locations, NPCs, players - all of the things he had been planning to do in the game world. Strangely, none of it truly involved Makaroth. He wanted to get his advanced class. He wanted to stop the Avatars, and help Eirene. Befriend the Wildlings? His curiosity still ran rampantly wild with what that might’ve entailed. What advanced class skills was he going to get? But it wasn’t long before his mind eventually wandered its way back towards Makaroth, and hatred seethed out of him and encapsulated all of his thoughts about the game. It frustrated him beyond belief, that he couldn’t control his anger any longer and let out a loud shout of frustration to no one but himself, punching his fist into the cushion of the couch.

 It felt good for a moment, but only a moment, and soon the frustration was building up again. Before he could release it in any way a second time, though, he was distracted out of his thoughts by the sound of knocking on his front door. 

 Eli looked at the clock on the wall to see it was now 5 a.m. in the morning. He knew Jillian’s night shifts went on longer than that typically, and that she had a key, so his curiosity was piqued. He stood up from the couch and walked to the door, putting his eye up to the peephole to see Shinji standing on the other side in his plain gray suit.

 Aegis opened the door and eyed him up and down curiously without saying a word.

 “Hey. Hae-won informed him you'd just logged out, so I knew you’d still be awake.” Shinji spoke first.

 “Is this about what I just said on stream? Did I break something with my contract? You got here fast.” Eli replied coldly.

 “No, nothing like that. I caught a flight here the moment it happened. And, there was no stream, Tommy cut the broadcast when you logged in just now.” 

 “Oh. Yeah. Makes sense. You want to protect your image, huh?” Eli replied. 

 “Yours, yeah, but that’s besides the point.”

 “Well I’m done with the streaming thing. Do I have to pay a fine for breaching our contract for that or something?”

 “No, nothing like that.” Shinji shook his head with a forced smile. “You’ve already done more than enough for our Network. If you were really going to quit right now, we’d still be very thankful. There was nothing predatory about our contract.” Shinji explained.

 “Then why are you here?” Eli asked him curiously.

 “I’m here for you. Come on, we need to talk.” Shinji motioned him to follow before he began walking across Eli’s yard towards the street where Eli spotted a rented Autopod waiting for them. Eli hesitated in following, glancing back towards his living room where he’d be alone with his thoughts. After a moment of consideration, he sighed and quickly put on his shoes, following Shinji to his Autopod. 
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                Chapter 226: An Editors Eyes


Shinji and Eli had gotten a seat in the corner of a moderately fancy asian-themed restaurant. As they sat down at the table across from each other, both of them swiped their wrist implants over a black plastic bar built into the center of the table. After they had, a menu of the restaurant's dishes was loaded up into their eye implants, displaying what food was available to order on a small, scrollable screen floating in their peripheral vision. 

 “It’s on me, since it’s your birthday. Well, a day late I guess.” Shinji said as he eyed the rising sun that was peeking up over the roofs of the buildings outside the window their booth was next to. “Only place around here still open at this hour, so… Just pick whatever you want.” He shrugged.

 “Thanks.” Eli replied as he kept his head down, reading the menu. No more words were exchanged until a waitress arrived to take her order, then left once she’d heard their requests, leaving nothing for them to stare at but each other.

 “You wanted to talk to me about something, right?” Eli asked to break the silence.

 “Yeah. Yeah, more or less.” Shinji replied, taking a deep breath. “I worked at VGN for a while. I thought it would be the next step in my career - an upgrade if you will, from my work at Fanta-See network. I left my friends behind. Hae-won, and Tommy, you’ve met them. Even though I did that, they never held it against me.” Shinji spoke as his eyes wandered down to the table and he began fiddling with the glass salt shaker that’d been placed in between him and Eli. 

 “Because of my ability to edit fast, in real time, they quickly put me to work for the biggest money makers. Whenever Feng was live, I’d edit his stream. When Makaroth was live, I would edit his. Normally, if you told an editor they’d be working on the number one streamer’s broadcast, they’d be thrilled. I was.” Shinji chuckled to himself. He briefly held off speaking to gauge Eli’s reaction, but he had none and was just staring blankly down at the table in front of him.

“But, it was short lived. Very quickly, I saw through all of their staged events. VGN regularly worked with planted players, and other streamers, to set up exciting scenarios where the outcomes were rarely not known beforehand. They were and are funneling extra resources to keep their top streamers on top.” 

“What’s your point? That Makaroth and Feng really aren’t that great, and shouldn’t even be in their first spots in the first place?” Eli asked him.

“No, not exactly. I can’t tell you how Makaroth, Feng, and the other high streamers got into those positions. But even with VGN’s help, they wouldn't be able to keep those spots if they weren’t good at what they do. My point was that, when you picked a fight with Makaroth, it was never just going to be you vs him. It was going to be you vs all of VGN. Just like when he lawyered you out of streaming a couple days after you started playing. VGN is the largest streaming and broadcasting network in the virtual simulation space, and they’re not about to give up their control so easily.” Shinji explained. 

“If they’re so great and powerful, why’d you quit?” Eli asked, raising his head up to look at Shinji with skeptic curiosity.

“Because they’re only interested in their hold over the viewer base. It’s all about making money for them. I can’t blame them, but that's not why I became an editor. There’s no sense of wonder, or adventure. No genuine story to be found, no matter how hard I looked.” Shinji continued as he leaned back into the bench on which he sat, while Eli listened silently and tilted his head downwards once more.

 “Then you came along. You pulled your pants down to win a fight with your classmates. You didn’t care what you had to do to win, you just did it, and you had passion behind it. Sure, you had a bit of anger, but that gave you the drive to push the game to its limits, doing whatever was necessary to come out on top. I saw something in you that I was hoping to find in the VGN streamers. That’s why I quit, and signed a contract with you, but…” Shinji tried to look into Eli’s eyes,

 “It was selfish of me. I did it in complete disregard for your motivations, only caring about mine. I wanted you to help me tell a great story within the Shattered World Online. I encouraged your anger towards your father for the sake of content. In a way, I staged this - knowing full well what tricks VGN would pull to keep things in their favor, and prop up their top money making streamer.” 

 “It’s not your fault that I made the deal with my dad. I made those choices, to play like that.” Eli shook his head shamefully.

 “Yeah, maybe. But I enabled it.” Shinji shrugged. “For that, I am sorry.” He bowed respectfully towards Eli. Eli hesitated in replying, and at that time a waitress arrived with their food and set the plates out on the tables in front of them. They both respectfully thanked the waitress as she left, then turned to their meals.

 “I’m actually starving.” Shinji commented as he quickly dug in.

 “It doesn’t matter either way now. I ended it all. Gave leadership of Rene away.” Eli explained to Shinji.

 “Is that what you really want? For it to be over?” Shinji asked as he finished swallowing a mouthful of food.

 “I only played to get back at him, and it was stupid. It ended up hurting my mom, which is the last thing I wanted to do. And, well, he won anyway, right?” Eli motioned across the restaurant towards a bar, where several broadcasts were being played. None of them were clearly visible to the pair, given their distance from the screens across the restaurant, but Shinji understood what Eli meant. 

 “Hm. Maybe.” Shinji nodded. “But did you really actually care about that?” Shinji stopped eating to stare at Eli with a raised eyebrow.

 “That’s why I was aiming for the top.” Eli replied.

 “Hm.” Shinji nodded again before taking another mouthful of food.

 “What?” Eli asked him curiously, seeing that he had more he wanted to say. 

 “It didn’t look like that to me.” Shinji put his fork down after swallowing the next bite. “I watch everything you do. In some ways, I know you better than you know yourself. I can angle your livestream cameras to capture your next actions, because I can predict them. To predict them, I need to understand intent. What does Aegis want to do in this situation? Why does he want to do it? What is he willing to do to get it done? These are questions I have to be able to answer, constantly. It’s my job.” Shinji began to explain as Eli decided to take his first dig into his own food.

 “You saved Arallia. That had nothing to do with your dad.”

 “I got all of those viewers from it…” Eli replied.

 “Yeah, you did. But I know you - you didn’t plan for that, it was just a happy side effect. You didn’t save Arallia for the viewership. You did it because you wanted to.”

 “Well, yeah, those bandits messed with my quest giver.” 

 “Not just your quest giver, the entire island. All those players and NPCs…” Shinji nodded in agreement.

 “Yeah, exactly.” Eli joined in nodding. 

 “But, you were having fun doing that. Everything you’ve done since you founded Rene, you’ve been having a blast with. I saw it in your eyes, and your enthusiasm. I think that's why now, you want to quit.” Shinji explained.

 “I don’t follow…” Eli looked at him curiously.

 “Well, based on your words, it seems like you think that if you admit you enjoy the world inside the simulation, and accept the reality within that world for what it is, you’re also admitting that Makaroth was right. That’s what’s angering you so much right now, right?” Shinji asked before focusing on his food once more. Eli didn’t immediately reply, but instead thought on his words for a moment. 

 “I’m angry because all of it is stupid. They worship him in that fake world, with fake gods. Fake islands. Fake NPCS…” Eli’s voice trailed off into silence as Shinji stopped eating and gave him a judgemental stare. “None of it really matters. It’s just a game. Because money is involved, they all take it so seriously. But at the end of the day it’s just a stupid game.”

 “Hm. You don’t really believe that, do you?” Shinji asked, and got no immediate response. “If you think this is just a useless hunk of metal, then that’s what it is for you.” Shinji held up his fork. “If you think it’s a tool for eating, then that’s what it is, to you.” He went on. “If you think it’s just a game, then it’s just a game. But…” Shinji didn’t need to finish his next sentence, Eli already knew what he was going to say. 

 “You’re allowed to have fun in that world, and be immersed in it. It never needed to have anything to do with him.” Shinji said after a few more mouthfuls, while Eli fell into silence with his head down. “Deal or not, I think those adventures still would’ve taken place, because you were having fun with your friends. You got so into the game world that all of your viewers were pulled in along with you. You showed everyone a different way to experience the game, without all of those theatrics that VGN uses.” 

 “That’s all gone, now, though.” Eli replied weakly.

 “Because Makaroth came after you? You really think you can’t come back from that? I’ve seen these tricks pulled a few times. There’s ways back, trust m-”

 “No. Not because of him. Because of me.” Eli replied as Shinji watched tears drip down from his face onto his plate in front of him. “You’re right, but I got so mad after seeing him, I lost it. I lied to my mom, I yelled at Renault, Derrick, even Lina and the others… I already ended it all.” 

 “Yeah, that sounds tough. I didn’t see what happened, but I can imagine. Something like that’ll hurt.” Shinji nodded, reaching over and putting his hand on Eli’s shoulder.

 “There’s no way they’re gonna trust me after that. They all think I’m exactly what Makaroth is saying I am. Angsty kid with anger issues, throwing a tantrum at his dad.”

 “Hah.” Shinji let out a burst of laughter, but quickly pulled it back in as Eli looked up at him with surprise. “Sorry, just, that’s rich coming from him, based on what I know.” Shinji shook his head. “No, that’s not what I meant. If they’re truly your friends, I guarantee you that they’ll forgive you, if you explain yourself properly. But before that you’re going to have to admit something that might be hard for you.”

 “What’s that?”

 “That it’s not just a game to you. That you love playing the Shattered World Online. That the world that Makaroth currently sits on top of is real, and does matter.” Shinji pulled his arm back from Eli’s shoulder and leaned into his bench once more, while Eli tilted his head back down to stare at his table in silence again. 

 Eventually, the two went back to eating without exchanging many more words, until finally finishing, paying for the check, and standing up to leave. As they headed out of the restaurant though, Shinji nudged Aegis and pointed out one of the livestream broadcasts on display on the wall of the restaurant as they passed by it. The sound was muted, but there were subtitles on display at the bottom.

 


 “Don’t believe Makaroth’s lies. It’s all a setup!” Keldan shouted to his audience, with Swiftstar, Vriflow and Rocknight nodding along with him in agreement. “I was Winters’ classmate, I know the truth. Makaroth’s just trying to make his son look bad. What kind of decent dad does that, huh?” Keldan continued.



His viewership sat well above 100,000 much to Eli’s surprise.

“You’ve sown a lot of seeds already, since you started playing the game.” Shinji smirked as he watched Eli’s dumbfounded expression. Of all the people Eli thought might stick up for him, Keldan had to be near the bottom of the list. The pair continued out of the restaurant side by side, back into Shinji’s rented autopod. As it automatically drove back towards Eli’s home, he began fidgeting with his wrist implant out of sheer curiosity, navigating to Miranda’s stream. Sure enough, her viewership was also abnormally high and sitting at above 250,000. She was also defending him, in a similar manner to Keldan, whilst walking around Kordas.

When the autopod finally pulled up to Eli’s house, he closed out of his implants and turned to Shinji who smiled at him. 

“There we are.” Shinji leaned back in the chair and sighed. “Ultimately, it’s up to you if you quit, or keep playing. My intention was not to come here to convince you. Like I said, you’ve done so much for Fanta-See network already, we can never thank you enough. I only want to help you see what I saw in you, as I worked as your editor these past months. Because sometimes it can be hard to see things about yourself.” Shinji explained. “Whatever you choose to do, just know that me, Tommy, and Hae-won, will support you to our fullest ability.” He gave a polite bow.

“Thanks…” Eli bowed back respectfully before opening the door and stepping out. Once he had, he spotted Jillian’s autopod already parked in the driveway once more.

“Good luck.” Shinji said with finality before the door was shut, and his autopod drove off down the street by itself.

 Eli stood on the street for a few moments, knowing full well that Jillian would be home now. He wondered if she’d be sleeping already, or waiting for him, and took a deep anxious breath to try and calm himself down. As he stepped forward and walked across their lawn towards his front door, he pondered heavily on everything that Shinji had said. 

 Once in front of the door, he stopped again and hesitated before finally turning the knob and opening it. Immediately upon entry, the smell of his favorite meal wafted into his nose. As he was processing this, he looked down to take his shoes off and saw two other pairs set up beside Jillians’ that he didn’t immediately recognize. Once his shoes were off, he slowly walked forward down the main hall of his house until he came into view of his kitchen table, where he saw Jillian, Selena, and Derrick all sitting there, waiting for him.

 “Hey, you’re back.” Jillian smiled. “They were both waiting at our front door for you when I got home, so I invited them in.” Jillian explained while motioning to Selena and Derrick, and Eli nodded back as he glanced between the three of them. “I was… we were worried about where you went. Is everything okay?” 

 “Yeah, it’s fine. Shinji just came by, took me out to dinner.” Eli explained.

 “Oh… Well, I guess you aren’t hungry anymore, then.” Jillain shrugged, awkwardly motioning to the plates of food that she’d set out for everyone. Eli nodded weakly in response, followed by an awkward silence as everyone refused to look at one another. The silence was finally broken by the sound of Selena’s chair scraping out from under the table, and she shot up from her chair and lunged at Eli, throwing her arms around him with tears in her eyes.

 “Even if you don’t want to play, I still want to be your girlfriend. Please don’t break up with me. I know it was just a game, but I really love being together with you.” Selena cried out, her voice muffled as she dove her head into the shoulder of Eli’s black dress shirt. Derrick and Jillian both watched Eli and Selena with expressions of concern, anxiously waiting for how Eli would react as he looked down at the top of Selena’s head, seeing nothing but her shiny black hair but feeling her arms around him.

 He put his arms around Selena to pull her in tight and hug her back, but didn’t respond. Rather, he looked up to meet Derrick and Jillian’s eyes.

 “I’m sorry too. I kept pressuring you to play, even though I knew how you felt about it. It was a shitty thing to do, I was only thinking of myself.” Derrick said once he was sure he had Eli’s eye contact.

 “I also should not have yelled at you.” Jillian spoke up, “Seeing him again, with that woman, triggered a lot of dark feelings inside of me, and I may have lashed out at you for it. Truthfully, I should have told you that I turned down his money. I was angry at him, too, for a long time. But I tried so hard to convince you not to be. I was, and am, a hypocrite. I can’t blame you for trying to hold such a grudge.” Jillian explained as she shamefully lowered her head.

 Just as Shinji had told him, they were all still there. There was still the one thing Eli knew he had to do though, and he took a deep breath before saying it, feeling Selena hold him tighter. 

 “It’s not just a game.” Eli spoke, the three listening to him intently. “I didn’t want to admit it so I got angry when he came after me and I lost. But, I don’t think it’s just a dumb game.” Eli explained as Selena pulled back just enough to be able to look up at him. “You talked me into playing, and I’m glad you did.” Eli turned to Derrick. “Because of that, I got to know my mom better than I ever have. I got to get close to Selena, who I’ve grown really close to, and I’ve made a lot of friends and experienced things that are just not possible in the real world. I love the game. I started out taking it seriously because I wanted to tear down David, yeah, but, to be honest, it’s barely been on my mind lately. I want to just keep playing with you guys. This has been the best Summer of my life. I’m sorry for yelling at you,” Eli motioned to Derrick again as he began to smile. “And, I’m sorry for hiding it from you. I really just want to keep playing together, with everyone.” Eli said with desperation in his voice, and tears streaming down his cheeks. 

 It wasn’t long before both Jillian and Derrick rushed forward and joined in on the hug, the three of them squeezing Eli together. 

 “I really messed things up with everyone, huh?”

 “Nah, after you left, Quinn scolded everyone pretty badly. I’m pretty sure they’re all waiting for a chance to apologize.”

 “Even Ruffily?” Eli asked.

 “Eh, you should probably apologize to Ruffily, that was pretty mean with the woof thing.” Derrick nodded as he backed out of the hug, as did Jillian, but Selena continued to hold on tight.

 “And Rakkan… you think he’ll forgive me?” Eli asked.

 “He should understand what it means to lose your temper more than anyone.” Selena answered.

 “Just, be careful, he’s young, and our friend.” Jillian cautioned Eli.

 “Right.” He replied while wiping his tears away. “Man.” He let out a deep sigh of relief. “It feels good to finally admit that I like the game.”

 “I know, right? You don’t need to act like you’re just playing to get back at him anymore. We can forget all about him and just play.” Derrick grinned.

 “Nuh uh.” Jillian shook her head at the three of them, cracking her neck excitedly. The three turned to look at her, slightly confused.

 “Earlier, I said I’d be mad at him if I wasn’t so busy being mad at you. Well, I’m done being mad at you, so…” Jillian smirked.

 “What, you want me to keep trying to get revenge on him?” Eli asked her with a look of surprise.

 “No, not you. Me. I’m already over what he did to me. But this time, he came after you, his own son, and tried to tear you down right in front of my face.” Jillian looked forward with a terrifying expression of determination whilst pushing past the three into the hallway, then heading towards her Simbox. “No more miss nice Pyri.” Jillian growled. 

 “Guess we better get back to our Simboxes?” Derrick asked the others, and both Selena and Eli nodded. Derrick moved past into the hall, leaving Selena and Eli alone in the kitchen, but Selena gently tugged on his shirt to stop him from leaving the room.

 “I didn’t bring the birthday present with me right now, so…” her face flushed bright red as she used all of her courage she could muster to rise up onto her tippy toes and quickly kiss Eli on the lips. He, too, quickly flushed red in the face and the pair looked away from each other awkwardly. 

 “Can’t get forced to log out in the real world, huh?” Eli chuckled after a few seconds of awkward silence between the two, causing Lina to giggle as well.

 “C’mon, let’s go,” Derrick snapped his fingers to hurry Selena along.

 “Right. Bye.” Selena nodded, smiling at Eli one last time before she rushed out of the house with Derrick, leaving Eli alone with Jillian. Eli headed to the living room to see Jillian already putting on her Simsuit.

 “Did you say anything to your boss?” Eli asked her.

 “Didn’t have to. He’s a big fan of your stream and knows who we are now. He practically forced me to go back home to do something about this VGN character attack going on.” Jillian shook her head while pursing her lips to the side.

 “Heh.” Eli let out a huff of air as he began putting on his simulation suit as well. “Do you have a plan, then?”

 “Nah, well… maybe.” Jillian shrugged. “First, we’re going to need to get things back to normal. You need to properly apologize to everyone and be honest with them, so they can forgive you. Also, get the leadership of Rene back from Chax.” Jillian explained.

 “Right.” Eli nodded, but once he’d finished putting on his Simsuit he stood frozen in front of his Simbox, staring at it and going deep into thought.

 “Hey, relax. Just keep playing the way you’ve been playing.” Jillian put her hands on his shoulder to snap him out of his trance.

 “How have I been playing?” Eli asked her.

 “Hmmm. Well, you’ve always been a protector. When you see someone who needs help or is in trouble, no matter who they are, you try to protect them.” Jillian shrugged. “You did it with me, that’s why you made that deal. You did it with Rakkan, even though he attacked you. Luryala, Arallia, Savika, the Dark Elves, Quinn… And anytime someone has messed with us or any of your friends, you aim to take them down no matter the cost. You’re pretty spiteful, in that way.” She smiled. “That’s how you’ve always been, even before this stuff with your father.” She added

 “Right.” Eli nodded back with hesitation, as once again his mind filled up with ideas and possibilities on his path forward - and this time there was no guilt or anger seething into his thoughts alongside it.

“That kid hurt Rakkan, burned down Rene, and stole Snowflake’s soul.” He clenched his fists shut tight, grinning demonically to himself which Jillian caught a glimpse of. “Someone’s gotta stop him.” He mumbled as he and Jillian climbed into their Simbox’s and loaded up the simulations. 
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Aegis entered into the Shattered World simulation within the meeting room of the Rene town hall. Nearby, focusing on several parchments set out before them on the table was Chax and Ruffily, deep in a discussion. The sound of Aegis logging in stirred them, though. They both quickly looked up to see him standing there, with expressions of surprise.

 “You’re back?” Chax spoke first.

 “Yeah. I’m back…” Aegis shrugged awkwardly at the pair, while Ruffily avoided eye contact with him. A long silence followed his words as Chax began to look around the room uncomfortably.

 “I’m sorry. For getting angry. I’ve been in denial about loving this game, because doing so means I acknowledge Makaroth, who I hate. But, some friends helped me realize that, I just enjoy it, and it’s okay - it has nothing to do with him. I love working together with you to make Rene prosperous,” He motioned to Chax, “and I’ve loved working with you to build up this from nothing. I especially like your woofs, and that your tail wags whenever you are happy.” Aegis motioned to Ruffily.

 “Really?” She looked up at him with watery eyes, and he heard the sound of her tail beginning to whack the back of her chair despite him not being able to clearly see it. 

 “Yeah.” Aegis nodded and smiled. “I haven’t forgotten that you were the very first player that ever helped me in this game.” He added. “I’m also sorry for dumping Rene on you… I hope you guys can forgive me, because I’d really like to keep playing with you both.”

 “I forgive you, woof!” Ruffily cheered.

 “Yeah, it’s fine. I’d be a bit mad if my old man did stuff like that to me too, so I can understand. But, you’re mistaken, you didn’t dump Rene on us.” Chax shrugged.

 “I didn’t?” Aegis raised an eyebrow.

 “You confirmed that you wanted to give me leadership of Rene, but logged off before I could decline the offer. Both people have to accept, so, you’re still the Lord of Rene.” Chax smirked.

 “Oh. Really?” Aegis replied awkwardly as he went into his interface to confirm it. Sure enough, he remained the Lord and Ruler of the Lord of Rene.

 “Yep.” Chax nodded.

 “Okay. Well.” Aegis pondered for a moment. “Good thing I came back, I guess.”

 “Mhm.” Ruffily nodded with enthusiasm, while Chax chuckled. 

 “Do you think you could gather everyone back here? I’d like to apologize to everyone properly.” Aegis asked.

 “Yeah. Well, most of them. I don’t think Rakkan will listen, though. He’s pretty set on leaving. Amlie convinced him to stay a bit longer to train some new guards first, at least.” Chax shrugged.

 “So he’s at the training hall?” Aegis confirmed.

 “Yep. Woof!” Ruffily replied.

 “Alright, I’ll go talk to him then.” Aegis replied.

 “I’ll let everyone know you’re looking to chat, including Quinn and the other guilds.” Chax replied. Without another word, Aegis left the town hall building and made his way out onto the streets of Rene where he saw Pyri waiting for him expectantly. She looked at him, he smiled, then continued walking down the paved roads of Rene in the direction of the training grounds, Pyri following behind him wordlessly.

 When he arrived at the training grounds he spotted Amlie sitting on a bench off to the side, with her head down. Rakkan was across the grounds with several rows of NPCs, some named and some not, all copying his movements and training basic combat stances while wielding wooden sticks. Aegis didn’t recognize most of the NPCs, but one of the youngest stood out to him - Farlion’s son. 

 As Aegis began crossing the grounds to approach Rakkan, Pyri headed towards the bench that Amlie sat on, and took a seat beside her whilst causing her to look up at her, then worriedly towards Aegis as he approached Rakkan.

 “Take a break, guys. I’d like to have a word with Rakkan.” Aegis spoke loudly, interrupting the NPCs current movements. They all quickly complied and bowed respectfully in Aegis’ direction, covered in sweat and breathing heavily. As they began walking away, Rakkan locked eyes on Aegis and the two stared intently at each other until Aegis finally continued his approach and walked closer to him. Eventually, the pair broke eye contact and both looked down at the ground.

 “Chax told me you were here training new guards to Protect Rene. Thanks for that.” 

 “Wasn’t about to leave everyone here unprotected like you did.” Rakkan replied, a hint of annoyance in his voice.

 “Well, I’m back. Turns out Chax didn’t even take the lordship from me.” 

 “I know.” 

 “Look. I’m sorry for what I said.” Aegis replied as the two looked up at each other.

 “Are you?” Rakkan asked with his eyes squinting. Aegis hesitated in replying for a moment, staring back and seeing the anger in his eyes - and it somewhat annoyed him.

 “Partially. Why didn’t you listen to me?”

 “Why’d you send Lina away?”

 “Because I was trying to look at the bigger picture.” Aegis sighed. “Look, I know what that guy did to you. I get you are pissed off at him, hell, I’m pissed off at him too. He stole Snowflake’s soul after I just by some miracle managed to bring him back as a golem. He burned our village, killed all our guards and killed Farlion. Do you not think I’m pissed off at him?” Aegis shouted, causing Pyri and Amlie to both stand up and worriedly take a few steps in their direction.

 “Then WHY WOULDN’T YOU HELP ME KILL HIM?!” Rakkan shouted back angrily.

 “BECAUSE WE COULDN’T!” Aegis shouted back. “Not like that. Not by rushing in mindlessly, consumed by anger.”

 “Why not?! We beat an abyssal invasion, we killed the Avatar of Jealousy. He’s the acting avatar of Hatred - he’s just a player, not a raid boss!” Rakkan shouted back.

 “Did we stop the invasion by just running at them angrily?” Aegis retorted. “Or did we plan it out, methodically, and strategically place our assets in our favor in order to pull out a victory. And even then, still BARELY won!?” Aegis snapped at him, and following this the two glared at each other for a moment as Pyri and Amlie began rushing over. Aegis held his hand out to signal them to stand back, though, which they both hesitantly complied to.

 “I’m going to go after Seraxus. I’m going to take out that sword. I’ll keep my promise. But the only way we’re going to beat someone like that is if we plan, methodically, and prepare properly. Not by running at him, swinging our weapons like a wild mindless barbarian. Do you want to help me, or not?”

 “You know damn well that I do. I want nothing more than to break that sword and tear him down for what he did to me, my grandpa, and all of Puagas! He’s my enemy, not yours!” Rakkan shouted back.

 “Then I need to know that I can trust you! That I can rely on you to keep a cool head, and follow a plan. Because if you can’t, we’ll never succeed. You’re not the only one who has someone in this game world that pisses them off, but if we both keep losing it every time they’re around, we’ll never win.” Aegis declared, followed by another long silence between the pair. This time, the NPCs were now listening intently as they stood off to the side of the training grounds.

 “The next time we fight him, can I trust you to work with us calmly, as a team?” Aegis asked, and with these words, Rakkan looked briefly at Amlie before staring back down at his feet. He went silent, pondering Aegis’ words for a long few moments as Aegis waited for a response. 

 Eventually, though, Rakkan mumbled a few inaudible words with his head down, which Aegis couldn’t fully understand.

 “Huh?” Aegis asked.

 “I said I’m sorry. Sorry for losing my cool like that. You’re right. I should’ve listened. I just… after seeing him again after so long, then watching him kill everyone around me again… I lost it.”

 “I’m sorry too. I said a lot of stuff out of anger as well. I was in denial about how I feel about the game, and, well, I lashed out.” Aegis replied while extending his hand out towards Rakkan. “We’re both just a couple of angry nerds, but we’re still friends. Let’s take Seraxus down, together.” Aegis said as Rakkan looked up to meet his eyes. A slight smile crept onto his face as he reached out and grabbed Aegis’ hand, and the two shook. As they did, Amlie let out a loud audible sigh of relief.

 “I got Zuon in trouble and mom said if he comes to my island again to attack me and my friends, she’ll forbid him from playing the game anymore.” Amlie quickly joined into the conversation, approaching the two with Pyri beside her.

 “That means if we want to take him out, we’ll need to go on the offensive, huh?” Pyri shrugged.

 “I know the perfect place. Somewhere where you are forced to fight to the death, and there’s no escape.” Aegis smirked, and Rakkan nodded.

 “You guys are going to join the gladiator tournaments?” Amlie asked with wide eyes. None of them replied - instead, Aegis turned from the training grounds and started walking back in the direction of the streets of Rene once more.

 “Come, we’re gonna have another meeting with everyone in the town hall.” Aegis motioned them to follow. 



 “I’m sorry for lying to everyone. I’ve been hiding who I was partially because of the actions Makaroth took with lawyers to silence me as Winter, but primarily because I wanted to raise up my reputation from outside his shadow.” Aegis spoke now to a full town hall of players. Included within were all of the same individuals that had been there the days prior, though they all looked much more complacent and willing to listen to him.

 “Is what he’s saying true? That you had a deal with him to make him delete his character if you surpassed him?” Christoph asked curiously.

 “Yeah. That’s true. Originally, that’s why I started taking the game seriously.”

 “Heh.” Artaphernes shook his head and chuckled. 

 “I didn’t know anything about the game back then, just that it was his domain, and everyone here worshiped him. So I hated everything about it… but… As I came to play more with my friends and got to know the world, I slowly changed my mind. I met all of you, and had so much fun playing together with everyone. I didn’t want to admit it but, I have come to love this game world just as much as you guys do. I didn’t save Arallia, or Kalmoore, out of spite. I did it to protect the things I care about in this game world.”


 “I didn’t know about any of this, by the way. I’ve just been playing for fun the whole time.” Pyri added as a few eyes turned to her.

 “So you’re not mad at Makaroth? He’s also saying not so flattering things about you in his interviews…” Quinn raised an eyebrow at her.

 “Oh no. I’m pissed. I’m going to destroy him and his entire little guild of puppets.” Pyri replied with a terrifying look of determination appearing on her face. 

 “But first…” Aegis cleared his throat, giving Pyri a look. “We’re going after Seraxus. If someone doesn’t stop that sword, he’s going to just keep terrorizing other players like he tried to do here.”

 “Sounds like Makaroth is going to stop him in the tournament though, right?” Christoph replied with a raised eyebrow, but got several chuckles and sighs of disbelief from half the room.

 “You really think that Makaroth is going to seriously try to break that sword?” Sapphire bit into a carrot.

 “That was obviously just a publicity stunt.” Herilon joined in.

 “I doubt Makaroth will even enter the tournament himself. He carefully chose his words to imply he’d be putting a team of his guilds PvPers in the tournament. Facing Seraxus directly would be too big a risk to his image. That’s all he cares about.” Pyri replied coldly. 

 “Alright, but then…” Artaphernes leaned forward over the table. “That means you plan on picking a fight with not only the Top PvPer in this game world, but the top streamer, and potentially the entire network that backs both of them. Is that what you’re saying?” Artaphernes clarified.

 “Yeah.” Aegis nodded back, panning his eyes around the room and pausing on Yuki to gauge her reaction, but saw only curiosity in her eyes. “That’s why I’m mentioning it first, to all of you. I understand that Kalmoore is a peaceful island, and you’ve all worked hard to keep out bad actors, allowing players who love the lore and immersion of the world to live out peaceful lives here. So, I’d understand if you want us to leave and not draw any more anger towards this place.” Aegis explained, and following his words, there were murmurs of silence and several members turned to chat with one another.

 “That’s fair.” Quinn stood up from her chair and looked over the room. “In this room are the major pillars of this community. If we continue forward in supporting Aegis, we will likely be dragged into a violent conflict with many bad actors that could threaten to destabilize our peace, so let’s put it to a vote. If anyone objects to participating in this, now’s your chance to speak up.” Quinn explained as all eyes turned to her.

 “Raise your hand if you are willing to sacrifice everything we’ve built in order to help Aegis and his party take down Seraxus.” Quinn said, and following this, raised her hand. Aegis and his party kept their hands down, but saw Herilon quickly join Quinn, followed by Tullan, Sapphire, Josephine, Erikson, Amlie, Chax, Ruffily, Yuki,  and Trexon. 

 Christoph, Anazia, and Artaphernes kept their hands down as they looked around the room, but Miranda quickly raised her hand up as well, nudging at Christoph. 

 “C’mon. He’s my class-mate. Also, his dad really is a big fake. I know you hate guys like that too.” Miranda rolled her eyes at Christoph. Christoph let out a reluctant sigh before raising his hand.

 “I hope we don’t regret this.” Christoph replied. All eyes now turned to Anazia and Artaphernes.

 “Art?” Quinn prompted him. “If anyone says no, we won’t do it. This needs to be unanimous.” Quinn explained, to which Aegis gave a nod of understanding.

 “Aw hell…” Artaphernes sighed, leaning back in his chair. “So many whales come to play here because of how low risk their investment into the game world is on this island. Since Aegis saved the island, they’ve never felt safer. Profits in my Kordas casinos are way up.” Artaphernes explained as he exchanged looks with Anazia, and Anazia smiled as she knew what was coming next.

 “I’d like to keep my profits safe and secure, but when the guy who made it all possible comes along, needing my help… I can’t say no. Honestly, I like you more now that I know you’re not actually a goody two-shoes Eirene follower, but actually just a spiteful healer.” Artaphernes shrugged, reluctantly raising his hand up, which was followed by Anazia joining in. With that, all hands were raised within the meeting room, and the group let out several cheers of excitement.

 “Guess that’s that. Kalmoore is declaring war on Seraxus.” Quinn smiled at the group. “I assume you’ve got a plan?”

 “Not yet. That sword is insanely strong - it’ll kill anything it touches. Not only that, Seraxus is extremely good at the game.”

 “Best battlemaster there is.” Herilon nodded in agreement.

 “You played with him for a long time, is there anything you can tell us about him that might help us out?” Aegis turned to Rakkan, and all eyes fell on him.

 “Uh. well…” Rakkan awkwardly rubbed his hand through his orcish hair. “He’s a kid, like me. He’s easy to provoke, I guess…”

 “Yeah, I saw that when Aegis fought him. You managed to set him off without even really trying, just by hinting at him teaming up with Makaroth.” Artaphernes nodded.

 “I’m not gonna feel too good about emotionally provoking a 15 year old to win, though.” Aegis sighed, and got a few nods of agreement. “Anything else?”

 “Let’s see…” Rakkan rubbed his chin for a moment. “They relied on me for the lore. They’re not the type to do research or look up and try to find hidden things in the game world. They get most of their discoveries from his chat, not themselves. They’ve always been like that in all the games we play together. Extremely skilled mechanically, but…”

 “Got it.” Herilon nodded. “You’re saying they rely heavily on their mechanical skill rather than game knowledge.”

 “So that means it should be fairly easy to blindside them with attacks and spells they’re unfamiliar with.” Aegis replied.

 “Or items.” Tullan nodded.

 “Ok. Good. We can work with that.”

 “How are you planning to fight him, exactly?” Christoph asked.

 “In the gladiator tournament, 5 weeks from now.” Aegis explained.

 “5 weeks isn’t a long time. You don’t even have your advanced classes yet…” Christoph replied.

 “Not to mention, you’ll need to qualify for the tournament by earning gladiator marks. I don’t think any of you have stepped foot into an arena yet to earn some, right?” Quinn asked as she motioned to Aegis and his party.

 “And on top of that, you’ll need to find an answer for that sword.” Artaphernes joined in.

 “Yeah.” Aegis nodded as he looked around at everyone staring up at him. “That’s why I’m going to need everyone’s help.” He took a deep breath. “Tullan, Yuki, I need you two to power level your crafting professions. The most likely answer to that sword will be within your advanced crafting classes - so get your skills as high as you can within the next 5 weeks and look into any and all leads on rare, powerful crafting materials. Use any resources you need from Rene to do this.” Aegis said.

 “Got it.” Yuki gave an enthusiastic thumbs up.

 “Aye, suppose I can dip into Kordas’ funds to power level meself a wee bit.” Tullan grinned as he eyed Quinn and she nodded approvingly at him.

 “Trexon, please use your knowledge of ancient runes to research any and all possible leads on a way to stop that sword. From what I understand, the original avatar of hatred was defeated and sealed within the sword inside Puagas. That means, someone or something was able to stop Hatred from between Hrath’mir, and a year ago. There’s gotta be some record of that, somewhere. If you come across any unique runes that a Rune Knight might be able to use, please save those as well.

 “Got it.” Trexon nodded.

 “Everyone else, please prepare yourselves with as much PvP knowledge as you can acquire. If you can help out with our advanced quests to speed them along, that would be great too.” Aegis finished, and got several nods.

 “I’ll help out your ranger. I recently completed my advanced quest, so it’s still fresh in memory.” Quinn smiled at Darkshot, and he nodded back at her excitedly. 

 “Alright. We’ve got a lot of work to do then. Our guild sucks at PvP.” Christoph admitted as he and Miranda stood up.

 “Anything else?” Artaphernes asked as he stood up as well.

 “No… that’s all for now but…” Aegis paused to pan his eyes over the group once more. “Thanks, you guys. For forgiving me, and making this game so much fun to play.” 

 “D’aw, he’s gonna make me blush.” Sapphire replied sarcastically as she stood up as well, causing a few people to chuckle. 

 From there, one by one the players began funneling out of the meeting room, passing by Aegis and his party near the doors leading outside.

 “Glad you’re back.” Erikson patted him on the shoulder as he left.

 “Me too.” Josephine smiled.

 “Thanks.” Aegis bowed to them. Eventually, Yuki approached and smiled at Aegis, but he held his hand out to stop her from leaving.

 “Yuki… sorry about all of this…” Aegis spoke to her.

 “Hm? I don’t mind. Power leveling is great, lots of fun - I can try out many design ideas all at once.” Yuki smiled enthusiastically.

 “No, not that… I mean, with Yumily being with VGN and all…”

 “Oh, don’t worry about that. I’m working independently.”

 “Will Yumily get mad at you?”

 “I doubt it. She doesn’t really like them much anyway.” Yuki grinned.

 “Okay. good. Glad to hear.” Aegis replied before Yuki bowed once more and continued out of the room with Ruffily and the others.

 “So…” Quinn was the last to be leaving the room, and stopped beside Aegis in the doorway. “When I first learned that you, Winter, were still playing on our island… you know what I said to Herilon?” Quinn asked, and Aegis shook his head.

 “No, what’d you say?”

 “I told him that things in Kalmoore were about to get interesting.” Quinn smirked. “Understatement of the century.” She added, causing Lina, Darkshot, Rakkan and Pyri to chuckle. “What are you going to be starting with? You’ve got a lot of ground to cover in 5 weeks.”

 “Well…” Aegis looked down at his shield. “Before I finish my advanced class quest, I oughta make it so I can start gaining shield mastery experience again.” Aegis shrugged.

 “You’re going to go for Advanced Shield Mastery? Baffo’s been working on that nonstop since he hit advanced Guardian. You realize no one in the game has passed that quest yet, right? It’s supposedly insanely hard compared to the other advanced mastery quests.” Quinn explained, raising her eyebrows at Aegis curiously.

 “Oooh boy.” Darkshot sighed.

 “You shouldn’t have told him that.” Pyri shook her head as a big grin grew over Aegis’ face.

 “Mom, I need a portal to Kordas, right now.” Aegis said with excitement. 
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“Three weeks.” Aegis spoke through his party interface. He was in a group with Pyri, Rakkan, Darkshot, and Lina, but none of them were currently near one another. “In three weeks' time, we’ll need to be ready for our final preparations to join the tournament.”


“I know it’s not a lot of time…”





 Lina heard his voice as she walked through the streets of the City of the White Tree, with Dark Elf citizens staring at her curiously as she passed them. The long, thick glowing branches of the giant upside down tree were hanging above her, illuminating her face as she continued forward, approaching the Prison of the city on the ground floor of the underrealm, where she knew Viella was waiting for her. 


 “It might be a bit unreasonable to request it…” Aegis continued.





 Darkshot walked alongside Quinn through a forest of strange trees whose branches intertwined with one another. There was no path for them to follow through the wild vegetation that grew over the gigantic roots of the nearby trees, but yet both seemed to be following a path they’d sensed using their tracking skills, carefully avoiding razor sharp, wriggling vines that slithered around the trunks of the trees. 


 “But I know how you guys all handle high pressure situations. We’ve already been through a lot of them so far…” 





 Rakkan began his ascent up a narrow mountain path, the same he’d climbed to acquire his intermediate class. There was a presence of many other aspiring Battlemaster class players, fighting their way up the mountain alongside him. Rakkan ignored them and walked beyond a few as they fought through the lower level enemies on their way to the top - his eyes focused on the ruined city that sat near the peak.


 “I know that you guys will be able to handle it.” Aegis finished.





 Pyri stood within the office of Archmage Jael, in the Mage Tower of Kordas. It had long been since repaired from the damage caused by him and Pyri - all of the books were neatly set back on the curved shelves that lined the walls of the circular room. Jael stood behind his desk reading several unrolled parchments, empty scroll cases off to the side. As the doors of his office shut behind Pyri, he looked up from his desk to stare at her.

 “You’re finally ready to go after your advanced class quest?” Jael asked with a raised eyebrow.

 “The Staff Mastery took a bit longer than I would like to admit, but, yeah.” Pyri shrugged.

 “Good. As I said during our previous encounter, whatever you choose I will support to my fullest ability. But I would be very disappointed if you were still only interested in becoming a Greater Controlmancer.” Jael smiled weakly at her.

 “Oh no. I owe you thanks for stopping me from making that choice. With this intermediate, I’m still able to choose whatever path I want for advanced, right?” Pyri confirmed.

 “Correct.” Jael nodded back.

 “What would you recommend?” Pyri asked, and Jael’s grin widened. He stood up from his desk and waved his hands at the air in front of himself, forming three runes in the air in front of him with glowing magical light. Pyri didn’t recognize the symbols that the runes represented, though.

 “There are three advanced paths that are far beyond the others in terms of difficulty. Offering these paths to one incapable of fully manipulating magic would not only be a waste, but lead to a frustrated, incapable wizard. You, on the other hand, I believe would be more than capable in handling either of the three.” Jael motioned to the first rune, a white circle surrounding a shape that looked like an hourglass.

 “The first is a Chronomancer. You will unlock the ability to utilize advanced spells that are able to manipulate time. Speed it up, slow it down, and even reverse it. Very difficult to understand and utilize.” He explained, and Pyri nodded along. “The second,” He motioned towards the rune directly above his desk, “A Transmutation Mage. Understand the fabric of this reality. With careful manipulations of magic, you will find yourself able to warp reality, altering the forms of your magic or the objects around you into their equivalencies. A great amount of knowledge and skill is required to draw out the true potential of this path.” Jael explained, seeing Pyri’s interest piqued.

 “And finally,” Jael motioned to the last rune, a symbol made up of a dozen staves crossed over each other with a blue coloring. “A Magelord.” 

 “What does a magelord do?” Pyri asked curiously, leaning in with anticipation for Jael’s explanation. 



 Aegis approached the Kordas training hall, walking through the grounds beyond the rows of training dummies. There were, like always, a large number of players practicing their skills on the dummies. Some were dueling with each other off to the side of the grounds, practicing their combat skills with large explosive displays of magic that flashed in the corner of Aegis’ eye. 

 He watched them with interest, but once he reached the bottom of the stairs that led up into the training hall, he tilted his head back to stare up at the gigantic magnificent building, with the large statues of warriors being depicted flanking the huge, open archway leading inside.

 He took a deep breath to prepare himself, knowing full well that all of his companions had already completed their Advanced Mastery quests in the time he’d been grinding his mithral. It wasn’t that part that was intimidating him, though - nor was it the prospect of going up against an undefeated quest. Instead, he found himself fidgeting into his interface to his livestreaming button, and held his finger in front of his face over the transparent interface floating in front of him, in his peripheral vision so that only he could see it.

 Once more, a deep breath, then a release of air as he slowly tapped the button to activate his livestream. The moment he had, though, the interview button was blinking to signal that Hae-won was waiting to speak with him. In addition, despite going live, his viewership remained at 0. Aegis pressed the button promptly.


 “Hello?” Aegis asked curiously, seemingly talking to himself as he remained standing at the bottom of the training hall’s wide staircase that led up to its main entrance.

 “Aegis? Can you hear me?” Hae-won asked.

 “Yup.” Aegis replied.

 “Good! Glad you are back! Really happy. I was worried I was going to have to go back to broadcasting for all your up and coming wannabes.” Hae-won sighed with relief.

 “Wannabes?” Aegis raised his eyebrow as he asked her curiously.

 “Don’t worry about it.” Hae-won shook her head dismissively. “So, as you know, your old man is really laying it on thick, and most of VGN is participating…”

 “Yeah.” Aegis replied with a grumble. 

 “It’s not the first time I’ve seen something like this happen.” Shinji suddenly spoke, joining into the conversation. “I know how to handle it, and how to come out relatively unharmed…”

 “Honestly, I don’t care that much.” Aegis shrugged. “More important than that right now is that I help Rakkan deal with Seraxus. Makaroth can parade himself around with his bullshit network as much as he likes.” 

 “Good, I’m glad you feel that way. Because generally there are two ways to move forward - One, we try to disprove the image he is painting of you. Your committed fans will see beyond Makaroth’s words. The rest of the world’s image won’t be changed by you, those who don’t care enough to look past what VGN is spewing will continue to believe the narrative at large. But those who watch you and matter most will know the truth…” Shinji explained.

 “Okay… and what’s the other way?” Aegis asked.

 “Ahem.” Hae-won cleared her throat to speak up. “He’s given you a nickname. He turned the abbreviation S. from your class Shattered Healer, and has been calling you the Spiteful Healer.” Hae-won explained, to which Aegis rolled his eyes. “But his words and negative narrative, they lose all of their effectiveness if everything he says is true.” Hae-won explained.

 “What do you mean?” Aegis didn’t fully grasp what she meant.

 “I mean… If you call a fish a fish, does it really care?” Hae-won explained.

 “Wait… but, he’s calling me an angsty, angry, spiteful kid who hates him…” 

 “Aren’t you, though?” Hae-won asked, and Aegis could hear the smirk behind her voice despite not seeing her. “He’s the one who took the gloves off. I feel the easiest way out of this is honesty, as your viewers would see through any fakeness.”

 “I’m with Hae-won on this one, believe it or not…” Shinji added.

 “You guys are just telling me to be myself?” Aegis asked as a grin slowly crept across his face as he thought to himself. 

 “Don’t hold back. Be yourself. Embrace the nickname, and you’ll retake control of your image. I’ll handle the rest.” Hae-won replied with enthusiasm. 

 “His lawyers won’t be able to do anything, given that he threw the first punch. Ready to go live?” Shinji added. Aegis didn’t immediately reply. Instead, he let out a long gasp of air, slowly stretching his arms into the air as his grin towards the sunny skies above turned somewhat demonic. He took it all in, the prospect of not needing to hide anything anymore or hold anything back - it crept into his skin in the form of overwhelming excitement.

 “Yeah.” Aegis finally put his arms down and began climbing the staircase into the training hall. “I’m ready.”

 “Good luck.” Hae-won replied before ending the interview. Once she had, his viewership was no longer locked at 0 and quickly shot up to 10,000, then 20,000 and beyond. He looked away, ignoring it and focusing on the task in front of him. 



 Walking through the large hall along the carpet that stretched down its center, he glanced to the sides where various doorways leading into intermediate class quests sat. There were lines in front of each quest door as per usual - players around the levels of 30 were waiting their turn to take a stab at completing their intermediate quests to move on from beginner. Seeing them brought back memories of Aegis’ own attempts at the quests, having completed the Shield Mastery Intermediate on his first try.

 This time, though, his destination wasn’t any of the doors in this hall. As per the instructions given to him by his party, he’d learned that the advanced quests were found in the floor below. Towards the end of the hall he spotted a large staircase that led downwards. He descended the steps, leaving behind the bulk of the other players on the floor above. 

 Once he reached the bottom of the stairs, they opened up into a large circular room with archways leading out of it in all directions. There were tons of varying archways with no doors in front of them, symbols etched into each keystone that represented every type of weapon mastery available in the game. 

 In the center of the circular room was an altar, with the statue of a Knight that had every type of weapon protruding out of his torso and pointing in the direction of the respective weapon’s archway. At the base of the statue were stone benches, set in a circle around him where several exhausted players sat, some looking quite dejected.

 Aegis started by stepping towards the center statue where the other players were gathered, some talking amongst each other. All of them were level 150, and some he recognized - particularly Baffo and Uggard. Baffo was the main tank and guardian player for the Night Hunter’s guild, and Uggard was the same for the Blades of Kalmoore. The pair were both in a deep discussion with one another, looks of frustration on their faces as Aegis approached and interrupted their conversation.

 “Ah, Aegis. Was wondering when you’d show up here.” Baffo stood up from the stone bench and extended his hand to shake Aegis’ which he obliged.

 “Finally gonna take a stab at the advanced shield mastery quest?” Uggard asked as he too stood up and shook Aegis’ hand, while simultaneously motioning towards the archway with the shield embedded into the keystone.

 “Yeah. I’ve heard no one has beat it yet, is that true?” Aegis asked them curiously.

 “That is correct, and for good reason.” Baffo nodded.

 “Yep. Like the others, the skill assistance is gone, but… man. What it expects you to do, it’s unreal.” Uggard said, and Baffo nodded.

 “We originally tried looking for a gimmick of some sorts, you know? Some sort of mechanic that was required for us to understand in order to clear thq quest, but… we’ve been talking with some other players trying this quest on other islands, and that doesn’t seem to be the case.” Uggard explained, while Aegis nodded along.

 “So, no gimmick?” Aegis confirmed.

 “No, it doesn't seem to be. Just pure skill. You’re either a master with a shield, or you’re not.” Baffo shrugged, and Uggard nodded in agreement with him.

 “There’s no line up, though?” Aegis asked as he turned towards the archway.

 “Nope. It’s not like intermediate - it’s a single player dungeon scenario. Once you step through the archway, you’re teleported to a private dungeon just for you and given the quest. If you fail, you get kicked out and can start again after a 1 minute delay.” Uggard explained. 

 “Well, that’s good at least.” Aegis shrugged.

 “We’ll see if you still feel that way after you try it a few times.” Uggard and Baffo chuckled. 

 “It forces your pain threshold to level 10, by the way. It’s required for all of the advanced mastery quests.” 

 “Oh, right…” Aegis went into his interface and adjusted his pain threshold to 10, having set it to 1 during his fight with Jealousy. “Wish me luck, I guess.” Aegis shrugged as he began walking towards the shield archway.

 “Good luck. If you beat it, I’m going to watch your footage back and copy you.” Baffo called out to him as he walked away.

 “Please don’t beat it on the first try, you’ll make us look bad.” Uggard joined in with a chuckle. A few quick steps later Aegis found himself standing directly in front of the archway. Now that he was close, he saw that there was a light, transparent wavy wall of blue magical energy that was shimmering beyond the archway. Seeing it, he took a deep breath, glimpsed at his viewership of now 300,000 people, then stepped forward through the archway and into the shimmering light.

 Once he had, his vision went blank and he was hit with several prompts. 
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Quest: Close the Voidrift within 15 minutes.
Objective: 0/1 Voidrift closed
Quest Giver: Advanced Mastery Dungeon
Reward: Shield Mastery(Advanced)
Difficulty: Extreme (III)
Restrictions: Shield Mastery(Intermediate): 150











	Entering Unique Dungeon: Altar of the Maelstrom

Dungeon Option 1: Dying in this dungeon will reset the dungeon and eject you. Re-entry is possible after 1 minute.
Dungeon Option 2: Your equipment and available skills are altered while within this dungeon. Only Shield Mastery related skills, items, and abilities will be usable. 
Dungeon Option 3: Pain threshold is set to and locked at 10 for the duration of this dungeon.
Dungeon Option 4: Attacks that hit your shields or guards will deal no damage.








Aegis quickly read the messages, then looked downward to confirm his claws had been removed from his hands. In addition, his red, salamander scaled leather armor was replaced by plain simple leather armor, and his mithral shield was replaced by a plain iron shield. A second later, the black darkness that surrounded him disappeared, and he appeared in the middle of a ruined street.

Everything around him was frozen and unmoving, but a countdown timer appeared in his peripheral vision.




	Dungeon Will begin in 10… 9…






It was counting down the start of the scenario. Aegis had 10 seconds to take in his surroundings before everything would unfreeze and go into motion. In front of him, he saw 3 soldiers wearing equipment identical to his own, though unlike him they had spears. In the middle of the three, an elven priestess with long shining silver hair and pointed ears protruding out from under it was standing. All four of the NPCs were tagged as Elite and were frozen in poses that implied they were rushing toward down the streets in front of them.

 Aegis looked down the street to get a sense of where they were heading - the ruins reminded him heavily of Belmiure in terms of the structures that lined the streets. Made of obsidian blocks, most of the buildings were crumbling to pieces, but unlike in Belmiure, the destruction appeared recent. The furniture within the buildings was not decaying or decrepit, and several of the buildings were on fire. Smoke was rising up in pillars all over the city, but it had nowhere to go as they were in a deep underground cavern - somewhere in the underrealm.

 Despite all of these similarities though, with a few quick glances Aegis could tell that this wasn’t Belmiure exactly, but instead a city of possibly the same civilization in ancient times.

 More distressing was that threats that Aegis was able to quickly perceive. The streets ahead of them on which the NPCS appeared to be running lead right up to a giant obsidian block chapel, of which the roof had been torn off and gigantic creatures were pouring out of it into the skies above the burning city. Aegis hadn’t countered many void creatures thus far, aside from Mosmir. There were Mosmir’s present, he saw them frozen in place as they scurried out of the destroyed chapel, but they were a minority and barely seemed to be a threat compared to the size of the other gigantic creatures climbing out of the building.

 “Close the voidrift.” Aegis said to himself, taking a deep breath as his eyes glanced between the elven priestess, and the chapel. “She’s the closer. Gotta keep her alive.” 




	Dungeon will begin in 3… 2…






 He fastened the straps on his ironshield onto his left arm tightly. 

 “Simple in concept…” he mumbled to himself, cracking his neck and preparing for the dungeon to begin. 




	1… 0.






 The dungeon unfroze. Aegis broke into a sprint to keep up with the Priestess and three other knights that ran alongside her.

 “If we don’t close it quickly, there won’t be anything left!” The priestess called out frantically. The guards were visibly terrified of continuing forward towards the chapel, but the priestess ran with determination. Aegis knew he couldn’t afford to hesitate, based on Baffo and Uggard’s descriptions of the quest. The sound of screaming filled his ears from the surrounding city. The familiar scurrying of Mosmir stampeding around the nearby streets caused the ground to quake, while vicious roars of peculiar void entities filled the skies.

 One particular void creature, resembling a giant black stingray, suddenly burst out of the chapel a few 100 meters in front of them. It was initially small, with its side flaps furled inward, but as it got further into the sky above the city, it unfurled its flaps and extended a long razorsharp tail out of its back. 

 It had no eyes and no visible mouth, and its skin was odd - like a shimmering reflection of a night sky that was mesmerizing to stare at.

 “DO NOT LOOK AT IT!” The priestess shouted in terror. Aegis quickly complied, looking down back towards the priestess, but one of the three guards was not so quick to follow his instructions. Mesmerized by the skin of the void stingray, he stopped running forward alongside the others and began staring blankly up at the void stingray, whilst its body seemed to expand in size as it soared high above the city within the gigantic underrealm cavern.

 Seconds later, his skin went black, and shimmered in the same way as the void stingray. Then, he began to evaporate, his essence flying upwards towards the creature as his armor and shield fell to the ground - and his body was added to the creature as it grew in size.

 “Fuck me.” Aegis mumbled to himself, as this single instance reminded him just how terrifying void creatures were, even in comparison to abysslings. Before he could fully take it all in, though, a Mosmir Soldier suddenly burst through the walls of one of the obsidian buildings lining the street, extending its pincers out in an attempt to slash at the Priestess. Aegis reacted quickly and dashed forward, swinging his shield up at the pincers and managed to brace the attack. Following this, though, another Mosmir appeared atop the buildings on the opposite side of the street, scurrying along the roofs. 

 It lunged down at them, attempting to slash at one of the other guards who hadn’t noticed its arrival. Aegis wiggled his fingers to cast guard and projected a shield in front of the guard and stopped the abduction. Just as the dungeon had said, he took no damage from either attack, and had a feeling that based on his armor he’d die in one hit if he ended up failing to block an attack with his shield.

 The Mosmir soldiers were not about to give up after two failed attacks, though, and they began scurrying after the group as they continued running forward towards the chapel. Aegis covered their rears, blocking several more strikes from the pursuing Mosmir soldiers who were unfortunately much faster than the group. It was only several blocked strikes later that he heard a familiar air sucking, warping sound coming from the area in front of the group. 

 Aegis turned his head to look in front of the priestess and two guards, seeing that a Mosmir Voidreader had teleported onto the road in front of them, cutting off their path towards the chapel while simultaneously charging up a voidball within its shimmering black pincers and preparing it to fire it at them. The priestess and two guards froze, staring at it fearfully.

 “Fuck if I’m gonna try blocking that shit ever again.” Aegis shouted, glancing between the terrified guards and yanking a spear out of one of their hands, then thrusting it over the Priestess’ head in the direction of the voidreaver. He recalled that any attacks directed at a Mosmir Voidreaver would interrupt its voidbeam attack as it would teleport away to dodge it. 

 It worked - as the poorly thrown spear flew through the air towards the voidreaver, it teleported off of the street and onto the roof of a nearby building, clearing the path before them.

 “Go, run!” Aegis shouted desperately at the NPCs. Being Elite, they were able to overcome their fear thanks to his words while simultaneously AEgis was forced to turn back and focus on blocking two more strikes from the Mosmir soldiers behind him. After blocking them, the NPCs ran forward, and the familiar humming of a charging void beam could be heard from the voidreaver that now stood atop a building lining the street. This time, it was aiming its beam in Aegis’ direction.

 He briefly glanced up at it, sighed in frustration, then bent his knees and prepared for what he had to do next. 

 Aegis jumped backwards to avoid two swipes of Mosmir pincers from the Soldiers, then dashed to the side as the Voidreavers beam shot out from its pincers and blasted into the obsidian paved street where he’d been standing. The beam was a channeled effect, meaning that so long as nothing interrupted the voidreaver, it would continue to aim the beam towards Aegis.

 The last time he’d fought these, he had his companions with him to interrupt them, though. This time, he had nothing. The voidreaver adjusted the path of the beam as it blasted along the street, following Aegis and forcing him to continue running from it. The beam moved slower than Aegis, but wasn’t slow by any means as it pursued him, making a disturbing, sound absorbing hum that silenced the sound of Aegis’ own footsteps as his leather shoes tapped on the streets nearby. 

 “Keep running!” Aegis tried to shout to the NPCs in front of him, but his voice too was seemingly absorbed by the void beam nearby. He partially hoped that at least, with the voidbeam now chasing after him from behind, that the soldiers wouldn’t pursue. But he soon learned that the beam had no effect on the Mosmir Soldiers, and they completely ignored and ran through it to attempt to lunge out at Aegis from behind with their pincers. He was forced to spin around and block their strikes with his shield before continuing forward behind the others.

 In that time, unfortunately, another Mosmir voidreaver had teleported onto the street ahead of them and began charging up a beam. Following Aegis lead, this time the other guard copied his attack by throwing his spear forward at the Mosmir. It worked - interrupting its beam and forcing it to teleport away to a nearby building before beginning to channel its beam. This one however wasn’t aiming its beam at Aegis, but at the guard who’d thrown the spear at it.

 “Get ready, it’s aiming at you!” Aegis called out, but his voice was absorbed by the pursuing beam behind him. The guard continued rushing forward alongside the other guard and priestess, unsuspectingly, as Aegis saw the second voidreavers beam charge up and aim at him. Aegis contemplated using guard to block it, but he knew being hit by that beam would be a game over for this quest - that couldn’t possibly be the answer. 

 In his moment of hesitation, the voidreaver fired its beam and hit the guard, causing him to stop running and fall to his knees in pain. Aegis had no voice but to keep running past him, leaving him behind, as he still had a beam pursuing him alongside the two soldiers. 

 They were closing in on the chapel now, and thankfully after a few meters more of running, Aegis’ managed to cut off line of sight with the voidreaver that had been aiming its beam at him. Furthermore, the voidreaver had seemed to lose interest and didn’t teleport to get closer and attack again but rather teleported deeper into the city, leaving Aegis with just the two pursuing Mosmir soldiers. 

 But just as they came up onto the small staircase leading into the front entrance of the destroyed chapel, a flood of black liquid came pouring out of it, splashing down the stairs towards them. The moment the liquid appeared, both Mosmir soldiers screeched in terror and stopped pursing Aegis. Instead, they both turned tail and fled from the liquid as Aegis looked forward and saw it spilling out over the streets towards the final guard and the priestess.

 “Watch out, Priestess Ysilda!” The guard shouted, moving to stand in front of her and putting his shield down to block the liquid from touching her.

 “No, do not touch it!” The priestess cried out, backing away frantically towards Aegis who stood behind her. The guard heard her warning too late, and the moment the black liquid came into contact with him, tiny oily tendrils shot up out of the liquid and grappled him on multiple parts of his body, yanking him down into the liquid where his body and equipment were quickly dissolved.

 Aegis looked forward and saw that the liquid still kept coming - it was flowing out of the chapel like an endless wave, but at the same time knew they needed to somehow continue forward.

 “Guard.” Aegis projected his shield vertically in front of them, like a platform. “Get on!” Aegis called out to the Priestess, jumping up onto the shield projection as it hovered a meter above the ground. Aegis jumped up first, then held his hand out for her to take. She listened, taking his hand, and he pulled her up onto the shield to stand on it with him, holding her tight so that neither would fall off as the black liquid flowed over the obsidian streets that they’d been standing on. 

 “I’m going to hold you and jump, don’t resist.” Aegis explained, and she nodded understandingly. He held her tightly in his arms and jumped off of his shield projection as its 2 second duration was up, then quickly recast a new projection below them, slightly higher than the previous one. 

 In the small moment that there was no projection of his shield beneath their feet, the black liquid attempted to shoot out oily tendrils up at them, but his new projection had been formed quick enough to block them.

 “Wait for it to pass.” Aegis explained, and she nodded, but her eyes then suddenly went wide.

 “Behind you!” She called out, causing Aegis to spin around on his small platform of footing where he saw a voidreaver had teleported to the roof of a nearby building and was aiming at them.

 “Of course.” Aegis sighed in frustration. A second later, the beam finished charging and shot out towards them. Aegis quickly lifted the light elven priestess up off her feet, holding her cradled in his arms as she allowed it to happen, then jumped to the side out of the path of the void beam while simultaneously recasting his shield projection beneath his feet at a new location.
 The voidbeam missed, but the reaver continued to angle it to pursue Aegis, curving it through the air. He was limited in directions he could jump to avoid it, as the tall walls of the ruined chapel were on his right, and his left was the voidbeam. He bent his knees as the beam closed in, then used all of his character's strength stat to launch himself high into the air, several meters up above the beam. Once high, he recast his shield projection and watched the voidreaver curve the beam upwards in pursuit. 

 To his right, he saw the possibility of jumping into the chapel through its broken roof after another leap, so did exactly that. He jumped up with great strength onto a fourth shield projection, which gave him a view into the chapel over the top of its destroyed front wall.

 From here, the void rift in question came into view. A black mass of swirling wild magical energy of which the void creatures were spilling out of en-masse. Some of the creatures were somehow, luckily, destroying each other as they squeezed out of the rift, but this resulted in absolute chaos within the chapel itself. 

 “How close to you need to be to close the rift?” Aegis asked her as the pair looked down into the chapel with wide eyes.

 “Within 5 meters.” The priestess explained.

 “Right.” Aegis rolled his eyes, glancing between the rift and the voidbeam still being angled towards him. He took a deep breath, then jumped off of his shield projection onto the top of the ruined walls of the chapel. As the voidreaver curved its beam towards him this time, it crashed into the outside wall of the chapel and began disintegrating it, but Aegis didn’t stick around and quickly jumped down into the chapel, falling 8 meters to the floor in a spot he saw the black liquid had vacated. 

 The voidreaver’s beam canceled on Aegis once he jumped down, as he’d broken line of sight with the voidreaver, while simultaneously the last of the black liquid creature had finished seeping out of the chapel through the door. The moment Aegis landed on the stone floor of the chapel, several meters away from the rift, he saw three Mosmir’ soldiers hiss and chitter in his direction, scurrying out of the rift. Aegis raised his shield and prepared to block their attacks, but before they got close enough to him to strike, suddenly three gigantic reptilian heads shot out of the rift behind the Mosmir and snapped their gigantic fangs around the Mosmir, crunching into their hard chitinous bodies and killing them instantly. Only one of the three heads had a red name floating above them, labeled [Void Hydra(ELITE) - Level 180)]

 “Don’t move.” The priestess quickly whispered. Aegis understood and complied immediately as they watched the rest of the Void Hydra’s gigantic body stomp out of the rift, gulping down the bodies of the Mosmir soldiers in a single bite. Aegis could see the lumps in the hydra’s three throats as it swallowed their corpses, simultaneously raising its three heads up above the walls of the chapel. Once it had, the center head let out a violent roar that was amplified by the other heads joining in. Aegis and the priestess remained completely still, as Aegis recalled many void and underrealm creatures lived in pitch darkness and therefore likely had strangely adapted methods of perception.



 “He made it to the chapel on his first try.” Baffo commented, as he and Uggard sat side by side on the bench outside, elbows on their knees and chins on their hands. Both had Aegis’ livestream open in their livestream viewers, watching intensely with serious expressions on their face.

 “That kid’s something else. But, that was just the easy part.” Uggard took a deep breath. 
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Aegis and the elven priestess Ysilda stood motionless, the loud vibrating warping sounds continuously echoing out of the rift in front of them. Their eyes were staring up at the long necks of the curious hydra, as it rotated its three heads above the destroyed walls of the chapel, taking in the city sights.

 After a long, tense few moments, the hydra seemed to pick up on something that piqued its interest, and began stomping forward. The rest of its body formed out of the rift behind it as its large front claws crashed through the walls of the chapel in front of it, walking through them as if they did not exist in the first place.

 The obsidian blocks of the structures exploded outward and scattered along the streets and nearby buildings outside, and the hydra dragged its large thick torso along with it using the force of its legs until the creature had completely left the building. Unfortunately, in doing so, it completely destroyed the chapel walls all around the front of the building, removing any cover that the structure was providing for Aegis and Ysilda from outside threats.

 Still, the pair waited motionlessly, until Aegis was sure it was far enough away that it wouldn’t turn one of its heads back to look at them and see them moving about.

 “How long will it take to close it?” Aegis asked, speaking only loud enough to be heard by Ysilda over the sound of the rift.

 “A few minutes.” Ysilda replied in equal fashion.

 “Get started, I’ll keep you safe.” Aegis took a deep nervous breath. Ysilda nodded and stepped forward, her eyes on the rapidly rotating strands of black void energy that were whipping outwards and rotating around the condensed, large orb that was the rift. The pair took a few steps forward to get Ysilda in range, cautiously and quietly preparing for any other creatures that might begin pouring out of it.

 Once close enough, Ysilda held out her hands in the direction of the rift and closed her eyes, and bright holy light began to seep out from between her eyelids. Moments later, her hands as well began to glow, and she began murmuring an incancation using a language unfamiliar to Aegis.

 The moment she had, the white light from her hands also appeared at the center of the rift in front of them, and slowly began to expand and consume the rift.

 Aegis kept watch, looking in all directions for any potential threats while primarily keeping his eyes on the rift itself. Not long after Ysilda’s ritual began, a large black mass of starry skin erupted out of the top of the rift and began soaring upwards. Aegis recognized the pattern on the creature's skin to quickly identify what it was - another one of the stingray monsters that would kill you if you looked at it. Aegis quickly jerked his head away in the opposite direction, towards where the entrance of the chapel once stood.

 There, he saw a pale elf rushing towards him from the street, wielding a double-sided glaive in his hands and a long black cloak with the hood down. He had short silver hair that flowed behind him as he rushed forward with determination. Aegis wasn’t immediately sure what to make of it until he got close enough to look up at Aegis in the eyes, where Aegis saw his eyes glowing black with void energy and a grimace on his face.

 “You will not destroy my beautiful creation!” The elf, now with his name visible as [Kilyak(Elite) - Level 163)], shouted at Aegis. This line told Aegis all he needed to know about what to expect from this NPC, and with no hesitation he lunged forward with his glaive pointed at Ysilda. Aegis moved in front and blocked the strike, but he quickly spun the double-sided glaive around in his hands to strike at her with the opposite end of it. Aegis moved to block it, and he repeated the motion - striking left, right, left, then right repeatedly. Aegis was forced to jerk his shield back and forth rapidly to block each strike in quick succession. 

 After a few more attempts, Kilyak altered his attack pattern to add in a jump strike where he swung one of the glaives downward at Aegis from above. Once Aegis raised his shield up to block it, he swerved the glaive horizontally to strike at Aegis from underneath his shield using the other end of the weapon. Unfortunately for Kilyak, Aegis was still able to pull his shield downward to block the strike from below in time. With the experience he’d had with PvP in the last few weeks, a single attacker with a glaive wasn’t going to be enough to get past his shield - his reaction time was more than enough to keep up with these strikes.

 The situation was completely under Aegis’ control with Ysilda safely behind him, up until the moment he began to hear a strange reverberating hissing sound coming from the rift, and a long pink tongue began to wriggle out of it. Both Aegis and Kilyak eyed the tongue out of the corner of their eyes as it retracted back into the rift, and a moment later the head of a gigantic, voidscaled serpents head protruded out of the rift. The scales were pitch black and appeared to absorb nearby light, each scale giving off its own unique shimmer. The eyes of the snake itself were a dull yellow, and it’s head alone was double the size of Aegis. 

 As more of its head formed from out of the rift, a grin grew over Kilyak’s face.

 “I get it now.” Aegis mumbled to himself. “Intermediate quest was a mechanics check. A tank has to not just be able to block attacks, but understand everything that their enemy is capable of.” Aegis called out to Kilyak, but Kilyak gave no reaction. “What’s a…” Aegis asked rhetorically, eying the red name that appeared above the snake's head - [Void Serpent - Level 193].

 Once its head had fully formed, it stopped moving forward and panned its yellow eyes towards Kilyak and Aegis. Kilyak stopped attacking and unequipped his glaive, causing it to disappear from his hands. The instant he did, the Snake lunged its head towards Aegis with his mouth open, revealing razorsharp silver fangs that attempted to snap down on Aegis’ body. Aegis was quick to react, jumping backwards away from the snake as its large serpent body extended out of the rift. 

 One jump back wasn’t enough - it slithered after him and lunged several more times. Aegis found himself jumping backwards repeatedly, back into the streets in front of the chapel. He attempted to utilize one of the obsidian structures lining the streets for cover, but the serpent easily crashed his head through the walls as if they were made of paper, chomping his fangs down on where Aegis had been standing repeatedly.

 “Why’s it going after me but not them?” Aegis asked himself curiously, staring up at Kilyak and Ysilda over the body of the long serpent, seeing that Kilyak was preparing his fists to strike out at Ysilda. “Guard!” Aegis shouted, projecting his shield out in front of Ysilda to block the strike, but as he did, he understood it. “The iron….” Aegis looked down at the shield he was still wielding. Too late, he’d realized why Kilyak unequipped the glaive when the serpent appeared.

 The moment he casted guard, the snake lunged at him again. Aegis knew now he was caught between a rock and a hard place. If he unequipped the shield he wouldn’t be able to cast guard, but if he kept it equipped the snake wouldn’t leave him alone. To make matters worse, he heard the familiar humming sound of a voidreaver beam charging up. Glancing across the street towards the roof of a nearby building, he saw that he’d caught the attention of another Mosmir Voidreaver.

 He jumped up off of the ground to get overtop of another lunging strike from the snake and landed on top of a ruined obsidian building not far from the chapel. Once atop it, he quickly cast guard in front of Ysilda to block another fist strike from Kilyak and saw that the serpent’s body had finally finished forming - its tail was now visible slithering out of the rift. From there, he dashed to the side as the void beam fired out from the Mosmir voidreavers pincers at him, absorbing sound as the black energy narrowly missed hitting his legs.

 “I don’t have time to redo this quest over and over again.” Aegis gritted his teeth and glared at the various creatures attacking him and Ysilda. Then, out of the corner of his eye, he spotted the Voidhydra still rampaging in the distant city. With it in his sights, an idea came into his mind. He began running atop the obsidian structures, repeatedly casting guard at its maximum range around Ysilda to protect her from a flurry of strikes from Kilyak, while simultaneously jumping repeatedly over lunging strikes from the serpent. His goal was to angle the path of the void beam from the voidreaver out in the direction of the hydra to bring it back.

 After jumping over a few more buildings and creating more guards, it worked. The voidreaver wasn’t aware enough of its surroundings to realize that the beam it was aiming at Aegis shot past him, through the air and across the open city above the buildings, hitting the otherwise preoccupied void hydra in the distance.

 Once hit in the back, the void beam bounced off the scales of the hydra and it let out a ferocious roar, turning all three of its heads to glare at Aegis, the serpent, and the Voidreaver who promptly ended its beam. The hydra then turned its body and began stomping aggressively towards them, tearing through any and all obsidian structures in its way and knocking them over with its might.

 The serpent hadn’t noticed, it was so focused in on the iron of Aegis’ shield that it continued to lunge out at him, while the voidreaver turned tail and ran with several teleports away. Once the Hydra got close enough to Aegis, he froze in place and held up his shield, allowing the serpent to lunge his head into it and blocked the attack. Due to the dungeon option, he took 0 damage from it, and the motion drew the attention of the hydra whose three heads lashed out at the body of the serpent, biting into its black scales. 

 The serpent let out a horrific hissing sound which mixed in with a strange whale-cry coming from a gigantic void stingray flapping its fins in the sky far above the city, which Aegis had to resist the urge to look up at. 

 The only movement Aegis did was a wiggle of his fingers, recasting his guard repeatedly in order to keep blocking attacks from Kilyak as he repeatedly struck out at Ysilda. Eventually, Kilyak gave up and turned to glare across the ruined streets to see Aegis, and the Hydra feasting on the dying serpent that now had several chunks bitten out of its body. The serpent died, but the Hydra remained beside Aegis, forcing him to stay completely still.

 Seeing this, Kilyak equipped his glaive again and grinned at Aegis, preparing to strike it out at Ysilda. Aegis knew full well that while his guard could keep up with unarmed strikes, the glaive strikes could attack too quickly from various angles, more than his guard skill alone could handle.

 “Fuck it.” Aegis sighed, breaking into a sprint as he simultaneously guarded the first glaive strike on Ysilda. The moment he started running, all three of the hydra heads jerked upwards and followed his movement. It stomped after him, abandoning the corpse of the serpent and crushing it under its flaws as it moved forward quickly behind Aegis, whilst Aegis ran up the stairs into the chapel and thrust his shield forward at Kilyak, bashing him in the side to interrupt a secondary swing of his glaive down on Ysilda. 

 “I AM WILLING TO DIE FOR MY CAUSE. ARE YOU?!” Kilyak laughed maniacally as he saw the Hydra approaching behind Aegis.

 “Nope.” Aegis replied. “Shield skills are allowed. That includes shield bash.” Aegis said to himself, bashing his shield into Kilyak again to push him backwards into the rift. Once Kilyak touched the rift, it distorted his body slightly and caused parts of it to disappear, then reappear, but otherwise didn’t seem to deal damage or had any lasting effects. 

 The hydra had arrived and gotten close enough at this point to strike out at Aegis, shooting its long necks out like spears with gigantic snouts filled with razor sharp fangs inside its jaws that collapsed down around where Aegis had been standing. He jumped to the side to dodge one, then jumped backwards to dodge another. The third, he was forced to jump back again into the rift itself to avoid it. 

 As he did, his body was partially transported between locations. Part of his body remained in the chapel, another seemed to enter a strange, unfamiliar world of the void where everything appeared like a starry night sky, and Aegis felt an intense surging pain through all of his muscles. He quickly closed his eyes to avoid dying to whatever he was looking at, but not before seeing a large pool of warping black liquid hovering towards him on that side of the portal.

 Using his legs still in the chapel, he ran forward to pull himself out of the rift in time to see Kilyak rushing at Ysilda under the rising heads of the Hydra as it prepared to strike out again.

 “Guard.” Aegis shouted to block the glaive strike on Ysilda, while simultaneously the hydra roared out in anger with two of its head, and the third lunged down at Aegis again. He jumped to the side and the snout crashed into the obsidian block floor of the chapel, destroying it and sending chunks of stone and debris upwards into the sky - of which the majority fell into and was absorbed by the rift. 

 Aegis then lunged at Kilyak and bashed his shield into his side, knocking him off balance once more and pushing him away from Ysilda. He then glanced back at the rift and confirmed what he had seen - the black liquid began seeping through the rift towards their side of the gameworld, pouring out around their feet and creeping towards them. The hydra didn’t seem to care, and the liquid neared the hydra's feet and rather avoided getting too close to it as if afraid of it.

 It was seconds before the liquid reached his and Ysilda’s feet, and he already knew what would happen if it did. Kilyak did as well, and quickly got back to his feet and jumped up onto some nearby pieces of rubble created by the collapsing chapel walls, to get off the ground. 

 “I’ll keep you within 5 meters of the rift.” Aegis said to Ysilda. She couldn’t reply she was still murmuring her incantation. He had no choice but to assume that picking her up wouldn’t interrupt it. Aegis swiped his arms under her calves to sweep her off her feet and cradle her in his arms while she maintained her incantation, her eyes continued to glow - as did her hands. Aegis was relieved that the spell hadn’t been interrupted, but that was short lived as the liquid pooled towards him rapidly.

 Where Kilyak had jumped was safe, but it was more than 5 meters away from the rift. Aegis had to find alternative methods of keeping Ysilda protected from the liquid monster.

 “Guard.” Aegis shouted, casting it in the air above him, then jumping up on top of it just in time to get away from the liquid seeping towards him.

 With the projection between him and the floor, the liquid poured outwards without shooting up any tendrils, much to his relief. His movement, however, prompted a reaction from the Hydra’s three heads. Aegis saw their shadows extending up over him from behind in the light of the many flames now burning across the city, and let out a desperate sigh to himself. 

 Aegis canceled his guard after jumping forward off of it, just in time to get out of the path of a lunging strike from the hydra’s middle head. He recast his guard a meter away, orb walking around the rift and catching his footing just in time to prevent several black tendrils from grabbing him that had lashed out from the pool of oily black liquid below them on the ground.

 Kilyak was forced to do nothing but stay completely still in order to avoid drawing the attention of the hydra, as he had no clear method to attack Aegis given his current position. The hydra made another strike a moment later, forcing Aegis to jump again. After several more jumps to dodge the hydra’s strikes, Aegis saw the liquid on the ground below slowly slinking away, seeping out of the chapel and into the surrounding city. Aegis sighed with relief at this, but Kilyak had a different reaction. His eyes were on the void rift, where Ysilda’s light within it had grown and was beginning to overtake the void energy of it.

 “You will not undo my creation. This world will fall into the void, and you will not prevent it!” Kilyak shouted, drawing attention unto himself from the hydra, but he didn’t seem to care. He then suddenly plunged his glaive into his own chest, and following this his body exploded into a black mist that engulfed Aegis, Ysilda, and the Hydra. Several debuffs then appeared on Aegis, which he could only assume also appeared on Ysilda and the Hydra as well.




	
[Greater Mosmir Voidreaver Lure]
 [Greater Mosmir Soldier Lure]
 [Greater Void Hydra Lure]
 [Greater Void Serpent Lure]
 [Greater Void Ooze lure]
 [Greater Void Beholder Lure]
 [Greater Void Ray Lure]
 [Greater Ilmian Lure]
 [Greater Mimic Lure]








 The list of debuffs was unrealistically large. The only good news was that in order to spread them, Kilyak had committed suicide in some odd way.

 “5 meters.” Aegis said to himself anxiously as he removed the guard under his feet to drop to the ground of the chapel, while all three heads of the hydra panned to look at him. Simultaneously, the sound of endless amounts of void creatures began to hiss and roar throughout the burning city, and strange sounds began to come from within the rift itself. Every void creature that had made it through the rift was now coming to its defense, stomping towards them.



 “Holy shit.” Baffo leaned forward anxiously, clutching his fists together nervously.

 “No one’s gotten this far before.” Uggard took a deep anxious breath. Both of their eyes were wide, peeled to their livestream viewers floating in front of their faces. “He used the hydra on the snake.”

 “I know, I saw. I never thought to call that hydra back.” Baffo replied. Aegis’ viewership had shot up to 1 million once more, and Hae-won’s rapidfire commentary focused on nothing but his gameplay.



 Aegis carefully lifted Ysilda up over his shoulder, so that her body hung over the back of it, head down with her eyes closed - she remained focused on the incantation despite the odd way Aegis was holding her over his shoulder. He was grateful for how light weighted elves were, and with her in this position he could somewhat utilize his left arm to block incoming attacks. Pairing that with his guard, he felt he stood a chance, and dug his feet into the ground, preparing for the oncoming swarm of enemies that were announcing their approach through various roars, hisses, and screeches from within the rift and throughout the city. 
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                Chapter 231: Advanced Shield Mastery Pt. 3


“Level and damage doesn’t matter, as long as I block it. It’s purely about game knowledge.” Aegis whispered to himself, taking a deep breath as the three heads of the void hydra loomed above him and the nearby rift, the center letting out a feral roar. They then proceeded to snap their fanged snouts down towards Aegis with lightning speed, forcing Aegis to flick his shield into each strike. Once he’d blocked all three, they didn’t let up and continued with more strikes, slowly pushing him back as he did his best to hold his ground with Ysilda over his right shoulder. 

 Within seconds he began to hear the scurrying and chittering of approaching Mosmir converging on his location from the surrounding burning city. The first began clamoring up over the rubble of the destroyed chapel walls. Initially, it was just soldiers, and Aegis briefly glanced over his shoulder to gauge their distance and speed at which they were approaching. It wasn’t long before he heard the familiar hum of void reavers charging up their beams. 

 There were three, aiming at him from varying locations, and he had no cover and no way to interrupt them. The only thing he was certain of was that the void beams were good at provoking the hydra. 

 Aegis prepared to dash forward into the hydra, timing his movement to coincide with breaks in the hydra’s three headed attacks. Once he had his timing down, he dashed forward under their recoiling long black-scaled necks, but was forced to back off and stop his plans when he spotted a black liquid seeping over the chapel floor between him and the claws of the hydra.

 Just as black tendrils were preparing to shoot out from the ooze at Aegis, he quickly cast guard and jumped up on top of his shield, causing the tendrils to latch onto the underside of his shield projection. He then uneasily launched himself forward off of the projection towards the hydra, while three void beams shot out from nearby voidreavers and converged on where he’d been standing. 

 Aegis was barely able to land on the back of the hydra’s large bulky torso, tumbling and almost falling over off of the other side of it. The hydra didn’t appreciate this and hissed out angrily, turning its heads around without any difficulty in order to face him, as if they were on a swivel. The ooze showed fear of getting too close to the hydra and backed off, opting to begin firing its tendrils at the approaching Mosmir soldiers, who brainlessly pursued Aegis through the ooze due to the lure and their non-elite status. 

 Meanwhile, the void beams were curved and angled to continue to follow Aegis, despite him now being on the back of the hydra. The result was that all three beams crashed into the black scales of the void hydra and began somewhat reflecting off of it, proving to do no damage and only aggravate the elite Hydra.

 It was elite, so Aegis wasn’t quite sure how it’d react, so he opted to drop to his knees on its back to stabilize himself easily, then go completely still. Two of the heads turned to face the void reavers, one looked at him curiously. His stillness was his hope to lose its attention and allow him to stay on its back, safe from the ooze, and after a long few tense seconds, it seemed to work.

 The two heads facing void reavers let out a strange gurgling cry as a bulge formed in their necks. Aegis followed the bulge with his eyes as it rose up towards the mouths quickly, until finally a blast of deep purple liquid streamed out of their two heads with impressive propulsion that matched the range of the void beams, spewing out towards the reavers. Both reavers that it had shot at were forced to shift away to avoid it, whilst the liquid covered the obsidian block buildings they’d been standing on. WIthin seconds, the entire structures were dissolved by the purple acidic liquid, and the two heads began angling around to get a view on where the void reavers had teleported to.

 With the ooze holding back the soldiers, and the hydra holding back the ooze and void reavers, Aegis was feeling safe, and every second that went by with him staying completely still felt like a vital progression towards success. The easy piggyback ride was short lived, however - interrupted by the sound of a deafeningly loud whale cry. The moment he heard it reach his ears he was reminded of the banshee’s he'd fought in the past, and quickly pulled Ysilda up to cover her ears and protect her from the damage.




	You take 13,350 Psychic Damage.






 Aegis felt his entire body vibrating from the sound, as if he was a bell being rung atop a bell tower. His muscles began to spasm and he fell forward onto the back of the hydra, desperately keeping his hands clutched over Ysilda to protect her. It seemed to work - her eyes were still closed and she winced, showing some pain from the attack, but once the whale cry ended, she was still alive and muttering the incantation. Aegis couldn’t hear her muttering, due to the lasting effects of the whale cry. He was momentarily relieved to see that they’d survived the attack, and looked up to see that the three headed hydra was also affected by it and recovering by attempting to ‘shake’ the sound out of its three heads.

 The bigger issue was the source of the sound. The two [Void Ray(Elite) - Level ??] beasts that had made it into the ruins and were soaring high above the city within the open cavern were now flying towards them. As they got close to each other, Aegis briefly glimpsed up at them to see that they didn’t collide, but instead their astral starry skinned bodies seemed to merge with one another and passed through each other with ease. Aegis knew better than to stare at them longer than a second, as just glimpsing at them caused a surge of pain through his body that momentarily felt him feel dizzy.

 The effects of the dizziness wore off as the ground began to rumble and shake violently, and a loud scraping sound of destruction could be heard in the distance. Aegis briefly glanced up once more to see that the Void rays were flying right towards them with incredible speed, and were dragging their gigantic spiked tails along the ground, slicing up the paved obsidian streets as they closed in on the chapel - sending chunks of obsidian, rock, dirt, and other debris into the air as everything failed to obstruct the sharp astral tails of the void rays. 

 The hydra, for the first time, showed fear as it too glanced at the tails converging on its location. To his luck, it looked as though the hydra would do the dodging for him and began frantically stomping out of the path of the void ray tails. It stomped out of the chapel, the Void Ooze on the ground around its feet coiling out of the hydra’s path while Aegis remained clinging onto the hydra’s back. 

 “Shit.” Aegis realized it late that the hydra was about to take him and Ysilda out of range of the rift in order to dodge the tails of the void rays - one tail coming from the left, the other from the right. Aegis quickly got his footing on the hydra’s back, put Ysilda back over his shoulder, then jumped forward off the back of the hydra towards the tails.

 To his relief, the ooze, too, had cleared out of the area in fear of the incoming tails. The closer they got, the bigger the tails appeared - it looked as though two jumbo jets were cutting through the earth and soaring towards him at rapid speed, with no signs of slowing down. 

 The attacks were too large to dodge - the only way to dodge would result in Ysilda being taken out of range of the rift. Aegis resisted the urge to look up at the astral bodies of the void rays soaring above, the source of the tails. Instead, he dug his feet in and took a deep breath.

 As long as I block it with my shield, it does no damage.” Aegis reminded himself, but the size of the attack and the force it was bringing with it as it tore up the ground of the city was beyond intimidating. 



 “No way is he going to block those, is he?” Hae-won asked with disbelief, sitting on the edge of her seat as she watched alongside Aegis’ audience of now 1.3 million viewers.



 “He’s got no choice.” Baffo replied, also on the edge of his seat as he and Uggard watched the broadcast with wide eyes. 



 “Fuck me.” Aegis took a deep breath, dug his feet into the floor of the chapel, and held his shield up. The ground shook violently due to the tails, but he kept his footing and gritted his teeth, clenching all of his muscles. When the tail was just a few meters away, Aegis involuntarily shouted out a battle cry to himself to help psych himself up. When it connected, he could no longer hear his own voice due to the loud sounds of destruction being caused by the tails, but he felt the most painful, violent force of destruction to ever hit his shield.

 Due to the empowerment of the dungeon options, his footing held and he took zero damage. The tails made a loud metallic clanging sound as they clashed with the iron shield he was given, their path being impeded by Aegis to the point that the tails recoiled backward and were flung up into the air, trailing behind the void rays as they continued to soar beyond the rift overhead.

 First, the overwhelming sensation of having his arm shattered into a million pieces faded. Then, the chunks of obsidian and other debris and dust fell from the sky all around Aegis. The other void creatures that had fled from the tails were some distance away, giving Aegis a few moments to recover from the attacks. He looked around the take in his surroundings and made sure he was safe to catch his breath and saw nothing but the settling of debris all around him and the rift.

Then, he turned to Ysilda to make sure she was okay, still muttering the incantation and channeling holy energy into the rift. Afterwards, he looked back at the surrounding rubble and saw something odd - the amount of broken obsidian blocks somehow seemed to have increased in the few seconds he’d been looking away. It took Aegis a second to register this, and whether he was seeing things or not, but then it clicked as he recalled the lure debuffs that he had.

“Mimics.” Aegis sighed, and the moment he had, he watched as several obsidian debris blocks grew long black tendrils and used them as legs to scurry forward, while black mouths filled with razor sharp white teeth formed on random locations, varying from block to block. They let out horrendous hissing sounds as they closed in, whipping their tendrils out at Aegis in an attempt to grapple him. 

He reacted quickly by raising his shield up to block two charging at him from the left, and making use of guard to block a third on his right. They were relentless and made several more strikes that he was able to block, but at the same time Aegis heard the sound of the hydra stomping back towards him, alongside the scurrying of Mosmir soldiers.

He knew it was only a matter of time before the ooze got back as well, and his mind worked overtime to concoct a method of using the other void creatures to minimize the aggression of the mimics - this was interrupted by a large black ball rising up out of the center of the rift. The center of the ball opened up to reveal a large white eyeball, and multiple glowing eyestalks then extended out of the top of its head. [Void Beholder(ELITE) - Level ??].

 “Oh come on.” Aegis whimpered as he saw it turn all of its eyestalks to face him, and a large mouth formed below the eye with a big grin. 

 “It’s finished!” Ysilda declared loudly, opening her eyes as she remained hanging over Aegis' shoulder.

 “Then close it!” Aegis shouted with excitement as the eyestalks began to glow, aimed at him as he frantically blocked more strikes from the mimics. 

 “If I close it now, these creatures will be stuck on this side of the rift! We must use the lures on our bodies to take them back to their realm. Only then wi-”

 “Yeah yeah okay I got it.” Aegis cut her off in annoyance, and with no hesitation he dashed forward into the black rift of wild whipping energy, now encapsulated by holy light that was mixing in with the dark magic. Just as Aegis passed through the rift, the beholder shot out several beams at where he’d been standing, forcing the mimics away to avoid getting hit in the crossfire. The eyebeams missed Aegis as he passed through the rift and was warped into the realm of endless void.

 His body began to warp and distort. As Aegis tried to find a footing after stepping through the rift, he found none. They were suddenly drifting through the air, weightlessly, away from the rift that seemed to be floating in the middle of nothingness. There was light, from multiple sources of far off stars that gave an ever present sense of illumination. Everything alive and moving around them was visible, but it was otherwise a black space surrounded by distant stars.

 The space around the rift was filled with various creatures that had been attracted to Aegis’ lures and were all swimming through the space towards him.

 Aegis opened his mouth and attempted to speak to Ysilda, but no sound came out. The only sound Aegis could hear was that of distant whale-like cries, coming from Void Rays that were flying towards them through the void space, far off in the distance much to his relief.

 The closest enemy Aegis had to worry about was a void serpent, slithering through the void towards him from below as it moved quickly through the weightless sky, bearing its fangs up at him. Aegis quickly cast guard to project his shield under his feet, then propelled himself forward off of the projection to take himself out of the path of the serpent as it lunged at him, narrowly avoiding the strike. Simultaneously, Aegis turned back towards the rift as he caught out of the corner of his eye that the beholder had come back through it and was aiming its eyestalks at him.

 He knew he’d take no damage from the attacks as long as he blocked them, but he also knew that the beholder wasn’t dangerous due to its damage, but it's status effects. As multiple colored eye stalks began to charge up, Aegis frantically created a new shield projection under his feet and bent his knees into it, timing a jump off of the projection at the last second before the stalks fired to avoid the beams. 

 As a result, the beams shot past him and Ysilda and hit the serpent who was swerving around behind Aegis and preparing to lunge at him again from behind. The Serpent froze, but Aegis hadn’t time to fully grasp what had happened to it as he spotted three more copies of his shield projection suddenly appear out of the rift and begin soaring towards him with tiny tendrils wriggling out of the sides, revealing them to be mimics. Luckily, with Ysilda freed up from her incantation, she was able to fire bolts of holy light out at the mimics and knock them away, freeing up Aegis to focus solely on avoiding the eye beams from the beholder which were quickly charging up again.

 Another set of beams fired at Aegis, he dodged them, then saw that the void reavers from outside of the rift were now teleporting around him, floating in the void space around him in random locations. There was nowhere to hide, no cover, and no way to out run the beams and dodge the beholder at the same time.

 Aegis frantically pointed out the voidreaver to Ysilda and she nodded, spinning around to shoot at them with one hand while holding onto the back of Aegis’ armor with the other so as to not get separated as the two floated together weightlessly through the space.

 It worked - her smite casts were enough to prevent the void reavers from finishing their channels and casting void beams onto Aegis. He dodged another set of beams from the beholder, then saw two large puddles of void ooze seeping through the rift, followed by the three headed void hydra.

 Aegis took a deep breath upon seeing this - he knew now that the only thing left was the void rays, but they were absolutely surrounded and being attacked from all sides. It took all of the focus he could muster to continue to block and dodge the attacks of all of the nearby enemies. The hydra throats began to bulge as they built up acid in their mouths, this time the three heads aimed at Aegis.

 The void reavers continued to try and take aim, interrupted repeatedly by Ysilda. The Beholder continued to charge up eyestalks, focusing Aegis to use his guard to keep propelling himself away. The mimics continued to wriggle through the endless void towards him with their tendrils, repeatedly disguising themselves as different objects to throw Aegis off, unsuccessfully. As they closed in, he used his shield to block their black tendrils that lashed out at him in between avoiding eye beams.

 Suddenly, though, the eye beams stopped. The mimics pulled back their tendrils and started frantically swimming away in fear, and the void hydra swallowed the bulge, not managing to spew out any acid. The void reavers started shifting away, and the void serpent, the moment it regained mobility, began to slither through the space in terror.

 Everything around them, including the beholder, was fleeing from them in the same direction. Naturally, seeing this, Aegis slowly turned his head up into the direction of the void around them, to see what they were fleeing from. He wished he hadn’t.

 At first, he wasn’t sure what he was looking at - there was simply a large section of the space around him where no light was coming from. It took him a while to realize that something was there, blocking the light in that direction, and it was approaching rapidly. He saw Ysilda staring at it with her jaw dropped, a look of absolute terror on her face.

 Then, as Aegis looked more closely, he saw it - a large black skeletal face was soaring towards them, giving off a strange, deep groaning sound. It had a single eye near the top of its strangely shaped skeletal head. It lacked a lower jaw, but not a lower lip as the rim of its mouth could be vaguely seen, due to the edge of its body being outlined by the glowing stars behind it that illuminated its silhouette. 

 There were various writhing tendrils sticking out from its body from behind its head, but Aegis couldn’t see much of the rest of its body due to the size of its head and the fact that it was approaching them head on. Then, he saw as large claws began to extend out from its torso hidden behind its head. The claws were not black like the rest of it’s body, but instead blood red, and thanks to them, Aegis was given perspective to just how large the approaching creature actually was.

 Glancing back briefly to Ysilda, he saw her mouthing something frantically to Aegis while tugging on his armor and pointing back towards the rift. He couldn’t fully grasp what she’d mouthed, but as he recalled his list of lure debuffs, he remembered one creature that hadn’t been seen yet that matched what she’d mouthed - Ilmian. When he turned back towards the rift, he saw the tail end of the two Void rays swimming through it, away from the Ilmaim. That was it, Aegis thought - all the dangerous creatures had come back through the rift.

 Ysilda nodded, and the two began desperately swimming through the space back to where the rift was. However, despite their best efforts, they were only drifting further away - being pulled by some unseen force in the direction of the approaching Ilmian. Aegis glanced back in its direction to see it. Not only was it soaring towards them rapidly, it became clearer to him just how massive this creature was.

 Desperation sank in as he saw the unfathomably large enemy closing on, and he quickly cast guard to propel them forward towards the rift. It worked for a moment, but then they were sucked back to the guard projection he’d just launched them off of.

 The force behind the Ilmiam’s pulling quickly escalated, to the point where propelling off of the shields was completely pointless, the projection was serving only to stop them from being pulled closer to the Ilmiam.

 Aegis stopped and stood on one of his projections, now roughly 8 meters from the writhing rift. It looked so close, but at the same time so far. Ysilda remained clinging desperately to his back, wrapping her arms around him as he thought of a solution. The only thing that came to mind was the projections, but jumping wouldn’t work. Then it clicked in his head - he reached his hands out up towards the rift, and the moment he canceled the projection he was using for footing, he recast guard where his hands were and grabbed it.

 The pulling force of Ilmiam quickly yanked his legs away from the projection, but he had two seconds to pull himself forward using his arms, and did exactly that, quickly standing up on the projection, then extending his arms and casting another one in his hands.

 He repeated this as fast as he could, several times, while avoiding looking back at the Ilmian as he felt its presence closing in on them. All he had to do was see the look on Ysilda’s face to get a sense for just how close the creature had gotten to them by the time Aegis reached the rift and pulled himself and Ysilda through it.

 The moment he had, his body shimmered, and the two collapsed onto the ground of the chapel - sound returning to their ears. Immediately upon landing on solid ground, Ysilda spun around and waved her hands at the rift with a flash of holy light emanating from them. In an instant, the rift was pulled in onto itself and absorbed in a ball of light, then disappeared.




	Quest Complete!






 Aegis didn’t have time to recover, or say anything to Ysilda. Immediately upon seeing the message pop up in his peripheral vision, his body was ejected from the dungeon and he found himself standing in front of the archway, back in the basement of the training hall of Kordas.

 He breathed heavily, eying his stamina to see that it had nearly been completely emptied, then looked up and saw Baffo and Uggard rushing towards him excitedly. Before they could get to him, though, another message popped up on his screen. 




	
Congratulations! You have advanced from Shield Mastery(Intermediate): 150 to Shield Mastery(Advanced): 151. You may now level this skill up to a maximum of 300. 

Your use of the Shield Mastery skill has unlocked the Shield Mastery ability: [Reflect], 
The following Shield Mastery abilities have been changed:

[Shieldwall] -> [Greater Shieldwall]
[Guard] -> [Greater Guard]
[Shield Bash] -> [Shield Slam]
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When Aegis wiped away his initial few notifications, he found another large one flashing in front of his face in his peripheral vision, separating his view from the approaching Baffo and Uggard. 




	[WORLD NOTIFICATION]
The player [Aegis - Level 150] has become the first player in the world to reach [Advanced Shield Mastery].






“Good stuff!” Baffo cheered with a big smile as Aegis waved the notification away.

“That was incredible. Your reaction speed to those attacks was insane. And the way you used the monsters against each other…” Uggard’s voice trailed off as he and Baffo watched Aegis’ expression twist, and he looked upwards towards the roof of the training hall looking somewhat disappointed. “What’s wrong?” He asked as he saw it, Baffo looking at him with confusion.

“Nothing…” Aegis sighed with a shrug.

“C’mon, that aint nothin. You just completed a world first clear of one of the, if not thee hardest mastery quest.” Baffo replied with an inquisitive squint.

“Feels like I cheated.” Aegis shrugged as he finally met their eyes. “I brute forced it. I feel like the quest wanted me to stop Kilyak from hurting himself. That, or take him out with shield bash faster, so he couldn’t utilize the lures. I just think I could’ve done it better.” Aegis said while scratching his hair, looking somewhat frustrated.

Uggard shook his head dismissively at this and rolled his eyes, while Baffo went into thought and began scratching his chin, his eyes wandering curiously as he pondered.

“Yeah, maybe. I mean, it did seem a bit extreme to have to go into the void for a bit there.” Baffo nodded in agreement, and then with a spring in his step, he began walking around Aegis towards the quest archway. “I’ll try it out, using what I learned from watching you.”

“Alright. Same. I’ll try something with that Kilyak guy.” Uggard joined in, not wanting to be left behind by Baffo. Aegis turned and watched as the two of them disappeared inside the archway to begin their own attempts at completing the quest, leaving Aegis alone with a slight smirk. He took this time to open up his skill menu and take a look at the new abilities he’d gained from reaching Advanced Shield Mastery.




	
[Greater Shieldwall] - Shield Mastery(Advanced)

Activate by slamming the bottom of your shield into the ground in front of yourself. The shield will expand in size based on your level of Shield Mastery. Anyone standing behind the shield will be protected from incoming attacks and status effects. 
Cost: 20% of Maximum Stamina
Duration: 5s
Cooldown: 1 minute












	
[Greater Guard] - Shield Mastery(Advanced)

Project your shield at a desired location that you can see within 15 meters. Any attacks that hit the front of the shield will be redirected to you as if you had blocked it with your shield. Attacks taken by the projection will benefit from 50% of the brace effect. A maximum of two shield projections can exist simultaneously.
Cost: 15 Stamina
Duration: 2s











	
[Shield Slam] - Shield Mastery(Advanced)

Deals more damage than Shield Bash. Attacking with shield slam is guaranteed to interrupt channeled spells.
Damage: 5330-5352 [904(Str x 8) + 1,510(ShldMstry x 10) + ) 2927(ShieldAC x 0.4)]











	
[Reflect] - Shield Mastery(Advanced)

Properly bracing certain projectile attacks will bounce them back with momentum equal to that of which they hit your shield. The angle of their return path will be based on how they are hit with your shield. Only attacks that are properly braced can be reflected. Does not reflect status effects. Stamina cost for brace on attacks that are reflected is increased. The damage dealt by projectiles you reflect is reduced.
Cost Increase: 10 Stamina
Damage Reduction: 54.7% [100% - (ShldMstry x .3)]








“Hm.” Aegis mumbled to himself as he eyed the Reflect skill. He swung his shield around in front of his face before turning the frontside upwards to look at it more carefully, eying the curved front. “Probably gotta change how I craft shields to utilize that skill.” He thought out loud before pulling his shield back and quickly scrolling back into his interface. This time, he navigated his way to his quest menu where he could check the list of skills he was still missing for the next step. Everything was now checked off except two skills.

“Riding, and Holy Mastery…” Aegis said as he read them out loud. It took him a moment of brainstorming before he came up with an idea on how to handle each of them, and once he’d come up with it, he made for the staircase leading up out of the basement of the training hall.



The first was riding. Aegis stopped by the stables of Kordas on the outskirts of the western gate and asked to rent three horses. Then, he rented a wagon and hooked up two of the horses to its front, and mounted the other. He got a few strange looks from passerbyers as he took off westward from Kordas along the road, in the direction of Orm. He carefully held the reins of the horses on the wagon while simultaneously riding the horse he rode on, hoping that if he controlled three at once he’d gain experience faster.

Initially, his plan worked, and he was able to gain quite a few skill levels. He reached Orm quickly, then doubled back towards Kordas, doing his best to increase the speed of the horses to gain more experience. Unfortunately, though, the experience gains started slowing down drastically on the return trip, leading Aegis to return the rented beasts and go back to the drawing board. 

He’d recalled back to when he’d first entered Hrath’mir, how he gained massive leaps in riding skill experience when he’d started on a new creature, but it slowed down the more he got comfortable on the beast and understood it. This led him to conclude that he’d be able to level up riding more quickly if he tried riding different animals, other than gryphons, Lagnoks, and horses. 

Unfortunately, no such variety of beasts were available at the Kordas stables, but the prospect of riding more exotic creatures gave Aegis an idea on how to knock out two birds with one stone.

After paying for a portal from Yorgi, who he tracked down within the Wizard Tower of Kordas, Aegis found himself back in the Underrealm village of Pakro’Vielle. There, he was taught by the Plashrim how to ride the spiky-shelled giant snails that the Plashrim utilized for their small farms and gardens within the village. There were a couple of skilled elite NPCs that were willing to teach him, and he was surprised just how difficult they were to control compared to a standard horse.

Worse yet, was that if you mistreated the snails or aggravated them, they’d expand boney spikes out of their shells like a puffer fish, which was painful and dealt a not insignificant amount of damage to Aegis. Luckily, he was able to heal through it and continue his progress with the snails.




	Level Up! Riding has reached Level 125!







It was a long few hours of riding the snails and learning all there was to learn about controlling them, but after reaching this level, the experience he was gaining from riding them once again slowed down to a standstill, and it was time for Aegis to move on to another creature.

With his new gear and his higher level, he felt comfortable heading out of Pakro’Vielle into the underrealm on his own, and did exactly that. He navigated his way through the glowing mushroom forest of Reltrak, avoiding the trappers that were hiding on the floor to the best of his ability, and making sure not to walk underneath any mushrooms with giant fisher worms hiding in their underside.

Without Darkshot to guide him through the forest, he accidentally stepped into several trappers, but was able to take them out on his own relatively easily using his claws and powerful shield slam ability. His destination was the hole in the forest floor that led deeper into the under realm - the Red River.

When he got to the familiar hole, he descended down the winding ramp into the heated tunnel and traveled down it towards the glowing red light visible at the end. The familiar wafts of heat began barraging him, and he consumed some salamander meat to gain a stamina recovery buff just as he passed through the end of the tunnel and stepped out onto the obsidian shores of the red magma river. 

The familiar deep rumble of the slow flowing molten lava filled his ears, and he wasted no time in navigating to one of the nearest crudely carved caverns on the sides of the cavern wall. He went inside and sure enough found a sleeping salamander who was awoken by the sound of Aegis’ footsteps as he entered the cave.

As the level 135 Salamander opened its fanged mouth and released small bursts of flame to intimidate Aegis, Aegis pulled out a void silk rope that’d been tied into a lasso, and began spinning it around anxiously, a nervous grin growing on his face. He then engaged in the most uncomfortable game of cat and mouse that he’d ever played. 

He failed to wrangle the salamander countless times, taking large amounts of painful fire damage. Luckily, through all his time spent leveling down in the red river previously, he had plenty of fire resistance. He wasn’t at risk of dying, but he ended up wasting a lot of time before he was finally able to successfully lasso the robe around the Salamander’s neck.

The next challenge was getting on its back and staying on. The salamander did not like being ridden, at all. The moment that he finally managed to get onto its back, the bucking battle began. Unlike a horse who relied solely on kicking forward and backward, the Salamander made full use of its flaming tail and its ability to climb along the walls and ceiling of the cavern to desperately fling Aegis off of its back. 

It wasn’t long into it, after having been knocked off the Salamander’s back dozens of times, that Aegis began considering the fact that this wasn’t exactly the most optimal creature to try and level his riding skill with. But his stubbornness and determination egged him on, and after having already invested so much time to wrangle it he had no intention of backing down. 

The amount of flame breaths, burning tail strikes, and bite attacks he had taken from the beast unwillingly quickly shot up into the hundreds. The amount of time he’d been flung off of its back as it jumped between the floor, to the walls, to the roof the cave also made its way into the triple digits. But Aegis kept going, for several hours, refusing to give up. Hae-won, as his broadcaster, had turned the stream into a comedy show for Aegis’ viewers.

Despite all the failures, though, Aegis was gaining riding experience extremely fast for the few moments that he was able to stay on the salamander’s back, and slowly the length of time in which he was able to hang on was growing. Until eventually, after 8 long hours, Aegis had an attempt where he stayed on the creature's back and didn’t let go despite its best efforts, tiring it out.

The salamander appeared exhausted as well, having had to use its stamina to defend itself for such a long time, and eventually, it gave up and stopped trying to knock him off. Instead, it dropped onto its belly and panted with its red tongue out in defeat. 

“Good.” Aegis breathed heavily, also exhausted. He gently stroked the neck of the red-scaled beast. “Good boy.” He said to it sarcastically, causing it to burp out flames in annoyance. He let it and himself catch breath and recover stamina for a long 5 minutes before using the void silk leash around its neck to get it to stand back up, which it reluctantly complied.

“Now, the hard part. I’ve got to level riding AND holy mastery, so, let's go for a ride.” Aegis said to the non-elite salamander, which clearly had no idea what he was saying. He then used what he’d learned in the last few hours to direct the salamander with the rope and his legs on its sides, getting it to walk out of the cavern back out onto the obsidian shores of the red river.

“Giddyup!” Aegis cheered, whipping the rope to get the Salamander to sprint along the shore eastward. The creature moved incredibly fast, beyond the speed of the horses he’d been riding just half a day prior, and it wasn’t long before they made it around the bend in the river cavern that separated them from seeing the nearest Flame Giant that patrolled the magma. It was the same one that Aegis and his party had slain for the eternal flame - it had long since respawned and was currently resting waist-deep in the river.

As Aegis and his new salamander mount came into view, the Flame Giant followed them with his eyes, and eventually stirred, stomping forward towards them from across the other side of the river with a loud rumbling roar from his molten rock mouth.

“Okay, lets do it.” Aegis smirked before holding his hand out in the direction of the giant and firing multiple smites with his Holy Mastery skill. The salamander was visibly unhappy with this arrangement and started trying to run away from the giant in fear, but Aegis did his best to keep it under control and angle it so it ran up the walls of the cavern instead, avoiding a slash of manga that the giant flung at them by dragging his giant fists through the lava. 

Aegis continued to barrage the giant with smites using one hand, while holding the rope and steering the salamander with the other, and eventually found himself crawling along the roof of the cavern upside down, desperately clinging onto the salamander using his legs. 

It took awhile, but eventually the Salamander realized that as long as it did what Aegis instructed it to do, the flame giant’s attacks would never hit them. The salamander was extremely fast and nimble. The giant was fast as well, but with careful maneuvers, Aegis and his mount were able to avoid the swipes, flings, and punches from the molten giant that repeatedly crashed into the cavern around them leaving large dents and destruction in the obsidian rock.

The giant had a massive amount of health, but this was perfect for Aegis. It allowed him all the time in the world that he needed to max out his holy mastery by bombarding the giant with multiple smites at once. It was slow and tedious, but thanks to Aegis’ experience bonuses, eventually after several hours of fighting the giant on Salamander-back, he was able to achieve his goal.




	Level Up! Holy Mastery has reached Level 150!
Level Up! Riding has reached Level 150!Quest Complete! 







“Alright,” Aegis said to his Salamander after steering it back down off the walls of the cavern and onto the flat obsidian shore nearest the giant. “Let’s finish you off, you oughta be close to being done.” Aegis declared while drawing out his claws and mithral shield. He engaged with the giant, bracing attacks and retaliating against the giant’s fist with his claws after each braced attack. He needed to heal himself quite a bit, but it wasn’t long before the beast went down.




	
Level Up! Shield Mastery has reached Level 152!
Attribute Up!: You’ve gained +1 Strength.
Attribute Up!: You’ve gained +1 Constitution.








As the body of the giant collapsed and disintegrated, Aegis retrieved another flame giant heart and added it to his inventory. He dusted himself off, let out a huge sigh of relief and stretched his arms up to the roof of the cavern.

“It’s been awhile since I’ve done some solo grinding. I forgot how long stuff takes to kill on my own…” Aegis mumbled to himself as he walked over to the salamander and began untying the void silk lasso from its neck. “Well, I guess I didn’t really kill stuff on my own. I had pacifism before, so…” He shrugged before adding the rope to his inventory, then heading back towards the exit of the cavern. To his surprise, though, the Salamander obediently followed behind him.

“You can go now, go now, shoo.” Aegis waved the creature away, but it didn’t listen and continued to follow. He let out an anxious sigh and tried walking more quickly, but the Salamander easily kept up with him. It wasn’t until he got to the tunnel leading out of the river and stepped beyond its threshold that the Salamander stopped, and looked longingly at Aegis as he traveled away from the beast. Aegis turned back to see its sad stare.

“Oh come on, seriously? You’re not elite, don’t try to pull that on me.” Aegis grumbled at it, but it continued to stare at him. He let out an annoyed sigh and shook his head at the beast. “Look, I don’t think you can survive in cold places. You gotta live here, okay? Maybe I’ll come back and visit you though. That sound good?” Aegis said to the creature. It continued to stare curiously, not understanding a word he said. “Whatever.” Aegis waved dismissively and kept walking away, but as he turned his back he heard a build up of flames coming from the salamander’s mouth.

“Yeah, that’s more like it.” Aegis sighed as he was blasted with a salamander flame breath from his back, and nonchalantly healed through the damage while simultaneously he continued to walk away. He eventually got out of range of the breath and found that the Salamander hadn’t been following him, leaving him to travel up the ramp back into Reltrak by himself. 

Once there, he excitedly rubbed his hands together and smiled.

“Alright. Time to continue my advanced class quest… but first I gotta remember how to get out here.” He said excitedly, panning his eyes around at the endless mushroom forest that surrounded him on all sides.
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                Chapter 233: Bihi


“Heh, I knew they’d fight dirty, but this is a new low…” Tommy spoke into a voice call with Shinji. The two were both working within their office simulations - Shinji was editing Aegis’ livestream as he was taken by Yorgi and Leonard back to the Silver Garden. Tommy was working with various advertising agencies and going over various past broadcasts of Aegis’. 

 “What is it?” Shinji replied, without losing focus on his current task.

 “VGN is refusing to cover anything related to Aegis. Even with that world notification recently, there hasn’t been a single mention of it on any of their broadcasts, not even the daily news update that tracks all major progression milestones within the gameworld.”

 “Is that bad for us, or bad for them?” Shinji replied in monotone.

 “Normally, it’d be bad for us. But since Aegis triggered a world notification, people heard about it anyway - we didn’t need their coverage. And if viewers can’t get information from you, they go somewhere else. They’re shooting themselves in the foot just to be petty.” Tommy shrugged back, despite knowing Shinji couldn’t see him.

 “Still… that’s just the first of their tricks. If they go all out, it’ll keep getting nastier.”

 “I aint about to let a big network bully us around.” Tommy growled back. “If they wanna mess with our clients, they’ll learn that I ain't afraid to go below the belt too.” 



 Aegis approached Ysil’mareina with Yorgi at his back, having had Yorgi awkwardly use his fly spell to carry him up from Leonards airship and onto the cloud island high up in the skies above Kalmoore. Yorgi was visibly out of breath while Aegis seemed perfectly fine. Ysil’mareina was now walking around outside of her nesting structure, trotting around her garden with her gigantic dragon claws whilst carefully not stepping on any of the plants. 

 As Aegis and Yorgi approached, she stopped what she was doing to turn her large, silver scaled body towards them and face Aegis with her huge snout. He still hadn’t gotten used to seeing her large tongue flapping behind her razor sharp teeth as she opened her mouth to speak to him, sitting down on her bottom and towering her large neck over Aegis. He craned his neck to look up at her attentively as she spoke.

 “I am impressed. You have shown diligence like this world has rarely seen before. With the knowledge and skill you now carry with you, you will surely gain the respect of the Wildlings. With them at our side, I have no doubt we will learn of a way to return this world to its former state.” She smiled with a big toothy draconic grin. “But… I shall warn you. You have defeated one Avatar of Darkness, yes… but a lesser. Once you embark on this path, the remaining ones will no doubt do everything in their power to stop you. Are you sure you are ready to bear such a burden?”

 “I’m ready.” Aegis nodded back with no hesitation.

 “Very well.” Ysil’mareina nodded, and following her words a new quest prompt appeared in front of Aegis’ face. 




	
Quest[5/6]: Earn the trust of the Wildlings so that they willingly share information on the ancient world, and tell of a way to retake the Shattered World from the Dark Gods.
Objective: 0/1 Wildlings Trust Earned
Quest Giver: Ysil’mareina, The Silver Garden, Kalmoore
Reward: Advanced Class: (Unknown)
Difficulty: Extreme(III)








 Aegis hit the accept button quickly, after which Ysil’mareina bowed to him respectfully. 

 “I should warn you. They do not speak ancient, or your common dialect. They speak in the natural tongue. You would do well to bring one with you that is able to communicate with them, else learn the complex language yourself.” Ysil’mareina explained.

 “Okay, got it. Thanks.” Aegis bowed to her before turning and walking away, Yorgi nervously following behind him.

 “Good luck.” Her voice trailed after them as they headed to the nearest edge of the floating sky island. Once they were far enough away from her, Aegis slowed down so that he was walking side-by-side with Yorgi.

 “Natural tongue?” Aegis raised an eyebrow towards him.

 “It’s the druidic language.” Yorgi explained. “Any druid player will be able to speak it.”

 “Oh. Hm.” Aegis scratched his chin. 

 “Want me to ask for a translator? We’ve got a couple druids in the guild…”

 “I guess. If it’s not too much trouble…” Aegis shrugged. Yorgi nodded back and opened up his interface, fidgeting around with his finger in front of his face as he opened up his guild menu. Before he’d even opened it, there were messages from Night Hunter druid’s that’d been watching Aegis’ stream already eagerly volunteering.

 “Uh, they don’t seem to mind… Ren really looks like he wants to come. Do you know where a Wildwood tree is?” Yorgi asked Aegis.

 “Yeah, there’s one just outside of Rene.” 

 “Okay.” Yorgi shrugged. “Then, I can portal us to Rene instead of me trying to fly you back down to the airship. I’ll have Ren meet us there.”

 “Alright. I’ll let Leonard know so he’s not waiting for us.” Aegis replied as he opened up his interface to send a message to Leonard, who was waiting below on his airship. Simultaneously, Yorgi sent a few messages and then began casting a portal spell to Rene. After a few moments, the blue portal opened up and both Aegis and Yorgi stepped through, just as the evening sun was beginning to settle over the Shattered World online. 

 The two stepped down off of the portal altar and stood on the paved streets of Rene just in front of it, waiting patiently in silence as the sounds of the rustle and bustle of Rene filled their ears. It wasn’t long before another portal opened up, and through it stepped Herilon, Trexon, and Ren.

 “Yo.” Herilon waved, while Ren ran through with a big excited smile, his short green hair flapping up and down as he hopped down the steps.

 “Hi Aegis!” Ren cheered excitedly. 

 “Hey. You’re here as well?” Aegis turned to Trexon.

 “Yeah. I’ve finished my research. At least, I’ve gathered all the information possible and learned a great deal about the…” Trexon stopped himself and motioned to Aegis’ live streaming icon. Aegis nodded back and quickly muted his broadcast so that Trexon would continue.

 “Hatred was hunting down the Silver Dragons after the battle of Hrath’mir. The Silver Dragons turned to the wildlings for help, and they forged a weapon that was able to contain hatred's power, and gave it to a holy champion. The holy champion fought hatred, defeated him, sealing him inside his own sword. But, in the process, the weapon was destroyed, and the holy champion slain. The wildlings took the broken pieces of the weapon and hid it away, to keep its power from falling into the wrong hands.” 

 “So, the same guys I need to talk to for my quest are the ones who might hold the key to standing up to that artifact weapon Seraxus is swinging around?” Aegis asked Trexon, and he nodded back.

 “Exactly.” Trexon turned to Yorgi. “I’ll be staying with Aegis for the remainder of his quest, so you are free to continue studying and leveling.” 

 “Alright, cool.” Yorgi smiled. “Good luck with everything.” Yorgi waved before walking off down the streets away from the other four.

 “I’m tagging along just in case. If anyone figures out what we’re up to, they’ll likely want to stop you.” Herilon added, as all eyes fell onto him.

 “He was just bored and is hoping to get some PvP action.” Ren smirked. “So, which way is it to the tree?” 

 “Uh…” Aegis eyed Ren as he continued to hop around excitedly, unable to stay still while Trexon and Herilon stood behind him shaking their heads. “It’s this way.” Aegis motioned in the general direction of where he’d remembered the Wildwood tree to be.

 “Okay, let’s go! I’m so excited! An adventure with Aegis!” Ren cheered. “Something crazy always happens. I wonder what’ll be this time? Maybe we’ll discover a new race of bug people?!” Ren began talking to himself as his voice got further away from the group - he didn’t wait for them and started rushing away excitedly in the direction Aegis had pointed, forcing the other three to speed walk in order to keep up with him. 

 “Would be funny if the quest ends after just a few lines of dialogue.” Trexon chuckled to himself.

 “You mean there might not be any PvP?” Herilon replied in a dejected tone. Hearing both Herilon and Ren’s motivations for tagging along, Aegis couldn’t help but chuckle to himself as he unmuted his stream. 

 As the group of four headed out of the eastern gate of Rene and followed along the river, Aegis sent party invitations to the others to form up a proper party just in case. It wasn’t far from the walls of the city that they arrived at the dense grove of trees surrounding the giant, old, wildwood tree. It was easy to spot out due to the lush and vibrant vegetation that grew all around the base of the trees.

 It’d been awhile since Aegis had last seen it, he’d forgotten just how wild and surreal some of the plants were that cropped up around the large tangling roots of the tree as they protruded out of the dirt at various spots surrounding the trunk. Flowers with petals that spun like a windmill, others that repeatedly coiled and uncoiled their snake-like stems that slithered amongst the other plants. Some flowers were shaped like bells, and made soft ringing sounds as the wind blew against them. 

 The group of four stopped at the very edge of where the growth of influence from the tree ended, and they all looked up upon the giant, old tree. Its bark was a lighter brown than the surrounding trees, and it was very thick with countless tangling branches extending outward to hold up its bright green healthy leaves.

 “Have you ever talked to these guys before?” Aegis whispered awkwardly to Ren as they stood shoulder to shoulder.

 “Nope. Kayliera has, we need to talk to them for the druid advanced quests. I’m not advanced yet though.” Ren shrugged while motioning to his level of 136.

 “Shoulda brought Kayliera.” Herilon grumbled. Ren threw him a pouting look as a response to this. 

 “It’ll be fine, I’m good at talking. Don’t worry!”

 “Let Aegis do the talking, and you just do the translating.” Trexon rolled his eyes.

 “Oh. Right. Okay.” Ren nodded, turning to look up at Aegis. “What should I say?” Aegis looked down at Ren, then back to the tree. He eyed the dark shadows cast on the branches, where he recalled seeing the pair of yellow eyes many months back when he’d last visited this tree alongside Amlie.

 “Announce us, tell them we come on behalf of the Silver Dragon Ysil’mareina, and the Goddess Eirene. We’re seeking their aid.” Aegis whispered to Ren, and he nodded back enthusiastically. Following his nod, he began making strange noises with his mouth that caught the others off guard.

 The sounds coming from his throat closely resembled that of branches swaying in the wind, old creaking wood and snapping bark sounds, mixed in with the sounds of shaking leaves. Aegis exchanged looks with Herilon who looked equally shocked, but Trexon gave off the impression that he’d heard this druidic language spoken before.

 Once Ren stopped making noise, it fell silent save for the sound of actual wind blowing through the trees - at least, that is what Aegis, Trexon, and Herilon thought. Ren, on the other hand, was listening intently to the natural sounds coming from the wildwood tree and its surrounding plants, then turned to look up at Aegis.

 “She wants to know how you expect her to aid you.” Ren said to him.

 “Huh?” Aegis looked at him confused. “She spoke to you? You know it’s a she?”

 “Yup.” Ren nodded back with a big smile. 

 “Right. Uhm…” Aegis pondered awkwardly for a moment. “We would like to know of a way to return the world to its former state.”

 “Don’t forget, the weapon to defeat hatred as well.” Trexon butted in.

 “Yes, that too. Ask her about that, too.” Aegis nodded along. Following this, Ren began speaking once more in the strange natural language. Once he’d finished, there was a heavy breeze of wind that blew through the wildwood tree, and this time, Aegis was able to pick up on the sounds of the creaking wood that acted as the Wildlings voice. Simultaneously, he spotted the pair of yellow eyes opening from within the shadows of the tree branches, staring down at them.

 “She says she cannot give out such information. You must ask the Great Old One. He will decide if you are worthy of our knowledge.” Ren replied.

 “Great. And where is this Great Old One?” Aegis asked. Ren repeated the words, then translated the response, all the while the Yellow eyes remained locked onto Aegis. Following her response, a bright yellow light suddenly lit up from under the dark branches of the tree and flew out towards them. 

 “She says the old one is hidden at the edge of the world. She will guide you to it, but only those pure of heart will be able to reach its location.” Ren explained as all eyes followed the yellow light.

 It wasn’t until it got close that they spotted what the light actually was - a tiny female humanoid with yellow butterfly wings wearing a simple white dress. She had long yellow hair and yellow eyes, and the glow was illuminating from her wings as they flapped. She gently landed atop Aegis shoulder as he turned his head to look at her.

 “In this form, I can speak your tongue.” She said, her voice soft and high pitched. It startled Trexon and Herilon, and all eyes fell onto her. 

 “You’re the wildling?” Aegis confirmed, motioning with his head from the tiny fairy, back towards the pair of eyes still sitting on the upper branches of the tree.

 “Yes. We are able to take many forms. You may call me Bihi.” She curtsied as she introduced herself, and once she had, Aegis saw [Bihi(Elite) - Level 128] appear above her head. 

 “Well… nice to meet you. Thank you for helping us, and being willing to show us the way…” Aegis smiled awkwardly.

 “Do not thank me yet. The path to the Great Old One is treacherous. I am at no risk, for my true body will not be accompanying you…” She motioned towards the eyes in the tree. “But you will be in mortal peril. Necessary precautions have been taken to keep the Great Old One safe from all threats, be it otherworldly, darkness, or void.” 

 “Right.” Aegis nodded, taking a deep breath as he briefly glanced at the others and saw a big excited grin growing on Ren and Herilon’s faces. “I’m guessing it’s not on Kalmoore, is it?”

 “No. It is not.” She replied promptly.

 “Guess I gotta message Leonard again. Hope he doesn’t mind.” Aegis opened up his friends list interface.

 “Are you kidding? He lives for adventures like this.” 

 “If the Wildlings truly hold all this knowledge, there’s a good chance they’ll know about the Airship pilot intermediate quest…” Trexon pondered out loud. “You should lead with that.” 

 “Good idea.” Aegis nodded, sending a message out. Before he’d even finished he got several responses back from Leonard. “He says he’s in, he’s already on his way here to pick us up from Kiepalt forest.”

 “Perfect.” Trexon smiled.

 “Hell yeah! We’re going on an adventure! I knew it! A new unexplored part of the Shattered World!” Ren cheered with giddy excitement.

 “I knew tagging along would be fun.” Herilon smirked. Trexon and Aegis both exchanged hesitant looks as both Herilon and Ren began hopping around each other excited.

 “I feel like I’m being used, but at the same time benefiting from it.” Aegis mumbled to Trexon.

 “Yeah… yeah….” Trexon nodded back sympathetically, patting Aegis on his left shoulder as Bihi watched them curiously from atop his right shoulder. The group made their way away from the tree and back towards Rene, stepping through the eastern gate back into the well lit city streets as night took over the world around them.

 “Gather up any supplies you guys might need, I guess. No telling how long this’ll take. Are you sure you all want to tag along?” Aegis confirmed with them.

 “Of course! I’ll see if I can find any elixirs. Or tasty snacks!” Ren ran off following these words. 

 “Same.” Herilon did the same, a skip in his step - the childlike behavior he was exhibiting was extremely mismatched to his imposing figure and the giant mithral greatsword strapped onto his back.

 “I’ll stock up on reagents as well.” Trexon shrugged, leaving Aegis by himself. 

 “Do you need anything? A special type of food or something?”

 “I feast on the sunlight.” Bihi replied with a yawn, stretching her arms up and looking around Aegis’ shoulder as if trying to find a place to lie down. Seeing it, though, he had an idea pop up into his head. “How about I craft you something a bit more comfortable, so you don’t have to hang out on my shoulder?” Aegis asked her, and she shrugged with a raised eyebrow at him.

 Aegis got to work quickly, making use of the various crafting stations within Rene. With the intention of impressing the Wildling and winning her over through a display of his craftsmanship, he carefully created a pouch with a wooden interior, with a miniature bed suited to her size. He reinforced the interior of the bag with a single spare mithral ingot to make sure its shape wouldn’t warp and be at risk of crushing the occupant.

 Once the bag’s shape was safe, he added into the small room tiny accommodations such as a shelf and a table and chair, all secured so that they wouldn’t move around even if Aegis was running. He then created multiple flaps to allow sunlight in, now knowing that Bihi lived off of it. Then, as a finishing touch, he created a strap atop the leather pouch so that he could secure it to his belt.

 Once it was complete, he placed the pouch on a table with the flaps open, so that Bihi could easily fly in and out of it, and motioned her inside. 

 “This should make your trip with us more enjoyable. You can stay safe here and rest during the night, or while we are traveling through the dangerous and treacherous areas you described.” Aegis explained as he watched her flutter from his shoulder into the pouch. Once she landed on the wooden interior floor, she eyed the amenities - particularly the bed, and walked over to it. 

 “It is very accommodating…” She commented as she pressed down on the miniature mattress Aegis had made using Lagnok wool. “Thank you very much. She turned to smile at him, before curling up her wings and laying on the bed. Once she had, Aegis picked up the pouch and strapped it securely to his belt, heading out of the leatherworking crafting hall that he was currently in. He had quite a few onlookers staring at him, mainly due to his livestreamer status, but he had learned to ignore the points and whispers.

 Once back out on the streets of Rene, he spotted off in the distant skies the Sky Darling, approaching them with its sails unfurled. Not but a few moments after he spotted it, he saw Ren, Herilon, and Trexon all approaching him as well.

 “Nice idea.” Trexon motioned to the pouch on Aegis’ belt.

 “Do you think I could go in there too? If I beastshift into a mouse?” Ren asked excitedly.

 “No.” Aegis shook his head at him.

 “C’mon. Let’s not keep Leonard waiting.” Herilon motioned towards the ship, and the others nodded. The party of four then made their way out of Rene to meet the airship, with all preparations completed. 

 By the time the four of them had stepped out of the eastern gate, the Sky Darling had come to a stop above the fields just outside the walls of Rene, and Greg threw down a long rope ladder for them to climb aboard.

 “Hello, my dears!” Leonard called out excitedly. “Come on board, let’s get this adventure started!” 

 “Yeah!” Ren cheered, being the first to jump onto the rope ladder and begin climbing. Herilon went next, then Trexon, and finally Aegis. The Airship hovered several meters above the ground, so that by the time Aegis got near the top of the ladder he could see across all of Rene and its entirety, including the great castle that’d been recently constructed. Within the walls, there were numerous groupings of NPCs and players staring up at the airship, ogling it. 

 Some players, Aegis recognized. He spotted Erikson and Josephine standing beside Amlie in front of their tavern, looking up at Aegis and waving at him. He finished climbing to the top of the deck before waving back at them, but as he did, many more NPCs and players started waving.

 “Quite the send off!” Leonard cheered playfully, joining in with the waving down at the citizens of Rene. After a few moments though, he stopped and clapped his hands together loudly. “Well then.” He turned to them, whilst rubbing his hands together. All but Gregory had looks of enthusiasm on their faces. “Ready to set sail!?” 
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“You’re sure this is the right direction?” Leonard confirmed as he stood behind the stern of his Airship. The tiny fairy Bihi stood on his shoulder, with Trexon standing behind him with an unrolled map in his hands, eying it curiously.

 “Yes.” Bihi nodded back at Leonard before fluttering her wings down off of Leonard’s shoulder towards Ren, who was holding her crafted pouch as he sat on the banister of the upper deck, swinging his legs back and forth and looking down over the lower portions of the deck in front of him, where Aegis and Herilon were engaged in a duel.

 The sound of Herilon’s mithral greatsword clashing against Aegis’ mithral shield was loud and rang out repeatedly. Despite this, though, Leonard and Trexon paid it no mind.

 Trexon glanced backwards to see the fading island of Kalmoore as it disappeared behind them, then reconfirmed their location on the map and held it out for Leonard to see.

 “We’re sailing west, away from Kalmoore. The thing is…” Trexon began,

 “There’s nothing on the world map west of Kalmoore.” Leonard finished for him, and Trexon nodded.

 “Well, she did say we were going to the edge of the world, right?” Ren turned back to look at them with a shrug, which caused Leonard and Trexon to exchange nervous looks. It was only momentary, before they turned their attention onto the duel on the lower deck.

 Despite Aegis having his shield up, Herilon repeatedly struck the shield with relentless heavy strikes, forcing Aegis back as he braced the hits and not giving him time to retaliate. Aegis made several attempts to cast heals on himself, but despite the short healing cast times, Herilon wove in strange blue attacks that interrupted his casts and prevented him from getting any heals off until eventually Aegis’ health hit 0, and he lost the duel.

 “Damn.” Aegis shouted in frustration, dropping to his knees as Herilon backed off, the two heavily out of breath. “I can’t even get a single spell off.” He grumbled at himself. 

 “Don’t feel bad, I’ve got a lot more experience than you in PvP in games like these. This is your first MMORPG, right?” Herilon confirmed while extending a hand out to help Aegis back to his feet, which Aegos took while nodding back.

 “Yeah… but, well.” He looked down at the floor of the deck as he pondered. “I can keep up with fast attacks. Just not the heavy strikes, like yours. It’s like your sword is following me when I try to dodge it.”

 “Heh.” Herilon shook his head. “Just like you are predicting where rogue players will strike from, I have to predict how you will try to dodge or block my strikes. Strength-based classes, like battlemasters, generally fight like this. My goal is to overpower you and not let you freely cast.”

 “So, it’s a strong counter to defensive glasses like my own?” Aegis asked as he raised his head.

 “Kind of, but I wouldn’t look at it like that.” Herilon shrugged.

 “How would you look at it?”

 “Hm.” Herilon scratched his chin and began pacing. “Well, you’ve seen me fight a few times against battlemasters, right?” Herilon asked and Aegis nodded back. “Most of them, I could overpower pretty easily. But when it came to Joltblade and Seraxus, I didn’t stand a chance. It’s the same reason why even though you beat Emerill, Lina won against Cheryl. It’s not always as simple as rock paper scissors in an MMORPG.” Herilon explained as Aegis listened intently.

 “When I beat Garrick and the black lion battlemasters, I did so by skill checking them. Even if their class beats mine on paper, that only matters at an equal skill level. I can force them to prove that they counter me by challenging their skill. Hell, even at equal skill levels, you are forcing them to execute their combat capabilities anytime you challenge them, despite disparities in your character class choices. If you play perfectly, and they can’t consistently answer, they will lose regardless of which class counters which.” Herilon put his hands on his waist after sheathing his sword.

 “But in the case of you, or Seraxus, I can’t exactly count on you guys to make mistakes, right?” Aegis asked.

 “Right, but in the rock paper scissors analogy, we’re both rocks.” Herilon shrugged. “Strength-based are favored against agility, agility favored against intelligence based, and intelligence based classes are what generally counter us. Tank type players generally fall into the same category as strength based, even with healing.”

 “But I can’t even get a cast off when you come at me in full force.” Aegis sighed in frustration.

 “Yep. Because if I let you cast, I’ll lose. My class lacks sustain, while yours does not. It’s important to identify your win condition in each match up.” Herilon shrugged. “For a berserker, it’s easy. Kill the enemy before he kills you. I picked it for its simplicity, after getting tired of overly complicated classes in previous games.” Herilon smirked. 

 “So what would you say mine is?” Aegis raised an eyebrow. 

 “Well…” Herilon looked up towards the sky as he pondered for a moment. “I could tell you what cleric players generally do - minor damage in between sustaining themselves to slowly whittle down their foes. But…” He looked towards Aegis’ open right hand and pointed at it. “You’re not a cleric. You’re not using a scepter for its added sustain and healing stats. Sure, you do use mainly cleric skills, but your playstyle has been so out there in how you incorporate other skills, it’s visibly thrown your opponents off such as your fight with Finley. I mean… drinking your own poison…” Herilon chuckled, which caused Aegis to grin slightly. 

 “My point is, I think you’re beyond the point of copying clerics and using them as an example in PvP. First, identify your opponents' win conditions and their weaknesses, then, discover what your own are. You’re the only Shattered Healer PvPing in this game, and you’re using unarmed claw weapons combined with crafted items from all professions. You’re also currently the only advanced shield mastery player.” Herilon said.

 “Right…” Aegis stood up straight and pondered a moment himself, looking down at his shield, then at his claw weapon in his hands. “What about battlemasters, what are their weaknesses?”

 “Self-sustain, like mine, but their floating weapons make them more versatile defensively and offensively. And, with Seraxus’ lifestealing weapon, he has no weakness.” Herilon pursed his lips to the side.

 “Of course he doesn’t.” Aegis shook his head to himself. 

 “Good. I find the best way to figure things out is through practice, though. Theory crafting can only get you so far when it comes to PvP.” Herilon sent another duel challenge to Aegis which popped up in front of his eyes in his interface. “The more you get used to fighting, the easier it’ll be for you to react on the fly.”

 “Right.” Aegis nodded as he hit accept and lifted his shield, preparing for another match as the others watched and listened intently from the upper deck, including Bihi who was now sitting on Ren’s shoulder.



 A full day went by consisting of nothing but duels between Aegis and Herilon on the deck of the Sky Darling. Despite breakfast and lunch being served by Gregory, the pair opted to skip it in favor of their continued practice. Aegis tried multiple fighting styles that incorporated his skills into the mix, while Herilon remained consistent in his unrelenting aggressive attacking style. Slowly, Aegis was learning on how to manage the hits and get a few heals onto himself, but his damage output was still lacking and the heals served only to delay the inevitable losses.

 Eventually, Herilon opted to take a break that evening and the pair went down to the dining hall of the ship to eat leftovers. Herilon had a satisfied look on his face as he munched down on Gregory's prepared meals, while Aegis was deep in thought as he reconstructed their duels in his head and tried to think of fighting styles he could incorporate.

 After not managing to do much himself, he opted to open up his livestream viewer and peruse through streams of various popular PvPers, focusing mainly on battlemasters, clerics, and monks who utilized unarmed strikes very often. Despite watching for hours, nothing was jumping out at him as being effective enough to take on things like battlemasters, and he began to get frustrated with the prospects of what his class was capable of. 

 Having no role model to copy in the game was tough, but not an insurmountable challenge. He reminded himself that he had no one to follow when he’d found mithral and voidsilk, or discovered his class - but the daunting concept of trying to insert himself into a well established combative PvP scene was coming up in his mind as much more challenging than anything he’d attempted so far. 

 Long after Herilon had abandoned the dining hall and left Aegis on his own, he took out several blank parchments and began sketching out ideas with an ink quill, brainstorming styles of fighting that might work to free up casting to sustain himself, while simultaneously allowing him to put intense pressure on his opponents. It wasn’t until a loud yell from above deck reached his ears that he was taken out of focus.

 “ALL HANDS ON DECK!” Leonard’s voice echoed through the ship, forcing Aegis to look up from his parchments. He quickly gathered up his parchment and rushed up out of the dining hall and climbed the stairs out onto the deck alongside Trexon who was holding a book in his hands.

 When Aegis and Trexon got a view of the night sky around them, they too saw Ren and Herilon looking curiously over the side of the ship near its front, and turned back behind them to see Leonard and Gregory staring forward from behind the stern, looking nervous.

 “What is it?” Trexon asked.

 “There, on the horizon. Do you see it?” Leonard pointed forward anxiously. This prompted Trexon and Aegis to walk forward to the front of the ship where Ren and Herilon were standing, and squinted their eyes.

 “I don’t see anything, but he said something about Bihi’s version of the end of the world being a bad joke.” Herilon explained as the four looked forward curiously. It took awhile for Aegis to spot it as well, as initially all he saw was an open sea of black mist before them. His viewership began to spike as his eyes went wide with disbelief.

 He then glanced backwards to look at the mast and saw it more clearly now - the mast was at an angle.

 “We’re descending, because the black mist is ending.” Aegis declared so that everyone was on the same page.

 “Precisely.” Leonard called out in response.

 “What? Why? The end of the abyss? How is that possible?” Ren exclaimed.

 “Does the game world really have an end?” Trexon pondered out loud as tensions rose.

 “Why’re we descending, exactly?” Herilon asked.

 “The airships rely on the island stones crafted into the hull to float. The island stones float by rejecting the darkness of the abyss, generally, but also hover above land a certain distance. Meaning, when the mist goes down, so do we.” Leonard explained.

 “But, that means, if the world ends, we’re just gonna fall off?” Ren asked with an anxious stare at the others.

 “That’s what it’d mean, but, that’s not exactly what's happening…” Aegis mumbled back as he looked forward once more and squinted through the dark night sky to try to get a better view of the way in front of them. All the while, Bihi curiously woke up from her slumber within Aegis’ pouch house that Ren was carrying for him, and fluttered onto Aegis’ shoulder.

 “What is it, what do you see?” Leonard asked him curiously as all eyes turned to Aegis. Aegis took a deep anxious breath, unable to confirm his theory using his eyes.

 “Back in Arallia, the abysslings and reapers wouldn’t chase me into the river…” Aegis mumbled out quietly, prompting a tense silence amongst the group.

 “Only the continent of Ramleia has succumbed to the darkness of the abyss. Thankfully the vast oceans of Lupei and Salmiyar, and their lack of intelligent life, have prevented its spread.” Bihi explained nonchalantly.

 “Ho boy.” Herilon shook his head. 

 “I hope this airship can also be a ship ship.” Trexon called out.

 “Can it? Can the sky darling be a ship ship?” Ren asked Leonard anxiously.

 “How the hell should I know?!” Leonard shouted back nervously.

 “Oh dear.” Gregory sighed.

 “There it is, I see it!” Herilon declared excitedly, pointing forward at a reflective surface far off in the distance, well beyond the black misty abyss in front of them. Sure enough, the others squinted to see the light of the moon reflecting off of moving waves, as they crashed into the edge of the descending cloud of black mist.

 “What do we do?” Trexon asked Leonard anxiously.

 “I don’t know!” Leonard replied in a panic.

 “Will the airship continue to hover above water, or does it only hover above solid land?!” Aegis asked him.

 “I DON’T KNOW!” Leonard shouted back frantically. All the while, Bihi remained very calm atop Aegis’ shoulder, and even looked somewhat amused. The smile disappeared from her face rather quickly though when the sight of thousands of black wings shot up from the edge of the mist and began blackening out the light of the stairs in front of them.

 “Reapers!” Aegis called it out as their swarms began to take over the skies all around them.

 “Of course.” Trexon rolled his eyes while Herilon drew out his greatsword. 

 “Leonard, get us to the water. Trexon, use your magic to soften our landing in the ocean if needed. Everyone else, keep the reapers off of the sails.” Aegis gave out the orders quickly, and got several nods of understanding. The anxiety that Ren was displaying quickly turned to excitement as the swarms closed in on the ship. Aegis readied his claws and shield, and within seconds, the swarm was upon them.

 Like in the past, the reappears were mainly of lower levels, ranging from 30 to 40. This meant that any attacks from his claws, Ren’s beastshifts, or Herilon’s sword would end in instant defeat for the reapers. The problem was their numbers, but the Reapers were not trying to attack the ship but seemed to be fleeing past them, swarming in the direction that the Sky Darling was flying from. 

 Aegis’ party focused only on ensuring that none of the reapers crashed through the sails of the airship as they fled, and it didn’t take long for Aegis and the others to pick up on this strange behavior.

 “What’re they running from?” Leonard shouted out anxiously.

 “Just focus on not letting us crash!” Aegis called out back to him. In between cutting down reapers and protecting the sails with shield projections, he did his best to look forward through the swarm at the ocean beyond the edge of the abyss.

 “We’re getting closer to the water…” Trexon announced anxiously.

 “See anything?” Herilon asked Aegis as he spotted him looking through the swarm in between his sword swings - waves of blue light shot off of Herilon’s greatsword and cut through the reapers with ease. 

 “Not yet…” Aegis mumbled back, scanning the surface of the vast ocean ahead of them as carefully and quickly as he could - it was difficult to notice anything out of the ordinary though due to the darkness of the night. 

 The descent of the Sky Darling hastened, now flying at a 30 degree angle downward as the black mist tapered off and ran up against the waves of the ocean that moved in and out towards the landmass that the mist was resting on. Eventually, the swarm broke and made it beyond their ship, clearing up their visibly so that all of them saw the gigantic ocean ahead of them.

 “We’re nearing the edge!” Ren called out as he shifted back into his elven form and ran to the front of the ship. The others followed suit, including Gregory, and the group watched anxiously as the black mist beneath the airship transitioned into slow flowing waves of water. They all held their breath, but with ease, the ship continued to sail in the sky above the water.

 “Of course, there’s still ground underneath the waves. As long as the ground continues at a steady decline, so should our descent continue slowly. Nothing to worry about.” Trexon explained logically, getting a sigh of relief from Gregory, Ren, and Herilon.

 “As long as the ship is waterproof.” Aegis added.

 “It should be. Right? I mean, aren’t airships air tight?” Trexon asked with a hint of nervousness, exchanging uncomfortable glances with Aegis, and then Leonard who shrugged back at them.

 “What happens if the ground underneath the waves doesn’t decline steadily, and just suddenly drops off an underwater cliff?” Herilon asked.

 “Well, then it’d be the same as if FU-” Trexon was interrupted as the airship suddenly went into a freefall, plummeting out of the sky several dozen meters until crashing into the ocean below, sending violent waves up all around them and jerking the ship around, knocking them all off of their feet and flinging both Aegis and Herilon overboard whilst Bihi fluttered up off of his shoulder as to not fall in.

 Aegis tasted the salt water in his mouth as he desperately held his breath upon falling in, swimming against the waves created by the falling sky darling to reach the surface. It wasn’t hard, and within seconds both he and Herilon got back to the surface and grabbed onto the lower underside of the ship.

 “PULL US UP! NOW!” Aegis shouted frantically.

 “NOW, RIGHT NOW!” Herilon joined in, to which Gregory quickly complied. After regaining his footing, Gregory grabbed a rope ladder and threw it down off the side of the ship as it began to settle on the waves. Aegis desperately climbed up the ladder, followed by Herilon, and the two plopped down on the deck soaking wet as all but Leonard walked over to check on them.

 “Good news, we aren’t sinking!” Leonard declared, his voice lacking confidence.

 “You guys alright? Why are you panicking?” Ren asked as Aegis and Herilon exchanged looks of terror.

 “Because… we saw under the waves what the reapers were fleeing from.” Aegis caught his breath quickly, standing upright.

 “What difficulty did you say this quest was? Extreme II?!” Herilon exclaimed with wide eyes of disbelief as they both looked forward over the front of the ship, and the others followed their eyes. A gigantic, spike-covered tentacle protruded out of the surface of the ocean in front of their ship briefly before disappearing beneath the waves, the tentacle easily the size of the entire ship on its own.

 “Not exactly…” Aegis smiled innocently.
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“How big are we talking?” Trexon asked as all eyes atop the deck fell upon Aegis and Herilon.

 “What was it exactly?” Leonard asked.

 “Maybe I can beastshift into it!” Ren replied excitedly.

 “It’s definitely too big for beastshifting.” Herilon quickly replied.

 “There were question marks above its head, both for the name and the level. There’s a chance it didn’t notice us yet, considering our size. Can you do anything to hide our presence?” Aegis turned to Trexon.

 “I’ll try…” Trexon pulled his staff off of his back and waved it, creating a glow of gray magical energy on the tip of the staff. A moment after he’d begun casting, there was a faint magical light that began to outline the Sky Darling.

 “Keep sailing forward as quickly and quietly as possible.” Aegis then ordered Leonard.

 “Well, I’m not exactly skilled in sailing on the water…” Leonard replied hesitantly.

 “Sailing is sailing, isn’t it? How different can it be from sailing the skies?” Herilon replied impatiently.

 “A lot different!” Leonard snapped back in annoyance, showing his anxiousness on his face as he started wiggling his fingers to cast several skills. After he had, the ship began moving forward as a wind was brushing up into the mainsail of the ship, forcing it forward out into the open ocean. 

 Once the movement began, everyone fell silent and all but Leonard inched forward to the edge of the deck to peer over the side into the dark water below. The night didn’t allow them to see much beyond the surface of the calm waves - they were relying completely on the light of the moon and stars shining down thanks to the clear skies, and no one was feeling brave enough to cast or utilize any other sources of light to improve their vision.

Bihi watched intently from Aegis shoulder, just as silent as the others as soon the only sounds they could hear were that of the waves splashing gently against the ship, and the creaking of wood and the flapping of sails. 

“Lupein Squids have a unique hunting method. When they sense activity on the surface, they will position themselves in the path of their prey and wait patiently for them to move in a favorable position.” Bihi explained nonchalantly, causing everyone to nervously glance at one another.

“What?” Herilon glared at the tiny fairy.

“That sort of information is more useful before we start moving forward.” Aegis sighed in frustration, but didn’t have time to contemplate her words as he noticed suddenly the movement of the waves began to shift, and the forward trajectory of the ship began to tilt to the side. “Any other useful tidbits you got, before it’s too late?” Aegis grumbled at her as the others grabbed the railings to hold on, their balance faltering due to the shifting trajectory.

“They have a unique body that allows them to suck in massive volumes of water and expel it out of their backside simultaneously. Once a prey as moved into an optimal position, they begin exhaling the water in the area until it pulls the prey into their mouth, and they close their backside to trap the prey within their stomach. During this process they utilize their tentacles defensively to ensure their prey cannot escape.” Bihi explained calmly.

“Translation?” Herilon turned to Aegis and Trexon, and saw Aegis take a deep nervous breath.

“It’s creating a whirlpool beneath us to suck us in.” Aegis replied, and Trexon nodded. Within seconds, the speed at which the Sky Darling began to tilt and follow the movement of the waves hasted greatly, ignoring the use of skills that Leonard was doing on the sails.

“Leonard, you gotta airburst us outta here, NOW!” Trexon shouted, giving up on channeling his spell.

“Right,” Leonard nodded, lifting his hands and preparing to cast, but before he could, the ship violently jerked sideways and began swirling at an angle, knocking Leonard off of his feet.

“It happens rather quickly. The time from you being on calm waters, to being inside the creature's mouth, that is.” Bihi said as Aegis desperately grabbed onto the railings and saw over the side of the angled ship what she meant. 

The whirlpool had finished forming, and the water was spiraling rapidly towards the center over a large area. To match the size of the creature, the whirlpool was gigantic in comparison to their tiny ship, which gave them some time before reaching the center, but the depth of the center grew quickly. 

“Aura of light!” Aegis shouted, abandoning all sense of stealth to erupt in a dome of light that expanded out around the ship and below the waves, far enough to reveal the creature. This was something Aegis regretted doing, as the sheer size and horrifying visage of the creature becoming visible served only to terrify everyone on the ship.

A giant gaping maw of black flesh and curved fangs was waiting for them below the waves at the center of the whirlpool, water being pulled into the maw and drawing the ship in closer and closer. The maw was complimented by 10 gigantic black tentacles that were wriggling out in the ocean all around them, creating a deadly net that covered a large distance beyond the whirlpool.

“What kind of sick game developer creates something like that?” Gregory scoffed at it with wide eyes, his normally calm demeanor completely absent. Every second that went by, the speed at which the ship began to tilt and swirl towards the center hastened, and it was only a few moments before the depth of the whirlpool at its center reached the maw of the creature, leaving nothing to the imagination as the moonlight reflected off of its slimy skin. 

“AIRBURST US NOW!” Herilon shouted as Leonard desperately climbed back to the stern and grabbed it. 

“If I airburst now, we’ll just smash into the water and break apart!” Leonard shouted back hysterically.

“He’s right!” Trexon added in agreement.

“Then fly us out of here!” Herilon shouted in frustration, also showing signs of panic that Aegis wasn’t used to seeing with him. 

“HOW!? I need something to propel against!” Leonard yelled back, but this put an idea into Aegis’ mind. 

“Druids have earth magic, don’t they?” Aegis turned to Ren.

“Yeah, but I’m a shifting druid, so my earth skills are pretty weak…” Ren replied with a weak nod.

“That’s fine. Trexon, create a flat shell out in the air in the middle of the whirlpool! Ren, start casting earth magic so that it gets caught on the shell!” Aegis ordered. Trexon nodded and waved his staff with one hand, while holding on to the mast with his other as the ship was now tilted inward towards the center of the airship at a 25 degree angle.

Once the shell had formed in the open space above the center of the whirlpool, Ren began rapidly casting earth bolts, shooting chunks of earth out of his hands and crashing them into the bottom of the shell. Each attack that the shell absorbed drained a bit of Trexon’s mana, but thanks to Ren’s earth bolt skill being underleveled, it wasn’t significant. The downside of course was that the bolts were so small, the earth was building up slowly.

“Whatever you are doing, do it faster!” Herilon shouted at Ren.

“This is the best I can do!” Ren replied back in annoyance as he rapidly shot out bolts. The ship got closer and closer to the whirlpool's center, but the amount of earth built up overtime. 

“Alright, that’s gotta be enough. If we don’t act now we don’t stand a chance.” Aegis stopped him.

“It’s good that there’s something for the airship’s hull to float against IN THE AIR ABOVE THE GIANT SQUID MONSTER!” Leonard shouted at Aegis hysterically.

“How are you planning to escape the water to get to it?” Trexon asked Aegis.

“It’s a little crazy, so you gotta trust me, Ren.” Aegis turned to him, and a gigantic grin grew over Ren’s face. “I’ll provide footing in front of the ship using two shield projections, you jump on them, then use that big gorilla form and fling the ship with all your might towards the earth. Herilon, tie a rope to him and pull him back to the ship after he’s flung us so he doesn’t get left behind.” Aegis instructed him. “Trexon, maintain the shell holding the earth, shift the earth using angled shells if we miss.” Trexon nodded.

“Leonard, the moment we’re hovering past the earth and get ourselves angled out of the whirlpool using the island stones floating mechanisms, use Airburst to launch us out of here.” Aegis gave the final instructions, and Leonard nodded back anxiously whilst Aegis’ viewership shot up to 2 million.

“YOU’RE RUNNING OUT OF TIME!” Gregory shouted frantically, pointing down at the maw of the creature of which they were swirling dangerously close to. Aegis and Ren moved to the front of the ship, Herilon pulling a rope out of his inventory behind them and quickly wrapping it around Ren. Aegis then focused intently on the dark water in front of them. 

“Jump and shift, I’ll catch you.” Aegis said, and Ren nodded. With all his might, Ren launched himself forward off of the front of the ship.

“BEAST SHIFT: KALMOORIAN APE!” Ren shouted mid air, erupting in a buff of green mist. As his new gigantic ape form appeared out of the mist, Aegis carefully held his hands out and utilized his new double shield projection guard to create shields under exactly where Ren’s gigantic ape feet were landing whilst Ren spun around mid-air to face the hull of the ship as he landed.

The ship was moving incredibly fast, Ren had little time to react as the ship crashed into his form. Ren reached out his ape arms and grabbed the hull and flung it out towards the center of the whirlpool - it was heavier than he was imagining given the amount of strength the ape form granted him. He was able to lift it up and angle it out of the whirlpool, utilizing the forward momentum to launch it out of the swirling water, but not directly towards the center of the whirlpool where the earth and shell was waiting. 

Trexon saw it, quickly angling the shell into a slant to shift the earth in the path of the soaring airship as Ren shifted back into his elven form and Herilon yanked on the rope around his waist to pull him up off of Aegis’ shield projections, so that he flew through the air behind the ship.

The moment the earth resting on the shell was under the hull of the ship, it evened out, but only briefly as the forward momentum was quickly carrying the ship through the air beyond the shell and towards the opposite side of the whirlpool.

“NOW!” Aegis shouted at Leonard.

“AIRBURST!” Leonard shouted frantically, creating a violent burst of wind in the sails of the airship and launching it forward. It had barely cleared the top of the whirlpool, the hull of the ship skipping off the edge of the swirling water and bumping everyone off of their feet momentarily due to the impact with it, but luckily everyone was already holding onto something to prevent them from being launched off, including Bihi who clutched onto Aegis’ shoulder armor tightly.

Beyond the top of the whirlpool, the ship soared through the air a great distance, clearing far away from the monster, its tentacles, and the whirlpool before it lost its aerial momentum and began to descend back towards the ocean.

“GRAND SHELL!” Trexon quickly cast around the ship just as it impacted the water, protecting the ship from breaking apart upon impact. Once the momentum of the ship slowed down due to the shell skidding along the water a few dozen meters, Trexon released the shell and allowed the ship to properly plop down onto the ocean surface. It took another few moments for the waves to settle and the deck of the ship to become steady. At this time, no one spoke, but all breathed heavily and glanced at each other.

Herilon began pulling the rope up quickly that had Ren on the other end, until he finally made it back onto the deck soaking wet. The moment he did, Ren burst out laughing excitedly.

“AEGIS ADVENTURES ARE THE BEST!” Ren cheered with his arms in the air. This prompted the others to begin smirking and laughing.

“You should’ve seen the look on your face.” Herilon smirked at Gregory.

“You’re one to talk.” Gregory scoffed at him.

“Why is it that every time I let you on my airship, I feel at risk of losing it?!” Leonard yelled at Aegis from behind his stern, and Aegis shrugged back at him innocently. “I need a drink.” Leonard sighed. 

“That was some quick thinking. As a raid leader, you could give Quinn a run for her money.” Trexon patted Aegis on the shoulder, smiling with his Lizardfolk teeth at him.

“Thanks.” Aegis smiled back before turning to Bihi. “Which direction is the Great Old One?” Aegis asked her.

“If we stay the course, we should reach him in the morning.” Bihi replied.

“Good, hear that?” Aegis asked Leonard, and he nodded back.

“Yep.” Leonard replied. 

“Let’s recover our mana and be ready for whatever this ocean is going to throw at us.” Aegis turned to the others and got a few nods. 

Despite nothing else eventful happening for the rest of the evening, the group had a hard time settling down after their encounter with the huge squid monster. Herilon kept watch on the rear of the ship to make sure it wasn’t pursuing them, while Aegis stayed near the front and Ren climbed his way up into the bird's nest. Trexon had his copy of the world map out and was modifying it as they sailed, repeatedly looking out in various directions around the ship, but there were no signs of any land in any direction.

Leonard was slowly getting the hang of sailing on the ocean, which meant that they began to speed up as the sun began to rise over the horizon. It was a beautiful sight to behold within the game world, being the first time any of them had seen the sun rise over water rather than the black mist of the abyss, but the prestige wore off when Ren spotted something else on the horizon and pointed it out to the group.

“There’s something ahead of us, I see it!” Ren shouted down to the others, prompting everyone to excitedly move to the front of the ship.

“What is it, an island?” Aegis asked him.

“I’m not sure. I don’t think so…”

“Another monster?” Herilon asked anxiously.

“Dunno, it’s not moving…” Ren replied.

“What’s with you? Normally you sound more excited to fight big monsters.” Trexon looked at Herilon confused, seeing hints of fear on his face.

“Yeah. Normally. My favorite part about this game was that it didn’t have oceans, though. At least, I thought it didn’t. I have a fear of deep water.” Herilon admitted.

“That’s quite unfortunate, given where we are.” Gregory smirked, to which Herilon threw him a nasty glare.

“It looks like…” Ren squirted and put his hands over his eyes to shield them from the light, allowing him to see the object on the horizon more clearly. “I think it’s a tree.”

“A tree?” Aegis tried to confirm.

“Yup. A really, really big tree. A giant wildwood tree.” Ren replied, becoming more confident with each statement.

“It is him.” Bihi smiled excitedly from atop Aegis’ shoulder. Hearing her words, Herilon sighed with relief. 

“Good, we’re almost there.” Herilon replied. 

“There’s nothing else waiting for us around it, is there?” Trexon asked Bihi, and the shrugged. 

“Not that I recall. But it has been many years since I have been here. I was merely a seedling when the winds carried me away.” Bihi replied.

“That’s comforting.” Gregory replied smugly, eying Herilon for a reaction but he got none.

“Steady she goes, my dears.” Leonard called out, holding the course as she ship continued to sail towards the object. 

As the Sky Darling closed in on the tree, its sheer size began to overwhelm the others. At a distance, it looked small, but as they got closer they quickly realized just how gigantic the tree was. 

It was a mangrove, with its roots and the base of its trunk visible above the waves. The roots themselves were in the hundreds, and many of them gigantic, easily the size of buildings. Atop the roots were a great many forms of beautiful vegetation, not unlike the vibrant flowers that they’d seen growing around the Wildwood tree back in Kalmoore.

In addition, there were humanoid creatures moving about the top of the roots, with small structures built atop them. Aegis could make out primarily demi-humans and Lizardfolk, but there were a few Plashrim, elves, humans, and another race he didn’t quite recognize that looked fish-like. 

Just as they were surprised to see them, the creatures looked curiously down at their approaching ship from atop the roots. 

“There’s people living on the tree?” Aegis asked Bihi.

“Yes, refugees who fled from the continent of Ramleia were granted safe haven on the roots of the Great Old one.” Bihi nodded.

“So the tree itself is who we need to talk to?” Aegis confirmed with her.

“Yes. To commune with him, it is best we travel to the center, under the roots. Navigating them can be difficult, though. Do not fret the smaller roots, however. I shall clear the way.” Bihi smiled, motioning to a path between two large roots that was covered with an overhang of smaller roots, but with a wave of her hands, the small roots shifted and moved out of the way to allow space for the ship to sail forward beyond them.

“You got this?” Trexon asked as all eyes turned to Leonard.

“Not much choice, huh? Use your shells to help me out, will you dear?” Leonard replied nervously, and Trexon nodded back. With that, Leonard waved his fingers to pull in the side sails so that he could more easily sail between the roots, all the while Ren and Herilon curiously looked up at the humanoid NPCs staring down at them from atop the roots, many of the onlookers children. Aegis found himself staring up at the canopy of the tree instead, as its size was unimaginable. It covered the entirety of the ocean all around the tree, allowing few rays of sunlight through its lush green leaves to shine down on the gardens and houses built atop the roots. 

“Incredible…” He mumbled to himself with wide eyes of amazement, which did not go unnoticed by Bihi who remained on his shoulder. 

The navigation through the gigantic roots proved more troublesome than Leonard had anticipated, but Trexon’s use of shells prevented any damage to the ship or the tree as he used it to prevent multiple bumps and crashes as Leonard got his bearings. Despite being below the roots and the canopy, the morning sun reflecting off of the ocean water gave them plenty of light. In addition, there were many small glowing mushrooms and flowers that were giving off light, growing on the underside of the roots amidst moss and algae. 

The varying colors of the bioluminescent plants reminded Aegis of Reltrak forest, but the variety in colors far surpassed that of the forest as there were violets, blues, greens, reds and yellows of all shades, granting them a beautiful view. It wasn’t long before the ship began to approach the central section of the tree though, and once they’d passed beyond two particularly thick roots, they found themselves sailing out into an open space below the tree where the waves were calm. 

At the very center of the trunk, a small opening could be seen with a bright yellow light being emitted from it.

“He is waiting for us.” Bihi motioned towards the light. Aegis turned to Leonard after she said this, and he nodded. He then glanced at the others and got nods from Trexon, Herilon, and Ren, before he turned back towards the light and took a deep breath.

“Let’s hope he likes us.” Aegis mumbled to himself as he moved to the front of the very front of the ship in anticipation.
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The players aboard the Sky Darling became quieter and quieter as the ship neared its destination. All of their necks were craned upwards to face the bright glow emanating out of the bottom of the tree. Somehow, as they got closer, the light of its yellow glow seemed to dim as if not to hurt their eyes for staring directly at it - at least that is what it felt like to Aegis. 

 “He is waiting.” Bihi said proudly as the light fell upon them. Hearing her words, Leonard made a few waves of his fingers to cast spells that rose up the mainsail and folded in the side wing sails, slowing the ships movement. It wasn’t until they were fully radiating in the light of the tree that they came to a complete stop, however, as some sort of magic began to hold them in place.

 There were a few long moments of silence after that, as everyone looked up at the light expectantly, but nothing happened. It was clear there was a hole at the center of this massive mangrove’s drunk, but they couldn’t see very far into it due to the glow.

 “Should we ask it something?” Herilon broke the silence with this suggestion.

 “Like what?” Ren replied curiously.

 “I dunno.” Herilon shrugged.

 “Maybe start with saying hello.” Trexon suggested eagerly to Aegis. Aegis nodded back and opened his mouth as if preparing to call up to the light, but stopped before a sound came out.

 “Wait.” He turned to Ren. “You should talk. In druidic, right? I don’t think he’ll understand me.” Aegis whispered. Ren nodded affirmatively before turning his head and opening his mouth to speak to the light instead. Before a word could leave his mouth, though, he was interrupted.

 “I am able to utilize and comprehend the tongues of mortals.” A deep, warm voice rang out through their ears, coming from somewhere within the light. The voice seemed impossibly loud, yet at the same time not so loud that it traveled very far beyond their ship. Hearing it caused Ren to freeze and eye Aegis awkwardly, who took a deep breath and caught a few glances from the others. He psyched himself up before preparing his own words.

 “Hello. Are you the Great Old One?” Aegis asked.

 “If you must ask, perhaps granting this audience was a mistake.” It replied quickly.

 “Right.” Aegis shook his head to himself. “I’ve come on behalf of Ysil’mareina, the silver dragon… And….” Aegis tried to make it sound more important, “the Goddess, Eirene.” He paused, but got no response. “We are looking for a way to push back the darkness of the abyss, and reclaim the land beneath the shattered island.”

 “I understand. Bihi has explained much of who you are, and what your purpose is.” The voice replied.

 “You already spoke with her?” Aegis raised his eyebrows curiously, glancing from the fairy on his shoulder to up at the light.

 “The roots of this world grow deep, and our voices travel far. Us wildlings can communicate a great distance. I have known about who you are and what your purpose is from the moment you approached Bihi’s grove.”

 “What was the point of us sailing all the way out here, then?” Herilon huffed in a whisper to the others, thinking the voice wouldn’t hear it, but it did.

 “It was her request. After imbuing her essence into a mobile form, she wished to see how you could care for her, if put under the impression that you were merely carrying a copy of her. She believed she could understand your true nature the best by doing this.” The voice explained, as they turned towards the fairy. She settled down onto Aegis’ shoulder with her legs crossed and closed her eyes innocently. While the other players looked somewhat surprised, Aegis looked on at her as if he’d somewhat anticipated something along these lines.

 “So all that stuff about you just being a copy isn’t true? If that giant squid whirlpool sucked us in, you would’ve died?” Ren asked her.

 “Yes. But luckily, we survived.”

 “I guess that explains why she began giving us tips when we weren’t reacting. Does that mean we didn’t perform well on your test?” Trexon asked.

 “On the contrary.” Bihi replied. “You far surpassed my expectations. Admittedly, they weren’t very high given that you are other-worlders, though. I have decided, I will assist Aegis in his task.” Bihi spoke, her final words being directed at the glowing light above the ship.

 “Are you sure about this, Bihi? There is no turning back.” The glowing light responded to her words.

 “Yes.” She answered confidently.

 “What’s she mean? What’s going on?” Aegis interrupted them out of curiosity.

 “Allow me to explain.” The voice answered promptly. “You wish you could reclaim land that is shrouded in a great deal of darkness. To do so is possible, but you will require a wildling infused with a great deal of divine light. Such a transformation for an already sprouted wildling would destroy them, it can only be done while they are in a seedling form. Thus, it would only have ever been possible for you to accomplish your task by convincing one of our kind to willingly be reborn as a seed of light.” The voice explained.

 “Bihi traveled with you after informing me of her intent, to discover if you were worthy of such a meaningful and generous act. She has found you as such. I will now use my power to revert her into her seedling form. After I have, you must take great care of her as you return her to your great prophet, where you will be able to infuse her with the light of your goddess. Once infused, it will be up to you to plant her in fertile ground upon the surface of your shattered world, and see to it that she may grow quickly, and safely. For her leaves may grow tall and bright, reaching up out of the abyss and pushing back the darkness. From her trunk, you shall create a sanctuary in your darkened world so long as you can keep her safe.” 

 As he spoke, the others looked among one another with glimmers of excitement in their eyes, for what the Great Old One was describing was a quest that truly did involve reclaiming the surface of the shattered world - a quest of the likes that no other player had ever received in the game world this far.




	Quest Complete! 






 Before Aegis even got a chance to completely wave the message away, the yellow glow from the tree got brighter and Bihi began to hover off of his shoulder due to it, and not the flapping of her own wings. Aegis turned to look at her and saw that the glow was engulfing her, and her eyes remained closed. Within seconds the glow became too bright for Aegis to stare at, but instead he heard a warm voice from within - the sound of Bihi’s final words.

 “Please take care of me. We’ll speak again once my growth has begun.” Bihi replied in a soft voice.

 “Hold out your hands.” The deeper voice from the tree above commanded him. Aegis did exactly that, as Bihi’s glowing body was lowered down into his cupped and open, upward facing palms. He felt the warmth of the glow settle down onto them as the others excitedly watched. Slowly, the glowing light faded, and what was once Bihi was now a large white seed that barely fit into his hands. 

 Before Aegis could finish looking at the rather plain itemcard of the seed and see its description of Bihi, another prompt flew up into his face sent by the Great Old One itself. 




	
Quest[6/6]: Deliver Bihi’s seedling to the Great Prophet of Eirene on the island of Kalmoore, within the town of Rene.
Objective: 0/1 Bihi Delivered
Quest Giver: The Great Old One, Lupei Ocean
Reward: Advanced Class: (Unknown)
Difficulty: Extreme(III)








 Seeing it, Aegis hit accept and let out a sigh of relief.

 “It’s done. It’s the final step for my advanced class. We just need to return to Kalmoore.” Aegis explained to the others aboard the ship, and saw a few excited smiling faces staring back at him before he quickly turned to face the glowing light of the tree above them once more. “I’ll take great care of her, I promise.” Aegis said before adding the seedling to his inventory.

 “I trust you will. If you fail, you will be hard pressed to find another of our kind willing to sacrifice themselves for your cause. We do not often meddle in the war of the light and the dark.” The voice replied.

 “Don’t forget the other reason we ca-” Trexon whispered to Aegis eagerly, but was interrupted as Leonard stomped across the deck of his ship hastily, towards the front where the others were.

 “Wait. Before we finish here, I also have a question.” Leonard called up towards the light. After he had spoken, he got no response while the other players looked at him curiously. “Many Airship pilots like myself have been seeking out someone who could teach us how to improve our skills, but it seems impossible. We have looked everywhere, endlessly, for a long time, yet no one such person has been found.” Leonard’s manner of speaking changed greatly, as if to match that of the Great Old One itself. “Tell me, in your infinite wisdom, do you possess the knowledge of how one might advance their skills in sailing the skies?”

 “Curious…” The voice replied, as suddenly something dark began to descend from the center of the tree towards them, absorbing the glowing light until the glow had completely faded. In its place, a fairy, much larger than Bihi, fluttered down a pair of huge yellow butterfly wings before landing on the deck, while the others stepped back away to give him space. [?(ELITE) - ??] hovered above its head, and he was wearing simple white robes as his feet touched down. He was no taller than a young 6 year old child, yet with a wise and old face covered in wrinkles under a set of short messy yellow hair.

 It was clear that it was a manifestation of the tree that had set foot on the ship, but no one understood why. The large fairy didn’t seem interested in them, but rather the ship itself, and he walked around curiously as if testing the wood. 

 “Your vessel flies and floats, but you are relying heavily on the fragments of Eirene’s star. It is no wonder you have not been able to progress.” The Great Old one spoke finally, after finishing his inspection and looking up at Leonard.

 “There’s another way to make an Airship fly?” Leonard asked curiously.

 “Yes, of course. How do you think the Airships flew before the star was shattered and rained down upon your lands?” The Great Old one raised his eyebrow curiously at Leonard, but simultaneously Leonard, Aegis and Trexon’s mouths went wide with disbelief at this revelation. “Don’t tell me, you managed to sail all the way out here on this vessel atop the waves? That would be incredibly dangerous, with the many Lupein Squid swimming around outside our waters.” The Great Old One asked them curiously, causing the players to awkwardly smile at him. He picked up on this quickly. “I suppose that explains how you impressed Bihi.” The fairy shrugged.

 “If not the island stones, how?” Leonard asked eagerly.

 “I think it best that you have it explained to you properly, by those with more in depth knowledge of such things.” The Great Old one replied. “It just so happens that a family of Greenscale's reside within my canopy.” He said while waving his hands up towards the large hole in the trunk above them, which was no longer glowing. 

 After he had waved his hands, several thick strands of roots began to rapidly grow down towards them, winding around another and forming a spiral staircase that thickened and expanded as it lowered until its base reached the deck of the ship beside the fairy form of the Great Old one. 

 “I will inform them you are coming to speak with them.” He politely bowed as Leonard’s jaw dropped and his eyes went wide.

 “I… the quest…” Leonard squeaked out excitedly.

 “He just gave you the intermediate airship pilot quest?” Trexon asked Leonard.

 “Yes!” Leonard managed to get the word out between several heavily, gleeful breaths.

 “Congratulations, sir.” Gregory said while displaying one of his incredibly rare Gregory smiles.

 “You said Greenscales? Do you mean, like, Silverscales? Green Dragons?” Aegis asked.

 “Precisely.” The fairy nodded.

 “They’re friendly too?”

 “All of the world’s children are friendly to you, so long as you are friendly to her.” The fairy smiled back.

 “Do you mind if we hang out here a bit, dears? It appears I’ve been granted an audience with some green dragons.” Leonard squealed with joy.

 “It’s fine with me.” Herilon shrugged. 

 “No problem.” Aegis gave him a thumbs up, seeing him overjoyed.

 “Can I come too? I want to see green dragons!” Ren asked excitedly as Leonard hastily stepped onto the lowest steps of the root-based spiral staircase, climbing up it quickly.

 “Hang on…” Trexon held Ren back, then gave a knowing nod towards Aegis, and Aegis nodded back.

 “We also were curious about…” Aegis began to speak, but the fairy closed his eyes and nodded back.

 “Bihi has told me of your desire to confront the Avatar of Hatred. I felt his presence the moment his sword was unsealed, and had a feeling we may be once again approached to confront that mass of darkness. But, as I previously said, we do not often step into the war between the light and the dark. It does not concern us, and doing so only serves to draw the eyes of either side upon us. Attention we do not seek.” The fairy replied.

 “But, you helped in the past, didn’t you?” Aegis asked eagerly.

 “Yes. We did. I suppose it would seem unreasonable to turn you down without properly explaining.” The fairy opened his eyes and looked upon them, whilst Leonard could be seen quickly ascending the stairs above them, disappearing into the darkness of the hole in the trunk above the Airship.

 “Those who claim themselves gods of light, they fight for the good within the hearts of the mortal races of this world. They seek to draw out this power to keep their followers safe, and make use of their divine light. The gods of darkness do the same, but by drawing out the darkness within their hearts. Similar methods, but very opposite in their views. They clash, constantly fighting over who will lead the will of the people. Wildlings do not typically concern themselves with this.” The fairy began pacing around on the front of the ship.

 “We, instead, consider ourselves caretakers of the world itself. And there are many ancient, much more sinister forces that threaten its existence. The greatest of which is the void, who constantly seeks to rip apart reality and encroach on this world, for the sole purpose of destroying it and consuming it. Mindless, pointless destruction that cannot be reasoned with. It is our duty to work with this world's guardians to hold it back.” He stopped pacing to meet Aegis’ eyes briefly.

“Luckily, the world has formed a great mighty arsenal of guardians utilizing its many wrathful elements. Each morphing itself into a powerful form of life to serve as this world's defenders.” He cleared his throat and motioned up the stairs. “Empowered by the winds, the Green Dragons protect the skies. From the fiery molten lava, came the violent and short tempered Red Dragons. From the earth rose the brown dragons. The ocean, the Blue Dragons, and so on and so forth. Each dragon, colored based off of the natural element that they were conjured from. Each with the purpose of defending this realm.” 

“What do the Silver dragons represent, then?” Aegis asked him.

“The correct question.” The fairy nodded. “They were born out of the light. Just as the black dragons are born out of darkness. Tasked with watching over the world, though, they actively avoided the conflict of mortals. It wasn’t until the darkness threatened the entire continent, that the Silver Dragons agreed to intervene and assist your kind. They were warned not to interfere, but did so anyway.

Your lands fell to the darkness, despite their aid. And as a result, exactly as they had been warned, the wrath of the dark gods fell upon them. The Avatar of Hatred began hunting down the Silver Dragons, to near extinction. That is when the wildlings felt compelled to intervene. Not in the interest of stepping into the war of the light and dark, but rather to protect the life of our world's guardians of light. That is why we assisted in the creation of a weapon that could stand up to the Avatar of Hatred. And that is exactly why I will refuse to do so again, now.” The Great Old one explained, his final words falling cold.

Hearing this, Trexon’s expression became dejected, but simultaneously fascinated by the words he’d just heard.

“So there’s really nothing you’ll do to help? That sword he’s got is killing everything it touches.” Ren pleaded. The fairy eyed Ren, then looked back at Aegis who locked eyes with him.

“We will not forge you a new weapon, no. But… should you find skilled craftsmen, you may be able to make use of the original. It was in poor shape, last I saw it, but its essence remains intact.” The fairy spoke reluctantly, but his words lit up a fire in Aegis, Ren, Trexon and Herilon’s eyes.

“That’d be enough.” Aegis nodded. “Where is it?” 

“It was sealed away in a safe place, under my care. Somewhere that no mortal could easily reach. A place where both the forces of Darkness, and Light, cannot easily penetrate.” He explained while slowly motioning his head and eyes downwards off of the side of the ship, towards the calm waves brushing up against the hull. The others followed his eyes and moved to the side of the ship, watching as the fairy waved his hands downward with a yellow glow on his fingertips.. Moments later, deep below the waves, a faint yellow glow could be seen.

“It’s sealed at the bottom of the ocean?” Aegis asked to confirm, and the fairy nodded.

“With a great many defenses. It would be quite the ordeal to acquire it, and it is beyond my ability to aid you, apart from granting you safe passage to the depths… should you choose to seek it out. I should warn you, though, it is not for the faint of heart. The fragment of the old weapon was sealed behind great magic that was designed to kill any and all creatures who attempted to claim it.”

“Why go through all that trouble?” Herilon sighed nervously as he eyed the glowing light far below the surface. “Why not destroy it if you don't want anyone to have it?”

“Because the essence of what we had created to stand up to that ancient evil sword was simply indestructible.” The fairy explained, causing an eager grin to grow on Aegis’ face.

“Leonard’s gonna be busy for a bit anyway, so…” Aegis shrugged.

“I can beastshift into a shark and get us down there fast.” Ren volunteered excitedly, stepping up onto the railing of the ship.

“I never thought I’d need it, but I do have underwater breathing spells.” Trexon joined in, also stepping up to the railing as if preparing to jump in. 

“Perfect. Are you coming too?” Aegis asked Herilon as all eyes fell on him, and a demonic smirk grew across Gregory’s face as he spotted the fear in Herilon’s eyes.

“That glow… how far down in the ocean are we talking?” Herilon turned to the fairy.

“Very far. Don’t worry, my roots travel deep as well, forming a protective barrier around these waters.” The fairy motioned to the ocean around them. “Your ship, and your persons, will be safe from any of the larger oceanic threats so long as you remain under my shade.” The fairy assured him.

 “I’d understand if you’re too afraid. You could stay on the ship with me as I watch over it in my master's absence.” Gregory said. Herilon let out a frustrated sigh to himself.

 “Why the hell’d it have to be at the bottom of the ocean.” He grumbled. “Alright. Come on, let's go then. No way I’m going to stay up here with this guy, I’d never hear the end of it from Sapphire.” Herilon relented. Hearing this, the others smiled.

 “Very well. Good luck.” The fairy waved, before his body disintegrated into a bright yellow light, and the light began to lift up back towards the tree.

 “Let’s do this.” Aegis rubbed his hands together. 
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Aegis dove into the ocean water ahead of him, with terrible form. Nonetheless, he felt excited to do it - the prospect of an underwater challenge waiting below excited him. Herilon, not so much. After Ren followed Aegis, Trexon did shortly after whilst casting a multi-cast water breathing spell on all of them. But Herilon hesitated, watching the water splash up towards him and send out ripples as his party members disappeared beneath the surface.

 It wasn’t until Herilon looked away to see a devious grin on Gregory’s face that he decided to suck it up. He took a deep inhale of hair and shook his head to himself.

 “Here goes nothing…” he mumbled reluctantly before jumping off the side of the ship into the water. 

 Aegis had already activated his aura of light to illuminate their surroundings, looking down at the fading yellow glow below. It seemed closer when they were on the deck of the ship, but looking down below now he could see just how deep it was, and it sent a tingle down his spine. 

 Weirder, was the sensation of breathing in water. He felt the constant urge to try and hold his breath as he began waving his hands around, shield fastened on his back. He swam downwards, but didn’t get far due to his own buoyancy. He was descending, but extremely slowly, all the while making weird gulping breaths intermittently as he slowly got accustomed to being able to breath in water. 

 Glancing to his side, Aegis saw Trexon was having similar difficulties, despite him being the caster of the underwater spell. He’d processed in that moment that most likely, he’d never had a reason to use it up until now. The pair were faring much better than Herilon, as he flailed about wildly and barely got below the surface.

 After a few awkward moments of struggling to swim downward from the three of them, Ren came into view from below in the form of a beast-shifted giant shark, with a big smile on his face if sharks could smile. 

 It didn’t appear as a normal shark would, as he had two sets of fins on his sides rather than a single pair, and many small bony white spikes protruding out of its dark gray body down its back and sides. Its eyes were emerald green, resembling the color of Ren’s hair. 

 With all three of their eyes locked on Ren, the shark druid did a strange nodding motion with his head as if to signal them to hop on. Aegis understood it quickly, swimming down to meet Ren as Ren spun his aquatic body around so that his tail was facing the trio. Once Aegis reached Ren, he grabbed the side of his tail with one hand and motioned to the other two to do the same. 

 Trexon swam down and grabbed Ren’s large shark tail across from Aegis, and eventually Herilon got down below the waves deep enough to grab onto the tail from the top. Once everyone had a secure grip, Aegis gave two pats on Ren’s back with his free hand to let him know they were ready.

 In an instant, Ren took off into the depths, with his fins flapping and his tail swaying back and forth quickly. It wasn’t easy to keep hold of his tail as he moved with little regard to his ‘passengers’, but the three managed, and slowly the light shining down on them from the skies above began to fade.

 With each passing moment, the waters around them darkened. After a good long minute of swimming downward, Aegis could turn back to look up towards the surface and no longer see it. The light from his aura went far out, but beyond it there was nothing but pitch black ocean. 

 He’d never felt fear from the dark, or deep water before, but in that moment he felt a great deal of sympathy for Herilon and his fears of it. With this in mind, he decided to focus on the yellow glow below them as it got closer and closer, while simultaneously dimmer and dimmer. The magic that the fairy had used to illuminate it was only temporary, and fading fast. Luckily it lasted long enough for them to reach their destination, though. 

 In the final dozens of meters, the yellow glow from the spell had completely faded, but was replaced by dull glowing lights scattered across the ocean floor below them. Pink, yellow, green, blue, red, and many other colors were present. With no means to communicate underwater, each of the four players were left to their imagination on what the lights were for the last few moments they swam towards them.

 Once they got close enough, though, the question was answered. There was a large mixture of plants and creatures moving about atop an angled, algae-covered surface that was jutting out from the ocean floor. In addition, the floor around the surface was covered as well.

 The first creature that stood out to Aegis was a [Saltrock Snail - Level 126]. If not for the changes in color on the shell, and the patterns on them, Aegis could’ve sworn the snails were exact replicas of the snails he’d encountered in Reltrak forest. They were slowly moving along the floor amidst tangling beds of seaweed and colorful corals. 

 Swimming amidst them were a large variety of strange looking fish. Some long, some thin, and some looking like several basketballs glued together. The group got so caught up in taking in the ocean life along the floor that they swam closer to it, beyond the flat algae covered surface. Soon enough, though, Aegis turned his attention to it and viewed it from the side.

 A magnificent stone structure stood protruding out of the ocean floor, overtaken by plant life and crustaceans of various colors, shapes and sizes. There were two statues flanking a large doorway leading into the structure, with a stairwell visible beyond the door thanks to Aegis’ aura and the glowing coral that was growing within.

 The statues themselves lacked any discernible features - time had taken its toll on them. In addition, they were only partially visible to begin with - the statue’s humanoid forms had their waists and below overtaken by the ocean floor itself, as if slowly over time the structure had slowly sunk deeper into the earth. There were many cracks in its walls, but it held strong despite its conditions.

 Once Aegis had finished taking it in, he looked to the others to see that they too were eying the entrance to the structure, and from there, Aegis gave Ren another instructional pat on his tail to signal him forward. Ren understood it and began swimming towards the structure.

 Once he passed through the doorway, he followed the descending stairwell to the lower depths of the structure below the ocean floor. The stairs remained illuminated by a variety of glowing plants for quite some time until finally the stairwell came to its bottom and opened up into a wide rectangular chamber, with a staircase immediately in front of them that led up into a pocket of air. 

 Herilon was the first to release Ren and frantically swim up to reach the surface, followed by Aegis and Trexon. The light from the coral below was bright enough to illuminate the chamber, creating beautiful multi-colored patterns on the stonework around them. Ren shifted out of his shark form and climbed up the stairs alongside the other, leaving a pool of still water behind them in the chamber. 

 Ahead of them, two pairs of pillars leading up towards another doorway, with no statues or markings carved into the walls despite the condition of the stonework in the room to be relatively in-tact. There were a few cracks in the white stones, but nothing major. A few patches of plant life made its way up out of the water and into some of the corners of the room, but for the most part, it looked clean. The only issue Aegis found with it was the stale, musty air that felt unpleasant to breathe, but he expected as much. His mind momentarily got hung up on the science behind water pressure in the game world, but he forced himself to shake it off as he began stepping forward towards the door.

 “That wasn’t so bad, was it?” Trexon turned to Herilon. Herilon’s eyes were wide as he glared back at Trexon, but didn’t reply verbally which prompted Trexon to laugh awkwardly.

 “This place is awesome.” Ren grinned excitedly while following closely behind Aegis and his aura of light. The other two quickly followed, to not be left behind in darkness. The doorway led into a hallway with faded murals carved into the stonework on the walls. Trexon eyed them carefully and traced his finger over several of the etching while the others eyed them curiously. None were stopping to look at them, but they slowed their walking speed to take it all in.

 “Looks like it depicts the forging of the weapon, and the battle that followed. A great battle to seal away the blade of hatred.” Trexon concluded out loud as they neared the end of the hallway. 

 It opened up into a large dome chamber with plain dull gray walls and three doors leading out of it. One left, one right, and one directly ahead of them. The door straight ahead had two pedestals flanking it, with hands carved into the stonework to look as though they were reaching out of the ground, the pedestals their arms and the tops, a partially clasped fist. One pedestal was made from pure white stone, the other a pitch black.

 Above the pedestals, and around the rim of the dome room just above the tops of all three doorways were rune carvings. Aegis had seen it enough times to know it was ancient, despite not being able to read it. Before a single word was read, though, Herilon quickly stepped forward and yanked them all back.

 “Stop!” Herilon shouted in whispers at them, and the three glanced back at him in confusion.

 “What?” Ren asked. “I was just going to check those strange hand pedestal thingies.” Ren pointed at them innocently.

 “C’mon, this isn’t your first dungeon delve.” Herilon rolled his eyes at him before gesturing towards the floor at the center of the room. “Always, ALWAYS, look for traps first.” Herilon commanded.

 The three turned their attention to where Herilon was pointing and spotted it, a small circular crease in the center of the room just barely visible to the naked eye.

 “Some sort of pressure plate?” Aegis asked in a whisper, for no reason other than to match Herilon’s whisper.

 “Looks like it. Good catch.” Trexon joined in on the whispering.

 “Oh, phew. I almost stepped on it!” Ren said with enthusiasm, prompting Herilon to shake his head disapprovingly. “What do you think would’ve happened if I stepped on it?”

 “Spinning blades. Flame traps, poison arrows, pitfalls…” Herilon began listing off the traps that came to his mind.

 “Which one though?” Ren maintained his enthusiasm, eying the crease now with curiously rather than caution.

 “We’re not going to find out, because we’re not going to trigger it.” Trexon replied.

 “Yeah, we need to be careful. If the traps are rigged to collapse this place, we’ll lose our chance to get what we came for.” Aegis agreed. “Watch your step.” Aegis ordered, and got three nods. “Can you read what the ancient writing says?” He turned to Trexon.

 “Yes.” Trexon cleared his throat and motioned to the left door. “That reads, ‘Trial of Light’, and the door opposite reads, ‘Trial of Dark’. The writing everywhere else states that we must complete both trials and retrieve the orbs, then place them within the hand pedestals to gain access to the temple. We’re not truly inside, yet.” Trexon explained.

 “I see…” Aegis scratched his chin curiously, making sense of the colored pedestals now. “The Great Old One said this place was designed to protect it from light and dark. So by making the first trial require you to have both, they’re right in assuming that light and dark would never willingly come here together.”

 “Meaning?” Herilon looked at Aegis curiously.

 “Most likely… Just a guess, but I doubt either trial will require light or dark. Both of them need to be solved without either. It’s a trial of neutrality. The wildlings don’t want someone of a light god, or a dark god, to get inside.”

 “Hm. Makes sense.” Trexon nodded along.

 “So, which one first?” Ren asked excitedly.

 “I guess, light.” Aegis shrugged as he began carefully walking around the outside of the room, his eyes darting around quickly to ensure he didn’t step on any traps mistakenly. The other three followed in his footsteps until they arrived at the stone door with ‘Trial of Light’ written in ancient script above it. Aegis pushed on the door slowly, hearing the stone grinding against the floor as it opened - echoing off the walls around them. 

 Once the door was fully opened, the room ahead of them came into view. Through the doorway they stood on a short walkway that ended abruptly over a seemingly bottomless pit below. The walls to their left and right were not visible - the size of the room extended well beyond the light of Aegis’ aura of light spell. At the edge of Aegis aura, in all directions, was a dark mist. The mist pushed up against it but was held back by his light.

 “Nothing in all directions but darkness, and light. How is this a trial of light exactly?” Ren asked curiously, looking to his elders for answers. All three, however, had confused expressions as their brains went hard at work to solve it. The first to act was Herilon, who found a small loose stone on the ground and chucked it off the side into the bottomless pit below. Once he had, they all listened intently for the sound of the stone to impact something, but the sound never came.

 “We definitely don’t want to fall down there.” Herilon said with an uncomfortable tone, and the others nodded in agreement. “But, where are we even trying to go?”

 “The other side, I suppose. There must be some way to cross this bottomless pit.” Trexon replied.

 “I can climb along the walls, or the roof. As a spider or something. Should I?” Ren asked eagerly. Before he got an answer, he began reaching his hands out towards the walls adjacent to the balcony, but Aegis quickly grabbed his wrist and yanked it back before he could touch it.

 “Nope, don’t touch. Trapped.” Aegis motioned to etchings and small holes that covered the visible walls nearby. 

 “Oh, right.” Ren laughed awkwardly as he pulled his arm away.

 “You should refrain from shifting or casting magic unless absolutely necessary. These runes are all marked as druidic, arcane, and demonic. It seems some sort of effect will trigger if any spell caster uses magic here outside of divine magic…” Trexon spoke as he read over the rune markings on the walls around them.

 “A solution that requires no light, or dark… And nothing outside of divine magic…” Aegis mumbled to himself for a second, before snapping his fingers and canceling his aura of light spell. The moment he had, the group was left in complete darkness. 

 “Uh… Aegis?” Herilon spoke.

 “Try throwing another rock forward.” Aegis replied.

 “I would if I could see.” Herilon grumbled back.

 “Then chuck something else.” 

 “Here, a gold coin.” Trexon answered, taking one from his inventory. A second after Trexon flicked it, the sound of the coin rang out off of a surface it had impacted directly in front of them, where they once saw a bottomless pit.

 “In the darkness, there’s a way.” Aegis declared. “Ren, take my hand and come. The others stay back. If we start falling, beastshift into a gryphon and fly us back up okay?” Aegis said, speaking into the darkness with no exact sense for where the others were. He began reaching his hands out until he felt Ren and took his hand.

 “Got it.” Ren acknowledged. 

 “Good luck.” Herilon said with a tone of apprehension. With that, Aegis took a deep breath, then lifted his right foot and swung it forward into the pitch black darkness, off the size of the balcony as far as he knew. He then slowly, and very hesitantly lowered his foot down. His anxiety rose the closer his foot got to the level of ground his other foot stood on, until he finally pressed some weight down and felt a solid surface beneath his foot.

 He released a huge sigh of relief before taking another slow step forward. Again, without any issues. Another step, and he was pulling Ren along behind him by the hand.

 “Whoa, it’s working!” Ren cheered with excitement. The two sped up after long, and eventually found themselves at the end of the bridge of Darkness. There, waiting for them atop a plain altar, sat a dark black orb of glowing purple energy.

 “That’s it, that’s the first one.” Aegis declared, reaching out to grab it. Once his hands were on the orb, though, Ren stopped him from lifting it.

 “Wait. Did you check for traps yet?”

 “Well…” Aegis laughed awkwardly. “It should be fine, right?”

 “Yeah, probably. It’s not like we can see anything anyway.” Ren replied.

 “Right.” Aegis nodded to no one in particular. He then lifted up the orb and heard an ominous clicking sound coming from the altar, as a plate of stone that had been held down by the orb lifted up. Following this, several loud clunks could be heard in the darkness all around them.

 “Oh c’mon, seriously?” Aegis groaned in frustration. 
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Aegis and Ren turned to face back towards the direction they’d come from, but had difficulty orienting themselves due to the darkness. Thankfully, because they were in a party with Herilon and Trexon who were standing in the doorway of the chamber, they could utilize their party interface to see where they needed to go. 

 Aegis looked up to see the indicators above Trexon and Herilon’s heads and saw them shifting and moving about, however.

 “The dark walkway we’re standing on, it’s rearranging itself. Stick with me and walk steady and slow, so we don’t get confused. I think the room is trying to tempt us to use light magic.” Aegis said calmly to Ren.

 “Ok, got it.” Ren replied obediently. Without his vision to rely on, Aegis couldn’t confirm his theory. He was beginning to get disoriented despite the aid of the party indicators, due to them swirling around in his peripheral vision as Aegis did nothing but simply walk forward. He was forced to constantly turn and change the forward direction that he was walking in as the pitch dark ground he was walking on continued to shift and rotate without any sense of motion reaching his eardrums.

 Eventually, he managed to arrive at the doorway and saw Herilon eagerly holding his hands out to grab them and pull them out of the darkness.

 “You got it?” Trexon asked as both Aegis and Ren stepped out through the doorway and back into the round chamber.

 “Yeah.” Aegis nodded.

 “Easy peasy!” Ren cheered.

 “Kinda feels like we cheated, though…” Aegis added hesitantly.

 “Whatever, as long as it’s done.” Herilon shrugged. “It’s gonna be the same thing for the other side, right?”

 “Yeah…” Aegis looked at the door across the way, still holding the orb in his hands. “I think so.” He shrugged as he handed the orb over to Trexon. He then walked across the room and opened the door, and sure enough saw a room illuminated by extremely blinding white light. “Just stand in the doorway for me this time, I’ll do the same thing and hope it works out.” Aegis shrugged back at the others, and got nods in return.

 Sure enough, upon entering the room of pure light and walking blindly forward, he managed to reach the second orb and retrieve it. A clinking mechanism activated upon him lifting the orb off of its resting place which began to disorient him, but he was able to use the same method to navigate the blinding light chamber with his eyes held securely shut. After a short few moments, he emerged with the second orb.

 “Nice.” Herilon smiled as he watched Aegis emerge. 

 “That was easy. You think that the essence will be behind this first door?” Ren asked excitedly as Aegis and Trexon made their way towards the hand-shaped pedestals flanking the door.

 “I doubt it.” Trexon replied. “Let's put the orbs into the stone hands at the same time.” 

 “Right.” Aegis nodded. “On 3.” He held the orb directly above the palm of the pedestal’s hand grip, locking eyes with Trexon who did the same. “1. 2. 3.” Aegis called out, and on three they both dropped their respective orbs into the stone hands. The moment the orbs fell, the stone hands came to life and tightly gripped the orbs, crushing them with a loud crunching, grinding sound. 

 A second later, new ancient runes began to glow atop the door between the pedestals that Trexon read out.

 “There is no light and dark. Only life.” He read ominously. Before any others could react, the doors began to grind open, the stone scratching along the floor as it moved by itself, revealing a hallway forward lit by old, rusting torches that were bolted to the walls and enchanted with magic.

 “What do you suppose that means?” Herilon asked.

 “We’ll find out.” Aegis shrugged, taking the lead as the first to walk forward into the hallway. The other three followed behind him, the sound of their boots tapping on the cracked stone floors echoing off of the narrow hallway ahead of them. 

 “Remember… eyes open for traps.” Herilon whispered anxiously from behind Aegis, who kept his eyes peeled on the walls and floors for any abnormal creases or markings that would indicate a trap. There were none, and eventually the hall opened up into a large circular chamber.

 A small staircase led from the entrance they stood at down to a lower floor below them. The floor below was covered in tangling, gnarled roots that grew into and out of the dirt floor of the chamber. The roots belonged to a large tree in the center of the chamber that grew up to the dome-shaped roof and had its canopy spread above them, with a small stream of water traveling from the left side of the chamber to the right.

 The leaves of the tree were gray, and many had fallen and littered the floor of the chamber, sitting in piles amongst the dirt and roots. Despite the tree’s smaller size, the worn dark brown bark made it seem as if it was older than the Great Old One, and it was simply cramped and squished inside this tiny chamber despite the chamber being extremely large in and of itself. 

 All of this was visible to them not due to torches lighting the chamber, but ancient glowing gray runes that were carved into the walls of the chamber on all sides intermittently. 

 Aegis stopped at the top of the stairs and held his arm back to the others, turning to look at Ren.

 “Can you try talking to it?” 

 “Sure…” Ren nodded, stepping forward to stand beside Aegis. Following this, he made a few strange wooden creaking noises with his mouth, and the others eagerly looked to the tree and waited for a response. They heard nothing, but expected as much.

 “What’d he say?” Aegis asked Ren after a few seconds of silence.

 “Nothing…” Ren replied hesitantly. 

 “Well, what’d you say?” Herilon asked.

 “I said hello, we mean you no harm.” Ren said.

 “Ask if it’s awake, or if it can hear you?” Trexon suggested. Ren nodded, then again spoke in his druidic language. Again, after a long few moments, there was no response.

 “It might not be a wildling at all.” Aegis concluded, and the others shrugged. “Still, let’s be careful not to hurt it. Cross the room without stepping on the tree's roots in any way.” Aegis said, then took a deep breath and looked carefully at the ground in front of him covered in the gnarled roots.

 “Easier said than done…” Herilon sighed. 

 “The runes on the walls are once again blocking all magic, save for divine.” Trexon motioned to them. “No flying or beast shifting.” He added with a disappointed shrug.

 “Just nimble footwork! No problem!” Ren replied excitedly, leaping ahead of Aegis into an open spot on the ground.

 “Be careful.” Trexon groaned at him, but Ren ignored him and made a few more hops over the roots, finding small spots of dirt free to stand on amongst the tangling roots. Aegis had been looking for his own path through the roots, but saw how quickly Ren was navigating the room and decided to follow behind him. Herilon and Trexon did the same shortly after, and it wasn’t long before the group had made it beyond the tree in the center and to the staircase on the opposite side, leading to the hallway further beyond. First Ren, then Aegis, then Trexon, and finally Herilon touched down on the stairs and ascended them, heading out of the chamber.

 Just as they were about to leave, though, there was a loud creaking sound that echoed from the branches of the tree now at their backs that gave Ren pause. He quickly turned back to the tree and began making his own sounds in response. From there, the tree and Ren exchanged words while the others watched in confusion.

 “He says he’s surprised to see living creatures with such care for life, stepping on his roots would’ve caused immense pain for him. He warns us that the final chamber’s defense has already been disabled, and the essence claimed.” 

 “What? What does he mean the essence is claimed?”

 “That’s what I asked.” Ren nodded back. “He said a creature was attracted to the essences power and burrowed into this place, destroying the guardian of the final chamber and eating the essence. It has since made the chamber its home.” Ren explained.

 “Did he say what sort of creature it was?” Trexon asked.

 “He doesn’t know.” Ren shrugged.

 “Great.” Aegis sighed, looking at the others. “Aura of beauty. Bless.” Aegis quickly cast, spreading buffs out to the others. “If it’s strong enough to destroy a wildling guardian, it’s probably going to be tough.”

 His words caused a big smile to grow on Herilon and Ren’s faces. Aegis took the lead once more, fastening his mithral shield to his arm as Herilon readied his mithral greatsword, and the four marched down the final hallway of the shrine. 

 There was a tension in the air between the group much thicker than that of the previous hallway, all walking on with anticipation for the creature waiting for them in the final chamber.

 Before it came into view, they heard it. A loud snorting sound that matched the rhythm of breathing was carried along to their ears, bouncing off the walls of the narrow stone hallway. Once they heard it, they slowed their step and walked as quietly as possible until reaching the end of the hallway and laying eyes on the final chamber.

 Like the previous chambers, it was a large dome shape, but the entire left side had been destroyed and carved into via a crudely created tunnel. Just as the tree had described, something had burrowed from the earth into the shrine and created a great amount of destruction, with rocks and debris scattered about. Due to this, the left side of the chamber contrasted heavily with the rather pristine right side of the chamber which was still intact - save for the ancient runes on the walls that had large claw marks in them.

 On the opposite side of the chamber from which Aegis and his party had entered sat an elevated platform with an altar on it, of which Aegis imagined the essence had once stood but was no longer present. In front of the platform, strewn about across the floor were fragments of a once humanoid-shaped statue. Its form was discernable due to a few pieces still intact, though just barely. Aegis could only conclude that this was the remains of the previous guardian of this chamber.

 Then, finally, snuggled against the back wall as far from them as possible, behind the altar and the elevated platform, was the culprit responsible for all the chaos within this chamber. [Yallow Nux(Elite) - Level 163] Was visible floating above its head. Its chest was visibly contracting with each snoring breath, but its eyes remained closed and unaware of their presence. 

 Aegis was not familiar with a monster with this name, so his first act was to turn to Trexon for possible information. Unfortunately, the look of confusion on Trexon’s face and the shrug he gave back to him told Aegis that Trexon had never seen or heard of a Yallow Nux before either. Thus, Aegis turned to analyzing its physical appearance to get as much information as he possibly could before they engaged it.

 The first, most glaringly obvious detail of the creature was that it was emanating a bright glowing white light from within its exo-skeletal body. The light was so bright it almost appeared to make the creature itself transparent, despite it otherwise being not see-through. The essence that it had eaten could be seen swirling around inside the creatures body as a blob of wavey liquid light, clearly the source of the creatures glowing. 

 Otherwise, it resembled an elongated crocodile, with a short flat snout rather than an elongated one, and 12 limbs rather than four. It had three pairs of legs on the underside of its stomach, but a matching three sets of short arms on its back. Additionally, its tail, which was curled up around its body in its sleeping position, was three pronged with sharp boney white spikes sticking out. 

 The skin around its face was rough and covered in strange spiky tendrils as well, making its mouth crease and eyelids barely visible. It’s skin was primarily brown with spots of black and dark orange, beyond the glowing white central part of its body due to the essence. 

 “It’s not a beast, I’m not gaining any new beast shifting forms from seeing it.” Ren messaged through the party interface in order to keep quiet. 

 “Well, let’s take advantage of it being asleep and sneak up on it.” Aegis messaged back, and the others nodded. From there, they all slowly approached the creature, carefully navigating through the room without disturbing any loose stones or making too much noise. The closer they got, the louder the snoring got, but they all managed to close in enough to ready strikes against the creature.

 Ren shifted his left and right hands into gigantic beast claws, Herilon held his greatsword above it, Aegis took out his claws, and Trexon readied a fire spell in his palms. The group lined up atop the back of the raised platform, now standing behind the altar and had nothing but the creature and the back wall of the chamber in front of them.

 Aegis looked to the others and saw them all ready to strike, and began counting down silently with his fingers from three. The others nodded, and he lowered one finger down to two. Then one. Then, none, and in unison all four players struck out at the sleeping beast with all of their might.

 Except, in unison, all of their strikes through up the same message




	You deal 0 damage. (Target is indestructible). 






 The sound of metal and magic clanking against the hardened scales of the creature rang out through the chamber, causing it to open its large, glowing white eyes. It began to stand up with a low growl as the group anxiously stumbled backwards away from the creature, now awake but unharmed.

 “Uh… Aegis?” Herilon mumbled worriedly.

 “It’s gotta be because of the essence it ate.” Aegis concluded, his voice sounding anxious as the creature extended its lower legs as a show of dominance, unwrapping its tail and standing tall to show off its large form in an attempt to intimidate the four.

 “So how do we kill it?!” Ren asked, excited rather than afraid though.

 “No idea.” Aegis replied back before the creature let out a loud, deafening roar that shook the chamber around them.
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The Yallow Nux reared its head back after roaring before snapping it forward quickly, like a lunging cobra. Herilon, Trexon and Ren cleared out by leaping back over the altar or to the sides, while Aegis lifted his mithral shield and braced the strike.




	You take 13,481 Slashing damage.






 

 “It’s manageable.” Aegis called out as the impact of the strike on his shield sent out enough force to cause nearby loose rubble and stone to fly outward away from him and create a loud clanging sound that echoed off the walls of the chamber. Despite bracing, and bending his knees to receive the blow, he was still pushed backwards a few steps until his waist bumped into the altar behind him. “Find a weak spot. I’ll keep it busy. CHALLENGING ROAR!” Aegis shouted, drawing the attention of the beast unto himself. 

 He could tell he had the monsters full, undivided attention through the glint in his glowing white eyes as it reared its head back and prepared to strike out at him again. In this time he quickly wiggled the fingers on his right hand and cast healing wind on himself.

 Trexon released a barrage of small fire bolts that flared out in the room like an exploding firework, then swirled around Aegis and the creature and began impacting it in various spots on its body. Herilon dashed back in towards the beast with his sword out and began slashing at various limbs and the creatures underbelly. Ren, however, left the striking to the others and took a step further back, trying to take in the creature and the room around him, studying it.

 In this time, Aegis blocked another lunging strike which was then paired with two claw attacks from the arms on the Yallow Nux’s back closest to its head. He was able to brace the relatively slow and predictable strikes, using the altar at his back to prevent him from being pushed away further. After absorbing the blows he then healed himself up.

 “Take your time, I can heal through this damage for a long while.” Aegis tried to reassure them as he saw Herilon swinging his sword furiously at the creature, and only seeing repeated 0’s come up for the damage dealt. 

 “You can give us all the time in the world, I don’t think this thing has any weak spots.” Herilon replied after several more swings. 

 “Try different elements.” Ren suggested to Trexon, who nodded in response after his barrage of bolts hit the body of the creature in various spots, to no effect. He swapped to wind, lightning, acid and wind magic to no effect.

 “Nothing, no change.” Trexon said to Aegis after he’d blocked a few more hits.

 “How are we going to kill something that doesn’t take damage?” Ren asked, prompting Aegis to ponder in between blocked strikes. Despite the creature being elite, its mind was that of a simple monster making it easy for Aegis to manage. It didn’t consistently use the same attack patterns with its claws and fangs, but nonetheless was quite predictable.

 “Well…” Aegis thought out loud for a moment as he turned back towards Ren. “Got any beast shift forms that are good at tunneling or burrowing through rock?” 

 “Yup.” Ren nodded with enthusiasm. Once hearing it, he turned to Herilon. 

 “Wrangle the creature with as much rope as you can, and get ready to challenge its strength stat. Can you increase Herilon’s strength?” Aegis turned to Trexon who nodded back.

 “Giant’s Grip!” Trexon cast a sage spell on Herilon which caused his body to grow slightly larger. Herilon looked at himself with a satisfied smirk for a moment before sheathing his mithral greatsword and drawing out plenty of rope from his backpack.

 “Glad I always bring a lot of rope with me.”

 “You can’t go on an adventure without rope.” Ren nodded in agreement with Herilon, causing Aegis to give them both a look as he was reminded of Lina’s approach to rope. 

 “Destroy the creature's tunnel that it used to get inside the chamber.” Aegis told Ren, and Ren nodded back before exploding into a puff of green mist. Once the mist dissipated, he came out of it as a gigantic armadillo-like creature with huge extended claws on its front. Once he’d shifted, he waddled ever so slowly to the hole in the chamber and quickly carved into the roof, collapsing it in after a bit of effort. 

 The beast struck out at Aegis a few more times but took note of the fact that its tunnel had collapsed, then let out a roar of frustration as Herilon ran around its torso, rapping as much rope around it as he could without losing grip of the ends.

 “When you’re done, tie some around Ren’s beast form.” Aegis yelled to Herilon, and he nodded back hesitantly.

 “Just what exactly are you planning to do?” Herilon asked.

 “Trexon, can you cast underwater breathing on all of us?” Aegis ignored Herilon’s question, but this next statement made him visibly concerned.

 “Aegis? What are you planning?” Herilon’s eyes now wide as everyone was cluing in to the plan. 

 “If we can’t kill it with damage, we have to drain its stamina. The creature burrowed into this temple, it didn’t swim. I don’t see any gills.” Aegis shrugged apologetically to Herilon.

 “Oh hells…” Herilon whimpered as Aegis turned his attention back to Ren.

 “Collapse the tunnel leading back to the wildling so it doesn’t drown, then burrow a tunnel up through the roof out of the ocean floor. Herilon, make sure the creature can’t burrow away, you gotta hold it in place.” Aegis gave his final instructions.

 “I thought going on an adventure with you was going to be fun.” Herilon groaned as Trexon quickly cast the underwater breathing spell, then began looking around for something to hold onto. Ren wildly slashed out at the doorway they had used to enter the chamber from, trapping them completely inside. It was momentarily claustrophobic inducing to be trapped in a chamber under the ocean, but that was quickly alleviated when Ren used his beast shifted claws to start burrowing upwards out of the chamber at an angle. 

 The moment Ren began digging, the Yallow Nux ceased its attacks on Aegis to observe what was happening, watching curiously as Ren disappeared into the wall. It wasn’t long before there was a loud, ominous rumbling sound though. They were not very far below the ocean floor, and all it took was a little scratch to the ocean’s surface to cause the weight of the water to come flooding in, knocking Ren back with a violent force. 

 The moment the forces of nature pushed the water in through the tunnel that Ren had dug, all players were knocked off of their feat and thrown about by the waves, taking repeated bouts of high bludgeoning damage. Aegis quickly waved his hands around to help everyone heal up from the damage and withstand it, while the Yallow Nux reacted in a panic just as he’d predicted, and began desperately attempting to burrow out of the chamber away from the water.

 “Don’t let it out of the water!” Aegis shouted, his voice somewhat gargled by the waves he was caught up in. Ren quickly dug his claws into one of the walls of the chamber to hold on, using the ropes Herilon had swung around him and the beast respectively. It was initially enough to halt the creature from digging very far out of the chamber, but soon the creature became much more desperate and frantic. Herilon managed to find a large section of stone jutting out from the wall to grab onto, using it to hold himself steady against the waves and simultaneously assist Ren in holding the creature in the chamber.

 Within 20 seconds, the chamber was completely submerged, and the only light they had was glowing brightly off of the essence still visibly swirling inside the panicking creature's body.

 Once the chamber had been fully submerged it became much easier to move around, and take in what was happening. Trexon had just barely kept himself steady off to the side near the collapsed doorway, while Herilon and Ren held onto the chamber walls with all their might, preventing the creature from burrowing out of the room. He saw the veins popping out of Herilon’s enlarged body as he mustered all of his might to hold it back, but it was working.

 After another few long moments of struggling, the creature seemed to realize it wouldn’t escape like this, and turned to face them once more. This time, it eyed not Aegis, but the multiple thick strands of rope that had it bound to Herilon and Ren, and it quickly began slashing out towards the ropes with its claws and fangs.

 This is where Aegis stepped in, utilizing his guards and his shield to protect the ropes from being cut by the creature's fury. 

 If it was anything more than a terrifying looking creature in a virtual game world, Aegis might’ve felt bad for doing this to the creature, but as it was he saw no other possible solution to obtaining the essence he needed to stop Seraxus. 

 Very quickly, due to the creature's large body, its stamina began to drain. Unable to land a single blow on any of the ropes binding it in place due to Aegis’ defense, eventually it succumbed to the water.




	You have defeated [Yallow Nux(Elite)]!






 There was no experience reward, due to Aegis still sitting at level 150. Instead, they were rewarded by a white glowing item orb rolling out of the creature’s mouth into the waters around them. It continued to emit a blindingly bright white light.

 “Grab it and let’s get out of here before this whole chamber collapses.” Trexon said through the party interface. Aegis nodded back at him and grabbed the orb, adding it to his inventory and briefly looking at the name only to confirm he had what they’d come for. 




	You receive [Essence of Indestructible Light].






 “Do you think I have time to harvest it?” Aegis asked as he found himself staring longingly now at the numerous claws and fangs visible on the creature.

 “NOW!” Herilon growled at him impatiently, with a look of terror on his face.

 “Right, right. Ren, shark it up and swim us to the surface!” Aegis said through the interface, causing Ren to nod back and shift out of his burrowing form and back into his sharp form. Once he had, both Aegis and Trexon cut the ropes free from the creature and they all grabbed onto the shark, who quickly swam up out through the tunnel back to the ocean floor.

 Aegis activated his aura of light to illuminate the dark ocean surrounding them as they ascended up back to the surface. He glanced back down at the ocean floor below them and watched as the glowing, multicolored coral slowly faded from his view below. Not long after that, though, the light from the setting sun above them became visible as it pierced through the surface of the water to reach them.

 Despite not being out of breath at all due to Trexon’s spell, when they breached the surface, they all collectively let out gasps of air, sucking in the virtual oxygen from the surface. It took a few seconds of glancing around for Herilon to spot the nearby floating Sky Darling, and desperately flailed his arms around like a drowning child to get back towards it.

The others followed suit, with Ren shifting back into his elven form.

 “GREGORY! Lower the damn ladder!” Herilon shouted up towards the boat. This prompted Gregory to appear over the side of the deck railings closest to them, looking curiously.

 “Finished your underwater adventure already?” Gregory asked with a slight hint of disappointment in his voice.

 “Yeah, lower it!” Herilon shouted back.

 “Very well.” Gregory sighed as he disappeared for a moment before returning with a rope ladder which he threw over the side for them. Herilon was the first to climb, followed by the other three. Their clothes and armor drenched, they left large puddles of water all around them on the deck as they each plopped down on their bottoms.

 “I presume you got what you were after?” Gregory asked as he began pulling up the rope.

 “Yup. We got it.” Ren smiled.

 “Would you mind if we looked at it? I’m quite curious about its power.” Trexon asked.

 “Sure.” Aegis shrugged, eying his livestream viewership count to see it was still holding steadily high at 2 million. Herilon caught him doing this, though.

 “Your UI is still hidden from your viewership, right? They won’t be able to see what it does? It’d be bad if they know what it's capable of.” Herilon asked Aegis.

 “Yeah, it’s hidden. Just don’t read it out loud.” Aegis explained, and got nods from Trexon and Ren as they leaned in, staring at Aegis’ hand eagerly as he opened up his inventory interface and took the essence out.




	
Name: Essence of Indestructible Light
Type: Crafting Material
 Quality: 100%
Option 1: Item becomes indestructible, with no need to ever be repaired. Its shape cannot be damaged or altered in any way once crafting is completed.
Option 2: Significantly increases resistance to Shadow Damage
Option 3: Negates any damage dealt by soul-infused artifacts.
Description: An essence of pure light, formed and solidified by the powerful wildlings in order to protect the guardians of their world. 








“Heh. Option 3 is a little bit on the nose, don’t you think?” Herilon smirked as the group collectively read it with smiles on their faces.

“Well, they did specifically make it for that purpose, so it makes sense.” Trexon shrugged.

“Still. For all the trouble we went through, I thought it’d be a bit more overpowered.” Ren replied with a hint of disappointment in his voice.

“It’s just as powerful as it needs to be.” Aegis smiled back at him, taking the essence and putting it back into his inventory. “Once we get back to Kalmoore, I’ll work with Yuki and Tullan to craft it into something magnificent. All we need to do now is wait for Leonard to finish his quest.” Aegis said as he glanced back up towards the tree above them.

“Oh, Leonard? He’s already back. He’s a bit busy, below deck. Would you like me to fetch him?” Gregory asked, causing all of them to turn and look at Gregory with surprise.

“He finished his intermediate airship pilot quest already?” Trexon asked

“In a manner of speaking…” Gregory looked off to the side awkwardly.

“Well go get him then.” Herilon shrugged. “Let’s get back home right away.” The others nodded in agreement with this.

“Very well.” Gregory spoke reluctantly before disappearing below the deck of the ship. He hadn’t been gone long before a notification popped up in front of all of their faces. 




	
[World Notification]

The Player [Leonard - 30] has become the first player in the world to unlock the intermediate class [Airship Captain].








They waved the notification away, but this only confused them more.

“How’d he complete the quest just now, while below deck?” Ren asked.

“And seemingly on command…?” Trexon asked, while Herilon and Aegis exchanged curious stares before turning their attention to the sounds of footsteps approaching from below deck.

 First, Gregory stepped back up onto the deck with his head shamefully down. Followed by Leonard, who was wearing nothing but an open white bathroom with visible, bright pink underwear underneath. Then, lastly, following behind him was a partially green-scaled elven humanoid female, wearing very little, and holding a big smile on her face as she looked over the others on the ship.

 They all quickly stood up from the deck, Ren and Aegis embarrassedly looking down at their feet.

 “You will undoubtedly become a great conqueror of the skies, Leonard. I look forward to seeing you again.” The greenscale humanoid spoke seductively to Leonard. Aegis had barely time to glimpse the NPC name above her head, [Pareie’lassa(Elite) - Level 193].

 “I’ll be sure to come and visit you again once I have.” Leonard replied in an equally playful tone. Following this exchange, the humanoid jumped off of the side of the airship, and before touching down on the ocean below, her body warped and morphed into that of a large green dragon, and she soared away from the ship until disappearing through a gap in the mangrove roots, flying upwards higher into the sky above them.

 Once she was gone, there was a long awkward silence amongst the players aboard the ship.

 “Did you sleep with your intermediate class quest giver?”

 “Yes. I find that the more the NPCs like you, the quicker the quests move along.”

 “I didn’t even know that was an option…” Trexon shook his head to himself in disbelief.

 “My advanced class giver was a big, male, muscly half giant, so… I don’t think it ever was for me anyway.” Herilon mumbled. 

 “Right.” Leonard clapped excitedly. “Either way, I now know how to fly this ship out of here. Not only that, but I think I know a way for us to craft more airships, without the island stones.” Leonard smiled to himself excitedly. “Ready to head home?”
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After properly switching out of his robes and into his standard sailing attire, Captain Leonard made his way up to the stern and dramatically placed his hands on the wheel of the Sky Darling. The others followed him with their eyes cautiously, and saw a big awkward grin grow across his face.

 “So…” He spoke as he released the wheel and began fidgeting with his interface floating in front of him, though to others it appeared as if he was poking at the air. “Got a few new skills here. Might be a bit shaky but, I think I can manage.”

 “You think?” Herilon raised his eyebrows at him.

 “Well, you know… never manually levitated an airship before. Up until now, the island stone in the hull has been doing all the work. So, it might be a bit shaky.” He shrugged back innocently.

 “We should probably hold onto something.” Gregory told the others in monotone, and Aegis, Ren and Trexon quickly nodded back to acknowledge this suggestion. They all promptly found parts of the ship that were nailed down to grab onto.

 “First, let’s get out from under this big tree.” Leonard continued, pretending to not see how the rest of them were reacting. With a few simple waves of his glowing yellow fingers, the wing sails opened up along with the mainsail, catching a light breeze as Leonard carefully managed the rudder to start rotating the ship. Once it was facing back towards the direction that they’d arrived from, the speed began to pick up.

 The Sky Darling smoothly sailed along the surface of the calm waves slowly. Aegis had grabbed onto the railing near the front to make sure he had a good view of the deep ocean water in front of them, just to keep an eye out for any suspicious aquatic creatures that might take interest in them. It wasn’t long before the Sky Darling made its way out from under the large roots of the tree, narrowly maneuvering around the smaller roots.

 It looked initially impossible to get through without having to cut through them, but as the ship approached any tangled mess of mid to small sized roots, they parted ways to give their ship a clear path outward. Aegis wasn’t sure himself if this was just a game mechanic of the tree, or if the AI Wildling tree was actively watching them and letting them pass. This is what sat on his mind during the last moments they spent in the shade of the Great Old One, until finally pulling out into the open ocean, with nothing but a clear, dim dark blue dawn sky above them.

 Leonard waited until the Sky Darling was a decent distance away from the tree and its tall canopy before clapping his hands together loudly, then rubbing them together afterwards and licking his lips.

 “Alright.” He let go of the wheel again to double check his new class skills in his interface. There was a long, uncomfortable silence from the others as they once again turned to look at him, watching his troubling expressions as they appeared on his face as he stared at his skill descriptions. “Simple.” He finally broke the silence.

 After hearing this, Herilon, Ren, Trexon, Aegis and Gregory all exchanged looks of doubt before tightening their grip on the ship and staring back up at Leonard. 

 “I just need to start with this skill. That should keep us in the air.” Leonard announced, though, despite this, he didn’t actually use the skill. He took a horse stance, bending his knees as if preparing some great physical maneuver, but it became clear to Aegis that he was just trying to psych himself up. He took multiple deep breaths, then cleared his throat and straightened his back.

 “Aerilogus.” He spoke with a shaky voice. Immediately upon speaking, a great yellow magic light began to emit from his hands, and the hull of the ship below them. It illuminated the surrounding waters greatly, for a brief moment, before the ship itself began to separate from the surface of the ocean. The wooden planks of the ship creaked ominously, as if they were stretching out after a long time of not being used. The last sounds of water gently brushing up against the hull were heard, and within seconds they were levitating up above the ocean water.

 They didn’t stop there, though - they continued to get higher and higher. The ship held steady, much to the others relief, and they all found time to look over the railings to see the ocean getting further and further away.

 “It’s working…” Trexon spoke, with a hint of disbelief in his voice.

 “Awesome!” Ren cheered excitedly. “We won’t need to worry about any evil squids on our way back, right?”

 “Seems like.” Aegis smiled back at his enthusiasm.

 “See? I told you all. Never doubt my skills as an Airship Captain.” Leonard declared proudly.

 “Right…” Gregory said while cautiously looking down to see them still rising. “How high are you planning on going, sir?”

 “Huh. I guess this should be high enough. Now I just need to stabilize our altitude…” He mumbled to himself while taking one hand off the stern and going back into his interface to read his skills again. “Like this!” He shouted triumphantly, waving his hands to the side. Once he had, the ship stopped rising, but awkwardly teetered to one side briefly, causing everyone aboard the ship to suddenly jerk their hands back towards the parts of the ship they’d been holding onto, and holding on for dear life.

 “Guys…” Leonard smirked at them, “Relax! You really think I’d let my passengers fall off of my ship?” He tried to reassure them, speaking with confidence in his voice that the expression on his face did not share. “Now, let’s start our journey back!” He paused to clear his throat once more, preparing to cast another skill. “Momenious!”

 The moment the words left his mouth, there was a forward jutting motion - magic from his hands had hit the sails, but at an awkward angle. Immediately, the ship began to point downward in the front and sail 45 degrees back towards the ocean for a few seconds, accelerating rather quickly. 

 “Uh, Leonard?” Trexon asked him anxiously, speaking on behalf of the others as they were all jerked forward towards the front of the ship - luckily they were all still hanging on for dear life and no one lost their footing.

 “Right, of course, I need to keep control of the Aerilogus spell and have it offset the forward momentum to keep us balanced out. No problem.” Leonard said quickly before waving his hands, but whatever he did was not what he needed to do. Immediately, the ship began to bank left and curve at an angle, now flying nearly sideways towards the ground.

 “Oopsie doodle.” Leonard declared as he waved his hands again, this time overcorrecting and jerking them into a sharp turn in the opposite direction, so much so that the ship was, within seconds, partially upside down flying downwards towards the ocean, and picking up speed.

 “LEONARD?!” Herilon shouted as he and the others were now dangling from the ship, their feet swinging down into the open air as they held tightly onto the railings and mast. Leonard himself was tightly gripping the stern and struggling to hold on.

 “No problem, don’t worry! I can fix it!” Leonard shouted anxiously, casting several more skills. The result of his next few casts were that the ship completed an awkwardly slow barrel roll, while still continuing its 45 degree dive towards the ocean.

 “I think I’m going to be sick…” Gregory groaned as the ship eventually leveled out once more with the mast facing upwards.

 “My apologies, that spell must be for controlling the direction.” Leonard laughed uncomfortably.

 “We’re still about to crash into the ocean!” Aegis shouted at him as he had a front row seat to the approaching water’s surface.

 “Right, right!” Leonard quickly waved his hands to cast several more skills, causing the ship to veer upwards and correct itself. It leveled out just meters away from the surface of the water briefly, before quickly angling upwards. Within seconds it went from flying leveled to at nearly 90 degrees, forcing everyone to tightly grab on once more.

 “LEONARD I’M GOING TO KILL YOU!” Herilon shouted at him angrily, as he and everyone else’s feet dangled downward.

 “It’s like a rollercoaster!” Ren cheered with enthusiasm in between a loud bout of laughter. 

 “It’s not like it came with an instruction manual!” Leonard shouted back at Herilon in frustration as he struggled to pull himself closer to the stern, his hands tightly gripping it. 

 “I’m glad you can disable vomiting in this game.” Gregory groaned, a strange gurgling sound coming from his stomach that mixed in with the sound of the winds pressing into the sails of the Sky Darling. 

 Aegis was being as patient as possible, leaning more towards Ren’s reaction than Herilon’s, but as the ship continued to get higher and higher, he became increasingly concerned. Eventually, though, Leonard got a decent grip and recast several skills, causing the ship to level out.

 They were high above the ocean when it happened, even higher than the canopy of the Great Old One still visible in the skies behind them. The sound of their feet clunking down onto the deck of the ship was followed by nervous, heavy breathing. 

 “You good now?” Herilon asked Leonard aggressively.

 “Yes. I’ve got it. We’re moving along at a brisk pace, with a nice and steady altitude. No problems.” Leonard replied, his face pale and his eyes wide.

 “Never doubted you for a moment, sir.” Gregory coughed. The others let out a sigh of relief, but no one was willing to let go of the railings and mast they were holding onto tightly for a good long while. Leonard as well was sure to always move with his hands holding onto something.

 “You’re sure we’re flying in the right direction?” Trexon asked him.

 “Absolutely. Have faith, we’ll be back in Kalmoore before you know it, dears.” Leonard smiled. The ship continued forward from here without incident, sailing high above the vast ocean of the virtual world.

 Aegis and Ren spent most of the time looking off of the side of the ship down at the water below. Around midday, when the sun was highest, the edge of the black mist came into view on the horizon, signaling that they were approaching land once more. As it did, though, Ren excitedly pointed out the large squid-like creature visible below the waves.

 Despite being so high in the air above the ocean, and the creature being so deep, it was still easy to spot out. It looked even larger from above than it had while they were on the surface, and they saw several of its large tentacles wriggling to the surface and poking out above it.

 “That thing is massive.” Aegis commented.

 “Would be so cool if I could shift into one. Maybe when I have my advanced class?” Ren asked.

 “Maybe. Wouldn’t that be a bit overpowered, though?” Aegis replied.

 “Hehe, yeah…” Ren said with a devilish grin. 

 “Heads up!” Herilon shouted suddenly, getting the attention of everyone on board. He was keeping watch of the skies in front of them, and quickly paced to the front near Ren and Aegis, pointing out toward the air above the approaching black mist.

 “What is it?” Leonard asked as everyone began to squint, looking in the direction Herilon was pointing.

 “We’ve got fans of yours.” Herilon motioned to Aegis’ livestream which continued to hold steady around 2 million viewers.

 “Stream snipers?” Ren asked.

 “Looks like it.” Herilon nodded. It was during this time that Aegis was able to see what Herilon was pointing at. There were 4 airships hovering above the edge of the black mist, not far from where the mist transitioned into the ocean water - the waves clashing with one another. Each ship looked similar to the sky darling in its basic form, but had distinguishable differences in its style. Two were distinctly much larger, and each mainsail was decorated with matching symbols - that of a skull and crossbones with a star tattoo on the forehead.

 “Do you recognize that mark?” Trexon asked him.

 “Yeah, a mercenary PvP guild based out of Savringard. They specialize in raiding transport ships without sinking the ship they’re attacking, but they’re also for-hire. They call themselves the Shattered Pirates.” Herilon explained.

 “You think they’re here of their own accord, or did someone hire them?” Leonard asked. Herilon didn’t need to answer, he instead exchanged looks with Aegis, who took a big deep nervous breath. His silence was all that the rest of them needed to hear.

 “They’re most likely after the essence. They could have just as likely been hired by Seraxus, or Makaroth.” Trexon explained.

 “Or, they just want it for themselves.” Ren suggested.

 “Sorry. This is my fault, because I’ve been streaming.”

 “Are you kidding?” Herilon smirked. “This was the whole reason I tagged along. Finally some action.” He said while drawing out his greatsword. 

 “Turning off your stream would’ve shown weakness and fear. I haven’t known you to be weak, or afraid, and nor am I.” Leonard replied proudly. “Don’t fret. With my new sailing skills, they shouldn’t be able to touch us.” Leonard declared.

 “Rise us up as high as you can into the sky. They’re still relying on their island stone hulls to keep their ships afloat, meaning they can’t go that high above the black mist.” Aegis said to him, and Leonard nodded back.

 “Right you are.” Leonard replied, waving his hands to cast a few skills and cause them to increase in altitude, nearing the few misty white clouds hovering in the sky above. As he did this, Aegis quickly cast bless on everyone and fastened his mithral shield onto his arm, while Trexon drew out his staff and Ren leaned over the railings to get a better view.

 It wasn’t long before the Sky Darling was soaring overtop of them, high above the ships and the black mist by at least a kilometer. In the few tense moments that they sailed beyond, the group looked down over the railings at the 4 airships below.

 “Maybe they didn’t even see us?” Ren suggested, but this was quickly proven false as all four ships turned and began pursuing them in the same direction. They were keeping up in speed, but were too great a distance below to do anything impactful to them.

 “Typically, they like to board and barter. They have a code to not sink ships, given the rarity of them. Maybe if they’re unable to board us, they’ll just leave us alone.” Herilon suggested. Hearing this, there was a hint of calm spreading amongst the players on the deck of the ship. It was short lived, however, as several ominous loud blasts suddenly erupted from the four ships below - one each.

 Seconds later, bolts of red and blue magic flew up into the sky all around them, one soaring so close to the ship that Aegis felt a heavy wave of heat as it soared up past him and exploded in the sky above the ship.

 “Taking evasive maneuvers.” Leonard declared.

 “Grand shell.” Trexon cast, creating a dome around the ship. Seconds later, several more shots were fired up at them from below, impacting the shell surrounding the ship. Aegis saw through his party interface that the attacks were dealing a lot of damage, but appeared manageable. That was, until a white bullet was shot up from below and crashed into the shell, casting it to shatter like glass before disintegrating. 

 “Anti-magic shots!” Trexon shouted anxiously, while at the same time a bolt of ice had been fired to trail behind the anti-magic shot. It looked as though it’d hit the hull of the Sky Darling, but Aegis quickly projected his shield to block it, causing the projectile to explode below the hull of the ship outwards into dozens of large icy shards. Luckily, none hit the ship.




	You take 3,348 Cold damage.






 “I’ll block them, it’s not much damage.” Aegis said to Trexon, who nodded back. Aegis tapped his own shoulder to cast healing wind on himself. “Can you turn into a gryphon and fly me around? It’s hard to see the shots that are coming while I’m on the deck.” Aegis said to Ren, who quickly complied by releasing a puff of green mist around himself and transforming into a green-feathered gryphon. Aegis then hopped onto his back and he took off into the skies, soaring around the Sky Darling.

 Several more shots of ice and fire flew up towards the ship, the aim of the 4 airships below improving rapidly, but Aegis was able to project his shield around to block all four shots, then heal through the damage. 

 The Sky darling continued to soar forward under Aegis and Ren’s protection, but after several dozen more shots and attempts to take the ship down from below, the firing stopped.

 “Looks like they’re giving up.” Trexon called down to Aegis and Ren while they continued to circle the space around the Sky Darling. 

 “No, not exactly.” Herilon said while once again pointing down towards the ships below. “They’re just changing tactics.” 

 Looking down, Aegis saw what he meant. From the decks of the four ships, dozens of winged creatures took off into the skies, quickly flying up towards them. Mounted atop each of the flying beasts was a player, their levels varying but primarily 150 or above. Of the creatures present, Aegis only recognized the gryphons, but he could make out the names of two other types - wyverns and hippogryphs. 

 “Prepare to be boarded.” Leonard declared with an anxious tone. 
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Ren maneuvered his way back onto the deck of the Sky Darling with Aegis on his back, as Aegis eyed the approaching mounted players and their winged beasts, counting exactly 12 approaching before losing sight of them due to landing on their airship. The moment he could, he safely hopped off the back of Ren and walked to the railings, his mind working overtime on a plan to deal with these opponents. 

 Before a plan came to him, four riders soared up past the Sky Darling and into the air above, a good distance away from the ship itself so as to not be attackable by Aegis and the rest of the crew. Then, a fifth who flew atop a large scaly beast broke above the threshold of the upper deck and began flying at eye level with them.

 The creature on which he was mounted, named [Wyvie(Elite) - Level 162] had dark brown scales over most of its body, a long pointed lizard-like tail and neck, with an extremely exaggerated snout covered in oversized fangs that protruded out of its mouth despite it being closed. It had long thin leathery wings that flapped cooly in the wind as it held pace with the ship.

 The rider, a large muscular orc wearing stylized padded leather armor, had no visible weapons equipped and no helmet on making it easy to see his face. He had short spiky red hair and multiple scars across his face that Aegis knew from Darkshot had to be placed during character creation and not actually earned. [Trellin - Level 150] sat comfortably above his head, and he had a big dumb grin on his face as he turned his head to look over Aegis and the others. His eyes eventually landed on Herilon, and he gave a knowing nod to 

Him.

 “There you are, Herilon! I was worried you weren’t going to play this MMORPG!” Trellin shouted to him in a familiar tone.

 “Are you kidding? This one’s way better than the rest. Why would I skip it?” Herilon replied in an equally friendly tone, surprising the others. 

 “What’re you doing all the way out in Kalmoore?”

 “Decided to take it easy this time around. Enjoy the quieter side of gaming.” Herilon shrugged.

 “You and I both know that doesn’t suit you. You’re out here on this ship for the PvP, aren’t ya?” Trellin smirked.

 “Eh, I guess.”

 “You should join my crew. It’d be like the old days. The amount of booty we’re plunderin’ ain't nothin to shake your nose at, lemme tell you.” Trellin chuckled.

 “I believe it. But nah, no thanks. I’m doing fine with my new guild. I like them.” Herilon answered.

 “And the spiteful healer?” Trellin motioned to Aegis as if he wasn’t there.

 “Him too. He’s a fun kid to be around.”

 “Ah. Pity. You know we’ve gotta take that essence from him, right?” Trellin’s voice went heavy as he began to aggressively glare at Herilon.

 “You can try.” Herilon replied in kind.

 “No hard feelings if I sink your ship, right?”

 “No hard feelings if I kill all you and your friends, and their sky chickens?”

 “Good ol’ Herilon.” Trellin shook his head before pulling the reins of his wyvern back to break off from the Sky Darling, giving them a brief moment with no enemies nearby.

 “You know these guys?” Trexon asked Herilon.

 “Yeah, I used to play with them.” Herilon answered.

 “How good are they at playing games?” Aegis asked.

 “They’re no pushovers when it comes to PvP. They make a living from it.” Herilon answered, and got a nod back from Aegis.

 “Any useful insight you can provide us?” Leonard asked in an annoyed tone.

 “Well, like I said… If they’re here on their own accord, they’ll backoff once its no longer financially viable to keep attacking us. Do a bit of damage, and they’ll give up. But…” Herilon paused as he watched the rest of the 12 riders soaring up at them now from below the ship, the other four ships still soaring along above the black mist far below them. “If they were hired to attack us, they’ll be relentless. They’ve got a reputation to keep.” 

 “Great.” Leonard rolled his eyes.

 “Airburst us out of here, let’s get back to Kalmoore as fast as possible.” Aegis instructed Leonard, and he nodded back without hesitation. With a few quick flicks of his fingers, he prepared to cast the spell, but the moment he did Aegis saw multiple grappling shots being fired by the riders, aimed at the hull of the ship. 11 of the shots connected, binding the riders and their mounts to the Sky darling, but Aegis reacted quick enough to project his shield in front of one of the grappling shots, blocking it with the projection as the Sky Darling bursted away at incredible speed, leaving one rider far behind them with no possible means to catch up.

 The other 11, however, tightly gripped their grappling shots and were pulled along with the ship due to them fastening the shots to their mount's saddles. None of the beasts they rode on looked particularly pleased with this, though. And sure enough, a few seconds later, the four airships below them showed up once more, having used airbursts themselves.

 “Not gonna be that easy to shake us, I’m afraid. This ain't our first rodeo!” Trellin shouted joyfully, followed by a barrage of arrows being fired by multiple ranger class players riding on the mounts nearby. 

 Herilon, Trexon, Gregory and Ren began dodging, but Aegis looked up to see Leonard focused on controlling the ship and wasn’t able to dodge, so quickly dashed to the upper half of the deck by the stern with his shield out, blocking a few arrows going his way and protecting him from being hit.

 Thanks to the lower level of the attackers and Aegis’ mithral shield and high level armor, the damage he took from the shots wasn’t that high. Still, though, it wasn’t something he’d be able to sustain forever in high amounts, and quickly cast healing wind on himself. Following this, four of the mounted riders released their grapples and pulled back up into the air, higher above the rear of the ship. They then nocked arrows in their bows and aimed them down at Leonard and Aegis, while the remaining 7 riders drew out staves, shields, scepters, and Trellin himself revealed his 7 battlemaster weapons as he maneuvered his wyvern closer to the ship.

 The wyvern dug its claws into the side of the sky darling, and a second later Trellin hopped off onto the deck where Herilon met him with a glowing blue greatsword swing, pushing him back. The swing was parried, and from there the two engaged one another in earnest, the sounds of their blades clashing echoing loudly across the deck of the ship. Meanwhile, another berserker player riding a gryphon had jumped off the gryphon to land on the deck on the other side, aiming for Trexon.

 Instead, though, Ren charged the berserker and head butted him full force to attempt to push him back off the ship. The berserker held up a greatsword in front of his body to block the headbutt from Ren’s gryphon form, preventing it from pushing him back at all and grinning at the beast shifted druid in front of him.

 Ren wasn’t going to take this sitting down though, and quickly lunged at the berserker, this time grabbing into his shoulders and lifting him up off the deck by flapping his wings violently. The berserker retaliated by swinging his sword up at the underside of Ren’s belly, dealing massive damage, but Ren ignored the hits in favor of flinging the berserker off the side of the ship, which he did so successfully. 

 Aegis, Gregory and Trexon watched the berserker as he free fell a few dozen meters off the side of the ship, until suddenly stopping mid-air. Another mounted player with a staff had soared in and cast fly on him, preventing him from falling to his death, and a few seconds later the berserker's gryphon caught back up to him and picked him up using the saddle on its back.

 “Knocking them off doesn’t look like it's going to work.” Gregory said matter-of-factly as he drew out a tiny, unimposing rapier. Aegis used this time to heal back up Ren’s gryphon form from the berserker attacks, then threw out a healing wind onto Herilon as he continued to do battle with Trellin. As he did this, though, he spotted a cleric rider that was keeping her distance on her own hippogryph mount, throwing out healing spells to Trellin to keep him at full health.

 “They’ve also got healers. And a lot of rangers.” Aegis eyed the other players still circling the ship, noting they all had crossbows and bows equipped and began firing at the others. As he did, though, he watched five of them take up an odd formation on their mounts, surrounding the air above the backend of the Sky Darling and aiming at him and Leonard.

 Just as they fired their arrows, Aegis prepared his shield and two projections to protect himself and Leonard from the shots, but all of the shots instead suddenly redirected away from his projections to instead hit his shield directly.

 “AEGIS!” Trexon shouted out worriedly as he noticed it before Aegis had - a red ranger mark from all 5 rangers appeared on his shield, making him the homing target for their following attacks.

 Just as Aegis tilted his mithral shield towards his face to see the five marks, all five rangers cast their rain of arrows skills, dumping their mana to have thousands of arrows appear out of their bows and home in on him.

 “There’s no blocking that many arrows, kid.” One of the rangers cheered as the sky around the ship was darkened by the insane amount of projectiles flying towards them. Aegis instinctively wanted to run or dodge, but a single step forward had all of the arrows immediately adjust their paths to keep following him.

 “Mass dispel!” Trexon cast quickly, shooting a bolt out at him and removing the marks from Aegis shield, buying him a single second of time to get out of the path of the arrows as they were no longer homing in on him. Aegis then dashed out of the way, grabbing Leonard and pulling him along with him off of the upper deck to the lower, milliseconds before the thousands of arrows plunked into the upper deck, turning it into something that looked akin to a porcupine's back as the sound of the arrow heads plunking into the wooden planks of the ship was all that could be heard. 

 “Blocking arrows is not the safest idea.” Trexon said calmly as he watched Aegis and Leonard get back up to their feet. Aegis looked to see the five ranger players, still flying back, start pulling out elixirs of mana from their inventory and drinking them, but he lost sight of them quickly as suddenly the Airship jerked forward into a downward dive.

 “Shit, I gotta get back to the helm! I’m still not good at flying this!” Leonard yelled as everyone aboard the ship started losing their footing, including Herilon and Trellin. “Ah, no worries, I got it!” Leonard tried to comfort everyone, waved his hands, and suddenly flung the ship into a slow-moving barrel roll.

 “You lot are crazy.” Trellin shouted while stumbling, jumping back from Herilon to his wyvern that remained clinging onto the side of the ship. Once he got to the saddle, the wyvern released its claws from the wood and launched itself away, while everyone else grabbed hold of what they could and the other riders flew back to steer clear of the spinning airship.

 After a single roll, Leonard was able to stabilize it and get back to the stern by kicking and crunching his way through the arrow shafts sticking out of the upper deck.

 “Alright.” Aegis cleared his throat as the ship leveled out, looking around at his party. Due to the riders having backed off from the spin, they had a brief moment of peace. “We can’t knock them off, they’ve got wizards casting fly. We can’t kill the wizards, they’ve got clerics. And we can’t do much offensively given their ranged combat capabilities.” Aegis articulated his thoughts to the others quickly. 

 “Herilon, mount Ren and go after that cleric first. If you have to dismount her, do it. Trexon, use your dispels and shells to prevent the wizards from casting fly on anyone we manage to dismount, so they fall and are taken out of the fight. Once the cleric and wizards are gone, just go about knocking everyone off as fast as you can.” Aegis ordered them.

 “And what about the boarding party?” Herilon motioned to the berserker and Trellin who were closing in on the ship once more, weapons ready. 

 “Me and Gregory will keep Leonard safe. Leonard, use evasive maneuvers to make us hard targets to hit, don’t let them get too comfortable on the deck of your ship.” Aegis said, and Gregory gave a nod.

 “Alright then.” Leonard rubbed his hands together nervously while Gregory moved up to stand beside Leonard with his rapier out. Herilon then jumped onto the back of Ren, and Ren launched his gryphon form off the ship, soaring directly towards the cleric, who saw them coming and began soaring away with two wizards and a ranger flying in to protect her from Ren and Herilon. 

 As this happened, both Trellin and the berserker's winged beasts clawed onto the sides of the lower deck, and both jumped off to touch their feet down on the wood in front of Aegis and Trexon. Trexon gave Aegis a nervous look, and Aegis nodded back at him confidently.

 “Go, I got this. If I can’t handle him, I won’t stand a chance against Seraxus.” Aegis said to Trexon, prompting him to nod back and run to the side of the ship to the side where Ren was flying. 

 “You sure you’ve got time to play with us? You might want to be protecting your captain!” Trellin smirked as two rangers at the back of the ship fired several piercing arrows down at Leonard from behind. Instantly though, Aegis projected two shields to block the shots, then cast healing wind and heal on himself to recover the damage.

 “No worries. I can do both. Avatar of Eirene.” Aegis grinned at Trellin as he erupted in a bright glowing light.

 “I like this kid.” The berserker commented as he too began to grin, brandishing his large iron greatsword as it became engulfed in a blue glowing light. The berserker charged first, just as Aegis drew out his claws from his right hand. Aegis deflected the sword of the berserker, but Trellin followed up with a floating crossbow shot, then sent his other floating weapons - primarily swords, at Aegis from all sides. Aegis deflected some with his claws, others his shields and projections, but there were too many attacks coming at him from random directions to block them all.

 His armor bonus from the avatar spell allowed him to take the hits, and he quickly healed up from the damage, but the attacks kept coming. Once fully engaged by Trellin and the berserker, the rangers at the back of the ship fired another barrage at Leonard, but true to his word, Aegis projected his shields to block most shots while Gregory deflected some with his rapier.

 “This damage is a bit too high!” Aegis shouted at Leonard.

 “No problem. I’ll make it harder for them to hit you!” Leonard shouted, waving his hands wildly and causing the ship to suddenly fly upward at 75 degrees. As Leonard had hoped, everyone aboard the ship immediately lost their footing and began sliding along the deck, being forced to either grab on, or dig their bladed weapons in to have some sort of holding. 

 The rangers on their mounts had to work hard to redirect their beasts and keep up with the ships movements, but Trellin was good enough to keep attacking Aegis with his floating weapons during this. Aegis, however, was also keen enough to keep up with the weapons movements and kept blocking most of the strikes. 

 Eventually they ended up standing on the wall between the lower deck and upper deck, with the doorway leading below deck under their feet. Aegis danced around it whilst blocking strikes from both Trellin and the Berserker who’d landed on the wall behind him, while Trexon landed in front of him and was aiming several long range spells out at the mounted wizards as they flew around Ren and Herilon, who’d managed to catch up to and engage the cleric off in the distance. 

 Another barrage of arrows was shot at Leonard and the vertical Sky Darling, but Leonard reacted by swirling one hand around in a circle, the other tightly gripping the stern. 

 “Still able to hit us, are you? Well,” Leonard gasped as the Airship began quickly rotating in a spiral drill-like motion upwards. “Let me know the power of a world first Sky Captain!” Leonard shouted triumphantly. As a result of his rotation, the next barrage of arrows missed him and plunked into the side of the ship instead.  He then canceled the rotation with another movement, altering the ship’s trajectory from flying upwards to instead curving down into a dive.

 “Don’t pretend like you’re doing any of this on purpose, sir.” Gregory groaned, looking as though about to vomit as he grabbed the railing nearby. 

 “It’s harder to predict the ships movements when even I don’t know what it's going to do next.” Leonard cackled. Due to the movements, both the berserker and Trellin were forced to abandon attacking Aegis in favor of trying not to fall off the ship. Their mounts, on the other hand, used their claws in the wood to cling to it and maneuver towards Aegis. The wyvern was the first to strike, lashing its fangs out at Aegis with a loud chomping strike which Aegis managed to knock away with his shield, then retaliate with a slash of his claws. 

 “Oi, don’t hurt my baby.” Trellin shouted angrily, seeing his strike. Trellin then sent all of his floating swords at Aegis despite Trellin himself falling to the front railing of the ship as it moved into a downward dive. The berserker lost his footing to the point where he was forced to launch himself off the deck, and his mount released the ship to soar after him, catching him in its saddle a few meters beside the diving Sky Darling as it soared downward past them. 

 The rangers near the back of the ship on their mounts, like the berskerer, attempted to fly after the Sky Darling in its downward motion, but they were unable to keep up. They released another barrage of arrows, but Leonard did another barrel roll to force the arrows into the hull of the ship and protect himself.

 “I’m starting to get the hang of this.” Leonard spoke proudly. 

 “Aegis, We got the cleric!” Trexon announced as he clung to the mast, motioning to the battle between Ren, Herilon, and the other mounted players. This prompted Aegis and Trellin to stop their fight and look off the side of the ship and see the cleric free falling into the black mist below, with her mount and the two wizard players trapped inside a grand shell made by Trexon, unable to pursue. One of the wizards quickly dispelled Trexon’s shell so that they could try to save the cleric as she fell, but Trexon quickly and repeatedly recast smaller shells, blocking them long enough for the cleric to fall out of view. 

 “Tch.” Trellin groaned in annoyance.

 “Get back to the ship!” Aegis yelled so that Ren and Herilon could hear him.

 “The hell are you idiots doing? There’s only four combatants!” Trellin yelled at the other players as Ren pulled away from the battle on the port side of the ship and just barely managed to claw into the Sky Darling - it continued to plummet at an incredible speed. Slightly faster than the flying beasts, it began to make distance between them, but was getting closer and closer to the four airships sailing along below them.

 “Four? I think I more than qualify as a fifth!” Leonard roared back at him, followed by another jerking motion of the ship that leveled it out. 

 “They’re too far away to grapple shots. Airburst is up now, right?” Aegis said to Leonard, and he nodded back with a few quick waves of his hands. 

 “AIR BURST!” Leonard yelled, rocketing the Sky Darling through the skies at an incredible speed, leaving the other mounted players in the dust. Herilon then hopped off of Ren’s back, and Trellin found himself alone on the deck of the ship with his wyvern, with Aegis and his party all staring him down.

 “Bit off more than you could chew this time, eh?” Herilon smirked at his old friend. Trellin didn’t reply, but glanced between Aegis, Ren, Herilon and Trexon before quickly running to the saddle of his wyvern. The wyvern then launched itself off the ship and soared downward below their line of sight. Aegis ran to the side of the ship to catch a glimpse of him as he continued to fly down towards the black mist, but continued to keep pace with them.

 “You said they’d give up if it was just a personal attack, right? They just lost a cleric and all their gear. Would that make ‘em give up?” Trexon asked Herilon as all eyes turned to him.

 “Yeah… normally…” Herilon shrugged as he moved to look over the side of the ship alongside Aegis. But what they saw was anything but giving up - within a few moments, the four pursuing ships appeared below them after having used their own airburst skills. And following this, the sounds of loud cannons being fired from below could be heard - projectiles of ice and fire flying up through the sky around Trellin and his wyvern as they aimed at the Sky Darling from below.

 “Doesn’t look like they’re giving up, though - and we’ve pissed them off. They’re going to go all out now.” Herilon sighed.
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“They can keep firing as much as they want - these artillery attacks don’t do enough damage to players to threaten us.” Aegis shouted reassuringly to his party. He’d re-mounted Ren and was flying around the hull of the ship, using his shield and guard skill to protect the Sky Darling from being hit by any attacks. 

 Their airship was continuing to sail smoothly through the sky in the direction of Kalmoore, with the four pirate ships following them from far below, just above the black myst of the abyss. Trellin, too, was still visibly circling the skies nearby atop his wyvern, but was keeping a safe distance. Both Aegis and Herilon eyed Trellin curiously in between their attacks.

 “They’re still planning something.” Herilon announced. A few moments later, from atop the deck of one of their four ships, a spell was cast from a player. A burst of foggy clouds erupted from the player, shrouding the four airships completely in the gray magical smog. It made it impossible for Aegis and the others to see the ships, but it was still possible for him to react fast enough and block the artillery strikes against the Sky Darling for a few more shots.

 Then, suddenly, mixed in with the continuous fire, there was a strange screeching boom that was heard four times, coming from the airships below. Following this, out of the smoke shot four large ballistae-like projectiles with incredible speed. 

 Ren and Aegis reacted quickly, soaring towards them. Ren was able to position Aegis under the hull of the ship in time to block one shot with his shield, whilst Aegis blocked two others with shield projections, but unfortunately the fourth shot made it through and pierced through the underside of the Sky Darling.

 It was after it connected that Aegis saw the shot was trailing a thick iron chain, its links extending down into the fog cloud. The instant it connected, the chain went taut and began retracting, as if attempting to reel in the sky darling.

 “Not good. Aegis, that’s an anchor shot.” Leonard shouted anxiously from the top of the ship. “I’m unable to move further away from the source of the shot, only closer. As long as it's connected, that is.”

 “Can you break us loose, Herilon and Trexon?” Aegis called out to them.

 “On it.” Herilon replied before running to the lower deck to get inside the ship, Trexon following behind him. In the meantime, the four ships below stopped moving forward, which in turn prevented the Sky Darling from moving forward as well, and the fog that shrouded their ships began to clear. The artillery bombardment continued, however, forcing Aegis and Ren to continue maneuvering around the sky to protect the Sky Darling from further damage. 

 “Uh, this thing ain't budging. Lodged into the hull with hooks.” Herilon said through the party interface after a few moments.

 “They’ve got anti-magic enchantment stones on it. They’re prepared.” Trexon added.

 Aegis briefly glanced at the chain and the bottom end of the thick projectile shaft protruding out of the hull of the ship, trying to consider his options. He wasn’t given much time, though, as the fog surrounding the ships below suddenly cleared out and were replaced by a gigantic red ball of flame, like a miniature sun that expanded well beyond the size of the four ships, and slowly it began soaring up towards them through the sky.

 “Uh, what pray tell is that big red glowing light coming from below?” Leonard asked anxiously.

 “Oh shit. Don’t tell me they’ve had an invisible wizard channeling a pyroclasm since the fight started?” Trexonn answered, peering through a small hole in the hull left by the anchoring shot.

 “Pyroclasm…” Aegis mumbled to himself, trying to recall the spell. He knew that it was one Pyri had - and as that thought came to him, the other details of the spell filled themselves out quickly. A fireball spell that gets stronger the longer you channel it, but it’s slow moving and easy to dodge, and damage to the caster interrupts it. “How much damage would a pyroclasm of that size deal?” 

 “Let me put it this way. If it hits the Sky Darling? No more sky darling.” Trexon explained.

 “Well, I’m not going anywhere with that anchoring shot.” Leonard replied. Aegis let out a long drawn out sigh of frustration, trying to quickly think of a solution. Several came to mind, but none seemed too plausible. At the very least, he was given a reprieve from blocking artillery shots now that there was a giant ball of fire soaring towards them.

 “We can’t break free, we can’t dodge, we can’t escape, so long as they’re holding us here and attacking us. Even if we break this anchor shot, it’s only a matter of time before they hit us with another one. We're still too far away from Kalmoore…” Aegis mumbled out loud, his voice traveling to the others through the party interface.

 “So, what do we do?” Trexon asked.

 “I’m down for one of your signature Aegis strategies.” Herilon added.

 “Do whatever you need to to save my ship.” Leonard said.

 “Alright.” Aegis let out a long sigh, “Meet on the deck.” Aegis instructed, and Ren gave several giant flaps of his wings to take himself and Aegis onto the deck of the ship. There, Herilon, Trexon, Gregory and Leonard had all moved to stand around the mass, waiting for him. 

 “I estimate based on that pyroclasm’s travel speed, it’ll hit us in about five minutes. So…” Aegis glanced between each of them, briefly meeting their expectant stares before landing on Herilon. “I think we oughta go down there and ask them nicely to let us go.” He said with a giant grin growing on his face, one that Herilon matched. Aegis then quickly hit the mute button on his stream, and the moment he did, Shinji edited the view to not show his mouth so that no one would hear or be able to predict what Aegis would say next.

 “Here, Trexon,” Aegis started by opening up a trade window with Trexon. Within the trade, Aegis quickly offered several large, salamander scale sacks filled with unknown items. 

 “What are these?” Trexon asked.

 “Accept the trade and you’ll be able to look at the contents of the bags.” Aegis replied hastily. Trexon did exactly that, taking 6 of the bags from Aegis’ inventory. “I brought them just in case, they saved me once before. They might save us here.” 

 Trexon went into his inventory after the trade had gone through, inspecting the bags contents. The moment he saw what was inside, his eyes went wide with disbelief. 

 “How the hell did you get this many?” 

 “I needed to level herbalism.” Aegis shrugged back. “Can you use fly and invisibility to plant those on their ships?”

 “Yeah, I can manage that…” Trexon said as he pulled out from his inventory a bottle of clear liquid.

 “Good. We’ll provide a distraction. Go for the caster of this pyroclasm, and the masts of their ships.” Aegis turned to Herilon and Ren.

 “You realize those ships are crewed by a lot more than just a dozen mounted fighters, right? They’ve got not just players, but hireling NPCs aboard. All likely well skilled in this sort of combat.” Leonard warned Aegis.

 “Yep.” Aegis unmuted his stream, “We’ll take them all on.” he replied as he motioned Herilon to get on Ren’s back.

 “How are you planning to get down? Jumping?” Gregory raised his eyebrows at Aegis, but Aegis smiled back briefly before running to the edge of the ship. Ren did the same with Herilon on his back, followed by Trexon who cast fly on himself, then drank the potion in his hand to turn himself invisible. 

 “Give us a single once you’ve put a bag on each ship, make sure the bag is left open and is hidden.” Aegis said.

 “Got it.” Trexon replied.

 “Let’s show them what happens when you mess with Kalmoore.” Aegis said proudly before jumping off the side of the ship. Ren launched himself off with several heavy flaps of his wings, then Trexon flew off in an unknown direction, completely invisible to the others.

 Aegis caught himself with a shield projection, and utilized the advanced guard skill to pre-emptively recast new ones in order to create a strange, wide staircase of shield projections, allowing him to slowly make his way down towards the four ships below, around the giant pyroclasm spell that was slowly soaring up towards them.

 Ren flew alongside Aegis, waiting for him to keep up, until finally the three had reached the side of the ball of flames and were able to feel its intense heat as they dropped down below it. The moment they had, the four enemy airships came into view, and several of the players on the decks spotted them out, pointing up and shouting at them.

 “Hah, really?” Trellin shouted from atop his wyvern as he circled the ships below. “You’re going to board us, with an assault crew of three players?” He spoke in a mocking town. “C’mon, Herilon, even for you that’s a bit much. There’s got to be a limit to your ego.”

 Both Herilon and Aegis ignored him, instead Aegis pointing out a lizardfolk spellcaster atop one of the two center ships. He was standing on the upper deck, focused on maintaining his pyroclasm spell with his head tilted up and looking towards it with a strained expression, [Paulo - Level 150] sitting above his head. The moment Aegis pointed it out, Ren went into a dive towards the wizard.

 “Oh I don’t think so.” Trellin saw it and quickly yanked the reins on his wyvern to move it into a quick dash, flying to intercept Ren and Herilon. The wyvern was able to grab onto Ren, but Ren pecked and clawed into its underside and talons as Herilon leapt from the back of Ren with incredible strength, launching himself through the air to land atop the lower deck of the ship with Paulo on it. 

 Trellin saw this, and he too launched himself off of his mount to land in front of Herilon, standing between him and the wizard. At the same time, Aegis made several large strides on his shield projections to land beside Herilon, and dozens of players and NPCs atop the ships all stopped what they were doing to nock arrows, prepare spells, and draw their blades. 

 “You’ve still got a chance to get out of this unscathed.” Trellin smirked as he saw the hesitation on Herilon and Aegis’ faces. “Hand over that essence you got under the ocean, and we’ll let you all go, including your airship.” Trellin replied confidently.

 “You seem to be mistaken.” Aegis replied with equal confidence, still brimming with light due to his Avatar of Eirene spell being active. “You’re the one who is being given the last chance here. Let us go, or you’ll lose all of these ships and your entire crew.” He said as he held his shield up with his left hand, claw on the right hand at the ready.

 “Hah. You’re threatening us?” Treillin asked, followed by a loud laugh that the other nearby players joined in with. As he laughed, the sky around the airships began to populate by the mounted players that had been left behind during the airburst. Minus the cleric player they’d knocked off, and Trellin, there were still 10 of them. “You must have misspoke. You must have meant to say, ‘I surrender the essence, thank you for being so merciful’.” Trellin smiled playfully.

 “I don’t think I stuttered.” Aegis replied coldly, with a devilish glare. Following this, Herilon broke into a charge, spinning his sword in a wide arc and releasing a huge blast of blue energy that cut across the deck of the Shattered Pirate’s airship. Several players got hit and took massive damage, while others including Trellin were able to dodge the strike.

 What followed was nothing short of abrupt chaos - arrows and spells from the decks of all four ships and the mounted players were fired at Aegis and Herilon from all directions. They had high level gear, but they were vastly outnumbered and quickly began to take massive amounts of damage.

 Any damage Herilon managed to deal was quickly healed up by the Shattered Pirate healers, of which Herilon had no hopes of reaching. Aegis had no time to join Herilon on the offensive as he was forced into purely defensive actions. He repeatedly used shield projections, guards, heals and healing winds to prevent himself, Herilon, and Ren, from dying to the onslaught of attacks. Ren was doing his best to interrupt the attacks from the mounted players, going after their mounts and drawing their attacks onto himself of which he was managing to dodge many.

 Eventually, with Trellin engaged in combat with Herilon, Aegis was forced to eating steaks and drinking whatever elixir consumables he could find in his inventory to just keep them both standing. 

 “You’re holding up well, I’ll give you that, but you can’t do this dance forever.” Trellin called out in between his attacks on Herilon. He briefly motioned up towards the giant pyroclasm spell that was still inching closer and closer to towards the Sky Darling above.

 “I’m done.” Trexon called out, before breaking his invisibility spell next to Herilon and Aegis and quickly waving his hands to cast a grand shell around them, giving Aegis a brief reprieve.

 “Alright. Times up for you pirates.” Aegis shouted, using the shells brief protection to pull his final red, salamander leather bag out of his inventory and hold it up into the air. “Release the anchoring shot, cancel the Pyroclasm spell, or I blow up all of your boats.” Aegis yelled so that he could be heard over the sound of all of the attacks.

 “What the hell is in that bag?” Trellin asked from the otherside of the shell as it absorbed so many hits that Trexon’s mana supply went nearly empty in seconds. Aegis tilted the bag downwards and opened it, revealing the contents inside to be brightly glowing red flaming blast petals, all stuffed in together tightly.

 “STOP ATTACKS!” STOP ATTACKING RIGHT NOW!” Trellin shouted frantically at his crew. They listened, but there were enough projectiles flying through the air at this time already to break Trexon’s grand shell, knocking his mana down to 0. As a result, Trellin was forced to quickly react with his battlemaster skills to deflect the last few arrows and spells to prevent them from hitting Aegis. 

 Once the ceasefire had settled in, Ren landed calmly beside the others. Suddenly, it became tensely quiet atop the deck of the ship as Trellin nervously glanced around, making sure no other attacks were headed towards the bag in Aegis’ hands.

 “You realize, if you blow up that bag of petals, you’ll only take out this ship, right? You’ll still lose your sky darling, and your essence.” Trellin said as he held his right hand out towards Aegis, palm forward as he attempted to calm Aegis down with his words. “We’ll still get what we want.”

 “Nah. You won’t.” Aegis shook his head. “Trexon here just hid a few more of these bags on your other airships, and opened the tops. The explosion from this bag will trigger a chain reaction and blow up all four of your airships.” Aegis replied. Trellin took time to eye Aegis carefully, glancing between him and Trexon as if trying to read for a bluff, but he saw none.

 “You’re serious.” Trellin shook his head in disbelief. “You’re really going to blow yourself up with all of our ships? You do that, no one wins. The essence will drop into the abyss below.” Trellin said.

 “Haven’t you heard?” Aegis grinned once more. “I’m the spiteful healer. I don’t care if I win. I’m happy as long as anyone who comes after me and my friends suffers for it. Pirates, abysslings, dark harbingers, or fake streamers. I’ll take them all out.” Aegis roared back at him as he took a threatening step forward with the bag. With these words, Aegis’ viewership, which had been holding steady, began to climb once more. 

 “I think he’s serious.” Paulo said from the upper deck.

 “No shit he’s serious.” Trellin sighed in frustration. 

 “So, what’s it going to be? Are you willing to lose all your ships for this mission? Or are you ready to give up and let us go.” Aegis said impatiently, his eyes briefly glancing up at the pyroclasm spell still traveling up towards their ship. During this time, Herilon, Trexon and Ren all anxiously stood off with the weapon-wielding crew members that surrounded them atop the deck of the Shattered Pirate ship.

 Trellin didn’t answer instantly, and Aegis could see his pride battling with his logic in his eyes, but eventually, Trellin let out an annoyed sigh. 

 “Cancel the pyroclasm spell. Release the anchor shot.” Trellin reluctantly ordered. Within an instant, Paulo ended the spell and the giant ball of red flame that was illuminating the nearby skies in red disappeared. Following that, the anchor shot that was binding the Sky Darling in place was released, and the chain began reeling back into its harness on one of the neighboring airships. “There. You’re free to go. Where’s the bags of blast petals you put on our ships?” Trellin turned to Trexon.

 “Nah. Not like that.” Aegis shook his head. “Get all of your buddies…” Aegis motioned to the mounted players still flying around them. “And then airburst away from us, in the opposite direction of Kalmoore. We’ll then airburst towards Kalmoore. Once we’re that nice, snug distance from one another, Herilon will tell you where the blast petal bags are hidden. Got it?” Aegis instructed Trellin, and saw further hesitation in his eyes.

 “Tch.” Eventually he sucked his teeth and rolled his head. “Good, go then, get the fuck off my ship.” Trellin waved dismissively at Aegis and the others. Aegis then slowly and cautiously tightened the rope at the top of the bag in his hands before adding it back into his inventory, then climbed atop Ren alongside Herilon, whilst Trexon cast fly on himself. 

 Just as they were lifting off, Aegis saw the mounted pirates landing their winged beasts atop the decks of the four ships.

 “You know we’re not gonna forget this, right?” Trellin called up at them threateningly.

 “Neither will I.” Aegis shouted back. A few moments later, Aegis and the others reached the deck of the Sky Darling. “You good to sail us out of here?” Aegis asked Leonard the moment he hopped off of Ren’s back and onto the deck of their ship. As he did, he looked over the side of the Sky Darling’s railing to see the four Shattered Pirate airships airbursting away, just as Aegis had instructed them. 

 “She’s a little banged up, but she’ll be fine.”

 “Good. Airburst us and get us going full speed back to Kalmoore. I’ll try to repair the damage to the ship as we fly.” Aegis answered.

 “Aye.” Leonard nodded, rushing back up to the stern and waving his fingers around. After a few moments, the Sky Darling shot forward through the skies away from the pirates at incredible speed. “Okay, tell them where you hid the bags.” Aegis motioned to Trexon.

 “Well, you see, that’s just the thing…” Trexon hesitated for a moment, an awkward toothy lizard grin growing across his face. “They had some anti-magic defenses around their ships, so I couldn’t get below deck without risking being seen. Before I could find a way around it, I saw you all running low on resources…” Trexon spoke slowly.

 “You still have all of the bags on you?” Aegis said with wide-eyed disbelief, to which Trexon shrugged back. Hearing this, Herilon glanced towards Aegis’ live streaming icon, then back to Aegis.

 “Oh man.” Herilon shook his head and began to chuckle. “Not only did you make him fail his mission, you did it by making a fool out of him in front of his crew. He’s really going to be pissed.” 

 “Eh…” Aegis shrugged, holding back a smile as Ren shifted back into his humanoid form and began bursting with laughter. “Let’s just airburst on cooldown back to Kalmoore, and they won’t be able to catch up with us.”

 “Way ahead of you on that.” Leonard replied with a nod.
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The Sky Darling sailed smoothly amongst the clouds for the remainder of its journey back to Kalmoore. Due to repeated uses of airburst, the journey was rather short, and it took very little time after their battle with the Shattered Pirates for the continent to appear on the horizon.

 As they approached, Leonard lowered the ship down to meet the land and eventually allowed the island stone hull to take over the hovering aspect of their flight. It was late into the afternoon when they sailed over the last bit of forests and fields and began to approach the city of Kordas, visible from a significant distance away. Seeing it gave them all a great sense of relief, but none of the players aboard the ship were willing to completely let up and repeatedly looked back over their shoulders, half expecting the other airships to still be in pursuit of them.

 “Home, sweet home.” Leonard called out once they entered the air above the city itself. Still very high up, Aegis found himself looking down over the railings of the ship at the people moving about the busy city streets below. He witnessed a significant number of both NPC and players craning their heads up to stare at their ship, pointing at it excitedly. 

 Eventually, the ship sailed elegantly up to the Skyport tower of Kordas, nestling its right side up against the same pier it was always at, and Gregory stood at the ready to die the ship down. The others lined up at the railing to look upon the players gathered, waiting for them to arrive. Unlike last time, there were no VGN reporters, or any reporters at all. Aegis wasn’t sure if this was due to Makaroth’s influence, or from them having learned from past experiences.

 Instead, only Quinn, Tullan, Sapphire and Yuki were waiting to greet them, standing amongst several guards and onlooking fans of Aegis. They began loudly cheering at the ship as Gregory grumbled and tied off the ship, lowering the boarding plank for them to disembark. 

 A few of the cheers from Aegis’ fans were commenting on the pirate battle, others shouting words of encouragement for him for his impending battle up against Seraxus, or commenting on their underwater adventure. Aegis himself wasn’t exactly sure how to react, but Herilon put on a smug, cool-guy smile and threw out a few winks, while Ren started jumping and waving his hands around, cheering back at them - prompting an eye roll from Quinn. 

 “Quite the adventure, eh?” Tullan cheered to Aegis with a big grin on his face.

 “Guess so. How’s your crafting coming along?” Aegis asked after giving a few awkward waves to his fans. The moment he asked, both Tullan and Yuki paused to give reassuring nods to one another.

 “We’re ready.” Yuki said on their behalf with confidence.

 “Okay, good…” Aegis smiled, but paused briefly before saying more while looking over the crowd a final time. “Let’s head to the Night Hunter’s crafting hall?” 

 “You betcha.” Tullan gave him a thumbs up. He turned to lead Aegis and Yuki through the crowds, while Aegis spotted Quin focusing on Ren and Sapphire giving a judgemental stare at Herilon. Meanwhile, Leonard had several of his favorite NPCs rushing up past them to get aboard his ship and welcome him home, to which he greeted with open arms and cheers.

 It took a bit of effort to get through the crowds, but once they made it down to the bottom of the tower things became relatively normal. Aegis could feel an aura of excitement emitting from Yuki and Tullan as they hastily made their way back to the Night Hunter’s guild hall, with Trexon trailing behind them.

 “I’ve gathered up some impressively high quality mithral to work with. Been workin’ on forgin’ all manner of equipment with the weaker stuff to perfect my craft. I’m bettin’ there ain’t and won’t ever be a dwarf in this world better at workin’ the stuff than I am.” Tullan spoke proudly.

 “I- me too. I mean, with the voidsilk. It had a lot more potential than I was using it for initially, but I think I have unlocked it. It’s really great for protection, not just good looking designs.” Yuki smiled.

 “Great. This essence is probably going to be a pain to work with, but if anyone’s going to manage it, it’ll be you two.” Aegis replied, causing them both to blush with pride. Once they arrived at the Night Hunter’s guild hall, they quickly stepped through the double doors and beyond the marble-floored foyer, down the hallway on their left, until arriving at the crafting stations of the Night Hunters guild hall.

 Just as Aegis had remembered it, the forge across the way was still glowing bright due to the eternal flame nestled inside of it, its heat strong enough to be felt the moment they stepped into the room. There were several other low level crafters at work when they entered, doing laborious tasks such as cutting logs or weaving silk, but they all stopped what they were doing to look up at Yuki, Tullan, Aegis, and Trexon as they entered.

 “Finish up yer current jobs, then leave us be. We’ll be takin’ over this room for the next while.” Tullan instructed them, getting words of acknowledgement. He then made his way over to a large wooden planning table, with many measuring tools, blank parchments, and ink bottles set about messily. Yuki and Aegis followed behind him as he cleared off the table and set down a large blank parchment at the center. From there, the group got to work.

 Tullan focused on the logistical sides of the shield, while Yuki added insight into how to execute it, as well as design recommendations to get the base ready.

 “That oughta be good for a standard shield, and should work fine to hold the essence.” Tullan finalized an initial design onto the parchment with a quill in his hand, after a long hour of discussion between the three. 

 “Hm…” Aegis leaned back and began scratching his chin. “It’s perfect for a standard shield.” He added while taking out his own shield and eying it carefully, mainly at the straps on its back. The words of Herilon were floating around in his head, in regards to his fighting style. “I can project two shields, and I’m wielding two claws, though…” his voice trailed off into thought as his eyes wandered up to the ceiling, with both Tullan and Yuki watching him intently. 

 “Yeh’ve got a better idea for how to craft it?” Tullan asked curiously. Aegis didn’t reply immediately, leaving the room silent for a long few moments. 

 “I’m going to need a way to keep up with multiple weapons at once… 7 minimum. I have an idea on how I might more easily utilize a shield, with these claws. It’s a bit unorthodox, though…” Aegis lowered his eyes to meet their stares finally.

 “Unorthodox is pretty standard with you, aint it?” Tullan chuckled.

 “Whatever you need, we can craft.” Yuki replied reassuringly.

 “Okay…” Aegis turned to his livestream briefly. “Gonna shut you guys out for a bit. Be back soon.” He said awkwardly, waving before turning off the livestream that held strong at 2 million viewers.  Once it was off, Aegis got to explaining his idea to the two advanced crafting players. It wasn’t an easy explanation, and at multiple points, Tullan gave him a look as if he was crazy, but eventually the three finished off the redesign of the shield, and took a step back to look at it proudly.

 The design of the shield took up multiple parchments, but the one on top of the pile ended up being the design for the front of the shield, which looked no different than it had initially. With this in mind, Aegis turned the livestream back on.

 “Good. All sorted out.” Aegis said proudly, as his viewership quickly shot back up to what it was before the radio silence.

 “We’ll get to craftin’ it right away. You oughta start practicing your fighting - that style isn’t gonna be somethin’ you pick up in a day.” 

 “Mhm. But I bet it will be really fun to watch.” Yuki added.

 “Right. You sure you two are okay making it yourselves?”

 “Aye, we’ll be fine. If anythin’, with your low 150 craftin’ skills, yeh’d just lower the quality.” Tullan replied in a mocking tone, to which Aegis threw him a brief, judgemental squint. 

 “Okay.” Aegis fidgeted into his user interface until finding the essence, then slowly pulled it out of his inventory to present it to them. The moment it materialized in his hands, the bright glow of it took over the room and caused Tullan and Yuki’s eyes to widen in amazement.

 “It’s beautiful.” Yuki said with an open mouth.

 “This is gonna be one shiny shield.” Tullan mumbled with his jaw agape. They then reached out and took it, Tullan adding it to his inventory. Following this, he began rubbing his hands together excitedly. “Let’s get started.” He turned to Yuki, who nodded back at him excitedly. The two wasted no time getting to work, while Aegis turned to look back at Trexon who seemed to be distracted by his own interface, fidgeting his fingers around in front of his face.

 “Do you think Herilon will be available to practice more PvP?”

 “He oughta be. According to our guild chat, though, most of your party members are already practicing themselves.” Trexon replied while closing out of his interface to meet Aegis’ eyes.

 “They’re done with their advanced class quests?”

 “All but Lina, it would seem. They’re at the training hall in Rene, where Clara should be waiting for you. Here…” Trexon began waving his hands around, with a blue glow on his fingertips. Aegis had now seen a portal spell enough times to recognize the hand movements after the first two waves, and a few seconds later, a portal to the Altar of Rene opened up in front of them, floating suspended in the air and surrounded by a blue glowing magical energy.

 “Thanks.” Aegis smiled at him.

 “No problem. I’ll send Herilon over in a bit. Best of luck, Aegis.” Trexon bowed politely, to which Aegis reactively bowed back without thinking. He then stepped through the portal and watched it promptly close behind him - suddenly finding himself standing in Rene, far from Kordas and the Night Hunter’s crafting hall. 

 The familiar sight of the mountain towering over the north side of the city, the walls and castle that he’d painstakingly crafted with everyone’s help, and the many villagers, wagons, and beasts of burden walking about the streets nearby. All of it was a welcoming sight, that made him truly feel like he was home. He took a moment to breathe in the fresh air and let out a relaxed sigh before stepping down off of the portal altar.

 Almost right on queue, Chax could be seen rushing towards Aegis from out of the crowds of NPCs and players walking along the road around Aegis.

 “Walk and talk?” Chax asked him, slightly out of breath. Aegis gave him a nod, and the two began heading in the direction of the training hall. 

 “How bad is it?” Aegis asked him nervously.

 “Bad? Quite the opposite, really. We’ve got a pretty big influx of players and NPCs after the incident. We’ve already managed to repair the damage caused from the attack - because they primarily focused their attack on the southern side of Rene, it actually worked in our favor. According to Ruffily, many of those structures were crafted in the early days of Rene, so rebuilding them gave her the opportunity to improve the quality of the buildings using her higher level skills.”

 “Huh.” Aegis made an odd shrug as he thought on it. “What about the costs?”

 “The voidsilk farm you built has given us quite an exclusive export. Other islands have managed to replicate it, but not as efficiently as us, so there’ve been multiple traders arriving on airship from other islands, buying up crates of the stuff at high prices. We’ve already paid back all of our debts to the Night Hunters, and have more than enough for anything we might need. Especially with all of those mithral crafts you made while leveling your crafting skills.” Chax said with a big smile on his face. “I’ve gotten enough experience that I’m already working on my advanced merchant class.” He added proudly.

 “That’s…. That’s all great, isn’t it?” Aegis turned to him suspiciously.

 “You keep looking like you’re waiting for bad news, but, I promise, there isn’t any. We just need to know if you want to keep expanding, and if so in what direction.” Chax shrugged, motioning to the north, west and east where there were still a decent amount of open fields to be utilized for the land of Rene.

 “If we expand much more, we’ll upgrade from being a town into a proper city, won’t we?” Aegis asked.

 “Yeah, but, well…” Chax replied while motioning to a family of Dark Elves walking through the streets alongside the other citizens. “That was inevitable right? As it is, the allies you made down in the underrealm seem to feel more comfortable relocating here, than Kordas. At least for the time being.”

 “Will the council of Rene be able to handle becoming a city?”

 “Ah, I won’t lie. Our workload might go up… but… from what I’ve seen, we’ve been all having a blast. Me, Ruffily and Amlie are handling most of it, but it's been fun. You know, now that there aren't a bunch of people spreading evil darkness through the streets.” Chax added with a chuckle.

 “Alright… I think expanding to the west and north first would be the best.” Aegis concluded after thinking on it for a moment, having arrived at the outskirts of the training hall. Looking inside, he saw his party training, oblivious to his presence. Darkshot and Rakkan were desperately striking out at Pyri with everything they had, as she worked hard to prevent them from landing any attacks on her with his cinderbolts. 

 Two versus one, she was holding her own, but to Aegis’ surprise she looked fairly strained in keeping up with them. Arrows were being redirected at her by Darkshot from her blind spots, as Rakkan controlled his floating weapons in an unpredictable manner. This forced Pyri to not just stand still, but to utilize her legs and move around in tandem with her cinderbolts to avoid all of their attacks.

 “Perfect. I’ll let the others know. You’re going to be joining in on the training?” Chax asked as he stood behind Aegis, watching him as he watched the others.

 “Uh, not yet. I need to talk to Clara. Do you know where she is?” 

 “Up at the Monastery.” 

 “Okay, thanks.” Aegis gave him a smile and nod before heading off in that direction. Chax waved him off, and he moved with a skip in his step through the northern gate of Rene, following the north road up the mountain trail until reaching the Monastery of the Stars, nestled peacefully up the mountain a modest distance from the city of Rene itself.

 There were more priests and priestesses walking through the gardens than Aegis had last remembered, and amongst them he was able to quickly spot out Clara as she was in the midst of giving out a quest to an up-and-coming Eirene priest player. 

 Aegis patiently waited for Clara to finish, and once she had she turned to smile at Aegis, as did the young level 18 human girl, who awkwardly blushed, waved, and smiled at Aegis before scurrying past him shyly.

 “Aegis…” Clara spoke softly as she held her hands out towards his. “I am glad you have returned. I’ve been waiting.”

 “I finished the task you gave me. I’ve gathered allies, and have found a method to push back the darkness and retake the surface. Thanks to the silver dragons, and the wildlings.”

 “Yes. Wonderful news… but before we discuss that…” Clara wiggled her hands towards him insistently. Aegis' curiosity got the best of him, and he held his hands out to hers and let her clasp them. Once he had, she closed her eyes as if going into a deep trance.




	Your transgression has been forgiven. 1000 Favor with Eirene has been restored.






 The message popped up in his face, and he took a second to process what was happening.

 “Eirene feels the pain in your heart, she feels the deep regret that you feel, and she understands that you truly had no other choice.” Clara spoke warmly as her eyes slowly opened once more. He heard her words, listening to them intently, but felt no urge to reply. Instead, rather, he felt a surge of guilt and pain in his chest as he remembered the events that Clara was referring to. It reminded him that now, a soulless golem made up of his old petrified friend was waiting, wingless, in the castle of Rene.

 “Now, let us move forward with Eirene’s grand task. It has been a long time since her light has been able to shine upon the surface of the lands below Kalmoore. She wishes that as you have been instrumental in bringing together the Silver Dragons and the Wildlings, and aligning them with our cause, that you also be the one to lead the charge, utilizing the strongest form of her light that she can grant to a mortal of this realm.




	Quest Complete!






 The message flew up through Aegis’ peripheral vision, but he quickly waved it away.

 “However, such a gift cannot be granted lightly. Eirene is only able to grant this power to one mortal at a time. Like most gods of this realm, it is only possible to have a single representative for themselves. You fought one such representative, named the Harbinger of Darkness. Would you like to take up the role of its counterpart, and represent Eirene? Or would you prefer a role of less importance, so that another may take this position?”




	
Eirene is offering you the following Advanced classes:

 [Harbinger of Light](Unique(?)), [Shattered Knight](?)








 Aegis was quick to click on the question mark next to the unique as the card appeared floating in front of his eyes, in his peripheral interface.




	A unique class can only be held by a single player at any given time. If the conditions required to hold the unique class are at any point no longer met by the player, they will drop down to the non-unique version of this class, allowing another player to obtain it. Unique classes are given access to specialized skills and quests, depending on the class. 






 After reading the explanation, he understood it, and a big dumb smile grew across his face. He had no hesitation in his mind as he tapped the option to take on the role of Harbinger of Light.




	
[World Notification]

The Player [Aegis - 150] has become the first player in the world to reach the advanced Class [Harbinger of Light]
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	Congratulations! You have advanced from Shattered Healer to Harbinger of Light(Unique). You may now level up to a maximum of 300. The following skills have changed:









	
[Heal(Intermediate)] -> [Greater Heal(Advanced)]
[Smite(Intermermediate)] -> [Smite(Advanced)]
[Cleanse(Intermermediate)] -> [Cleanse(Advanced)]
[Bless(Intermermediate)] -> [Bless(Advanced)]
[Healing Wind(Intermermediate)] -> [Aura of Healing(Advanced)]
[Light of Eirene] -> [Harbinger of Light]
[Avatar of Eirene(Intermermediate)] -> [Avatar of Eirene(Advanced)]
[Aura of Light(Intermermediate)] -> [Aura of Light(Advanced)]
 [Holy Mastery(Intermermediate)] -> [Holy Mastery(Advanced)]

Eligible Path of the Stars skills have been upgraded to their Advanced versions.











	Congratulations! You have obtained the following new skills with your class [Harbinger of Light(Unique)]: [Resurrect], [True Form(Unique)(Passive)], [Divine Aid(Unique)], [Purifying Light].









	
Resurrect

Required Deity: Eirene
Call upon the light of the stars to return life into a fallen NPC. This skill does not work on other players. Using this skill requires, and consumes, Souldust. NPCs whose souls have been consumed by an Avatar of Darkness cannot be resurrected until their soul has been freed.
Cast Time: 10 minutes (-1s per level)
Cost: 5000 (-5mp per level)
Consumable Requirements: 1lb Souldust. (-0.01lb per level)
Cooldown: 48 hours











	
True Form(Unique)(Passive)

Required Deity: Eirene

While Avatar of Eirene is active, wings of light will appear on the back of the casting player. These wings can be controlled and manipulated in order to allow the Avatar of Eirene to fight with them, defend themselves or their allies, or fly. Wings made of light are vulnerable to extreme darkness.











	
Divine Aid(Unique)

 Required Deity: Eirene

Call upon the aid of the Goddess of Eirene to assist you under dire circumstances. The nature of her assistance will depend on the situation in which she is called. The use of this skill has a high chance of weakening your connection with the Goddess Eirene and removing you from your role as the Harbinger of Light.

Cooldown: 30 days











	
Purifying Light

Required Deity: Eirene

Expend all of your remaining mana and disable all forms of mana recovery for 30 seconds, releasing your mana as light to all nearby allies. Fully restores the health, and partially restores the mana of all allies within 30 meters of you regardless of line of sight. Fully removes all status ailments affecting allied targets, with few exceptions.

Cast Time: 3 seconds
Cost: 100% of current MP
Health Recovered: 100% of Targets HP
Mana Recovered: 20% Of Allied MP
Effects Removed: Bleed, Disease, Poison, Curse, Petrify, Slow, Morph, Burn, Mental, Fear
Cooldown: 1 hour








 

 Aegis kept silent, patiently reading over the details of each skill. He was able to hold back his excitement solely due to the fact that there were no other players in his immediate vicinity, only Clara staring at him expectantly as if she had something more to say. 

 He was somewhat relieved to see that despite learning four new skills, none of them were able to be improved upon by leveling them up. With that in mind, though, he shifted his attention to his older skills to see what had changed.

 Apart from the numbers going up, nothing much, until he reached the skill that replaced his previous Light of Eirene skill. The same skill that was once pacifism, and gave him so much trouble as he started out in the game world.




	
Harbinger of Light(Unique)(Passive)

Required Deity: Eirene
A blessing granted to one who represents Eirene’s ideals and stands in her name upon the surface of the Shattered World, spreading her light to all those who need it. 
Effect: Increases Experience Gained by 200% for all non-offensive skills. 
Effect 2: Allows the Harbinger to have two auras active at once.
Restriction: This skill is lost if the favor of Eirene is lost. Taking actions that do not align with Eiren’s ideals will reduce your favor with her. It is possible to regain lost favor through penance, should a High Priest or Prophet of Eirene forgive your actions.








Once he’d finished reading it over, he gave one final glance to his new healing wind skill - now named Aura of Healing. The skill would now heal all nearby allies so long as the aura was active, at the cost of mana. After reading it, Aegis began scratching his chin and pondering how to combine this aura with either his aura of light, or his aura of beauty. His eyes wandered along the ceiling as he did this, theorycrafting various uses of the abilities, before he eventually began to ponder something else.

“Souldust…” He mumbled out loud to himself. “Do you know where to obtain it?” 

“I do not, I have never heard of such a thing.” Clara replied with a shrug.

“Hm…” Aegis opened up his interface once more and began searching into the database, ignoring the fact that his viewership was spiking up high again. Despite using the search functionality of the database, and checking related topics, he came up with nothing. There was no mention of something called ‘souldust’ anywhere in the database. “That means no one has ever found it, or figured out how to craft it…” He mumbled out loud to himself again, causing Clara to look at him curiously. 

 “I’m sure all of this new power being granted to you by our goddess must be overwhelming. But when you have a moment, Eirene has a task for you that she is quite eager for me to give.” Clara smiled patiently.

 “Oh. Right. Of course. What is it?” Aegis waved away his interface to be more attentive to Clara. She gave a polite bow.

 “The seed you were given - the wildling Bihi’s lifeforce resides within it. Please, allow me to infuse her with the light of Eirene.” Clara held her hands out expectantly with a smile. Aegis nodded in response and accessed his inventory through his interface to draw out the seedling he’d received from the Great Old One, then gently placed it into Clara’s hands. Clara then clasped both her hands tightly around the seed, closed her eyes, and began a quiet chant.

 After a few moments, light could be seen escaping the slits of her closed eyelids, as well as shining brightly out of the small spaces between her clasped fingers. The light brightened, overtaking the red glow of nearby lanterns and illuminating the surrounding monastery in purifying white light, until eventually subsiding. Several other acolytes had stopped what they were doing to watch, as well as a couple of curious low level priest players.

 Eventually, Clara opened her hands and presented the seedling to Aegis, now giving off a powerful glowing light.

 “Bihi is now infused with the light of Eirene. Should she grow up from a sapling to a tree, she will emit a light great enough to push back any and all surrounding darkness. From the leaves she bears, we will be able to obtain a foothold in the abyssal lands that lie below Kalmoore, and begin our campaign to retake the land from the clutches of evil. Eirene can trust no one other than you with this duty…” Clara smiled again as a quest appeared in front of Aegis’ eyes. 




	
Quest[1/10]: Find a suitable location on the land below the Shattered islands, within the abyss, to plant the seedling of Bihi. Use any means necessary to help her grow into a mature tree, and keep her safe from the inevitable onslaught of abyssling creatures that will attempt to destroy her.
Objective: 0/1 Bihi Fully Grown
Quest Giver: Great Prophet Clara, Kalmoore
Reward: Master Class: (Unknown)
Difficulty: Extreme(V)
Restriction: Bihi must survive. You must be a Harbinger of Light to complete this quest.








 As Aegis finished reading over the details, his eyes went anxiously wide at the sight of the difficulty listing, and the quest reward.

 “As a Harbinger of Light, you stand as a representative of all gods of light who seek to disperse the darkness of the abyss. You have the ability to call upon the other priests of this world to assist you. Should you need their aid, please let me know the details of your request, and I will make sure to share the request with all other Prophets, so that they may call upon the other-worlders that worship other gods to assist you in the name of the light.”

 “So, I can trigger a global quest for all divine class players, regardless of who they worship? Sounds serious… I mean, it makes sense. The difficulty does say Extreme five…” Aegis mumbled to himself.



 “Did he just say extreme five? Is that the world's first extreme five quest? I think it is…” Hae-won spoke with excitement as Aegis’ chat began to zoom by at extreme speeds, filled with excitement. Hae-won was only just barely able to read out a few of the messages zooming by.


 “Extreme V? Is that even going to be possible?”

 “AEGIS, ACTIVATE THE WORLD QUEST! ILL HELP!”

 “LETS UNITE WITH AEGIS!”

 “y does the kid w/ daddy issues get all the cool quests?”

 “Maybe he can ask Makaroth for help? They can finally team up!”

 “AEGIS PLZ CRAFT ME MITHRAL SWORDS!!”



 Hae-won found herself just rolling her eyes at it, opting to pretend she was talking to herself and continued her commentating.




 After finishing his conversation, Aegis made his way out of the monastery and back down the road towards Rene. He was barely paying attention to where he was walking, stumbling over various rocks that lined the road several times. He was instead staring at his new abilities, reading over the new values of each of them excitedly. Before he knew it, he was back in Rene.

 The players were much more alert and aware of his presence this time around, and as he walked along through the streets he got many cheers of encouragement. Multiple players stopped to shake his hand and congratulate him with smiles on their faces - some completely unfamiliar to him and some he’d seen walking around the city several times now. Ruffily, Amlie, Josephine and Erikson all caught him as he traveled through the townsquare to give their congratulations and cheers, and eventually he’d made his way back to the training hall.

 This time, as he peered into the hall, his party members stopped what they were doing. Pyri canceled her cinderbolts, Darkshot pulled his arrows back to his quiver using skillful redirects, and Rakkan canceled his echoes. Lastly, to his surprise, Lina revealed herself by stepping out of the shadows of the walls surrounding the training hall, and all four walked towards him.

 “Were you hiding here this whole time?” Aegis looked at Lina in surprise, glancing from the very light shadows that she’d stepped out from, then up to the bright afternoon sun now shining down on them.

 “Mhm. I’m much better at manipulating shadows now with my new class.” Lina replied with a big proud smile on her face. As she stepped towards him he noticed a faint cloud of dark mist swirling around her wrists. “I’m a Shadow Assassin.”

 “That’s nothing.” Darkshot quickly butted in, stepping forward. “I’m a Sharpshooter. Check this out…” He said as he nocked an arrow and aimed it up towards the sky. All eyes fell on him as he waited with a dramatic pause before rapidly shooting out 10 arrows within a second. They disappeared into the bright sky above almost instantly, but with a downward wave of his hands, all 10 arrows shot back down from the sky and landed on the ground around Aegis, forming a perfect circle.

 “That’s pretty cool. What about you two?” Aegis smiled at Darkshot before turning to Pyri and Rakkan.

 “Ancient Knight. Rune combinations.” Rakkan said as he waved his hands to cast Rune:Echo - which Aegis recognized due to the rune shape. But following this, he imprinted his enlarged rune onto the echo, making the copy of himself triple his size. He then added his Frostbrand rune, and the giant echo began to give off a faint blue glow.

 “Whoa. Any combination?”

 “Any. The more runes we find, the more options I’ll get.” Rakkan shrugged.

 “I’m a magelord.” Pyri said proudly.

 “Magelord? What do they do?”

 “Hm…” Pyri eyed Aegis’ live streaming icon. “You’ll have to wait and see.” She smiled deviously.

 “Fine.” Aegis rolled his eyes at her. “I’m just glad everyone was able to complete their class quests.” 

 “You too, man. You took the longest. What’d you get?” Darkshot asked him excitedly.

 “Oh, check this out. You’re going to love it.” Aegis smirked as he took a step back. “Avatar of Eirene!” He shouted loudly, erupting in a burst of light as usual, but as not per usual, two large white glowing wings of light formed on his back.

 “No way, you got wings?” Darkshot asked with his jaw dropped. 

 “It’s so pretty!” Lina gasped.

 “Not bad…” Pyri nodded approvingly, while Rakkan smirked. “Can you control them like that other guy could?” 

 “I think so…” Aegis replied, before awkwardly attempting to manipulate the wings. The result was him flailing them around and almost slapping Darkshot, had he not reacted fast and backstepped out of range of the wing. “Sorry… gonna need some practice first.” Aegis cringed. 

 “We all do. We’ve got a few weeks left before the tournament. Are you guys ready to practice PvPing?” Pyri asked. 

 “Someone say PvP?” A loud voice called out from behind them, at the entrance to the training grounds. Herilon stood there, walking towards them with a big eager smile on his face, with Sapphire following closely behind him munching on a carrot. “Count me in. Let’s do some PvP.” Herilon rubbed his hands together excitedly, prompting Aegis and his party to all smile, eager anticipation in their eyes. 
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“So…” Pyri paced along in front of the others slowly, hands held behind her back. Aegis, Darkshot, Rakkan, Lina, Sapphire and Herilon all stood with their hands at their sides, back straight, staring forward attentively. In the distance, across the training grounds behind Pyri, the sound of the new guards of Rene training on the target dummies could be heard as they repeatedly swung their wooden weapons for practice.

 “You all want to know the secret to high APM, and impressive spell control? It isn’t easy. It takes a very specific mindset, in combination with a lot of discipline and focus. And even then, not everyone can pull it off.” Pyri explained as she reached the end of the lined up players, stopped, spun on her heel and then began pacing back. Eventually she stopped in the center and turned to face them.

 “First thing is first, you need to understand something about your brains. The human brain…” She tapped her forehead. “Is inherently terrible at multitasking. In fact, it can’t really multitask at all. At least, not on its own. If I told you to tap your head with one hand, and rub your belly with the other…” She began to demonstrate this simple combination of actions. “You might think you are multitasking, but in actuality, you are rapidly swapping between two tasks. At no point are you really able to actively focus on two tasks at once. The human brain is incapable of focusing on two things simultaneously. So with that in mind, you must be wondering, how on earth can you manipulate 7 weapons, or 15 cinderbolts, all at the same time, separately?” Pyri paused dramatically, as all eyes were focused on her with a hint of eager anticipation behind them.

 “There are two methods to do it. The first method, you are actually utilizing right now.” She pointed at Darkshot’s feet. “When you are born, you don’t know how to walk. You have to actively learn the skill, and engrain it into your memory. Eventually, though, it becomes muscle memory, your body knows how to do it so well, that you can do it without any focus at all. The same thing with breathing. When you drive or ride a bike, your body knows how to do certain tasks on its own without you needing to focus on them. You guys already have a lot of this muscle memory for many of your weapon skills and attacks… for example, if I try to send a cinderbolt at you from behind…” She eyed Aegis and waved one of her hands, creating a flash of fire. Aegis very quickly equipped his shield and swung it backwards to block the attack, while the others turned to watch it happen.

 “You just completed all of the actions necessary through muscle memory to block that strike, you didn’t need to focus on it at all. This is the most important thing when it comes to executing high APM attacks and defenses in an MMORPG. You need to learn all of your primary, basic movements to muscle memory so that you can execute them with little to no active focus. Everyone understands so far?” Pyri asked.

 “How do we do that, though?” Darkshot asked curiously.

 “Practice. Lots and lots of practice and repetition. The more you train the same set of actions with your muscles - be it fingers or body parts - the more easily your body will be able to call on them at will, with little to no focus from yourself.” Pyri explained, and Darkshot nodded back.

 “What’s the second method?” Herilon asked curiously.

 “Good question. Muscle memory really is only the starting point, it works for defensive abilities very well, or very simple or basic attack combinations. But if you only rely on that, your opponent will pick up on your habits and fighting style very quickly, and be able to anticipate how you will move to dodge or attack. So that is why you’ll need to make use of the second to help you be more reactive, and versatile. The second method is combination actions.” Pyri paused dramatically once more, then began pacing again in front of them. 

 “When you need to focus on an action, a combination action is when you associate multiple actions together into one, allowing you to focus on a single thing but actually do multiple things at once. For example, If I need to split a cinderbolt into 15 fragments, that would take 15 focused actions…” Pyri waved her hands and formed a large cinderbolt above her head, then individually wiggled her fingers 15 times to split the bolt into smaller burning spheres that levitated in the air around them. She did it slow enough that everyone watching could individually see each finger wiggle she did for each split, until all 15 bolts were formed.

 “It’s a bit slow if I haven’t developed a combination action, basically associating a set of muscle memory actions with a single decision. But, let’s say, if I think in my mind a method to quickly think ‘Split this bolt 15 times,’ and my muscles have already been trained to execute all the actions needed to complete this task, I can very quickly execute it from muscle memory and immediately shift my focus towards where I need to send each bolt, allowing me to be more reactive. Like this…” She cast a second cinderbolt, split it into 15 spheres nearly instantaneously, then formed the smaller spheres into a star symbol floating in the air above the group. 

 “It might seem incredibly impressive, like I’m moving and doing stupidly high amounts of things at once, but it’s really no different than what you all do. I’ve only just trained my thoughts and muscles to group up certain actions together so that they take less active focus to execute. Once you can master these two methods, you will free up your mind in combat to focus on reacting to what your opponent is doing more openly, so that you can mix and match for combination actions reactively. That is the trick to having a high APM.” Pyri ended with a shrug, canceling her floating cinderbolt spell.

 “That’s really it?” Rakkan asked with a shocked expression on his face.

 “I get the feeling that explaining it is a lot easier than actually doing it.” Aegis crossed his arms. 

 “It takes a lot of practice to develop your own method of training this type of muscle memory. And a lot of repetition. Some people can develop it within a few hours, others take months. In all cases though, repetition is the key.” Pyri added. With these words, each and every one of the players standing before her were visibly going deep into thought. Lina looked up to the sky, Aegis looked at his shield, whilst Darkshot began staring at his longbow, and Rakkan his feet. Herilon and Sapphire, on the other hand, were staring curiously at each other. 

 “So. Let’s not waste any more time. Start practicing.” She waved at them with her hand sideways.

 “How should we practice exactly?” Aegis raised an eyebrow at her, while others gave her similarly curious looks. Pyri, however, looked back at Aegis as if the answer was obvious. Once she saw that none of them had any idea where to start, though, she rolled her eyes and sighed.

 “From what I saw of your recent adventure, even if Tullan and Yuki manage to craft a shield using that essence, it’ll only work if you can block every single attack from Seraxus’ sword with that shield, right? Anything that gets through it will still kill you instantly…” Pyri asked, and Aegis nodded back hesitantly. “Then it’s pretty obvious, you need to develop your muscle memory to block every single attack, from all angles, at all times, regardless of the type. And it just so happens, you’ve got a great variety of attackers around you, ready and eager to train and practice their own attack methods.” Pyri motioned to Lina, Darkshot, Rakkan and Herilon. “Heck, you even have a backup healer, so that you don’t need to take any breaks.” Pyri smiled at Sapphire, who grumpily bit into a carrot and sighed.

 “What about you? What are you going to do?” Aegis asked her, stopping her from turning away a second before she did.

 “I’m going to be training my own class skills. Magelord is a bit complicated…” 

 “Are you going to tell us what your class can do?” Aegis asked.

 “Yeah. Last time we held back stuff from each other, it ended badly.” Darkshot chimed in, with Darkwing cooing excitedly from his shoulder. This gave Pyri pause as her eyes moved from the pigeon, to Darkshot’s eyes, to Aegis’. She then raised one of her arms and wiggled her fingers towards Aegis’ livestreaming icon floating above his head.

 “Oh. Right…” Aegis nodded back quickly, muting his stream. Once Pyri was sure it was muted, she began speaking.

 “Magelord can mix and match spells together, altering the element and properties of them. Not all combinations work, so I need to figure out the limits of each spell. So far, I’ve only managed a couple. For example, the freezing ring spell…” Pyri stomped her foot down and released a wave of ice that crept over the floor of the training grounds. “I’ve managed to combine lightning with it,” She stomped again, sending out this time a ring of ice that gave off electrified sparks. “And change it completely to fire…” She repeated the stomp, and this time sent out a blast of red flames that quickly melted the ice and scorched the ground. 

 “Once I’ve developed more useful combinations, I’ll let you know what I’m capable of.” Pyri smiled.

 “Okay… got it.” Aegis pondered for a moment before nodding. “Good luck.” 

 “You too.” She winked before turning to walk away from the training grounds, in the direction of the mountains north of Rene. Once she was gone, Aegis unmuted his stream and turned to his companions.

 “So we have to just attack you, over and over again?” Lina asked with a hesitant look in her eyes.

 “Yeah. I need to make sure I can block every single attack from all of you, no matter what. So don’t hold back. I’ll be practicing my wing control as often as my cooldown allows as well.”

 “Alright.” Herilon smirked. “No holding back.” He tightly gripped the hilt of his mithral greatsword. “Ready?” He asked, as the others backed away and watched for a moment. Aegis made sure to tighten the straps of his mithral shield to his left arm, then draw out the claws on his right gloves, and bend his knees in anticipation.

 “Don’t forget, you still need to earn enough gladiator points to qualify for the tournament.” Sapphire commented.

 “No problem, we’ll figure out this APM stuff in no time.” Aegis replied, causing Sapphire to roll her eyes at him. 

 “Sure you will.” She mumbled under her breath sarcastically. 

 “Let’s do it.” Herilon roared, charging towards Aegis and swinging his sword down on him. Aegis blocked the strike at an angle to let the sword roll off the side, then swiped out at Herilon to force him into dodging rather than allowing him to strike again. They repeated this exchange several times before Aegis jumped back to get some distance.

 “C’mon. It’s gonna be a five on five, right? If the entire enemy party focuses on me, I need to be ready.” Aegis called out to his companions. They were still hesitant - Lina, Darkshot and Rakkan exchanged looks with one another, until finally Darkshot pulled an arrow back and released it, aiming at Aegis’ head.

 Aegis easily leaned back and dodged it, allowing it to soar beyond him and land in the floor of the training grounds a few meters away.

 “C’mon, really? That’s all you’ve got?” Aegis shouted mockingly at Darkshot, glancing at him briefly with a big grin on his face before going back to exchanging blows with Herilon.

 “Heh. Hell no it aint, but I’m just worried if I don’t hold back, you might end up looking like a cactus.” Darkshot replied.

 “With that aim? No chance.”

 “Tch.” Darkshot sucked his teeth in annoyance. “Alright, you asked for it. Let me show you what Darkshot is all about. I shoot…” 

 “From the darkness…” Lina smiled before throwing a smoke bomb at Aegis, blinding him from incoming attacks just moments before Darkshot fired his arrows. Aegis was forced to jump backwards quickly to get out of the smoke, where Darkshot was anticipating he’d jump and had fired a multishot barrage of arrows to hit him. Aegis turned with his shield and held it carefully in front of his body to block the arrows that would’ve hit him, allowing others to pass around his body. He took some damage, but was able to activate his new aura of healing spell to begin recovery.

 He wasn’t given a chance to cast any actual spells, though, as Lina suddenly appeared from out of the black smoke behind him, swinging her mithral daggers at him while simultaneously shooting five daggers made of shadows out of the smoke. Aegis quickly formed two guards to block both the shadow daggers, and Lina’s daggers, and following this he was forced to roll to the side and avoid a downward swing from Herilon’s greatsword as he charged through the smoke after Aegis.

 “No matter how many attacks are coming at you, you can’t let that sword hit you no matter what.” Rakkan yelled as he charged in as well, forming his three echoes of himself and arming them.

 “That’s more like it.” Aegis grinned, awaiting the onslaught attacks coming at him from all sides.

 “I get the feeling this is going to take a lot of mana.” Sapphire commented as she drew out her scepter and prepared to start healing Aegis. 



 In a distant training grounds, on the island of Savringuard, another group of players were training intensely as well for the upcoming PvP tournament. Synopse, alongside four other members of the Sages of Destiny guild, were battling a group of 15 high level players. The training ground was vast, with much more advanced training devices spread out around the outskirts of the open grounds.

 Synopse was wielding a magnificent blue staff, with an orb of lighting at its head that repeatedly gave off sparks of lightning. At his side stood a heavily armored cleric, a berserker class player, a druid class player, and a guardian class player wielding a halberd. Synopse was giving out orders to his party, forming strategies to utilize against the 15 players coming at them, and was doing so with great success.

 Seated nearby, watching the training unfold, was Makaroth and several other high level members of the sages of Destiny guild. Currently, Makaroth’s livestream was off, and he was fidgeting around with his interface.

 “Looks like they’re seriously going to try to enter the tournament…” Makaroth’s wife, Liyla, commented as her eyes glazed over from her livestream viewer - she was watching Aegis’ live stream as he began training with his party.

 “I’m more worried about Synopse…” Calikgos, another high level member of the guild said as he motioned to the training taking place in front of him. “Even though we found that artifact lightning staff, I’m not sure it’s going to be able to match up against Seraxus’ sword.” 

 “Synopse is our best PvP player.” Makaroth spoke proudly as he closed out of his interface. “With that staff, Seraxus won’t stand a chance.” 

 “What if he doesn’t get put up against Seraxus?” Lilya asked curiously, closing out of her livestream viewer. “What if he gets matched against Feng’s group first? Or Aegis?”

 “I’m not worried about either of them. Feng’s guild is made up primarily of fighter class players. That’s what that staff specializes in dealing with.” Makaroth shrugged.

 “And Aegis?” Calikgos asked him curiously.

 “Aegis won't be attending.” Makaroth leaned back in his chair and took in the view of Synopse as he and his party finished off the last few members of the 15-man strong attacking party. 

 “What do you mean?” Calikgos looked at him with raised brows.

 “Let’s just say he’s going to have a very hard time earning gladiator points to qualify for the tournament.” A devilish grin grew across Makaroth’s face. 
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Two weeks went by quickly. There was little to no small talk between Aegis and his companions as they trained rigorously in the Rene training grounds. Scarcely could they be found taking breaks, each eager to test out their new abilities and master them.

 Rather than be physically exhausting, though, the training was mentally straining. The virtual world relied solely on the players thoughts to execute actions, and the actions and focus required to execute their intense training gameplay was enormous. Aegis found himself desiring sleep much more often than usual, alternating from sleeping in-game and out of game as did the others.

 Lina showed enthusiasm to train with Aegis, but held back any reservations about hurting him in favor of improving herself and guaranteeing their victory in the upcoming tournament. Darkshot, who initially found himself lacking and completely unable to land a single arrow on Aegis, stopped with any jokes and sarcastic remarks and instead focused on improving himself and his aim. After a great amount of effort, and altering his shooting style several times, he managed to find a strategy that allowed arrows to hit Aegis without him properly anticipating them, forcing Aegis to alter his own defensive strategy.

 Herilon’s relentless attacks seemed mindless, but the power behind them helped Aegis learn how to brace heavy attacks and minimize the impact they had on his stance. The greatsword wielder didn’t lean too heavily into finesse and relied solely on brute force, which eventually made Aegis capable of reading the attacks and dealing with them. After that, Herilon seemed to just enjoy wailing on Aegis like he was a new toy punching bag he had to play with, much to Sapphire’s dismay as she was forced to heal through his damage.

 Rakkan, on the other hand, was proving to be Aegis’ biggest issue. While others took breaks more often, Rakkan was determined to go beyond the hours the others were willing to put in, forcing Aegis to entertain him long past exhaustion. Rakkan’s echo control started off somewhat predictable for Aegis, due to him having seen him fight with the echos so many times before. But very quickly, Rakkan adapted to Aegis’ style and started taking Pyri’s words to heart, mentally batching certain attack patterns together with each of his echoes, then mix and matching the combinations in various ways to throw Aegis off.

 After the first week, it became somewhat impossible for Aegis to predict what Rakkan would do to break through his defenses and he was forced to instead play much more reactively to contend with the relentless assault of his echoes and his main body. Due to this, though, in the second week the players stopped all coming at Aegis at once, and lowered it down to one or two at a time, sparring with each other instead.

 As for Lina, catching her no longer seemed possible given her new skills. Aegis couldn’t rely on shadow positions to foresee where Lina might shadowstep to, as Lina’s new advanced class was allowing her to throw shadows around and hide within them. The only true countermeasure he had was activating aura of light, but even then she found ways to get close to him, often using the shadows of other attacking players as they charged at Aegis. Her favorite move quickly became shadow stepping out from under Herilon’s cloak as he charged Aegis, then dashing around to get at Aegis from behind. 

 In the breaks between their training, Amlie often came with fresh produce picked from her farm fields. Aegis took the time to cook them utilizing his best known recipes, and the group then sat around the training grounds eating, mostly in silence. Their eyes said everything for them, though, as they spent most of the time staring at their weapons and pondering new methods of attacks they could get out of their classes skills.

 Aegis, above all others, had adjusted his style of combat the most, however. Initially, his reliance on the shield on his left arm to block attacks was a staple of his fighting style, but slowly, he stopped trying to use it in favor of making use of his shield projections. Once he was able to continuously dodge and block attacks without the use of his actual shield, he adapted his style to place his shield on his back and free up both of his clawed hands, using them to parry or become offensive while simultaneously blocking strikes with shield projections.

 Still, he found his offensive style lacking due to the nature of how the claws were used. He repeatedly felt the urge to swing his fists around as if he was punching, but that didn’t work with the sharp claws extending out of the tips of his fingers. This brought him along the idea of modifying the gloves using his crafting skills, so that the claws didn’t protrude out of the ends of his fingers, but rather his knuckles.

 In a long downtime session between the first and second weeks, he did exactly that, making careful use of his artistry skill along with his other crafting skills to modify the weapon without damaging their usefulness. 

 After he’d made the change he felt a lot more comfortable utilizing the claws and swinging his fists around. He was able to parry attacks by waving his empty hands out at them, though tried to avoid doing so as parrying didn’t negate damage nearly as well as his shield projections did. 

 The wings are what caused him the most difficulty, though. He had very limited time to practice with them, given the nature of the cooldown and the short duration that they could be active each day. It took him the entire first week to figure out how to just use them to fly around, and even then he wasn’t really good at it. Twice he flew up far too high and then lost control, nearly plummeting to his death if not for the intervention of Rakkan, Darkshot and Lina. 

 Due to the monotonous nature of Aegis’ streams, his viewership had dipped down quite a lot over their training weeks. The excitement around the tournament continued to build up, however, and his viewership would randomly spike anytime his name was mentioned by other combatants. Feng, Makaroth and Seraxus however all made a point of not mentioning anything about Aegis’ participation in the tournament, as if all of them were certain he wasn’t going to be there.

 On the evening of the 15th day of training was when Pyri finally returned to Rene, looking just as exhausted as the others due to purple rings having formed under her in-game character's eyes.

 “How’s everyone doing?” Pyri called out to them, announcing her presence as the others were in the midst of clashing their mithral. Her voice prompted everyone to give it a rest and look towards her as she walked across the grounds with a smile on her face.

 “Good. We’ve…” Aegis looked at Pyri, then paused to look over his tired companions - Darkshot grabbing his knees and breathing heavily due to low stamina. “We’ve all improved a lot, thanks to the tips you’ve given us.”

 “I’m glad to hear. I’ve got some very powerful spell combinations, but…” Pyri stretched her arms up. “No time to show them off. We still haven’t qualified for the tournament, and we’ve only got a week left. Think it’s about time we get on that?”

 “Uh…” Aegis looked to the others, unsure.

 “Probably a good idea…” Herilon sighed and yawned, sheathing his greatsword on his back.

 “Do you know how to qualify?” Sapphire raised a curious eyebrow at Aegis, detecting his uncertainty.

 “We probably just need to do some preliminary matches, right?” Aegis replied, which caused Sapphire to roll her eyes at him.

 “We need to earn gladiator points. Each participating party member needs to have a minimum of 100 points to enter the tournament. The easiest way for us to get those would be to just sign up for one of the open 5v5 tournaments. They’re hosted every 6 in-game hours. First place in one of those tournaments is 50 points.” 

 “Oh, so, we’d just need to win two within the next 7 days, right?” Aegis shrugged. “That doesn’t sound that bad.” 

 “Nope, shouldn’t be.” Pyri smiled.

 “Where do we sign up?” Aegis asked.

 “Kordas.” Sapphire replied.

 “Okay.” Aegis gave a nod, then looked over his tired companions. “You guys wanna head there now and check it out?”

 “Sure.” Lina smiled.

 “Let's do it.’ Darkshot shrugged.

 “Yeah.” Rakkan nodded.

 “Okie dokie. One Kordas portal coming right up!” Pyri cheered while waving her hands around. The familiar blue glow erupted from her fingertips, and moments later the floating magical doorway leading to Kordas opened up, allowing them to all step through it and appear on the altar of Kordas. 

 Despite it being late in the evening, the loud and ever bustling city of Kordas filled their ears with noisy chatter coming from the crowded paved streets laid out before them.

 As they appeared, numerous players stopped to point and wave excitedly at Aegis, but he paid them no mind aside from polite smiles and returned waves. 

 “The Odin arena should have an NPC that allows us to sign up. That’s also where the gateway will appear to enter our matches.” Herilon explained as he took the lead, walking ahead of the others and moving into the busy streets. His large form had the nearby players and NPCs clearing a path for him as he gave no mind to what stood in front of him, walking forward with confidence. The others quickly followed behind him, as if using him as a bulldozer to clear a path through the streets.

 “Once we’re qualified, I’ll use the rest of the time to try and raise up my unarmed skill through intermediate.” Aegis thought out loud to himself as they walked.

 “Oho, so confident that you’ll qualify?” Sapphire responded.

 “I think so… I mean, we’re pretty strong, aren’t we?” 

 “I guess…” She bit into a carrot loudly as she moved to walk beside Aegis. “You know the rules for the matches, right?”

 “Is it the same as duels?” 

 “Yup. That means after 10 minutes, no more healing. So if you end up relying too much on your healing, you’ll quickly find that your opponents will start intentionally waiting out the clock.” Sapphire replied.

 “They can try…” Pyri replied smugly, causing the others to grin at her. It wasn’t long before the group of 7 players arrived at the grand Odin coliseum of Kordas. It's been a long while since Aegis had last laid his eyes upon it, but it was just as he remembered it. Large stone statues of great warriors carved out front, standing tall to flank the entrance to the large building. Many players and NPCs were walking about, chatting excitedly with one another.

 Some were arguing about who was stronger, others were looking for companions to enter tournaments together. Their levels varied greatly, but it served to remind Aegis just how many players were participating in the game world - from PvPers to crafters, all enjoying it in their own way.

 Once they stepped under the archway leading into the building itself, Aegis could see at the end of the long, wide hallway the large arena sitting out on the other side. That is not where Herilon led them, though. Instead, he turned off to the left down through a set of double doors and into another large chamber, with several booths built into the walls on the far side. Behind each booth was an NPC, and several of the booth NPCs were already in conversation with other players.

 “There, that one is open. You guys should be able to register your party for one of the upcoming 5v5 tournaments there.” Herilon pointed towards one booth with an idle NPC, staring blankly forward and waiting patiently for his next customer.

 “Right. Let’s do it.” Aegis smiled and rubbed his hands together excitedly, then lead the others forward towards the NPC. The moment Aegis came into his peripheral vision, the young human male NPC locked eyes with Aegis and began speaking in a chipper voice.

 “Welcome. How may I help you today? Are you looking to register for a competitive PvP match?” The NPC asked.

 “Yes. We’d like to sign up for the next 5v5 tournament, as a team of five.” Aegis motioned to Lina, Rakkan, Darkshot and Pyri who stood eagerly behind him.

 “The next tournament will have its first round of matches in 1 hour. Unfortunately, all slots have already been filled.” The NPC replied politely.

 “Oh. Okay… how about the one after that, then?” Aegis asked.

 “The following tournament will begin its first round of matches in 7 hours. Unfortunately, all available slots have been filled.”

 “Hm.” Aegis pursed his lips to the side. “And the next one?”

 “The following tournament will begin in 13 hours. Unfortunately, all slots have already been filled.”

 “That’s a bit odd, those tournaments usually have a lot of slots. I mean, they’re cross-island, but still…” Herilon looked on suspiciously.

 “When are the next available slots open?” Aegis asked the NPC curiously.

 “The next tournament with open slots to be filled will occur in approximately 9 days.” The NPC answered nonchalantly.

 “What?” Herilon blurted out loudly in disbelief. Aegis let out a long drawn out sigh and rolled his eyes as frustration waved over the others. “That’s impossible. There’s no way every single tournament is slotted full? That’d take thousands of qualified players? Minimum level to join is 31, isn’t it?”

 “The minimum level required to register for a tournament is 31. You are correct.” The NPC replied robotically.

 “You gotta be kidding me. We did all that training for nothing?” Darkshot groaned.

 “I don’t get it. How are they all full? PvP has never been this popular. Even with the hype building up for it by VGN…” Rakkan asked no one in particular. Aegis didn’t answer him, but rather turned his attention back to Sapphire after exchanging a knowing look with Pyri.

 “What other ways are there to earn points?” Aegis asked.

 “Uh, I guess if you guys split up into the 3v3 and 2v2 brackets, you guys could earn enough points that way, then qualify for the monthly tournament.” Sapphire shrugged. Immediately upon hearing this, Aegis turned back to the NPC.

 “Are there any slots available for 2v2 and 3v3 tournament brackets?”

 “The next available slots for registration in a 3v3 tournament is in… 9 days. The next available slots available for a 2v2 tournament is in… 9 days.” The NPC replied robotically.

 “No fucking way, how is that possible?” Herilon asked in disbelief.

 “You really gotta ask?” Sapphire replied.

 “If I’m spiteful, he’s petty.” Aegis grumbled to himself.

 “Unbelievable.” Pyri shook her head to herself.

 “They’re really that scared of us that they are resorting to such tactics?” Lina was also expressing disbelief. “They’d have to hire thousands and thousands of players and pay them to register, to get this sort of outcome…” Her voice trailed off, and following this, the others went silently into thought.

 “So that’s it? All the training was for nothing, huh?” Darkshot asked.

 “If we can’t get into any of those tournaments, there’s no way for us to earn the points needed to qualify for the monthly tournament.” Rakkan shrugged.

 “We waited too long to register?” Darkshot groaned.

 “Nah. Even if we came earlier, this likely would’ve been the outcome.” Aegis shook his head. 

 “What should we do, then?” Lina asked, as all eyes fell on Aegis. Aegis looked towards Sapphire, hoping her knowledge might provide an alternative solution, but as he locked eyes with her, she shrugged back sympathetically. Eventually, after pondering it, Aegis decidedly shut his stream off completely.

 “That’s not going to help, the damage is already done.” Herilon commented. “Without any slots available in any structured tournament, you guys can’t qualify.”

 “As far as we know…” Aegis said to himself, allowing the others to listen to his thoughts. “But, there might be another way to qualify that we don’t know about.”

 “Heh?” Sapphire raised her eyebrows at him.

 “If we don’t know about it, it doesn’t really help us, does it?” Pyri shook her head at him.

 “Yeah, it does. Because we know someone who knows all about the underworkings of the game, and the shady ways to get things done.” Aegis looked up and began walking forward, leading the others out of the coliseum as they quickly followed closely behind him. “Can you let Quinn know? We’re going to be paying a visit to the Kordas Prison.”
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Aegis and Herilon walked side by side down the narrow, dark stone hallways of the Kordas Prison. Behind them followed Pyri, Lina, Rakkan, Darkshot, and Sapphire who was no longer wielding a carrot, but instead holding a disgusted look on her face as she glared at the back of Aegis’ head. 

 “Ahem. Wait.” Sapphire finally blurted out, unable to follow along silently any longer. Aegis and Herilon both stopped to look back at her, alongside the others. “You’re really going to talk to those guys? They killed our entire guild and nearly sank this island.” Sapphire raised her eyebrows. Hearing this, Herilon looked to Aegis as well, expectantly waiting for his answer.

 Aegis didn’t immediately reply, but quickly glanced between the others, meeting their eyes as the flickering flames of the torches lining the prison walls were reflected in them. 

 “She’s kinda got a point. You really think these guys are gonna help us?” Darkshot asked.

 “Even if they do, we can’t really trust them… I think…” Lina added timidly, avoiding Aegis’ eyes for a moment. 

 “When we spoke before, he made it clear it wasn’t personal. These dark network gamers, they just seem to care about money, not about picking sides.” Aegis paused to see that despite his logical reasoning, he hadn’t swayed any of his companions to his side. 

 “I think talking to them for a solution to our current predicament is the right call.” Pyri spoke up loudly, causing all eyes to turn to her. “Makaroth and VGN will be knowledgeable on all of the standard methods to qualify us for the tournament, and will block them off. They seem determined to shut us out, so the only chance we’ll have in participating is by asking for the help from these guys.” Pyri landed her eyes on Aegis, and waited until she had his full attention. “However… You’re a bit too naive.” She smirkd, ruffling Aegis’ hair for a brief moment. 

 “What do you mean?” He winced briefly.

 “The first thing those guys did when we talked to them last time was to try to let us know how much they hated streamers. What a great way to appeal to our group…” Pyri pointed at Aegis and Rakkan. “They’ve done their research, they’re always going to say whatever they need to say, but it’s usually just pretty words.” She placed her right hand on Aegis’ left shoulder. “You’ve dealt with plenty of bad people in your life, but most of them were upfront about it. These ones,” Pyri motioned further into the prison in the direction they’d been heading. “They’re the deceptive, manipulative type. They’ll say anything in any situation to get the outcome they want.”

 “Exactly.” Sapphire nodded in agreement.

 “So we can’t trust them.” Rakkan nodded.

 “No, we can’t.” Pyri replied. “But that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t use them. Just…” Pyri pulled her hand away from Aegis’ shoulder. “Be ready for them to turn on you at any time. Never let your guard down, no matter how friendly they may seem. You should never, at any point, consider any dark network player your ally. They don’t even consider each other allies. Got it?” Pyri locked eyes with Aegis once more. Aegis was visibly thinking on her words for a moment before he returned her gaze and nodded.

 “Got it.” 

 “Okay. As long as we all understand that.” Pyri smiled and tilted her head back again. “Lead on.” 

 Another brief moment of hesitation fell on the group until finally Herilon let out a shrug and a sigh and turned to continue walking through the prison halls. The others followed behind him down the narrow corridors around several bends until they approached the furthest prison cells.

 Unlike the previous time they’d visited this place where there were 5 occupied cells, this time, there was only one. Sitting on the rudimentary, uncomfortable looking bed in the back of one of the cells was Finley, with a large old book in his hands blocking his face from view. Aegis stopped in front of the bars of his prison cell, with the others standing behind him as much as the hallway allowed. 

 Aegis was sure that Finley knew they were there, their footsteps had been clacking off the paved stone hallway the entire way up to the cell - but despite this, Finley didn’t take his eyes off his book nor shift it even slightly to give a more clear view of his face.

 “Where are your friends?” Aegis broke the silence.

 “Their sentences have long since been served.” Finley replied.

 “Not yours, though?” 

 “No. Mine was a bit longer. I did wipe two entire guilds by myself, after all.” Finley spoke nonchalantly.

 “While we were petrified.” Sapphire growled back, causing a smirk to grow over Finley’s face which Aegis barely spotted out from behind his book. 

 “We’re here to make a deal. We can get you out right away, if you help us out.” Aegis said.

 “Hm.” Finley finally lowered his book to look Aegis in the eyes. “Ol’ daddy hasn’t been playing fair?” He smiled devilishly. 

 “You’ve been paying attention to what’s been happening?”

 “The entire world has been paying attention. Every broadcast is hyping up this sham of a tournament. The big showdown between Makaroth and Seraxus, or Feng, or whoever else.” Finley shook his head dismissively. “No mention of you, though.” He pursed his lips to the side. 

 “They’ve filled up all the registration slots for all 5v5, 3v3, and 2v2 tournaments. There’s no way for us to qualify using those standard methods.” Aegis explained.

 “Hm.” Finley grunted once more, this time placing his hand curiously on his chin. “The amount of proxy players they would’ve had to hire for that would not have been cheap. I suppose, as big as this event is, it’s in their best interest to control it as much as possible. So, it makes sense.” He mumbled to himself, loud enough that the others could hear him though. 

 “Do you know of another way we might be able to earn the points required for the preliminary matches?” Aegis asked him upfront. Finley stopped scratching his chin and stood up off the bed to step closer to the bars where Aegis stood.

 “What’s in it for me if I help you?” Finley asked.

 “I told you, I’d get you out of this cell right now.” Aegis replied.

 “Nah.” Finley waved this off quickly with his hand. “What you are talking about is crashing a rigged tournament being orchestrated by the most powerful streaming network in this game world. I’ve only got a week left on my sentence, you’re going to have to do better than that.”

 “What do you want?” Aegis asked apprehensively. 

 “Well… I imagine since you’ve had that big bump in viewers… compliments of our invasion…” Finley walked closer, grabbing the bars in front of Aegis. “You’ve been getting quite a healthy stream of revenue, have you not? Players like me, we’re all about real world wealth.” As he spoke, Aegis heard multiple people standing behind him sucking their teeth at him. 

“How much?” Aegis asked.

“Seriously?” Darkshot groaned, but Aegis ignored him. Finley smiled at Aegis’ words, however.

“One hundred thousand american dollars.” Finley declared. His words drew out several gasps.

“Who does this guy think he is?” Sapphire grumbled. Aegis didn’t immediately reply, however. Nor did he look back at his companions to see their approval or disapproval. He could feel their eyes burning into the back of his head, however.

“Fine.” Aegis sighed. “I’ll get Chax to transfer an equivalent amount to that in gold to you.”

“Ah, hang on. I didn’t finish.” Finley’s smile grew devilishly large. “Per person.” 

“You mean you want us to pay that amount for each of us?” Darkshot asked in disbelief.

“You expect Aegis to pay you five hundred thousand dollars? After the shit you tried to pull on this island?” Rakkan shouted angrily. Aegis, too, was taken aback. He had only just earned those amounts, and his mind hadn’t fully comprehended just exactly what was being asked of him. He found himself staring down at his feet for a brief moment, then turned back to look at Pyri, who was staring back at him with a blank expression. 

“It’s your decision, do what you think is best.” Pyri replied.

“No way you pay this guy, right?” Herilon scoffed, and it fell silent once more. “I bet this guy doesn’t even know how to qualify you guys, he’s just going to take the money and run off. I wouldn’t trust a word he says.” He warned Aegis.

“Tsk tsk tsk…. For players like me, living in a network of scammers and cheats… Your reputation is everything. Break your word once, and you’ll never be able to find players willing to team up with you, or make deals with you. I was able to convince my previous companions to work with me solely because my reputation is flawless. I never break an agreement, or go back on my word.” Finley spoke confidently, stepping from the bars. He then slowly began pacing back and forth in the cell in front of them as they all watched his every move intently.

“There’s a method. It’s a one off, meaning if we mess it up, it’s over. You’d need the help of a lot of proxy players, which I can get given my standings within my network. But to pull it off, you need to really know what you are doing. Especially on this short of a time frame that you are asking. I doubt you’d be able to find someone else to do it cheaper.” He paused to smile at Aegis once more. “You were right to come to me, I’m most likely your only chance to get into the tournament. But if my fee is too high for you, you might as well just give up on attending.” 

Aegis listened intently, as did the others, but did not immediately reply. There were several other protests that were muttered under breath by Rakkan, Herilon, Sapphire, and Darkshot. Pyri and Lina however remained completely silent. Pyri’s words rang out through Aegis’ head, reminding him not to trust Finley so easily, but her silence was deafening under the current situation. When Aegis turned to look back at her for guidance, she simply stared back expectantly, leaving him to look to Lina.

Lina wasn’t much help either, she returned a worried stare of uncertainty, and a shrug, causing Aegis to sigh at himself and turn back to Finley.

“Alright.” Aegis cleared his throat. “I’ll hire you to qualify all of us, for five hundred thousand dollars.” Aegis’ words silenced the murmuring of the others. “But, no payment until the job is done.”

“Hm.” Finley eyed him carefully. “And now, how can I trust you?”

“Pfft. Seriously?” Sapphire blurted out.

“What? You think because he’s walking around as the Harbinger of Light, he’s beyond deception?” Finley shook his head at Sapphire.

“Aegis would never trick and lie like that.” Lina spoke loudly on his behalf.

“I’m sure you all believe that. Me, on the other hand, not so much. Payment upfront.” 

“No chance.” Darkshot shouted.

“Don’t do it, no shot he’s going to help you once he’s got his money.” Herilon commented.

“Half up front, half when the job is done. That’s the final offer.” Aegis announced after a moment of consideration.

“Fine.” Finley smiled. “Deal. You have my word, I will do my best to make sure your qualify for the preliminaries of this upcoming monthly tournament.” He extended his hand out through the bars to shake Aegis’. Aegis stared at the hand for a moment, hesitating. Eventually, though, he relented and shook it, much to the dismay of some of his nearby companions.

“I hope you know what you’re doing.” Sapphire shook her head disapprovingly.

“He made the right choice. Once you see the method, you’ll quickly come to realize that I truly was your only option.” Finley replied to Sapphire on Aegis’ behalf, then motioned to the bars. “Now. Do you mind getting me out of here? We’ve got work to do.”

“Ugh…” Herilon groaned in frustration and began fidgeting with his interface. “I’ll let Quinn know the situation. She won’t be happy.” 



Within the following 15 minutes, the group of players were stepping out of the Kordas barracks and onto the streets, under the bright sunlight. This time, their group was one player bigger, Finley bringing up the rear. The moment he stepped out into the sun, he stretched his arms high up towards the sky and sighed.

“Ah… freedom. I missed the warmth of the fake virtual sun.” He cheered with a heavy hint of sarcasm in his voice. The others all turned around to watch him expectantly, waiting for him to finish his moment. When he lowered his arms, he met their eyes and smiled. “Let’s get down to business, shall we?” He suddenly motioned towards the nearby street, where another player could be seen approaching.

Cheryl, with her bright pink hair waving in the wind, walked forward hastily with a big smile on her face.

“What the hell is she doing here?” Lina snapped angrily.

“Oh don’t get so defensive. I’m here to help.” Cheryl smiled as she stepped out of the crowds of the street to stand beside Finley at the base of the barracks steps.

“If we want to pull this off, we’re going to need her help.” Finley explained. “I’ve already been notified of a gold transfer from your friend Chax, so, I suppose we should get started right away. The quicker we get this done, the better. The method I am proposing will take exactly 16 hours. One mistake, and it all falls apart. So you must all follow my instructions to the T. Got it? If you guys mess it up, there’s no refund.” 

“We can follow your instructions.” Aegis spoke on behalf of his group. 

“Good… Now,” Finley turned to Cheryl. “Which one first?”

“Lina. I can do her best.” Cheryl replied excitedly. 

“Right. Good. Lina, come with me.” Finley motioned her over, but she didn’t respond and instead stared at the pair of players like they were crazy. This caused Finley to sigh in frustration. “What’d I just say? Follow my instructions exactly.” He glared at Aegis, who turned to Lina.

“Go, it’ll be okay. He wants his money, right now he’s got a good reason to not turn on us.” Aegis nodded to her, which finally prompted Lina to step forward.

“Okie dokie. I’ll start. Avatar of Loki: Lina!” Cheryl cheered, suddenly transforming into Lina as a perfect copy.

“Heh?” Lina looked at her copy with wide eyes.

“Why?” Aegis looked at Finley in confusion.

“We need to keep them guessing for as long as possible. Like I said, this plan is a one off, and if VGN figures out what we’re up to before we’re done, it’s over. The less you know, the better, because I need you streaming the entire time so they don’t suspect anything. I’ll rotate your party members out one by one and qualify them using my method, and we’ll utilize Cheryl’s avatar skill to hide the fact that your members are missing.” Finley explained.

“Your jobs…” He then motioned to everyone else other than Lina. “Is to just keep training and act like nothing is happening. Got it?” Finley said, and they all nodded back reluctantly. “Good. The Training Hall of Kordas is that way.” Finley pointed towards the western section of the bustling city. “Stream on, right away. Cheryl, don’t forget to act like Lina to the best of your ability.”

“You mean, act like Aegis’ girlfriend? No problem!” Cheryl cheered before running over and grabbing onto Aegis' right arm. Aegis quickly shook her off though as he saw a look of pure rage appearing on the real Lina’s face. 

“C’mon, you’re with me.” Finley motioned Lina to follow him before he began walking into the streets of Kordas.

“It’ll be fine. Trust me.” Aegis said to Lina, causing her to hesitantly nod back and follow after Finley. Once Lina and Finley left, the others all found themselves glaring at the fake Lina.

“Guys, you really need to work on your acting skills. If you can’t pretend I’m the real Lina, this just simply isn’t going to w-w-w-work.” She faked a shy stutter at the end of her sentence before walking forward, leading the group in the direction of the Kordas training grounds.

“I feel like we’re all really going to regret this.” Darkshot sighed, but was the first to start following behind her.

“If it gets us to the tournament to crush Seraxus, it’ll be worth it.” Rakkan replied, following as well. Pyri, Herilon, Sapphire and Aegis went closely behind them. 
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Aegis and his companions spend the entire afternoon at the Kordas Training hall. Rather than utilize any of the facilities, they insead repeatedly sparred with one another on the open sections of the grounds. Pyri showed off to the group several of her new spell combinations, but admittedly held back some from the stream that Aegis was broadcasting.

 His viewership held steady at just under 2 million, while Cheryl did her best to practice her ‘shadow’ skills, though very obviously was nowhere near as skilled as Lina was. Aegis had to hope that no one watching his stream was looking skeptically at her movements - after all, they’d have no reason to suspect that she wasn’t the real Lina, and that was what they were counting on. It was particularly important that Aegis’ viewers didn’t scrutinize because of Cheryl’s lack of modesty when it came to attempting to act out being Aegis’ girlfriend, though Aegis was careful to not be too cold towards her overly forward nature.

 They were all relieved when Aegis got a message from Finley four hours later, stating that Lina was done and they were ready for the next member. 

 Aegis carefully manipulated his positioning and camera visibility to allow for Pyri to leave, the real Lina to return, and Cheryl to change her avatar appearance into Pyri’s. The switch happened smoothly, and off camera, but very quickly so that no one would possibly expect that anything had happened. 

 With real Lina present, Aegis felt a lot more comfortable, and in between sparring with Rakkan, Herilon, and Darkshot, he found a moment where he could pull Lina off to the side and mute his stream.

 “How was it?”

 “I’m qualified. It wasn’t easy, but Finley is right. It’s better we don’t talk about it, his method is really easy to sabotage.” Lina explained quickly and quietly. Aegis nodded back at her before quickly unmuting his stream and going back to sparring. 



 Makaroth sat in the Meeting Chamber of the Sages of Paradigm’s guild hall, far off on the island of Savringard, several long hours after Aegis and Finley had begun the execution of their plan. Sitting with him were the many other officers of his guild, as well as several low level unguilded players. The hall itself was luxurious, decorated with golden dragon statues lining the round walls intermittently. The table had a beautiful centerpiece of living, wriggling flowers of a variety of colors sitting in a silver vase. Their movements were slow so that you’d only notice them moving if staring directly at them, but once caught, your gaze was hard to remove from them. 

 Heavily armored players with glows emitting from pauldrons, hilts, helmets and capes were all that sat present here at this found table, and they were all deep in discussion about the upcoming event.

 “Remember, it’s unlikely we’ll be able to beat Seraxus. It’d be nice if you could,” Makaroth spoke directly to Synopse who sat across from him. “But if you can’t, we’ve got a deal with them to at least let the matches be close, and push it to the 5th round of the best of five. That’ll keep everyone on the edge of their seats.”

 “Also extend the viewership time on the event, allowing for more ad space.” One of the unguilded players commented, revealing a VGN logo stitched onto their simple leather armor. 

 “So you’re saying if I can’t beat him, at least I should put on a good show?” Synopse glared at Makaroth, and he picked up on this hint of aggression.

 “I’m not saying I don’t believe you’ll win. You’re the best PvPer we have in this guild, and your team looks promising. I’m just saying it for the just-in-case scenario.” Makaroth spoke in a friendly tone. “I’ve got full faith in your abilities as a Chronomage, especially with that artifact staff. In fact, we might as well give the reverse warning - don’t stomp him too hard in 3 rounds. A clean sweep would be a bit sad.” Makaroth laughed, prompting other officers present in the room to laugh along with him, including his wife Lilya.

 “Right.” Synpose nodded back hesitantly. 

 “Unfortunately, there’s no way for us to arrange the brackets in our favor. The game is designed in a way that all those who make it past preliminaries are placed into the top 16 bracket randomly. We’ll just have to hope for favorable matchups. A battle against Feng’s guild, the Korean guild Ev.xO or the Spanish guild Sin Eaters would all bring in great viewership numbers. The only extremely disappointing outcome would be if our big showdown happens in the first round.” The VGN employee chimed in again.

 “Ah, well, we’ll just have to hope for the best.” Makaroth shrugged. “And what about Yumily?”

 “Yes, Yumily will be performing a concert at the arena before the matches begin. She’s already scheduled to perform, we’re just waiting for the location of the tournament to be announced. That is also random, we won’t know until the preliminary rounds are concluded in 6 days.” The employee replied.

 “Right. With Yumily there, that’ll put all of the world's eyes on the tournament. Everyone who matters will show up for the big day.” Makaroth smirked proudly to himself, getting big smiles from his officers across the room. “We aren’t going to have any expected guests, right?” He turned once more to the VGN employee.

 “Hm. Nope, as it is…” The employee began fidgeting around in their interface for a long few moments. “The registration for all qualifying smaller tournaments are still locked up until after the date of the tournament. There’s no gladiator points registered to the Player Aegis from Kalmoore.” The employee clarified.

 “Good.”

 “Kinda mean to block him like this, dontcha think?” Another officer in the room chimed him, which got a few chuckles from the others.

 “He needs to learn some respect, and words don’t really reach his ears.” Makaroth replied dismissively. “With his attitude, he’d ruin the vibe and mood of the whole tournament anyway. It’s two birds with one stone, really. He’ll learn his place, and we’ll ensure we put on the greatest show any viewer of the Shattered World has ever seen.” Makaroth smiled. 

 “It’s going to be so epic!” Lilya cheered excitedly, followed by several other cheers.

 “Wait… that’s odd…” The VGN employee was still fidgeting around with their interface, scrunching their eyebrows in confusion at what they were looking at.

 “What’s odd?” Synopse asked curiously.

 “Well, Aegis has no points, but… three of his party members have enough to participate…”

 “Heh?” Makaroth’s eyes went wide.

 “Which ones?” Synopse asked.

 “Looks like… Lina, Pyri, and Rakkan.” The employee explained.

 “How?” Lilya asked with a hint of worry in her voice.

 “I’m not sure…” The VGN employee responded anxiously.

 “I thought you said all of the 3v3 matches were booked up?” Makaroth confirmed.

 “They were. They are. There’s no way they participated and won two three vs three tournaments.” He answered quickly.

 “Pull up his livestream.” Makaroth ordered one of the other officers present. He quickly fidgeted with his own interface, until a guild hall display screen appeared floating above the center of the table, visible for all present players to see. It was a live-stream viewer of Aegis’ livestream

 On the display, Aegis stood within the training hall with his companions, including Herilon and Sapphire. Like he’d been doing the previous weeks, he was intensely training with the others, practicing their weapon skills and attacking methods while Sapphire stood back and kept their health up.

 “They’re just training.” Lilya commented, while everyone else watched the stream in silence. 

 “If they were just training, how are they qualifying?” Another officer chimed in, followed by more intense stares.

 “There… that’s odd…” Synopse broke the silence, pointing intensely at the screen as Darkshot was on display firing a volley at Aegis.

 “What?”

 “The ranger, Darkshot… His bird is not with him. It’s off to the side, on Sapphire’s shoulders instead.” Synopse pointed this out quickly.

 “So?” Lilya replied with a confused look.

 “Why wouldn’t Darkwing sit on his shoulder? I’ve studied their playstyle quite a bit. That bird always sits on his shoulder.” Synopse answered.

 “It could just be resting. Their training is pretty intense.” A fourth player joined into the conversation as they all watched Aegis’ stream intently.

 “Yeah but, why are they even bothering with training? They should’ve given up on participating. But somehow, they’re still qualifying one by one.” Calikgos spoke up for the first time.

 “Uh…” The VGN player spoke up nervously, drawing all eyes unto himself. “You’re not going to believe this, but Darkshot just earned enough gladiator points as well. I watched it happen - he went from 0 to 100.” 

 “What?” Makaroth shouted in disbelief, standing up from the table. 

 “How’s that possible? He’s right in front of us. Is this a past broadcast?” Lilya asked.

 “It’s live…” The officer who turned the livestream feed on declared.

 “That’s…” Synopse stood up and squinted his eyes at the screen closely. “That’s not Darkshot.” He finally spotted enough odd movements in Cheryl’s performance to say it with certainty. “That’s most likely a disguise. Perhaps the Avatar of Loki player is back, helping them.”

 “That’s unlikely. You really think they’d work with those guys after they tried to sink their island?” Calikgos asked no one in particular.

 “That kid will do anything to get back at me.” Makaroth answered, clenching his fists on the table. “How are they qualifying?” Makaroth asked everyone around him. “Anyone? Any ideas? They’ve still gotta qualify Aegis, and he’s the streamer. Loki won’t work on him.” He paused, waiting for a response, but got nothing. “Come on people.” Makaroth clapped angrily, startling a few of them in their chairs at his sudden change in demeanor - seeing him this angry wasn’t something they were accustomed to. 

 “Uhm… whatever it was, it was worth 100 points. The standard tournaments only reward 50 points for reaching first place.” The VGN employee answered timidly.

 “So? What structured PvP event rewards 100 points?” Makaroth asked the table expectantly, but still got no response. “Anyone? Come on? Any ideas? One of you must have something, we’ve got the top players in this entire game world sitting in this room.” 

 “Sorry, I don’t really pay attention to much PvP stuff.” Calikgos replied apologetically.

 “Me too.” Lilya added.

 “Well…” Synopse began frantically fidgeting through his interface, checking over the database for any information he could find, until finally, he landed on something. “No way...” Synopse said with wide-eyes of disbelief.

 “What? What is it?” 

 “Brawler’s Tournament. Underground thieves and fighters guilds, certain ones are sanctioned to be recognized by the official PvP tournaments.” Synopse explained.

 “What the hell is a Brawler’s Tournament?” Makaroth asked him quickly.

 “It’s a Free for all tournament. 16 players participate, only, no one ever does it because if you lose, you can drop items on death and the victor can loot them. There is a modifier for combatants to increase the chance of them dropping items and gold on death as well, and it has a minimum gold participation cost. The outcome is also often completely unpredictable, but if you win one of those brawls, you earn 100 gladiator points.” Synopse explained.

 “That’s gotta be how they’re doing it.” Calikgos shrugged.

 “Fill up all registration slots for all of the remaining brawls. Right now.” Makaroth turned to the VGN employee.

 “Wha? I uh… I don’t really know where to sign up for those events. We’re also pretty low on proxies, we’ve already had to hire out of firm to fill up the tournament slots.” The VGN employee pulled back from him, wincing in anticipation of his response.

 “I don’t care how you do it, get those brawl slots filled, now!” Makaroth shouted.

 “Makaroth… relax. Is it really that big of a deal if they qualify?” Synopse tried to calm him down. Makaroth didn’t answer with words, but instead glared back at him. 



 “Shows over!” Finley shouted as he ran up towards Aegis with Darkshot by his side.

 “Huh? Wait, what? What are you doing?” Aegis looked at him in surprise, but had no time to react in any meaningful way to hide Finley from his broadcast. 

 “Forget about that, they’re already onto us. We’ve gotta move quickly.” Finley grabbed his shoulder and yanked Aegis away, while simultaneously Cheryl warped out of her Darkshot transformation and back into her real form.

 “Go quick, Aegis!” Darkshot urged him to follow Finley without resisting. Finley pulled Aegis through the streets quickly, with all others racing to keep up with them. Players and NPCs alike were pushed aside by the players, some grumbling at how rude they were to rush through the streets like that, whilst others were excited to see Aegis passing by with his large livestream viewership.

 “What’s going on?” Aegis asked as they moved, Finley was able to release Aegis’ arm so that the two began running side by side.

 “I told you it was a one off, and if they figured out what we were doing they could easily mess with it. They figured it out, we’ve gotta register you fast before it’s too late. My proxies aren’t even ready yet.” Finley grumbled in frustration - he was fidgeting with his interface now while running alongside Aegis.

 They quickly made their way through several intersections towards a section of Kordas that Aegis had never visited before. It was on the shady side, with strange merchants lining the streets wearing overly baggy clothing and staring curiously at them as they ran past.

 Eventually though, Finley turned off the street into an old rundown building that was squished between many others of likeness. The door into the building squeaked on its hinges and looked as though it might fall off at any moment, and the floorboards squeaked and bent under his and Finley’s weight. A small entry hall with deteriorating wooden pillars stood before them, with a counter on the far side. An old, balding and wrinkled human male NPC sat behind the counter, looking up at them as they entered.

 “He’d like to register for the next brawler tournament.” Finley said.

 “Very well, there is a small f-” Before the old man could finish his sentence, Finley slapped a pouch of coins onto the counter. 

 “Aegis has now been registered for the upcoming brawl. It begins in three hours, 40 minutes.” The NPC spoke robotically.

 “Show me a list of the other registered participants.” Finley ordered him, while Aegis stood back to watch a transparent list of players appear floating above the counter. As it appeared, their other companions all arrived at the building behind them and entered, including Cheryl.

 The list on display was of 16 slots, 13 of them filled with names of players at level 150. One of the names on the list was Aegis.

 “Shit.” Finley read over their names quickly. “None of these are mine.” He said with a worried tone as slot 14, and then 15 filled up. “These are all VGN guys. Fuck.” Finley frantically wriggled into his inventory and slapped another gold pouch on the counter. “Register me.” Finley ordered the NPC.

 “Very well.” The NPC replied, and a moment later, the 16th name on the list to appear was Finley’s. Finley then let out a frustrated sigh.

 “Whoooo boy.” Cheryl chuckled, whilst no one else seemed to grasp the situation.

 “What’s going on?” Aegis asked Finley.

 “They figured out how we were earning points. I was using proxy players to rig these FFA brawls, to guarantee that your party won each brawl, earning them 100 gladiator points one at a time. But, this time…” Finley looked over the list more closely. “This FFA match isn’t going to be rigged.”

 “No big deal, right? There’s two of you in, and it’s just an FFA. You should still be able to win, right?” Sapphire asked, but she got no response as a tense air filled the room. 

 “You’re mistaken.” Finley shook his head at her. “These names… they’re all VGN proxies.” As he spoke, Cheryl had to hold back laughter.

 “You’re totally about to lose all your gold you just got hired for.” she said to Finley.

 “You’re saying it’s not going to be an FFA at all?” Pyri confirmed, to which Finley nodded and locked eyes with Aegis.

 “Hope all that PvP practice pays off. ‘Cause they’re going to block registration for the rest of the brawler matches. This’ll be your only shot to qualify. And it’s going to be a 2 vs 14 match.” Finley spoke coldly. 
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A transparent screen remained suspended above the wooden table at the center of the Sages of Destiny’s meeting hall. Makaroth leaned forward with his elbows on the table, chin resting on his clenched hands with his fingers intertwined. He silently glared up at the screen alongside all of his guildmates, and the VGN representatives. Not a word was spoken from any of them, nor did any sound come from the livestream that was displayed on the screen before him.

 They all watched intently at the reactions of Aegis, visible on his livestream as he stared wide-eyed in the direction of the old man behind the counter. The registration list remained floating there, with Aegis, Finley, and the names of 14 other players visible. Finley, too, stood alongside Aegis staring at the list. It was a long 15 seconds of total silence, both on the stream, and in the guild hall.

 “Those are ours?” Makaroth asked finally, breaking the silence. His words were directed at the VGN employee, but his eyes didn’t shift from the screen.

 “Y…yes. We grabbed who we could on such short notice.” The employee replied nervously.

 “How good are they? Who are they?” Makaroth asked impatiently.

 “Uhm…” The VGN employee began frantically fidgeting with his interface to find a suitable answer, but he was beaten to it.

 “I recognize three of them.” Synopse spoke up, squinting at the broadcast of Aegis’ livestream to look at the list of 16 registered users. “Ioen, the ranger…” Synopse pointed out the name with his index finger on the transparent screen, leaning over the table. “He’s famous for leading mercenary groups to victory in numerous major siege PvP battles. He’s skilled in organizing and leading groups of players that have never played together before.”

 “A strategist?” Lilya asked, and Synopse nodded back to confirm.

 “How is a strategist going to be useful in an FFA battle?” Makaroth grumbled under his breath.

 “C’mon.” Calikgos huffed air and chuckled at the tension still hovering in the air amongst them. “You guys, it's 14 vs 2. You really think those guys stand a chance?” He said with a big grin. Makaroth and Synopse both turned to glare at him, but before they could utter a response, sound once again began coming from Aegis’ livestream, drawing their attention towards it.



 “There’s two of you, right? So is it still possible?” Darkshot asked.

 “Heh.” Finley responded mockingly while shaking his head.

 “What? Aegis is really good. You are pretty good too, aren’t you?” Darkshot replied.

 “It’s not so much about skill…” Aegis mumbled to himself as he looked down to his feet, his mind going deep into thought.

 “Why not? It’s always about skill.” Darkshot protested.

 “The problem is going to be the action economy.” Pyri stepped in to explain while Finley and Aegis’ minds both drifted off. This caused the others to turn their attention to her as she took a deep breath and shrugged. “For every one action or decision that Aegis and Finley make, their opponents will make 14. That means that the quality of their actions, skills, and attacks need to be 7 times more valuable than those of their opponents. That’s incredibly challenging to pull off. Especially if their enemies are organized and working as a team.” 

 “Are you sure those 14 players are all going to be working together?” Sapphire asked while motioning to the list.

 “Pretty much.” Cheryl replied.

 “Yep.” Finley said as well. 

 “Damn.” Sapphire grumbled back.

 “There’s still one thing in your favor…” Herilon stepped forward to stand alongside Aegis and Finley, eying the list more carefully. “Even if they’re working together, the rules of the FFA battle will forbid them from partying with one another. That means they won’t be able to heal or buff each other, and there will be friendly fire.” Herilon paused as he looked to Aegis, whose attention he had gotten from these words. The two briefly exchanged looks as Aegis gave him a knowing nod. “If you can take advantage of that, you might have a chance.”

 “Tch.” Finley shook his head as he turned from the group, and began walking out of the building.

 “Where are you going?” Rakkan asked as he walked by Cheryl, who quickly moved to follow behind him as he stepped through the worn doorway. 

 “Putting all my gold and items in storage, so I don’t drop it when I die. I suggest you do the same, Aegis.” Finley replied, his voice trailing off as he and Cheryl disappeared through the threshold. They shut the creaky door behind them, leaving the group in silence once more - only this time all of them were pondering the situation. Suddenly, though, Aegis jerked his head upwards at the list of registered players once more, squinting his eyes at them.

 “If these aren’t directly employed by VGN, they had to be hired players, right? Mercenaries?” Aegis asked.

 “Most likely.” Herilon shrugged back.

 “How did they hire them? How do you hire mercenaries in the game to do things like this?” 

 “Usually they list themselves for hire in mercenary guilds.” Lina answered enthusiastically.

 “So these guys, they should have listings somewhere, right?” Aegis turned to her, and she nodded back.

 “I think so…” Lina replied hesitantly, while everyone else jumped into action by opening up their interfaces. Their fingers were pressing transparent screens floating in front of their faces that only they could see, and Sapphire was the first to get a hit.

 “Yep. Got three of them, they’re all members of the same mercenary guild based out of Lanusk.” Sapphire exclaimed excitedly. “They’re pretty pricey to hire, but they’ll deny they’ve been hired and do just about anything for you… Unfortunately, it doesn’t look like they’re open to be re-hired.”

 “Re-hired?” Darkshot looked at her with raised eyebrows.

 “Yeah…” Sapphire shrugged back, glancing between Darkshot and Aegis. “I mean, that’s why you want us to look them up right? If you can outbid VGN, they’ll join your side?”

 “No.” Aegis quickly shook his head. “That’s not the reason. I’m not going to pay anyone else. Can you send me their listings?” He asked Sapphire.

 “Sure.” She fidgeted with her interface a bit more before Aegis received a message from her on his friends list, detailing the web address of the mercenary listings. Once he had it, he pulled it up into his own interface.

 The listing displayed before him was indeed matching one of the names of the players registered for the brawl, and it contained a great deal of information on the hired player - including their class, equipment, and skills. Specialization, and recorded video montages of their greatest accomplishments were also included in the listening, to help sell themselves as a mercenary.

 “Are all listings for hiring mercenary players like this?” Aegis confirmed once he had finished reading over it in detail.

 “More or less.” Sapphire shrugged.

 “As far as I know.” Herilon also replied.

 “Good. Okay.” Aegis took a deep breath and looked over his companions. “I need your help. I need you guys to find the mercenary listings for all fourteen of these players, as soon as possible.”

 “Okay… but…” Sapphire replied curiously while Lina, Rakkan, Darkshot and Pyri immediately got to work without question. “May I ask why?”

 “Because friendly fire isn’t the only advantage I can have going into this.” Aegis grinned at her.



 Finley stood in front of a large wooden door, a huge iron lock placed above the handle that he was in the process of unlocking. He’d pulled a big iron key out of his inventory to click the lock open, then began shuffling items out of his inventory and placing them down inside the large storage chamber behind the door - it was already filled with quite a few sealed crates and barrels that lined the back wall.

 Cheryl stood in the doorway, unable to enter the player-exclusive area, but watched Finley with her arms crossed.

 “You’re really going in that brawl to help him? I don’t think that was included in what he paid you for. You’re risking a lot, for nothing.” Cheryl sighed.

 “Heh.” He shook his head without turning back to look at her. “You’ve got a lot to learn still, Cheryl.”

 “What’dya mean?” She squinted at him curiously. 

 “When there is conflict, there is money to be made on both sides. Picking a side is a mistake. You should always set yourself up to be beneficial to both.” 

 “How is you signing up to help out Aegis in the brawl doing that, exactly?” Cheryl asked curiously. To this question, Finley simply turned to look her in the eyes and smiled deviously.



 Makaroth and his companions continued to watch Aegis’ stream, but there wasn’t much to be seen. Most of what Aegis was doing was through his interface, and his interface was being hidden from the stream. This left the majority of the entertainment and informational value of his stream to come from Hae-won, but she’d entered into an off-topic rant about autopod brands with the viewers in Aegis’ livestream chat.

 “He’s not going to be able to outbid VGN on any of those mercenary contracts, is he?” Lilya asked the VGN employee, who shook his head profusely at this.

 “Absolutely not. Our contracts are rock solid.” 

 “Good.” Liyla smiled.

 “Then, why’s he want to look them all up?” Calikgos asked.

 “He probably wants t-” Synpose was interrupted by loud knocking on the large pair of double doors leading into their guild hall’s meeting chamber. Following the knock, two players pushed the doors open and stepped inside.

 Both players were familiar to the officers of the Sages of Destiny, but for different reasons. One of the players was a member of their guild, escorting the other into the room. The other had the name [Emerill - Level 159] sitting above his head.

 “You’re one of the dark players that attacked Kalmoore, aren’t you?” Calikgos asked curiously.

 “I am indeed. Greetings! It’s a pleasure to meet you all.” Emerill smiled.

 “His friends are the ones helping Aegis.” Liyla mumbled to Makaroth.

 “Why’d you let him in here?” Makaroth motioned towards the guildmate of his that was walking in the room alongside Emerill. 

 “Because I have a proposal for you. On behalf of my companion Finley.” Emeril bowed dramatically. These words were met by a curious silence, as Makaroth exchanged looks with Synopse briefly. 

 “I’m listening.” Makaroth replied while crossing his arms and glaring across the table at Emerill, who stood opposite him. 

 “For the price of 2 million USD, Finley will turn on Aegis in the brawl, guaranteeing his elimination from this upcoming tournament.” Emerill spoke proudly. Immediately after the words left his mouth, several officers began to chuckle, including Calikgos.

 “2 Million? Are you insane? Why would we pay that when we already have the advantage?” Calikgos spoke in a condescending tone.

 “An advantage, yes. But it’s not guaranteed to go your way. I can speak from first hand experience, Aegis is very persistent.” Emerill shrugged.

 “Your friend is the reason we’ve even got this problem in the first place. We’re not dealing with you, get lost.” Makaroth replied coldly.

 “Very well.” Emerill sighed. “I’ll be hanging around outside your guild hall, in case you change your mind.” Emerill gave a slight nod and smile before turning to leave the room - the other member of their guild that had led him inside the chamber followed him out and shut the doors behind him with a loud bang.

“This is getting ridiculous. This kid doesn’t even like games, and he’s causing so much trouble.” Makaroth grumbled to himself before turning his sights on the VGN employee once more. “Make sure you tell these mercenaries to crush those two idiots.” 

“Yes sir.” The employee replied. 



 Three hours went by in no time at all. At no point did Aegis or his companions step foot outside of the run-down registration building. The elderly NPC sitting behind the counter paid no mind to their presence as the group repeatedly exchanged information with one another by utilizing their friends list and interfaces.

 It wasn’t until exactly 5 minutes before the brawl’s starting time that Finley and Cheryl re-appeared, swinging the creaking door open wide. The door was irritatingly loud on its rusty hinges, but it drew no attention from Aegis or the others.

 “Don’t tell me you haven’t even left this room? You’re out of time, you realize that, right?” Finley asked, but got no response. Aegis was focused intently on his interface, not realizing that his viewership numbers were quickly creeping up to 2.5 million. Word quickly spread of the upcoming brawl, and the fact that Makaroth wasn’t currently streaming helped with the promotion of the event. Not only that, but several other non-VGN streamers who stood in defiance of Seraxus’ reign of terror were doing their part in hyping up Aegis, including the largest german guild Schadenfreude. 

 “Hello?” Finley snapped his fingers loudly, finally getting Aegis’ attention. 

 “Five minutes left. We can enter the tournament grounds already pre-emptively. We should enter at the same time so we get adjacent starting positions.” Finley spoke loudly.

 “Right. Good thinking.” Aegis nodded back, finally closing out of his interface. As he did, so did the others, and they all exchanged anxious looks.

 “You’re ready? Did you drop off your items in the storage hall as to not drop any of it?” 

 “Huh? No. No time.” Aegis shook his head. 

 “You might want to get on that.” Finley replied.

 “Nah. It’ll be fine.” Aegis answered, causing Finley to smirk.

 “Cheeky lil kid.” He added with a head shake. “Alright. Suit yourself. I’m going in now.” Finley waved at him before walking to the old man. “I’m registered for the upcoming brawl. I’m ready to participate.” Finley said, and within an instant, Finley’s character avatar dissipated into white light and disappeared - he was transported into the PvP arena. 

 “Good luck cutie.” Cheryl winked before stepping out of the building by herself. Once she was gone, Aegis took a deep nervous breath and shrugged his shoulders. His eyes wandered amongst his companions who all stared back at him, looking just as nervous as he was.

 “Good luck.” Lina stepped forward and gave Aegis a quick kiss, her and his face blushing bright red afterwards.

 “Thanks.” Aegis nodded, then stepped towards the elderly NPC. Before he could speak, Pyri placed her hand on his shoulder to stop him.

 “Aegis. Don’t trust Finley, no matter what. If he looks like he’s switching sides…”

 “Why would he switch sides? I paid him.” Aegis raised his eyebrows at her. She shook her head dismissively and ignored this question.

 “If he starts acting suspiciously… even a little bit. Knock his ass out. Got it?” Pyri replied. Aegis nodded back, causing Pyri to release her hand from his shoulder. 

 “I’m registered for the upcoming brawl. I’m ready to participate.” Aegis copied Finley word for word, and instantly after he’d finished speaking, his vision went blank. Like Finley, his body was seen dissipating into light by his companions as he was taken out of the registration hall and transported into the brawl arena.

 Within seconds, his body reformed on top of a small circular stone pedestal. The outerrim of the pedestal had a transparent blue wall around it that went up to the open sky above. The first thing Aegis did was try touching the wall, but it was solid despite being made up of wavy blue light and being easily seen through. 




	
Please wait for the match to begin.

 Match begins in: 3:25








The message popped up in his face as a reaction to him touching the blue wall, and he quickly waved it off. From there, he decided to properly take in the rest of his surroundings. He spotted 15 other identical circular altars spread out in a large circle around him, in a round arena with a sandy, stone-tiled flat arena not too unlike the ones he’d done his intermediate quests in. 

 Each and every one of the circular altars had another combatant waiting on it, also trapped within their blue walls and waiting for the timer to countdown. The nearest altar to his left contained Finley, who exchanged looks with Aegis briefly.

 “You’re certain they’re all against us?” Aegis asked him.

 “The moment you appeared, they all started doing that.” Finley answered, gesturing towards the other players. Aegis followed the gesture with his eyes and saw what Finley meant. Every single one of the other fourteen players were glaring in his direction. It sent an anxious chill down Aegis’ spine - not a single one of them was anything less than level 150. 

 “They’re not the best PvPers in the world, but this is a paycheck for them. They make a living off of this. You better be ready, because you are their meal ticket. They will stop at nothing to take you down. This isn’t a game to them.” Finley spoke ominously. “Go all out from the start. You won’t get a second chance to regret it.” 

 “Got it.” Aegis replied as he eyed the timer counting down as red numbers floating at the top of his peripheral vision. With one minute remaining, he carefully equipped his shield to his back, and his claws to his hands, drawing out the blades from his knuckles thanks to his redesign of the item.



 “This is suicide.” Hae-won whispered nervously to herself, allowing Aegis’ now 2.6 million viewers to hear her.

 “This is content.” Tommy responded, currently in a voice call with her in Shinji - though Aegis’ viewers couldn’t hear him. Shinji said nothing, looking intently at the still broadcast, stretching out his fingers as he prepared for the action that was to come.



 “Yo what?” Seraxus said to himself as he caught a slew of messages streaming through his chat. “That Shattered guy is that desperate to qualify? He teamed up with the Harbinger of Darkness?”

 “Shit, this I gotta see.” Zuon heard Seraxus speaking to his viewers as they walked side by side. Zuon began frantically fidgeting with his interface to pull up Aegis’ livestream.



 “C’mon kid.” Quinn mumbled, as she and Ren watched Aegis’ stream being displayed on a large screen within a Kordas tavern. She was accompanied by nearly all of her guild, as well as Christoph and Artaphernes. Where Aegis had left them behind, all of his party members, Sapphire, and Herilon too had pulled up his livestream. Within the town of Rene, his council members were all spectating as well, pausing whatever current tasks they were doing. Amlie stopped in the middle of tending to her fields, while Ruffily stopped mid-construction of a building. A screen of Aegis’ stream was on full display within Erikson’s tavern as well.



 “Yuki, are you watching? This doesn’t look good.” Yumily messaged Yuki nervously as she and her fellow band-mates were watching Aegis’ stream on the deck of their Airship. It was sailing high above the abyss, in-between islands.

 

 “I can’t watch. I’m busy.” Yuki replied to the message as she was focused on her task at hand within the crafting chamber of the Night Hunter’s guild hall - she was working intensely alongside Tullan who was covered in sweat, hammering away at the mithral form of Aegis shield. “I need to be done for when he wins.” Yuki added confidently.



 “This kid, does he ever get tired of being the center of attention?” Feng laughed to his guildmates that sat around him in a tavern with Aegis’ stream on full display. “Why’s he qualifying like this? Why not the normal way.” He shook his head mockingly at the situation. Makaroth, on the other hand, watched the stream silently alongside his officers. He had no comments to make, instead simply glaring at the timer to the match as it counted down.






	Match begins in 10… 9… 8…






 Aegis took a deep breath, eying the counter one final time before glancing between his opponents. Staffs were glowing, arrows were knocked, blades were unsheathed.




	7… 6… 5…






 “Here goes nothing.” Finley spoke ominously.




	4… 3… 2…






 “Avatar of Darkness.”

 “Avatar of Eirene.” In unison, wings of light and shadow erupted from their backs and bright glows of black and and white clashed with one another.




	1… Match start.
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The blue wall came down just as Aegis inhaled as much oxygen as his lungs could hold, as if preparing to dive into a deep ocean. His ear rang out with a moment of deafening silence as time seemed to stand still, but only for a moment.

 The silence was replaced by the whistling sound of an arrow soaring through the air towards him, but he’d already tilted his head to the side to allow it to soar over his right shoulder. Following this, black smoke erupted all around him - a result of one of the other combatants being a shadow dancer and throwing a smoke bomb at him. It blinded his vision momentarily, which he was able to correct by flapping his white wings, but the smoke had served its purpose.

 A shadow dancer had teleported behind him and struck out at his back with their daggers, while simultaneously a globe of water suddenly appeared around his head, encapsulating his airways and preventing him from breathing further. Within those first two seconds he’d been blinded by smoke, and was being drowned by a wizards magic, while under assault from an unseen ranger and shadow dancer. All sounds became muffled due to the water bubble around his head, but he vaguely could make out the call out of a dragoon skill.

 From Finley’s point of view, he saw Aegis disappear into the dark smoke, then watched as all of the other combatants not wielding staves or bows begin charging towards him. All but for the spear-wielding dragoon class player who leapt up into the air at great height with his spear glowing bright orange.

 “Sky Piercing Dive!” The Dragoon shouted before lunging through the air towards Aegis like a bullet. Finley launched himself off the ground and intercepted the dragoon’s attack by body checking him to the side, causing his trajectory to shift and crash into the ground a good distance away from Aegis. The ground cracked and erupted in dust and small chunks of broken tiles and sand due to the impact.

 “Cinderstorm!” A wizard called out, drawing Finley’s attention. He saw a young gnomish female with fiery red hair wielding a glowing red staff, directing 5 multicast cinderbolt orbs through the sky towards him. He swatted at the orbs with his wings but to no avail, they stuck to him like magnets. Seeing this, Finley postured himself to charge at her, but a battlemaster rushed at him to block his path instead, all 5 floating weapons in tow. In addition, the dragoon that he had body checked quickly recovered and was turning to engage him as well. 

 Another battlemaster, seeing Finley occupied, decided to ignore him and join in with an assassin, monk, druid and cleric as they rushed towards Aegis within his smoke cloud, still obscured from the others briefly. It was in this brief moment that Finley caught a glimpse of the second wizard, a demi-human with orange fox ears, wielding his staff and concentrating on the aquatic magic that was being used to drown Aegis. 

 All of this happened so quickly that Finley almost forgot he wasn’t fighting alone, and turned to look at Aegis as he finished clearing off the black smoke with his wings. With the smoke gone, his white wing form was revealed to the players - in his left hand he was tightly clutching the wrist of the shadow dancer that had attempted to strike at him from behind and refused to let him go. It was a human male, wearing dark leather armor, and he began struggling against Aegis’ grip.

 Aegis didn’t let up, though. Instead, he turned to face the shadow dancer with his back towards the rest of the players charging at him from across the arena floor, and with his free hand he began striking out at the shadow dancer with his Jealousy Claws.

 The shadow dancer used one hand to parry Aegis’ strikes, the other to strike out at Aegis, but Aegis ignored the damage from the attacks to prioritize dealing damage to the shadow dancer as quickly as possible. Even parried strikes dealt damage, and with consumables not being allowed and no team work, Aegis knew the shadow dancer couldn’t last long under these conditions. All he had to do was not let go. All while not being able to breath or see clearly, due to the globe of water being held around his head by the demi-human wizard.

 “Get him off me!” The shadow dancer shouted in frustration, his voice muffled as it reached Aegis’ ears through the water.

 “Quake strike!” Another muffled voice called out from the center of the arena, followed by the player's large maul being slammed into the arena floor. Immediately upon impact, the ground of the arena began to crack and shake violently, breaking apart and causing chunks of rock and tiled stone to jut upwards - the floor became unstable, uneven, and difficult to navigate. 

 Aegis was thrown off balance briefly, but quickly dug his wings into the ground to hold himself steady so that he was not forced to release the shadow dancer. Then, ranged attacks were bombarded towards him. A crossbow bolt was fired from the Battlemaster who was running towards him, and a barrage of multishot arrows were redirected at him from an unseen ranger in the distance.

 The fastest of the other melee fighters, the monk and druid, both arrived at Aegis’ back and began striking out at him. The monk opened with a flying kick, which Aegis blocked with a projected shield, throwing off the monk player's momentum. The druid shifted into a large spiked cobra beast and slithered through the quaked floor using strange, seemingly unpredictable movements before coiling his head back and lunging at Aegis’ ankle. Before hitting, though, a second projected shield appeared in front of the strike and blocked it.

 The druid and monk pulled back and tried to strike again, as Aegis walked aggressively away from them - leaning into the shadow dancer whose wrist he continued to tightly grip. This allowed him the most amount of time possible to continue to strike at the shadow dancer before the other melee fighters arrived. The speed of the monk and druid's attacks, coupled with the parries and dagger strikes of the shadow dancer he was grappling with, were proving troublesome, though.

 “Aura of healing.” Aegis cast, to begin the process of his self-recovery.

 “He’s blocking everything.” The monk shouted in frustration as he attempted to maneuver around Aegis to get at him from different angles. “He’s keeping his shield on his back, but blocking everything with projections.”

 “He can’t block everything.” The maul-wielding player shouted as he leapt into the air and crashed downward through the sky towards where Aegis was standing. Aegis jumped forward to avoid it, pulling the shadow dancer along with him and slamming him into the outer wall of the arena.

 “Tch, unbelievable.” The shadow dancer cried out as he watched Aegis pull back his right claw one last time, striking the shadow dancer and killing him.

 “Combatant Daelor has been eliminated.” A robotic female voice echoed out across the arena as the body of the shadow dancer faded from the arena, dropping his daggers and black leather armor on the ground at where his feet had been.

 Hearing this, Finley took a moment from parrying, dodging, and otherwise retaliating against the Dragoon and Battlemaster that were on him. He glanced towards Aegis and saw the players swarming towards him, as well as the globe of water still stuck on his head. He then once more briefly glanced at the two wizards that were keeping their distance from the battle - one wizard was focusing on cinder bolts that were slowly burning down his health, and one wizard was focusing on a water spell that was drowning Aegis, risking draining his stamina rapidly the moment he ran out of breath.

 “Gotta take one of them out.” Finley mumbled to himself.

 “Don’t think so, pal.” The battlemaster engaged with him replied, sending his 7 weapons down at Finley from the front, whilst the dragoon lunged at him from behind.

 “It’s not like you can stop me. I’m a harbinger of darkness.” Finley replied before launching himself off the ground and flapping his wings violently, soaring high into the air. The dragoon, with skills that enhanced his jumping power, was able to launch into the sky after him, but not quick enough.

 “PIERCING DARKNESS!” Finley shouted, waving his greatsword in the direction of the water casting wizard. A black wave of thick dark magical energy shot out from the end of Finley’s greatsword while simultaneously he was stabbed in the back by the dragoon while the dragoon’s spear was emitting a red light.

 “I know that hurts.” The dragoon smirked.

 “Not as much as my attack.” Finley gestured with a nod down at the wizard, who was caught off guard by the aerial attack and the speed at which it shot through the air. It pierced the head of the wizard, dealing a massive amount of damage and killing him instantly. 

 “Combatant Bamrek has been eliminated.”

 Finley did a quick 360 swing of his sword mid-air to clear the dragoon off of him, forcing the dragoon to pull his spear out from Finley’s back and drop back down to the ground, landing gracefully. Finley had no time to relax, though, as two separate arrow barrages came soaring at him from different directions, forcing him to focus on flying out of their path. Unfortunately, though, the arrows were redirected and began following him through the sky. 

 He was flying faster than them, but he saw no form of suitable cover that he could use to absorb the impacts of the arrows for him, and there were far too many - if he let them catch up to him he’d be taken out. He was quickly regretting taking to the skies, given the disadvantageous position he was now in, and the Dragoon, Battlemaster and Wizard players all saw it as they stared at him from below, waiting for him to attempt to land so that they could strike. All while the cinderbolts continued to slowly burn down his health.

 Aegis, on the other hand, now with both of his hands free, immediately turned from the outer wall of the arena and charged at his incoming opponents. First the monk struck him, then the druid in his cobra-form. Following this, he took a nasty hit on his arm from the maul-wielding fighter that let out a loud, bone crackling sound that caused Aegis to wince from the pain. The monk then followed up, pursing Aegis and punching him several more times, but was taken aback by Aegis’ sudden change in behaviour.

 “Why’d he stop guarding our attacks?” The monk asked rhetorically, he got no answer from the other players.

 “Who cares, just kill him.” The maul-wielder shouted. Just as Aegis made it beyond them, he engaged with the assassin and dragoon, and took strikes from them as well as he ran by them, until reaching the final melee fighter near the center of the arena. The slowest of the bunch - the second battlemaster, was preparing to strike out at Aegis with all of his weapons.

 “STOP ATTACKING HIM, MORONS!” An unfamiliar voice called out from across the stadium - one of the rangers who was focused on pursuing Finley with his arrows using redirects, had briefly glanced down at the melee fighters to see what was going on. Aegis briefly glanced in his direction to see who it was talking, [Iouen - Level 150] floating above his head. Aegis sucked his teeth and frantically continued rushing forward, continuing with his current plan of action despite Iouen alerting the other players to it. He could only hope that they wouldn’t react quick enough.

 Aegis jumped into the air, spreading his white wings out wide and curling them forward towards the battlemaster who was caught off-guard by Aegis’ fixated aggression. A single thought ran through his mind - why is he so focused on me?

 The battlemaster began to panic as he saw all other combatants rushing at Aegis’ back, striking out at his wings as Aegis landed his knees into his chest and used his weight to knock the battlemaster off of his feet. He then made use of his wings as well to hold him down.

 “VIRABHADRA!” Aegis shouted.

 “Don’t let him take that hit alone!” Iouen shouted to them, trying to encourage the other melee fighters to jump in and absorb the Virabhadra’s damage alongside the battlemaster. His shout was ineffective, though - the instincts of any skilled PvP player in the Shattered World online was that you ran away from the Virabhadra skill, not towards it. 

 Due to this, the battlemaster took the full retaliatory damage from Aegis by himself, killing him by dealing almost exactly his health in damage with very little overkill damage.



 “Perfectly calculated. He took exactly enough damage so that his Virabhadra would take out the battlemaster. No more, or no less. There may have been more ideal ways to utilize that cooldown, but Aegis’ priority is to lower the number of combatants as much as possible, as fast as possible.” Hae-won spoke quickly as the battlemaster’s body vanished from the arena on Aegis’ livestream broadcast. “As we all know, in structured PvP matches, even brawls, healing will be reduced to half at the 5 minute mark, and disabled completely after 10 minutes. Even under such harrowing conditions, Aegis cannot forget these basic rules or they will eliminate any possible chance he and Finley may have for victory.” She paused to take a deep breath before continuing.

 “Only 30 seconds into this match, the 14 vs 2 has already turned into an 11 vs 2.” Hae-won smiled nervously while leaning in close to the broadcasting screen, watching Aegis’ every movement intensely. 



 “How’d he know that he had enough damage stored in his Virabhadra already?” Sapphire mumbled with disbelief as she stood alongside the others, watching Aegis’ broadcast within the registration hall.

 “Because they gave my son the one thing you should never give him if you want to defeat him.” Pyri smirked at her. “Time to study.” 



 Makaroth continued to watch in silence, glaring at the broadcast while Synopse anxiously glanced between Makaroth’s demonic glare and the broadcast of his son fighting alongside Finley. 



 

 As the light dome from Aegis’ virabhadra spell faded and the red arms of Shiva dissipated, Aegis took a fighting stance and faced the melee combatants staring him down. The monk, druid, dragoon, assassin, and magic-knight that was wielding the two handed maul all gave pause, spreading out in front of him. Aegis did nothing but glare at the five, and this was enough to cause them to hesitate, none willing to go in first.

 “Don’t fear them.” Iouen shouted across the arena. “Their flashy attacks are over. Both of their big damage spells have 5 minute cooldowns. Right now they are vulnerable. He can’t outheal all of us.” Iouen’s words were enough to return confidence to the players in front of Aegis, much to his dismay.

 “If you can’t do something about these rangers, I’m gonna be in trouble.” Finley shouted down to Aegis.

 “Use your aura of darkness to blind them.” Aegis replied.

 “That’ll block the use of your wings. Our skills don’t really mesh well together.” Finley replied.

 “That’s fine, I’ll be okay without them for a bit.” Aegis replied back before being forced to jump backwards and avoid the swing of the large maul crashing down towards him - it impacted the tiles on which Aegis had been standing moments before and sent them flying into the air in pieces due to the hit.

 “If you say so. Aura of Darkness.” Finley called out, and with his words, a black burst of shadowy abyssal mist erupted from his body, engulfing him as well as the skies above the arena, blocking out the sun completely from those below the mist. This resulted in Aegis becoming the only visible thing in the arena, due to his glowing Avatar form - though just as Finley had warned, the darkness was causing the light of Aegis’ wings to flicker in and out of existence. 

 No longer able to see Finley in the dark mist, the Dragoon, Battlemaster, and Wizard that were focused on him decidedly changed their focus towards Aegis. Within seconds, the cinderbolts that were burning away at Finley’s health were flown through the air out of the dark mist and planted themselves on Aegis' body in various places. 

 Aegis completely ignored their existence, though - relying on the healing from the new aura form of his healing wind spell to offset it. Instead, he needed all of his focus to dodge, guard, parry and block the attacks of the 5 melee combatants in front of him. This switched to 7 very quickly when Finley’s battlemaster and dragoon arrived and came at him from behind. There was nothing but the sound of metal clashing all around Aegis as he made use of all of the training he had undergone the past few weeks.

 There were many of them, but none of them were nearly as skilled as Herilon or his party members. It wasn’t long before their frustrations were beginning to show - all the while Finley utilized the dark mist to soar through the sky and locate the two ranger players cleverly keeping themselves concealed by utilizing camouflage skills. 

 “I can’t fucking land a single. Fucking. STRIKE!” The maul-wielder yelled out in frustration, swinging more wild with every strike, until a final vertical swing was taken at Aegis, which Aegis ducked underneath just barely, causing the swing to pass by and slam into the monk player instead, dealing massive damage.

 “You guys might wanna be careful with those big weapons you’re swinging around. They’re not toys, you know.” Aegis said in a mocking tone, grinning at the maul-wielding warrior. This angered him further, provoking more reckless attacks which Aegis was able to easily dodge. 

 “I can’t use any of my skills without hitting you idiots. Back off if you can’t land attacks, you’re just in the way.” One of the dragoon players shouted.

 “How’s a cleric player so damn slippery?” the assassin added in frustration. Let me just hit him with my wire cooldown, would you all?”

 “And let you take the bounty? No thankssss.” The druid hissed in his cobra form.

 “None of you idiots are going to kill him if you don’t work tog-” Iouen tried to instruct them, but speaking gave away his position, allowing Finley to dive out of the black mist towards the ground on the far side of the arena towards Iouen.

 Iouen had been leaning up against the wall, his clothing and skin shifting colors to match that of the wall he was up against. The moment he spotted Finley diving at him with his greatsword, though, Iouen dashed out of the path of the strike, causing the black blade to slash into the wall of the arena.

 “There you are. You’re really the only troublemaker here.” Finley said as he turned to face the fleeing Iouen. “If I can just take you out, they’ll be nothing but a bunch of bumbling morons.”

 “Pinning shot.” Iouen jumped in the air and spun around 360 degrees, releasing an arrow in Finley’s direction during the instant he’d been facing him. The arrow shot true, but Finley jumped to the side to avoid it. This wasn’t enough - without even turning to look at how Finley had dodged the shot, Iouen was able to perfectly redirect it to hit Finley in the back.

 “Tch.” Finley sucked his teeth, quickly glancing around at his surroundings until he’d spotted a small green bird hiding on the ground nearby, staring up at him. “Hate birds.” 

 “I love them. Especially sitting ducks.” Iouen replied while he turned to face Finley and nocked an arrow. 

 “Do I look like a duck to you?”

 “Quack quack.” Iouen mocked as he released the shot and it split into dozens of more arrows, all of which began to converge on Finley. Due to having been hit by the pinning shot, vines had shot out from Finley’s back and rooted themselves in the sandy tiled floor of the arena at his feet, holding him in place. Finley was able to make use of a wave of black mist that washed over his body to clear himself of the crowd control effect, then jump out of the way at the last moment to avoid the arrows as they impacted the ground and wall near where he’d been standing.

 “There we go. Now your offensive and defensive cooldowns have both been used. You really are a sitting duck.” Iouen spoke proudly.

 “We’ll see about that.” Finley tightly gripped the hilt of his greatsword in frustration.

            

    
        Chapter 251: Momma Said Knock You Out

    
    
    
    
                Chapter 251: Momma Said Knock You Out


“Finley… I could use my wings…” Aegis called out with a strained voice, barely audible across the arena over the sounds of clashing blades. Finley was staring down Iouen, who had an arrow pulled back in the drawstring of his bow and was aiming it directly at Finley’s head. He wasn’t firing, however, but waiting patiently for any sort of movement out of the Harbinger of Darkness that stood before him. Similarly, Finley stood completely still, weighing his options. He knew full well that with his cooldowns unavailable to him, every single minor decision he made from this point on would be incredibly significant. 

 Finley’s eyes wandered down towards Iouen’s feet briefly, gauging his stance to get a feel for what he was posturing to do next. It was somewhat intimidating to see how prepared he looked to dodge Finley’s next move - his stance was better than that of Quiver’s, who he’d had plenty of experience sparring with in the past. This was enough to tell him that engaging Iouen, despite being so close, would be a mistake.

 He took a deep breath, and with a wiggle of his fingers, canceled the dark aura of abyssal mist that had been floating in the skies above the arena, allowing once more for the sunlight to shine down on the battle. He then jumped backwards and to the side as Iouen fired off his next few shots, parrying away any arrows that were not marked as pinning shot arrows, while Iouen curiously tilted his head to the side at this decision.

 “You’re running away?” Iouen asked him in a condescending tone. Finley didn’t reply, but instead smirked while a flash of light erupted from the wings of Aegis - their forms now fully restored.

 With glowing wings, Aegis utilized the shield that he had fastened on his pack to repeatedly cast two guard projections around himself to block incoming strikes from the 7 opponents wailing on him. Frontal attacks, he’d parry with his claws. Back attacks, he’d deflect and redirect upwards or downwards using his wings, and any he couldn’t block, he’d turn his back towards so that they hit his shield instead. From the sides, he made use of the guard projections, changing the angles and their elevations to make it impossible for anyone to find an opening.

 Adding onto his defenses, the 7 melee strikers coming at him from all sides were getting in each other’s way. The two dragoon players and Maul wielding player required wide swings to land their most powerful attacks. The assassin, monk, and druid needed much less space, and the battlemaster was forced out completely - relying solely on angling in his floating weapons to strike at Aegis, which he easily managed. 

 The only reliable source of damage on Aegis was that of the wizard’s cinderbolts, but Aegis’ aura of healing was managing to offset it. 

 Still, even when attacks were blocked and parried, he was taking damage, and forced to heal himself with his fast casted heals in between strikes. With his stat points dumped into mana regeneration, he wasn’t at risk of dying immediately, but simultaneously he wasn’t managing to land any significant retaliatory damage.

 Worse, was that structured PvP in this game world was designed specifically to counteract stalling playstyles like Aegis’, in that after 5 minutes of this match starting, his healing would be halved. 10 minutes, and he’d not be able to heal himself at all anymore. This meant he was on a timer, and as the 2 minute mark went by, he began to feel the pressure. His stamina was beginning to near its halfway point, from all of the blocks and parries that he was executing.

 In between his defensive moves, he found himself looking between the gaps in his opponents at Finley to see what he was doing, but only found him struggling to dodge ranged strikes from Iouen, and a still yet unseen Ranger who was firing across the arena at him. Worse for Finley was that the final and 11th combatant, who’d been standing towards the middle of the arena seemingly unsure what to do, finally jumped into action by engaging Finley with his scepter and shield - wielding the typical attire for a cleric class player. 

 With this in his view, Aegis knew he wasn’t going to get any help. He only had three minutes left to do something about this extremely lopsided battle, and he had to do it himself.

 He made use of the training he’d participated in over the past few weeks, and started leaning into the movement of his opponents. To conserve his own stamina, he instead began redirecting the attacks at his back to hit the other opponents that were adjacent to the attackers, utilizing their stamina to deal damage to each other rather than use his own. 

 He’d managed to get a handle on a few of the opponents fighting styles and attack patterns - some were using oddly static damage rotations that you’d expect them to use on an NPC boss as they attempted to maximize their damage output onto Aegis. Others, like the maul-wielding fighter at his front, who was attacking recklessly with no rime or reason. The frustration from all of them however was easily seen on their faces, as at least for now, Aegis was able to prevent any direct hits on himself.

 “Enough dancing around. World piercing strike!” A dragoon player behind him finally shouted out in frustration, charging up a glowing strike on the tip of his spear. Aegis had little time to react, and quickly gauged his options as he saw the orange glow from the spell mix in with the white glow of his wings from behind him. He thought of dodging, or redirecting it to make use of this dragoons cooldown skill, but then had to decide who to redirect it at. A quick glance with his eyes told him that the Monk, Druid, Assassin, and other Dragoon were all glancing in the direction of the attacking dragoon’s skill, being mindful of where it was going. The battlemaster was too focused on controlling his five floating weapons to look, and the Maul-wielding fighter didn’t care to look.

 Both would be prime targets to redirect the strike at, but Aegis knew he’d still be able to make use of the reckless behavior from the fighter and instead, made the split second decision to strike both his wings out at the glowing orange spear, grabbing the shaft just beyond the dangerous bladed tip so that he could apply force to angle the shot towards the battlemaster.

 The opposing strength stats of himself and the dragoon doing the attack went in his favor, given that dragoons are a dexterity-based class. This allowed Aegis’ plan to go off perfectly - the orange beam of light shot out from the dragoon’s spear just as Aegis shifted to the left and re-angled the spear to the right enough so that it shot out at the assassin player and battlemaster player. Of the two, the assassin was the only one to jump out of the way, while the battlemaster looked down at the beam as it impacted him, like a deer caught in headlights.


 “Combatant Ladran has been eliminated.”



 “Tch, move out of the way you moron.” The offending dragoon shouted out in frustration as the battlemaster’s weapons fell to the ground, ready to be looted by the victorious player. His body hadn’t even finished dissipating from the gameworld before the assassin player let out an angry roar.

 “Back off, and I’ll keep him busy until the healing timer kicks in.” The assassin ordered the others as he spread out the fingers on both of his hands. Both dragoons complied first, followed by the monk. The maul-wielder hesitated in backing off, but eventually did so as the assassin used his spell quickly after his warning went out. Ten wires formed on the tips of each of his fingers, and at the ends of each wire appeared a dagger. Immediately after they’d finished forming, all wires began to rapidly spin around the assassin, cutting into anything and everything around him as he lunged at Aegis. Rather than completely try to dodge the attack, however, Aegis lunged at the slow-to-react druid with less dexterity and strength stats than the other classes, and grabbed onto the druid in his cobra form as he attempted to slither away.

 The other players who’d backed off were weary of intervening due to the violent, high damage nature of the wire attack from the assassin as it engulfed Aegis, but Aegis made sure to yank the druid with a grapple back into the wires alongside himself, so that he too was taking damage.

 Desperate, the druid quickly shifted back into his humanoid form to break out of Aegis’ grapple, with a bright puff of green mist erupting from his body which momentarily blinded Aegis as he lost grip of the druid - but Aegis had seen Ren beast shift enough times to have a sense for where the druid’s real body would form after the transformation and was able to quickly re-grapple the druid, then yank him with great force into the assassin player, allowing the wires and daggers to rapidly slice him up.

 Aegis then quickly cast a heal on himself to recover from the massive damage he was taking from the wires, while watching as the druid failed to get out of them or heal himself enough to offset the damage they were dealing to him.


“Combatant Chijio has been eliminated.”



“What are you idiots doing?” Iouen shouted angrily at the central part of the arena where the others were fighting. It wasn’t just him who’d gotten annoyed by how events were unfolding, as the hidden ranger suddenly fired a large volley of arrows at Aegis while he was trapped in the wires, still taking cinderbolt damage. The amount of damage he was taking, despite his mithral armor, was massive. He was forced into repeatedly healing himself to survive, and the two dragoons, monk, and maul-wielding fighter were eagerly readying ranged attacks from outside the wirestorm to join in on the damage.

Finley, however, wasn’t letting the chance go to waste. The moment the volley of arrows had been fired at Aegis, he’d managed to finally pinpoint the location of the last combatant - a ranger hiding camouflage near the southern end of the arena. He was leaning against the wall similarly to how Iouen had been hiding, with his skin and clothing morphed to match the colors and textures of the object he was up against. 

With a flash of his black wings, he launched himself away from the cleric who was engaging him in melee combat, and maneuvered around several redirected arrows that had been swirling around him, compliments of Iouen. Within seconds, he arrived at the location of the ranger who’d been too focused on maximizing his damage on Aegis, and managed to catch him off guard by crashing down on him from above.

Engulfed in black mist, Finley’s greatsword did massive damage, and it only took a few fast swings against the ranger to take him off, despite the efforts of the ranger trying to avoid the strikes and disengage from Finley.


“Combatant Prondar has been eliminated.”



With this, the arrow barrage on Aegis ceased, allowing him to equalize his health with repeated healing casts. The other combatants who were eagerly waiting outside of the wirestorm saw this, and one of the dragoons reared up a strike while the maul-wielder prepared another earth-based spell, causing the head of his large weapon to begin giving off a brown glow. Both spells would be coming at Aegis from opposing sides. Aegis knew the one most likely to dodge a redirect would be the attentive dragoon, but he couldn’t let the opportunity go to waste. 

He knew he needed to not only dodge both of their attacks, but make them hit each other. The dragon’s glowing spear shot off first, piercing through the spinning daggers and wires. Aegis couldn’t get close enough with his wings to redirect it, given the distance the dragoon was attacking from, and the fact that the wire attack was binding him up and slowing his movement massively. 

The assassin continued to grin at Aegis’ predicament, proudly staring at the red damage numbers repeatedly appearing above Aegis’ head. The only thought on his mind, in that moment, was that he’d be the one collecting the bounty. The last thing he was expecting was for Aegis to dash towards him, to get closer to the source of the wires.

 Still, the assassin was alert enough to jump backwards and try to avoid Aegis’ lunge, seeing Aegis’ hand extended out towards the collar of his leather armor as he attempted to grab it. Despite jumping backwards, though, he moved nowhere. A guard from Aegis’ shield was projected right behind the assassin, causing his back to bump into it and prevent his backwards movement, which in turn allowed Aegis to quickly grab the collar of the assassins armor and oppose the assassins strength stat in a grapple check. Only, Aegis already knew the stats of the assassin - he’d researched it before the brawl, and knew he’d have enough difference in strength that he could not only grab the assassin, but yank him towards where Aegis’ had been standing and switch places.

 This in turn resulted in the assassin being in the path of the dragoons high damage cooldown, taking massive damage. It wasn’t enough to outright kill the assassin, but Aegis threw in an extra quick claw attack for good measure, and that did the trick.

 The others barely had time to process what had happened as the wires began to dissipate from the game world. The message of a combatant being defeated hadn’t even gone out yet, and the attack from the maul-wielder fired off. 

 He slammed his maul into the ground, causing the arena floor to crack open and form a fissure, which quickly ripped apart the tiles as it grew outward in front of the fighter’s body towards Aegis, the fading assassin, and the dragoon who stood opposite. The dragon still had a dumbstruck expression on his face, processing the fact that he’d just accidentally hit the assassin instead of Aegis. 

 Nonetheless, he saw the fissure coming and made a last minute attempt to jump up into the air to get out of the path of its high, ground based damage. Unfortunately, Aegis knew this player had a tendency to dodge upwards - he’d seen plenty of footage of his fighting style on his mercenary page. Thus, Aegis used his second shield projection to form his shield vertically in the air above the dragoon, causing his head to slam into it. This, in turn, knocked him back to the ground where he ate the full force of the fissure attack, which dealt massive damage, and repeated damage for anyone who remained standing on top of the fissure.

 Due to the shock of the projection forming, and the time it took the dragoon to get back to his feet, he didn’t have enough time to get out of the fissure before it took him out.

 


 “Combatant Pagrue has been eliminated.”

 “Combatant Quavio has been eliminated.”



 Within the span of a few seconds, both were taken out by friendly fire. The monk, dragoon, and fighter all cautiously glared at Aegis as he flapped his wings in the air to move upwards and away from the crackling fissure, the loud sounds of the earths destruction dominating their ears.

 “Come on, seriously?” The wizard, who maintained cinder bolts on Aegis, yelled out at them. Aegis landed softly a good distance away and began rapidly healing himself to recover the damage and get himself back to full. “Stop him, he was almost dead. Don’t let him just heal!” 

 “No, you idiots, You need a proper plan! Stop using your skills so foolishly!” Iouen shouted out at them. The monk and dragoon listened to this command, but the maul-wielder did not, and rushed forward towards Aegis with reckless abandon. Aegis lifted his shield to block a strike, then another, but didn’t need to put any effort in retaliating, as instead a pair of black wings descended down from the arena sky and crashed into the fighter, a black greatsword swinging at his back and cutting him down.


“Combatant Ouergan has been eliminated.”



 As the fighter’s body disappeared from the arena, his maul fell to the floor, and Finley landed softly beside Aegis. The black and white wings contrasted heavily with one another once more as they stood side by side.

 The cleric walked forward anxiously to align himself with the monk and dragoon, not but 20 meters in front of Aegis and Finley. While Iouen instead positioned himself a good distance away alongside the wizard with the fire staff.

 “I’m sorry, my cinderbolts are not able to out damage his aura of healing.” The wizard apologized to the others.

 “You shouldn’t look at it that way…” Iouen said in a calm voice. “Instead, think of it as, your cinderbolts are counteracting his aura of healing. And all that’s about to change.” 


 “5 Minutes have passed since combat has begun. All sources of healing received by players will now be reduced by 50%.”



 “Good, that means that he won’t be able to keep healing through our attacks.” The monk cracked his knuckles.

 “But it also means their damage cooldowns will be up soon.” The cleric commented.

 “Precisely. However, we still have the numbers advantage. If you’d all just listen to me, I have a strategy that can guarantee our victory.” Iouen replied confidently, though the others did not look so confident.

 “Oh really? Care to share it with the rest of the class?” Finley asked in a mocking tone, but got no response.



 “Hm.” Emerill smirked as he was led back inside the meeting chamber of the Sages of Destiny guildhall. All the officer's eyes were on him, and he was reveling in the attention. “Figured you’d want me back.” 

 Makaroth looked up at the livestream of Aegis as he stood in the arena alongside Finley, with only 5 opposing players remaining, then glared back down to Emerill. 

 “Tell your friend we’ll pay. I’m hiring him. End this.” Makaroth spoke coldly.

 “Seriously?” Synopse asked with a tone of disbelief, but he got no response.

 “We don’t work on promises.” Emerill shrugged. 

 “Pay him.” Makaroth ordered the VGN employee, who stood relatively close to the doorway that Emerill had come through. He ignored Synopse’s reaction completely. 

 “Yes sir.” The VGN hurriedly shot up from the table and rushed towards Emeril.

 “Isn’t this a bit much? Is it really that bad if he makes it to the tournament? We’ll be-” Synopse was cut off.

 “I’m not gonna have that little shit ruined everything I’ve worked towards. This tournament is OUR big show. Not his.” Makaroth snapped back at Synopse angrily, silencing the room so that the only sounds to be heard were that of the VGN employee trading a large sack of coins to Emerill.

 “Pleasure doing business with you. I’ll let Finley know about his new mission right away.” Emerill replied with a devious tone, before opening up his interface and fidgeting around with it for a few seconds.



 Pyri, who was seemingly watching Aegis’ live stream alongside the others, let out a long, drawn out sighing sound as she canceled her invisible spell that she’d cast in the center of the old, run down registration hall. Once the invisibility faded on the spell, the others were able to see it - a scrying spell had been up in front of her the entire time of which she was keeping an eye on Emeril, utilizing the equipment that he’d dropped when Aegis had defeat him back in the graveyard of Orm. 

 Lina, Sapphire, Herilon, Rakkan and Darkshot were all shocked to see the appearance of the scry out of the corner of their eyes, beyond the transparent livestream viewers they were watching in their interface.

 “You were scrying?” Sapphire asked curiously.

 “What did you see?” Lina asked worriedly.

 “One moment.” Pyri replied, as if she was inconvenienced by something minor. She then quickly logged out of the gameworld. As Jillian, she then hopped out of her Simbox and ran over to Eli’s, and hit the Simbox communicator to speak to him directly.

 “Makaroth just paid him 2 million to turn on you. Knock his ass out.” Jillian said as quickly as she could, knowing full well the time shift between the gameworld and the real world was unforgivingly not in her favor.



 Aegis, who remained standing beside Finley with their wings glowing closely, heard her voice traveling to his ears through the Simbox interface. He saw the five enemies in front of him,  and pulled his shield off of his back as if he were preparing to engage them.

 “Be careful of his Virabhadra, it’s a slow spell animation once he’s casted it, all you need to do is keep your distance and not let him gra-” Iouen began to explain to the others, but was interrupted.

 “VIRABHADRA!” Aegis shouted, slamming his shield into Finley as he stood beside him, as Finley was in the middle of swinging his greatsword down on Aegis.

 “Pierci-” Finley wasn’t able to get the spell off, despite them both casting nearly at the same time. Pyri’s warning had reached him just as Finley had received the message from Emerill through his friends list, but Aegis was the first to react, causing an undeniably deadly amount of damage to Finley and killing him instantly.


“Combatant Finley has been eliminated.”



“Two million well spent.” Aegis called out with a big grin, speaking to no one in particular. The other five combatants were looking at him in complete shock.
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                Chapter 252: Iouen the Strategist Pt.1


A few moments earlier, Finley stood alongside Aegis within the brawl arena. Their wings stood idle, the light and darkness clashing and competing for the space between them. Aegis had his shield fastened to his back and his claws in front, in a fighting pose as he glared across the arena at their remaining five opponents. At that moment, a message appeared in front of his screen, from Emerill.


“Payment received, contract signed. You’re now working for Makaroth.” 



Finley eyed the message, not wanting to raise his hands to wave it away and alert Aegis that something was up. Instead, he grinded his fingers around the hilt of his greatsword, holding it in front of himself. Aegis’ attention was completely off of him, and his Piercing Darkness skill was off of cooldown. Even if a projected shield were to appear, it would still deal enough damage to kill Aegis in one hit, specifically because the skill did bonus damage to light-aligned players.

Still, Finley hesitated. His eyes wandered from Emerill’s message, to Aegis’ openings as he stood beside him, unaware of the change in Finley’s allegiance. One second passed, then another, then a third, and he continued to take no action until finally he saw Aegis casually removing his shield from his back.

“Be careful of his Virabhadra, it’s a slow spell animation once he’s casted it, all you need to do is keep your distance and not let him gra-” Iouen spoke, as Finley saw Aegis ever so subtly posturing to bash his shield at him, not the players in front of them. Even seeing this, Finley did nothing, but his lips ever so slightly began to curl up at the corners into a smirk.

“VIRAB-” the moment Aegis began casting it, is when Finley finally took action, and half-heartedly swung his greatsword down towards Aegis.

“PIERC-”

“HADRA!” Aegis finished the cast, erupting in light and causing massive damage to Finley, forcing him out of the brawl. His vision went blank, and a few moments later he reappeared inside the registration hall alongside the others, in the same place he’d been before entering the brawl. The only difference was, his greatsword was absent.

“What the hell was that?” Rakkan was the first to react, stomping forward on the creaking wooden floor towards Finley, then grabbing him by the collar of his armor and lifting him up off his feet. Similarly, Lina had drawn out her daggers and was glaring angrily at him.

“Once an evil bastard, always an evil bastard, huh?” Sapphire eyed him as she pulled a carrot from her inventory and bit into it.

“Time to throw you back in a prison cell.” Herilon joined in.

“Whoa whoa whoa, easy guys…” Finley raised his hands peacefully. “It’s not like I broke any laws. A brawl is an FFA in the end, isn’t it?” Finley smiled half-heartedly, staring down at the furious eyes of Rakkan. “I mean, you’re welcome to attack me, but, it’d just result in you being thrown in jail, not me. Unless I’m about to bear witness to the first instance of corruption by the leading Kordas guild?” He added in a condescending tone, glancing between Herilon and Rakkan.

“He’s right.” Darkshot said.

“Put him down. It’s not worth it.” Sapphire said. Rakkan was hesitant to comply, but eventually lowered Finley back to the floor so that his feet landed on the wood in front of him, then released his grip on Finley’s collar. Finley casually brushed his armor where Rakkan had grabbed him, just as the door leading inside bursted open. An annoyed Cheryl quickly stomped inside the room and pushed Rakkan out of the way, taking his place and grabbing Finley by the collar of his armor once more to lift him up off his feet with her impressively high strength stat.

“Are you kidding me?” Cheryl roared at him, taking everyone else by surprise. “What the hell was that?” 

“What was what?” Finley asked, while simultaneously the group saw Pyri begin to re-materialize inside the gameworld in the room across from them, in the exact same location that she’d logged out from.

“You know exactly what I mean.” Cheryl snarled at him. Pyri quickly took stock of the situation, eying everyone in the room carefully.

“He got wind of what was going on faster than I could attack him.” Finley shrugged as best as he could given his current position.

“Heh.” Pyri chuckled loudly, causing Cheryl to turn her head to catch Pyri in the corner of her eye. “There’s no way. I scryed on your friends and discovered of the bunch, one of them was waiting around Savringard outside the Sages of Destiny guild hall. I figured something was up, so I kept my eye on that one, and the moment he made the deal, I warned Aegis through his Simbox communicator - the fastest way possible to alert him. Even then, there was absolutely no way I was able to alert him before you were told by your friend the deal was made.”

“Damn right.” Cheryl’s anger was ignited from Pyri’s statements, lifting Finley higher up into the air. “Because of you, we’re losing all our money.”

“Wait. What?” Herilon looked at him curiously.

“You hesitated? On purpose?” Darkshot asked to clarify the situation.

“Calm down.” Finley rolled his eyes at Cheryl. “The contract that I gave to Emerill specifically stated that upon payment, I would turn on Aegis and become his enemy. Nothing in the contract stated that I actually needed to defeat Aegis. I told you, always play both sides of a conflict.”

“What about playing both sides? You coulda got in good with Makaroth if you took him out.” Cheryl grumbled, but slowly lowered Finley to the ground.

“Yeah, I guess I’m playing favorites.” He smirked. “I’ve done my part, the rest is up to your party leader.” He spoke to the others, before turning back to Cheryl. “We should probably get out of here though, I don’t think we’re welcome here anymore.”

“You’re not.” Lina growled at them. Without another word, Cheryl and Finley hastily made their way out of the registration hall and headed back out into the streets of Kordas.



“Whoa, what a quick reaction from Aegis! I knew that the Finley guy was no good!” Ren cheered, his voice barely audible above the other cheering players that stood around him within the Kordas tavern. Everyone was applauding Aegis for his quick and decisive reaction to the situation, throwing fists in the air and hooting - except for Quinn and Artaphernes, who were staring at the large transparent livestream broadcast screen above the bar with a look of concern. 

Ren, in his excitement, turned to his older sister and saw her look - quickly stoppin his cheers to eye her curiously.

“What’s wrong? There’s only five enemies left! Aegis has basically already won, right?” Ren asked, but Quinn softly shook her head in disagreement. “But he was handling them no problem when there were 11 of them. Five should be easy!”

“No. It’s the opposite.” Artaphernes replied on behalf of the worried Quinn. “If Iouen takes control of the situation and they stop playing so recklessly, Aegis is still at an extreme disadvantage. From here on in, it’s going to get extremely difficult for Aegis to win, especially without Finley.”



“That certainly simplifies things.” Iouen was the first to shake off the shock of what they’d just witnessed. Aegis quickly re-applied his shield onto his back, then took his fighting stance towards the others.

“No virabhadra means we can go in without restraint, right?” The monk player asked.

“Wrong.” Iouen shouted aggressively. “You’ve all been playing this fight incorrectly from the beginning. We’re up against a unique class holder with equipment that far surpasses our own. Despite our numbers advantage, we were never the aggressors here. The optimal strategy is to not engage him.” Iouen ordered, causing the Monk and Dragoon to take a few steps back away from Aegis.

Aegis let out a frustrated huff of air after hearing these words, and broke into a sprint towards the two remaining martial fighters.

“Disengage. Do not let him into your melee range.” Iouen ordered them. Their hesitation was very apparent, neither felt inclined to flee from the claws of Aegis as he quickly closed the gap. “DO IT IF YOU WANT TO WIN!” Iouen shouted, breaking through their hesitation. Finally, they complied. The dragoon and Monk began using their superior dexterity to create space between themselves and Aegis. The moment they began running, Aegis gave up on charging forward towards them.

“The wizards cinderbolts are low damage, but once the 10 minutes are up, his healing will be ineffective and it will be enough to eventually kill him. A wizard on their own will have difficulty kiting and keeping distance from a martial fighter, but with our help, we should be able to protect him. All we have to do is stay away from Aegis and let the cinderbolts burn him down, and he has absolutely no counterplay to this strategy on his own. That is how we take advantage of our numbers. Understand?” Iouen explained to the others. 

Aegis turned to glare across the arena at the distant Iouen, but made no attempts to charge at him.

“It’s unfortunate that we cannot be in a party for this brawl, that means all of our communications must be done vocally, allowing our opponent to hear everything we say. But even if he knows our strategy, there isn’t much he can do.” Iouen continued, as the dragoon, the monk, and the cleric all began posturing to protect the wizard, while the wizard maintained control of the 4 cinderbolts burning away at Aegis’ health. 

Iouen, on the other hand, began to strafe off to the side slowly, an arrow nocked in his bow and aimed at Aegis’ head, but not firing.

“Remember, any damage you deal will be added to his Varibhadra that he will undoubtedly try to use in 5 minutes, once the healing is set to 0%.”



“Why is he just letting him strategize like that?” Sapphire shouted in frustration at her livestream broadcast.

“He’s not ‘letting’ him.” Herilon corrected her.

“We studied all of these mercenaries. Iouen the strategist always wins any large scale mercenary battles he leads, because on top of him having incredible game knowledge and great strategies, he never dies during the battles.” Pyri explained.

“His kiting skills are amazing. Aegis isn’t going after him because he knows it’d be a waste of time. With this many opponents to use as a shield, he’d never reach Iouen even if he went all out.” Herilon added on.

“So he’s screwed, right? If they really hold back Aegis for 5 minutes, they can just burn him down slowly with those cinderbolts?” Darkshot asked. No one had a response to this, instead the air filled with tension as they all went back to watching the livestreams on display in their respective interfaces. 



Aegis quickly glanced between his opponents, then eyed the timer for the duration of the match. It had just hit the 6 minute mark, and as Iouen had instructed them, none of his opponents were showing any signs of aggression. Instead, his health was slowly being burnt away by the four cinderbolts that were being pressed on various parts of his body. 

He knew from watching Pyri that trying to shake off the bolts would be a waste of time. He knew from watching the video footage of Iouen that trying to catch him would be a waste of time. A dragoon and Monk both had impressively high dexterity, they alone would be fast enough to stay ahead of Aegis and keep the wizard safe, and any attacks he did land, the cleric would block with his shield or guards and heal it back up. As he pondered all of this, he was forced to cast a heal on himself - with the 50% healing reduction, his aura of healing alone was no longer enough to offset the cinderbolt damage.

“Aura of beauty.” Aegis then cast, doubling up on his auras to boost his stamina recovery.

“Here he comes.” Iouen warned them, and all of them took a fighting stance.

“It’s a foolproof strategy, I’m really at a disadvantage here.” Aegis grumbled across the arena, just loud enough for them to hear. “The thing about strategies though, is, well, it’s one thing to plan them out and theorycraft them.” Aegis dug his feet into the tiles of the floor, taking a fighting stance as his wings postured backwards on his back, preparing to thrust him forward with a violent flap. “It’s another thing to execute them.” Aegis mumbled to himself, before launching forward towards his opponents. 

The monk and dragoon reacted by jumping backwards, but Aegis immediately dug his wings into the ground to stop his forward momentum and instead opened his palms towards the wizard, emitting bright flashes of white light from his fists as he used his holy mastery to fire off multiple smites towards the wizard. The wizard was watching Aegis intently and saw the attacks coming, making an attempt to jump to the side to avoid the smites, but a shield projection formed on his right to block him - the wizard side jumping into the shield and hitting it with his shoulder.

He then attempted to jump left to avoid the linear projectiles of the smites, but a second guard projection formed, causing the wizard to hit his shoulder into that as well. With milliseconds left, he knew jumping forward or backward wouldn’t take him out of the path of the smites, and was about to take a direct hit if not for a third projected shield appearing in front of the wizard at the last second, cast by the cleric. The cleric blocked Aegis’ smites, then quickly began healing himself from the damage he took. 

“Multishot.” Iouen shouted, firing several arrows out of his bow at once. “Pinning shot.” He added, causing three of the 15 fired arrows to begin glowing green. Aegis aggressively ran at the arrows rather than away from them, getting close enough to the volley to create a shield projection directly in front of the glowing green arrows, so that Iouen had no time to redirect them away from the guard. The impact on the guard caused the pinning shot vines to erupt out of the projection, which faded 2 seconds later and left the vines to fall pointlessly to the ground. 

Aegis took a good amount of damage from casting guards directly in the path of the volley, but it completely negated Iouen’s attack and wasted his mana. He quickly healed himself from the damage while launching himself forward toward the wizard, simultaneously the cleric player moved to position himself in front of the wizard with his shield. 

The wizard, seeing Aegis approach, began running backwards away, and Aegis postured as if he would be charging directly at the cleric’s shield, but at the last moment launched himself up off the ground and flapped his wings to get a good amount of height above the cleric. The monk dashed and jump kicked through the air to cut off Aegis’ aerial charge, but Aegis created a guard on his left that the kick hit instead.

Aegis still took the damage from the kick, but his momentum wasn’t thrown off as he dove at the wizard. Next, the dragoon came in to play defense. Using a high jump with glowing magic on his feet, the dragoon was able to leap high up into the air.

 “Sky shatter!” The dragoon called out, before whipping his spear with incredible force downward directly in the path of Aegis, the spear giving off an ominous red glow. It shot like a bullet towards the ground as Aegis quickly created a second guard projection in front of himself to stop his forward momentum, preventing him from colliding with the path of the dragoon’s attack.
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“How dishonorable.” Kenji spoke as he stood beside Yumily, on the deck of their airship as it continued to sail above the abyss. Kaito flanked her on the other side, and the group of them were watching a livestream broadcast on display, the livestream viewer floating above the deck of the ship in front of them on a large transparent screen.

“They’re not even hiding the fact that they all intend to team up on him now.” Kaito commented. Yumily said nothing, but had both of her hands clasped tightly together into a fist in front of her chest as she watched intently.



“C’mon kid.” Shinji murmured to himself as he anticipated Aegis’ next movements with his fingers, standing anxiously within his broadcaster editor simulation with all of Aegis’ camera angles visible in front of him - including a shot of Hae-won who was watching Aegis’ stream silently, sitting on the edge of her seat. She’d lost all calm and focus, and was enveloped in the situation, as was Aegis’ audience. 

A brief glance at Aegis’ livestream chat saw it moving rather slowly considering the viewership numbers were inching up towards 3 million.



“I still don’t get why he went that route to qualify for the tournament? I thought he wanted a showdown with us?” Hajax asked with a condescending tone. “The guys an idiot - 5 on one, he’s got no chance.” Hajax then shook his head dismissively. He, Zuon and Seraxus were watching Aegis’ live stream while simultaneously Seraxus was streaming, the group of them sitting in an otherwise abandoned and rundown tavern with destroyed furniture scattered about, and several large holes in the wall.

“Nah… it’s fitting. If he wants a shot at me, he’s gotta at least be able to win that.” Seraxus smirked. 

“Look at him.” Zuon motioned to Aegis’ expression on the stream. “He still thinks he can win.”

“Cause he can. If he’s smart enough.” Seraxus replied confidently.



Aegis lightly flapped his wings to glide back down to the ground of the arena floor, not wanting to reveal to his opponents just how bad he was at controlling his wings to fly - at best they were tools for jumping higher and gliding down slowly from otherwise dangerous heights, or staying hovering in one spot in the air for a bit.

His feet softly touched down on the sand-covered tiles of the arena floor, his eyes focused on his opponents. The cleric in the middle, with the monk on his left and dragoon on his right. The wizard further back, and the ranger Iouen behind him. All weapons drawn, pointed in Aegis’ direction. The time ticked down, and none of them took a step forward, doing their best to wait out the clock.

Aegis had his eyes jump from the clock, to his viewership numbers. He ran his mind quickly over the abilities he had in his arsenal, then reminded himself of the abilities of his enemies. The footage he’d seen of Iouen’s incredible kiting skills repeatedly played in his mind, and the thought of ever catching him and locking him down seemed impossible. His linear smites were not so easily manipulated as cinderbolts, they were too easy to dodge and block even if he used his guards. 

He slowly began to clench his fists tighter and tighter in frustration. All the variables were presented before him, like a question on an exam - but he couldn’t find a solution. The sound of laughter began to echo in the back of his mind. He briefly glanced back up to his viewership numbers, and he knew Makaroth was watching. Mocking him, laughing at this hopeless situation he’d put him in. Being able to stop him from even participating in the tournament, how pathetic was he? There were so many more obstacles before him, and he wasn’t even getting past the starting line. The laugher got louder, and he lost his focus, glaring angrily and bearing his fangs towards his opponents but still taking no actions.

‘Do I even need to participate in this stupid tournament? Aren’t I just playing into their hands?’ Aegis’ thoughts wandered. ‘Just to stop Seraxus - to have a place where he can’t flee from combat by any means…’ he reminded himself why he was doing this. The laughter slowly faded into the background of his mind as Rakkan took its place.

“How can I tell him to control his anger, when I can’t even do it myself?” Aegis mumbled out loud to himself. Not loud enough for the others in the arena to hear, but enough that his viewers could. He quickly shook off his frustration, hopping in place and shaking out his shoulders in an attempt to reset his mind. “There’s no such thing as an exam question that doesn’t have a solution…” He spoke louder, this time so that his opponents could hear.

“You’re not going to come up with a strategy that beats us. Not in the…” Iouen eyed the timer, “three minutes you have remaining. There isn’t one.” 

Aegis ignored him completely, he instead pulled up his interface and began pressing buttons on it wildly, his eyes racing from various menus and documents. Seeing him so unguarded and focused on his interface caused the dragoon and monk to look to one another curiously - the temptation to strike him while he was vulnerable was becoming too much to bear.

“Don’t.” Iouen warned them as he saw the dragoon take a single step forward. This was enough to dissuade him from taking any actions. A few more moments went by as Aegis continued to fidget around with his interface, until he suddenly closed it out with wide eyes and looked forward at the group with determination.

“Two thousand, two hundred and thirty three. That’s doable.” Aegis spoke suddenly. Iouen heard this number and squinted his eyes curiously, taking a moment to process what meaning it could possibly have.

“Two thousand… What’s that number mean?” The wizard asked, looking to Iouen anxiously. Before Iouen could respond, Aegis began dashing forward at incredible speed - this time going directly for the cleric. This was enough for Iouen to have the number clarified.

“That’s the amount of DPS he needs to burn through the cleric’s mana supply before the timer is up.” Iouen shouted. “He found a weakness, because the cleric can’t kite him. INTERRUPT HIS ATTACKS!” Iouen shouted worriedly. 

“Shit.” The cleric anxiously dug his feet into the ground and raised his shield up as an angry winged Aegis closed in on him. The monk and dragoon both flanked to the sides as Aegis arrived and took swings at him with their weapons, but Aegis utilized guards to block their initial strikes while slashing out his claws at the shield of the cleric, the blades scratching over its surface. 

The cleric braced the hit to reduce the damage, but Aegis wasn’t making any attempts to bypass brace or the shield, instead focused on hitting it as much as possible. His rate of attack was impressively relentless.

“DON’T LET HIM SWING LIKE THAT!” Iouen shouted in frustration. The wizard was the next to jump into action, and began manipulating his cinderbolts so that they were no longer simply burning Aegis, but were wrapping their cinders around his claws and applying magical force to redirect the swings upwards and downwards away from the shield of the cleric. It was working in stopping Aegis’ attacks with his claws, so he added in his wings.

He struck out with the pointed ends of the wings, dealing high amounts of holy damage as they slammed into the shield and released flashes of holy energy upon each impact. 

Taking the damage he was, the cleric was focused to start casting repeated heals on himself. The healing was being reduced by half just as Aegis’ heals were, making it difficult for him to keep up with the damage he was taking. Iouen saw this, and was forced into action. He began firing volleys of arrows and curving them down at Aegis from above, hoping to encourage Aegis to disengage in order to dodge the arrows that were raining down on him. 

Aegis did no such thing, instead began swatting at the arrows with his wings to minimize the damage, while repeatedly re-angling his shield projections on his left and right to prevent the dragoon and monk from getting through. 

His guards, wings, claws all tied up by his opponents, he quickly flicked his shield off of his back, then dug his left foot into the straps of his shield as it landed on the tiled floor beneath his feet. He was able to quickly, loosely fasten his shield to the sole of his feet, then suddenly kicked his shield out at the cleric’s shield to utilize shield bash.

It worked - the sound of Aegis’ shield clashing with the clerics rang out through the arena. It didn’t do as much damage to the cleric as Aegis would’ve liked, though.

“Bless.” Aegis was forced to cast using words, given all of his limbs were now tied up. The holy energy from his bless spell wrapped around all of his weapons - claws, shield, fists, wings. “Greater heal.” He followed it up with a self-heal to offset the damage he was taking from all of his opponents as they attempted to hold him back.

The wizard warped his cinderbolts completely off of Aegis’ body, forced to use them purely defensively. His cinder controls paled in comparison to Pyri’s, and was only able to actively manipulate two at a time. This meant he wasn’t able to deflect the two claws AND the shield, but Aegis’ shield foot was forcing him into awkward, hopping and spinning movements. It worked in his favor, adding more unpredictability to his attack patterns as he repeatedly lunged forward into the cleric, pushing him back and moving their engagement further from the center of the arena and closer to the outer walls.

“You gotta be kidding me.” Iouen gritted his teeth as he saw the damage numbers hitting the cleric - Aegis was easily clearing his proposed DPS check of two thousand two hundred on the Cleric. “I’ve been pressured less by entire guild armies.” Iouen grumbled to himself as he charged forward, closing in on the battle now that he saw his volleys were completely ineffective at stopping Aegis’ damage. 

“He’s running me out of mana fast!” The cleric exclaimed.

“I can’t get past these fucking shield projections!” The dragoon shouted in frustration.

“If you’re holding anything back, I suggest you stop.” The wizard called out.

 “Right.” The monk took a deep breath. “Tiger stance.” He called out, suddenly causing yellow transparent fangs to magically appear around his fists and feet. Hearing this gave Aegis pause, forcing him to turn to his left as the monk’s speed suddenly increased rapidly.

 “Good.” Iouen let out a sigh of relief upon seeing this cooldown being used. “You’re a tiger stance user.”

 The next punch from the monk slammed directly into Aegis’ shield projection - his fists were stopped by the shield, but the magical fangs passed through it and shot out towards Aegis’ head, forcing Aegis to turn his head from the cleric and tilt his neck to the side to dodge the fanged projectile that flew over his shoulder. The monk followed up with more attacks, each sending out fang projectiles that bypassed his projections. 

 Aegis released the projection that was separating himself from the monk, and instead of trying to just dodge the monk's strikes, he reached out at his next punch with his claws in an attempt to deflect his fists. His claw strike was disrupted by the cinderbolts of the wizard, though, allowing the monk to punch forward directly at Aegis. 

 Aegis then instead moved his left wing to redirect the fist, but saw out of the corner of his eye a close range pinning shot that’d been fired at it, coming from Iouen who’d closed in to make his shots much less predictable.

 A pinning shot, Aegis knew, was something he couldn’t afford to get hit by - it’d allow the cleric to create distance and reset somewhat. Any time he allowed the cleric to recover would be time he couldn’t afford. 

 “Smite.” Aegis could angle his hand and fired a smite below his left wing, lifting up the left wing just enough so as to not hit it with his own attack. The smite then collided with the pinning shot, exploding the arrow mid-air and preventing the strike from hitting him.

 In turn, though, he had no attention left to spend on the direct fist attack the monk was sending at him, and it crashed into the center of his chest, knocking him back off his feet and causing him to slam into his own shield projection that lay behind him, separating him from the dragoon.

 The dragoon however was anticipating this moment of Aegis being off balance, and violently swept his spear along the floor of the arena, slicing out at the back of Aegis’ ankles from underneath his shield projection and landing a direct damaging attack of his own.

 The monk didn’t let up and took several more rapid punches and kicks at Aegis. He re-created his projection in front of himself to disrupt the momentum of his strikes, but the magical fangs were still shooting through the projections at Aegis and forcing him to dodge - all while this was happening he was not dealing any damage to the cleric. 

 Again, another several arrows shot at Aegis from behind, and the dragoon did another sweeping spear strike at his feet. This time Aegis lifted his foot with the shield on it and angled it at the speartip, the pain from the blade cutting through his ankles finally subsiding after two seconds as his wincing expression cleared up. 

 He managed to brace the spear, but was forced to use all of his limbs defensively and heal himself over the next few seconds.

 “See? He’s good, but he’s not unbeatable.” Iouen shouted encouragingly to them as they were managing to get Aegis’ attacks under control despite the high amount of aggression he was outputting. Two wings, four limbs, two shield projections. "That's an impressively high APM to control all of that, but it's gotta be your limit right? How long can you stay that fo-”

 Aegis took his challenge to heart. He began wiggling his fingers to cast multiple smites, all angled at the cleric. Five shots at a time fired linearly out of his hands, exploding into the Clerics’ shield.

 “I’ll take you all on.” Aegis roared angrily, sending a chill down Iouen’s spine. 

 “Tch.” Iouen’s wide-eyed expression told Aegis all he needed to know. He couldn’t keep his eyes focused on just one opponent at a time, though - he instead glanced towards the cleric who was preparing to jump away and disengage from Aegis. Before he could, though, Aegis stomped his right foot down onto the cleric's right foot, using opposing strength checks to crush his foot and pin it to the ground against the tiled arena floor, cracking it slightly from the impact and causing the cleric to shout out in pain. 

 “Get off of my foot, damnit.” The cleric shouted, striking out at Aegis with a shield bash which Aegis avoided taking head on by redirecting it with his right wing. He used his left wing for balance as he lifted his left foot up again to block another few strikes from the monk. The claws would pass through projections, but not his actual shield. He then spun around and attempted to claw strike the dragoon behind him but once again had his claws sent in the wrong directions due to the cinderbolts. 

 “Smite.” Aegis mumbled, casting out of his fist five more smites at the cleric's shield, smashing into the shield at point blank and erupting bright flashes of holy light from them. Following this, Iouen began firing arrows at Aegis rapidly, several multishots with random pinning shots mixed in. Aegis could tell he was getting flustered - but that didn’t help him in dodging the amount of shots now coming at him from behind. 

 He couldn’t move - he had to keep his right foot pinning down the cleric's foot else risk being disengaged from. He couldn’t use his real shield - it was the only thing preventing him from being beaten up by the monks' tiger stance. His claws were useless - the wizard had control of them completely. He was using his projections now to stop the dragoon from hitting him, so the only thing left to deal with the arrows were his wings, and they couldn’t stop pinning shots. Not all of them, at least.

 Aegis allowed several pinning shots through - some hit his wings, but several others he was able to redirect beyond his wings to impact the cleric’s shield behind him, causing both Aegis and Cleric to get bound by vines that shot out from the point of the arrows impacts and dug themselves into the sandy tiled floor of the arena.

 “Shit.” Iouen said as he’d realized what he’d done. Aegis no longer needed to use his right foot to hold the cleric in place, they were both pinned for the next few moments.

 “Not good, I can’t move. He’s gonna have free reign on me.” The cleric shouted out worriedly.

 “Should I burn the vines on the cleric?” The wizard asked.

 “No, don’t let him use his claws or this is over.” Iouen replied quickly to this. “Just disrupt those smites - if he has to heal himself he can’t use smite. Can’t you guys deal more damage? Return the pressure?” Iouen asked, eying the monk who was rapidly kicking and punching his tiger-fangs into the shield on Aegis’ left foot which he was clumsily waving around - its size was helping a lot in enabling Aegis to behave in this way. 

 “Yeah, I guess.” The dragoon pulled his spear back and bent his knees into a fighting stance. “Let’s see how your shield projections take this. Swarm of stings.” He cast, causing his arms and spear to glow orange. Then, like a sewing machine, his spear began to shoot forward at Aegis’ shield projection that separated the dragoon from him. The arm and spear movements were way too fast to be visible by the human eye, and red damage numbers began to rapidly appear from the points of impact that the spears were having on Aegis’ shield projection.

 Just as Iouen had wanted, Aegis was forced to quickly start healing himself from the damage, else risk dying.

 “Nice.” Iouen grinned as he saw it happening. Aegis couldn’t smite, he had to do nothing but heal. The spear attacks were coming through incredibly fast. Aegis knew this attack made the dragoon immobile - all he had to do was move and he’d be able to stop being hit by it, but he was hit with the pinning shot and locked in place, and he couldn’t use his real shield to brace the spears and lower the damage due to him being forced to use it on the monk. He felt completely bound and tied up, and a few more seconds went by without him able to land any attacks on the cleric. He eyed the time of the match - there was only one minute remaining now.
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“How about a game of chicken.” Aegis shouted eagerly as he turned his fists towards the dragoon. He removed the shield projection that separated them, instead casting it in front of Iouen throw off his next shots. The spears began to hit Aegis directly, while simultaneously Aegis began firing smites at the dragoon. The first five smites hit the dragoon head-on, dealing massive damage.

“Should I guard those?” The cleric asked with wide eyes.

“Tch.” Iouen didn’t have an answer, as several spear jabs hit Aegis and Aegis fired another volley of smites at the dragoon. Both stood their ground - Aegis because he had no choice, and the Dragoon because he was determined to burn through Aegis’ health bar. The next five smites smashed into the Dragoon and erupted in flashes of holy light upon impact. Iouen attempted to sidestep Aegis’ guards in order to fire arrows that could intercept the smites, but Aegis re-cast a new projection repeatedly, blocking him from getting a clear shot while wildly swinging his left foot out at the monk to deflect a kick - causing the monk foot and Aegis’ foot to slam into one another with nothing but Aegis’ shield in between.

Aegis then took his wings and struck them down at the pinned cleric beside him, but the wizard saw that Aegis was no longer striking with his claws and instead moved his cinderbolts onto Aegis’ wings, using the cinders to redirect the wings and prevent them from hitting the cleric.

“Yes, guard them. Don’t let our dragoon die.” Iouen shouted in frustration after failing to fire any meaningful arrows towards the engagement. The cleric complied, creating a guard between Aegis’ smites and the dragoon, blocking them. This in turn allowed Aegis to output damage on the cleric, but was forced into healing himself again to prevent a death as his health dipped below 10,000 due to the dragoon’s strikes.

“Just a bit longer. The healing is almost disabled.” The wizard shouted encouragingly across the arena.

“Hang on a bit more!” Iouen joined in the encouragement. The timer ticked down as Aegis was locked in the stalemate. The pinning shots began to wear off and forced Aegis into stomping his right foot back down on the clerics - he saw it coming this time and attempted to avoid having his foot pinned, but Aegis was too quick for him. Upon impact, he shouted out in pain.

“It doesn’t matter, he can’t maintain his damage on you. Hold out a bit longer!” Iouen shouted, watching as Aegis was forced to heal through the dragoon’s jabs. The projections continued to appear in front of Iouen, preventing him from any clean shots. The cinderbolts continued to redirect Aegis’ wings and claws, and his left foot did its best to block the monk attacks, but some were getting through.

“You’re seriously no joke. I’ll commend you for that, but your time is about up.”

“I SAID,” Aegis roared, abandoning all defenses. “I'LL TAKE YOU ALL ON!” He turned his claws, shield, wings, and smites all onto the cleric, while using his shield projections to lock the cleric in place.

“He’s suicidal!” The cleric shouted frantically as he caught a glimpse of Aegis’ infuriated expression bearing down on him from overtop his shield.

“Just finish him off, he’s not protecting himself anymore, his health is already low from the jabs!” The dragoon shouted. The monk landed several flat strikes on Aegis’ left side, while the dragoon stabbed into his right side. With the projections gone, Iouen was able to fire a multishot folly at Aegis’ back. The only one still playing defensively was the wizard, but he couldn’t redirect enough of Aegis’ attacks.

“Even if he takes out the cleric like this, he’ll go down.” The monk called out with a smirk as he felt the satisfying impact of his fists on Aegis’ body for the first time. All of Aegis’ smites hit the cleric, he got several claw strikes in, and bashed his shield in using his left foot.

“Guys, I can’t-” The cleric stumbled backward from the pressure of Aegis’ attacks, attempting to brace and guard them while healing himself repeatedly, but his mana was low - in fact hitting 0. Unlike Aegis, he hadn’t dumped his stats into mana recovery, and Aegis knew this from studying his mercenary page.

“It’s fine, he’s not healing himself. He’s only got a few seconds left, and it’s over.” Iouen replied, desperation faintly audible in his own voice as he watched several of his arrows pierce into Aegis’ back. “MARK!” Iouen added, imprinting a ranger mark onto Aegis’ back. “It’s over. The moment healing is gone, I’ll rain of arrows him.” Iouen called out to the others. Aegis let out a desperate roar of final frustration, still ignoring the damage he was taking, and eying the timer of the match at the top of his peripheral vision. With three seconds left, he landed a final volley of smites on the cleric’s shield which finally did what he was aiming to do.


“Combatant Cecil has been eliminated.”



The cleric’s body began to dissipate from the gameworld, whilst Aegis health dipped below 3000 from the damage he’d taken, and only 3 seconds remained before the 10 minute mark hit. Not enough time to heal himself.

“RAIN OF ARROWS!” Iouen shouted triumphantly, turning all of his mana into hundreds of arrows that were fired upward into the sky of the arena above, and all quickly began to converge on the mark that he’d imprinted on Aegis’ back. Seeing this, both the monk and dragoon jumped backwards to get out of the fray.

“PURIFYING LIGHT!” Aegis shouted out desperately, beginning the cast of the spell he’d yet to show to anyone in the world yet. A moment before the arrows hit him, the spell went off. Aegis’ health returned to full and removed all debuffs on his persons.


"10 Minutes have passed since combat has begun. All sources of healing received by players will   now be reduced by 100%.”



He raised his shield up and braced as many arrows as he could, while simultaneously dodging to cause as many as possible to crash into one another. He had no time left to make any misplays or mistakes, though. He used the rain of arrows coming down on him as a visual shield to prevent the others from seeing what he was doing - all but the wizard at least. Aegis rapidly dashed towards the wizard who saw him coming and attempted to avoid him by jumping backwards.

The damage he took from the rain of arrows was massive, even using his mithral armor and shield, having fully healed himself, he was immediately taken back down to below 4000 health and had no way to recover. The cinderbolts from the wizard pressed up against him and began dealing burning damage, while Aegis created guard projections around the wizard to prevent him from getting away.

“You’ve gotta be almost dead from all that!” The wizard shouted out desperately as Aegis closed in on him. The debris cleared from the impact of the rain of arrows, and the other three combatants could now see Aegis as he got in range of the wizard. The three of them jumped into action to help, but there wasn’t enough time for them to do anything meaningful.

   




	You take 432 fire damage.
You take 428 fire damage.
You take 414 fire damage.







 All four cinderbolts burned down Aegis’ health, but he knew there was a 3 second delay between cinderbolt damage ticks. Aegis eyed his health now sitting at 3290 remaining as he swung his claws of jealousy out at the wizard, slashing into his cloth armor multiple times to deal massive damage.


 “Combatant Topin has been eliminated.”



The wizard’s body faded from the arena, and his staff fell to the ground. This prompted Aegis to spin around and face the dragoon and monk, who were both rushing towards him, and Iouen who had an arrow pulled back in his drawstring.

“Rain of arrows uses all of your mana, you’ve got nothing left but normal shots.” Aegis called out to Iouen.

“I hit you with so many arrows - even if that spell fully healed you, you’re only a hit away from dying.” Iouen replied as he fired an arrow and watched as, even though Iouen couldn’t redirect it due to having no mana, it was enough to show Aegis dodging the arrow rather than trying to deflect it or block it. “Not even his shield can save him now.” Iouen smirked.

“Just hit him and he’s dead.” The monk announced. The monk and the Dragoon closed in on Aegis quickly, and Aegis eyed his mana, seeing it completely empty due to the purifying light spell using it all. The only resource he had left was his wings, and his stamina, and he was counting down the seconds until his mana recovery would re-activate - 30 seconds after the purifying light spell had been used. But they didn’t know that, Aegis thought.

Just as the monk and dragoon closed in and got in range to strike at him, Aegis kicked his shield up off of his foot and into his left hand, fastened the straps, then held it out in front of himself.

“VIRABHADRA!” Aegis shouted at the top of his lungs,     




	Unable to cast [Virabhadra] - not enough mana.






The error message popped up in front of his interface. Instead, he activated the aura of light with a wiggle of his fingers, as his other auras had been disabled due to lack of mana. Aura of light worked for an instant, creating a large dome of light around himself that slightly resembled his Virabhadra spell, but the aura of light dome dissipated quickly due to the same error message. 




	Unable to maintain [Aura of Light] - not enough mana.






It was enough of a bluff, though, and both the dragoon and the monk leaped backwards to avoid the erupting dome. The only one who looked curiously at the attack attempt was Iouen - something felt off, but he was sure Aegis had said the spell clearly, which is something that cannot be feigned.

“That’s it. That’s his 5 minute offensive cooldown gone. He’s got nothing left, right?” The dragoon commented.

“Yeah. Let’s finish this.” The monk joined in with enthusiasm, and they both rushed at Aegis once more. Iouen stood back, aiming at Aegis and calmly walking towards the fight that was now taking place across the arena, waiting for an opportunity to land an attack with his plain arrow shots.

Aegis was frantic in his next few movements, he desperately jumped backwards and flapped his wings to increase the speed of his jumps. The monk and dragoon both had much higher dexterity than he, and were quickly catching up to him.

He was running out of space to run as well, as he arrived at the far wall of the arena, and instead began creating shield projections in the air and using them as stepping stones to get off the ground. This made it harder for the pair to reach him, but both had high jumping abilities and were able to launch themselves up towards him. The dragoon jumped up with glowing orange feet to cut off Aegis midair, while the monk eyed one of the shield projections Aegis was using as stepping stones.

Aegis saw him eying it at the last second, knowing full well that they no longer needed to hit Aegis directly - hitting the shield projections would be enough to redirect the damage to him and kill him. Aegis quickly launched himself downwards out of the air with a flap of his wings to avoid a spear strike from the dragoon, while simultaneously he canceled his guard projections just as the monk was about to hit one with a flying tiger kick.

Aegis struggled with the landing due to the desperate maneuver he’d just pulled off, stumbling backwards and recovering slowly while the monk and dragoon landed softly on the ground. All three were visibly exhausted, breathing heavily with their resources drained nearly to 0, including Aegis’ stamina now that he couldn’t have an aura of beauty active. This gave them all a reason to pause shortly and glare at each other while they caught their breath. Iouen, on the other hand, tried to use this time to fire a silent shot at Aegis from behind, piercing into his shoulder from an unsuspecting angle.     




	You take 1065 piercing damage.






“Tch.” Aegis winced from the impact point, his shoulder pushing forward. The other saw this moment of weakness and rushed at him once more - but 30 seconds had gone by. His mana was recovering again, and quickly. He eyed it carefully and saw he’d have enough mana just in time, and held his ground.

“He’s not running.” The monk commented excitedly as Aegis lifted up his shield.

“Good, let’s finish this like men.” The dragoon cheered as they both moved to come at Aegis from opposite sides with a pincering strike. Iouen, on the other hand, looked at this behavior curiously.

“Wait…” Iouen mumbled as he thought out loud. “That virabhadra, it didn’t have red arms.” He realized it too late as the monk and dragoon closed into melee with Aegis. “IT WAS A FAKE CAST!” Iouen warned them.

“VIRABHADRA!” Aegis shouted just as they’d gotten into melee range. The dragoon and monk were caught off guard and attempted to jump backwards to avoid it, but Aegis projected a shield carefully behind each of their backs to prevent them from jumping away. The red arms of shiva grew out of Aegis’ shoulders as the holy dome of light enveloped them, dealing damage equal to 80% of damage he’d taken in the last 5 minutes, divided between them. It was well more than enough to immediately kill both of them, causing their bodies to dissipate.


“Combatant Lafto has been eliminated.”
“Combatant Shergal has been eliminated.”



Items from their equipped inventory dropped to the ground where they’d been standing, but Aegis paid no mind to it. The red arms of shiva faded, as did the dome of light that had erupted from Aegis’ shield, leaving just him standing there, shield up and turning to face Iouen who stood a great distance away from him across the arena. Iouen said no words, leaving the only sound to be heard to be that of Aegis’ heavy breathing, as he hunched over. It was a long, uncomfortable few moments of silence.

“The avatar spell lasts 15 minutes. Your wings will be gone in about four minutes. I can easily kite you out for that duration, while applying enough pressure that you have no opportunity to go on the offensive.” Iouen spoke calmly, though his words seemed more for himself than for Aegis. “Your health has to be incredibly low, you wouldn’t let that monk hit your shield projection, and that was before I ticked you in the shoulder. I’m willing to bet you’re one or two hits from going down. Meanwhile, I’m still at full health.”

“Yeah…” Aegis sighed as he stood upright, his stamina slowly recovering to a respectable amount. “I’ve seen you kiting. I know that if I try to rush at you, you can drag this out for as long as you need to.”

“Exactly. And I only need to hit you once, while you need to dodge everything I shoot. I've got some mana, now, too." Iouen sighed. "So why is it that I still feel like I'm the one on the back foot?" He groaned in frustration. "You're really something else. Easily the most terrifying opponent I've come up against. Your desperation to win bleeds through your every action."

"Sorry about that... but, you're right to feel on the back foot." Aegis said calmly before launching himself into a sprint, propelled by his wings digging into the dirt. Only, Aegis wasn't charging at Iouen - instead he was running off towards the edge of the arena. Iouen carefully followed his movements with his arrow, squinting to try and see what he was doing but realized it too late.

"You wouldn't..." Iouen gasped as he fired several shots at Aegis. Aegis dodged and jumped over them, and Iouen desperately used his recovered mana to redirect them but failed to land the arrows with the redirects. "Daisy, to me!" He shouted, calling out to his familiar - a tiny green bird that'd been posturing around the edge of the arena for the entire match. Daisy fluttered her wings and began flying towards Iouen desperately, but Aegis projected a shield to block her flight. She fluttered over the shield projections, but Aegis kept casting more, while Iouen began taking shots at the projections in a desperate attempt to finish Aegis off.

Aegis quickly removed the projections just in time to stop the arrows from hitting them, then managed to close the gap between himself and the bird and swat it down to the ground with one of his wings of light, knocking the wind out of it. He then rolled to the ground to dodge under another arrow from Iouen, and in that same movement, reached out and grabbed the small green bird in his fists and stood back up, breathing heavily again.

Iouen stopped shooting arrows, while Aegis held the bird up in his direction using his right fist to clutch it tightly, and pointing the bladed claws of his left hand at the birds head. The bird desperately pecked at Aegis' hand to break free, but each peck was doing a negligable 1 point of damage.

"All the rangers I've encountered, even the evil ones, have had a deep attachment to their familiar. I've done my research, and you in particular have named your familiar after someone interesting." Aegis called out to Iouen.

"That's not very Eirene-like of you." Iouen grimaced at him. "I've looked into you as well. All of your encounters, you come off as very unapologetic. But everything you've done has been rooted in good. You're not an evil kid, you're a good kid. And you're a follower of Eirene."

"Forfeit the match, or I'll kill your familiar." Aegis threatened him. This threat brought silence to the arena once more, as Iouen hesitated - thinking on his next actions and words carefully.

"You went through so much trouble to save so many NPCs. I don't believe you've got the heart to do something so cruel, especially if you know how much that familiar means to m-" Iouen stopped himself as he locked eyes with Aegis. He saw nothing but fury and rage behind his eyes as he glared back, moving the tip of his bladed claws closer to the desperately chirping green bird's head. In that brief instant, Iouen saw that Aegis was not bluffing.

"Jeez..." Iouen shook his head to himself and let out an exasperated sigh, finally lowering his bow and un-knocking the arrow in it. "Seems like when a certain individual is involved, your kindness is limited. You really are a spiteful healer." Iouen shook his head to himself. He then let out one final, long and frustrated sigh before dissappearing from the arena along with the green bird that Aegis had clutched in his fist.


“Combatant Iouen has forfeited the match.”
“Combatant Aegis has won the Brawl.”
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                Chapter 255: Aftermath


Long messy blonde hair, loosely tied into a ponytail at the back of his head. His cheeks sunken in, with dark circles under his eyes. Despite his clearly exhausted state, frustration was the emotion shown by the wrinkles on the side of his face and the frown on his lips as Iouen sat up out of his Simbox to a dimly lit, small room.

 A single, older model Simbox sat up against the wall of the room, barely fitting. Aside from it, the room had nothing but plain white walls and a window with dark blue blinds closed, blocking out the daytime sun. He swung his legs over the side of the Simbox and touched his feet on the hardwood floor for a brief moment, staring down at them. Eventually, though, he got up and walked to the door to swing it open and step out into the hallway of his small apartment.

 He was immediately met with the sounds of broadcasters speaking, from within his living room. Turning down the hall, he could see a report on display that was covering the brawl match that he’d just participated in.


 “Watch this movement, right here. He manages to project two shields and deflect multiple attacks within the span of three seconds…” One broadcaster spoke in an amazed voice.

 “This level of spell control, from a non-spellcaster class - it’s simply incredible to witness. Not a single movement was wasted…” The broadcasters were sitting in a studio simulation, with clips on floating screens behind them from Aegis’ livestream showing gameplay from the brawl. The network broadcasting it was not VGN, but one of the larger foreign networks.



 Iouen half heartedly turned to take a glimpse at what was on display, but instead was met by the eyes of a young girl as she rolled a wheelchair around the bend of the hallway to get a view of her older brother.

 “Check it out,” She pointed over her shoulder at the screen. “You made a highlight reel. Too bad it was someone else’s.” She spoke sarcastically. In this moment of her speaking, he could see the IV’s linked up to her body and the simple gown she was wearing. She looked paler and more sickly than he did, though without the bags under her eyes.

 “Sorry, Daisy.” Iouen said as he turned to look back at his feet.

 “For what?” Daisy asked curiously.

 “Failed the contract. If I’d stopped him, we might’ve had enough money for one of those nano-bot trials.

 “Oh c’mon…” Daisy replied in a cheerful voice as she reared her wheelchair around to face the screen. “What is that thing you always say when I lose a game?” She began fidgeting with her wrist implant to change the screen. Iouen didn’t reply, but instead looked curiously at what she was doing. The broadcast switched over to his mercenary website where his services were advertised. On it, his listing was being bombarded with hiring requests of all sorts. 

 As Daisy had pulled it up, he had 23 requests, but in the brief few seconds that the pair looked at it together, the requests shot up to 31 and were climbing. He briefly glimpsed at the headlines of the requests, things such as ‘Lead our Guilds Army’, ‘Help Defend this Village’ - all high paying jobs.

 “Just because you lost, doesn’t mean you’re a loser, right?” Daisy smiled hopefully. “Get your ass back in there!” She added cheerfully as a smile crept over Iouen’s face.

 “Can I atleast have a snack first?” He chuckled in response. 



 “Sorry, Makaroth. With the amount of attention brought to the brawl, we can’t afford to avoid covering it. We’d lose too many viewership numbers. Instead, management is planning to show his participation in the upcoming tournament and play it up.” The VGN employee spoke timidly from within the meeting hall of the Sages of Destiny. Aegis’ livestream was still on display on the livestream viewer floating above the table in the center of the room. 

 Synopse, Makaroth, and all of the others were staring silently at it. Most eyes were on Makaroth, but Makaroth’s were on Aegis as he stood alone in the arena, panting heavily and not speaking a word. Makaroth had both his fists on the table, clenched tightly in anger as his eyes strained, but suddenly they let up, and he released his fists into open hands that he gently placed on the table.

 “Right. Of course. That’d be the smart thing to do from here.”

 “One other thing…” The employee spoke up, drawing Makaroth’s eyes onto himself which the VGN employee was not happy to have. “The other networks are creating a narrative already around the fact that those 14 mercenaries were all hired to stop Aegis. They’re theorizing that either you, Seraxus, or Feng put them up to it. Whatever the answer, it isn’t a good lo-”

 “Pin it on the pirates. The ones he stiffed earlier.” Makaroth replied quickly.

 “Makaroth…” Synopse spoke up, but was once again ignored.

 “It’ll fit nicely, they have plenty of reason to want revenge on him for how he fooled them on his way back to Kalmoore.” Makaroth shrugged innocently before turning to Synopse. 

 “Right, yes, of course. We’ll run with that. I’ll get right to it.” The VGN employee replied quickly before disappearing from the game world.

 “They’re not gonna like that.” Calikgos commented, shaking his head. 

 “You let me worry about them. I’ve got another task in mind that’ll guarantee they’ll let it slide.” Makaroth stood up from the table.

 “I suppose this means I should start training my team for a possible encounter with Aegis and his party.” Synopse also stood up.

 “Nah. Don’t worry about that just yet. He hasn’t made it to the tournament yet.” Makaroth said with a mischievous grin. “For that, he needs to make it through the preliminary matches. I’m sure he will, but then he’ll be informed of the designated arena for the finals and whichever island it is set on. That arena, he’ll have to somehow get to in person.” Hearing this, Lilyana stood up from her chair beside Makaroth and wrapped her arms around his avatar’s oversized muscular right shoulder and leaned on it with a smile.

 “My husband is so clever. Kalmoore only has one airship, right?”

 “Exactly.” Makaroth turned to her, and the two leaned in and kissed lightly on the lips. Synopse, on the other hand, shook his head in disbelief at what he was hearing being suggested. 

 “Guess I’ll just go get ready for the preliminaries. But… if I may…” Synopse paused to make sure Makaroth was listening, “Stop trying to prevent him from getting into the tournament. He’s got the same determination you do, so I doubt it’ll work.” 

 “Maybe he does,” Makaroth shrugged, “But he doesn’t know this game like I do.” He spoke confidently before turning to Calikgos. “Let’s have a chat with the Shattered Pirates. I’ve got a new, high paying request for them that’ll have them forgive us for blaming this fiasco on them, and help them get revenge.” 



 “This Arena will close in 180 seconds.” The female announcer spoke, her voice carrying through the air around Aegis. Once she had, a timer appeared at the top of Aegis’ peripheral vision, counting down the three minutes, and a notification popped up in front of his face.




	[Any items dropped during the brawl can be taken by you. Anything you fail to pick up will be returned to the player who dropped it once the arena closes.]






 After reading it, Aegis waved the message away and began panning his eyes around the arena floor. The broken tiles, and shattered earth that’d been sent up from the many attacks dealt during the match obscured his vision somewhat, but for the most part he could clearly see the collection of items that’d been dropped. 

 Iouen’s bow, the large maul, daggers, leather armor and staves - all of the equipment looked well crafted and enchanted. He had no doubt it’d be quite valuable and worth a lot to sell. On top of that, several of the players had dropped coin pouches, filled with gold. Aegis couldn’t imagine it would’ve been much - they all had plenty of time to stash their valuables before the brawl started.

 Finally, though, Aegis’ eyes landed on Finley’s greatsword. Of all the dropped items present, it stood out the most. Despite not being in the hands of any player, it continued to shimmer with a black aura of darkness that gave off fumes of abyssal smoke, dissipating in the air above it.

 His stamina slowly recovered above half, allowing his breathing to calm. He straightened his back, and briefly glanced up at his viewership count - 3 million players were watching him as he stood in the middle of the arena doing nothing. He was tempted to walk over and grab the sword, not only to have it but to disarm Finley of it, and as his eyes turned back to it, the conflict in his mind became visible on his face.

 Ultimately, though, with 1 minute on the clock remaining, he made up his mind. He crossed his arms and stood staring forward, only hoping that Shinji would catch his determined glare from a good angle (he did). A glare that was intended for no one but Makaroth, who caught it on his livestream viewer briefly within his guild meeting hall before he shut it down to prepare for his own livestream to begin. 

 The last few seconds that the timer had left were filled with nothing but the silent winds howling above the arena walls in the open sky around Aegis. When the timer hit 0, Aegis’ vision went blank, and he was teleported out of the arena. Within two seconds, he re-appeared in the registration hall with all of his companions.

 “FUCK YEAH!” Darkshot was the first to react to his reappearance, rushing forward to give him a hug and shake him up.

 “Incredible showing.” Herilon grinned while patting him on the shoulder.

 “Not bad.” Sapphire smiled while chewing pieces of a carrot she’d recently bit off. 

 “You did it!” Lina rushed forward and hugged Aegis as well, pushing Darkshot off. He squeezed Lina tight while looking over her head to see a big proud grin on Rakkan’s face as he nodded back at him approvingly. Pyri, too, was smiling at him with glowing red cheeks, tears swelling up in her eyes.

 “My lil boy’s gone and became a big ol PvPer.” She squeaked, causing Aegis to finally break his stoic expression and chuckle. 

 “Don’t forget why you did all that, though.” Herilon reminded him as he released his grip on Aegis’ shoulder.

 “Right.” Aegis nodded back, turning to the old man behind the desk. “We’d like to register for this month's gladiator tournament. Us, a party of five.” Aegis pointed out his companions.

 “Very well. The 5 members of your party that you have selected have all earned enough gladiator points to qualify for the preliminary rounds of the monthly Gladiator Tournament. Are you sure you’d wish to register with this party? Once registered, your party cannot be changed.” The old man spoke in a robotic fashion.

 “I’m sure.”

 “Very well. You have been registered.” He replied, and as he did, Aegis and the others had a notification appear in front of their faces.




	You have been registered for the Monthly Gladiator Tournament alongside the following participants: [Lina], [Pyri], [Rakkan], [Darkshot]. The preliminary matches will begin in 2 days, 20 hours. Check in for the preliminary matches will occur one hour prior at any Gladiator Registration NPC. [More Information…]






 Aegis waved away the message and turned to the rest to see them doing the same thing, and each of them began exchanging looks with grins on their faces.

 “Hell yeah. Finally!” Darkshot pumped his fist into the air, to which Darkwing cooed excitedly from his shoulder. 

 “How do the preliminaries work, exactly?” Aegis asked curiously, turning to Sapphire and Herilon - though after asking his question he got the sense that Lina and Rakkan also had the answer to this question as they eagerly leaned in to respond. Sapphire beat them to it, however,

 “You’ll randomly be matched up against other teams for 5, 5v5 matches in an arena similar to the one you just fought in. Typically, to qualify for the top 16, you’ll need to win 4 out of 5 of those matches. You might need to hit 5 out of 5 though this time around, given how many players want to participate. It’s being hyped up by every broadcasting network at the moment, due to the amount of top streamers participating.”

 “I don’t think there are any streamers from the top 50 who aren’t trying to qualify. Except for a few social streamers like Yumily, of course.” Herilon added.

 “We could get matched up with anyone, though. From a group of level 30 players who are your biggest fans, to” Lina spoke excitedly but was interrupted.

 “Seraxus.” Rakkan jumped in, bearing his teeth and clenching his fists.

 “A showdown in the preliminaries.” Darkshot added as the room went silent for a moment.

 “That’d make things easy.” Aegis replied sarcastically. “Doubt we’ll get lucky though…” His mind wandered as he looked towards the door leading out of the registration hall. “With almost three days left, and our training feeling all but complete… why don’t we get an upper hand on the competition in another way?”

 “What do you have in mind?” Pyri asked him curiously.

 “We’re all advanced class players now. No need to sit at level 150. Let’s do some grinding.” Aegis replied with determination. 
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Aegis was led by Sapphire and Herilon into the Night Hunter’s guild hall, as per a suggestion by Herilon.

 “We’ve got a decent grinding spot on Kalmoore still. I’m sure Quinn wont mind sharing it with you temporarily, given the circumstances.” Herilon gave an explanation. As a result, the group found themselves idling in the front foyer of the guild hall, staring at the marble tiled floors and the satyr NPC behind the counter. Herilon and Sapphire had disappeared further inside the building for a moment, leaving them to their own devices.

 “You think we should make a guild?” Darkshot suggested suddenly, motioning to the walls around them. “Then we’d get lots of underlings. And a cool guild hall like this.” He added.

 “We already have a castle.” Aegis shrugged in response. “Underlings seem like a lot of work, too.”

 “No way, you get to boss them around, and they all look up to you. ‘Please sir Darkshot, teach me how to be as awesome as you are’.” he mimed a weak, squeaky high pitched voice, “‘I’m sorry, somethings cannot be taught. But if you follow in my footsteps, you may become stronger than you ever thought possible.’” He replied to himself in the deepest, manliest voice he could muster. Rakkan simply rolled his eyes at him while Aegis and Lina let out a light chuckle.

 “Leading a guild takes a very special type of personality. Without proper leadership, a guild tends to fall apart or become a miserable experience for all people involved. It’s not something you should force.” Pyri explained.

 “Do you think I might have that special type of personality?” Darkshot turned to Pyri with hopeful eyes. She returned an awkward smile to him which every single person could see right through.

 “Maybe.” She answered politely. Before more could be said, the doors leading into the guild hall behind them swung open, and a surprised Sherry stepped into the foyer with a large backpack strapped over her shoulders. The pack was stuffed so full of goods and wares that they were towering up over the back of her head, visible behind her as the bag jingled and clanged its contents against each other.

 With two quiet clops of her hooves on the tiled floor, she stopped in her tracks and panned her eyes over the group.

 “Hi.” She smiled and waved awkwardly.

 “Hello.” Pyri replied as she and Lina waved at her.

 “Yo, Sherry. Perfect timing. What do you think…” Darkshot began with wild hand gestures. “Me, leading my own guild of dark rangers. The Dark Ranger guild.” He waved his hands dramatically through the air. Sherry was not as subtle in her response - her eyebrows crinkled immediately, with one rising up far above the other.

 “Really? You’re gonna lead a guild?”

 “Well, yeah. It’d be awesome, right? Aegis can build me my guild hall in Rene.” Darkshot nonchalantly motioned to Aegis.

 “I can do what now?” Aegis replied, raising his brows similarly to how Sherry had, getting a light coo out of Darkwing as he nestled into Darkshot’s shoulder and closed his eyes as if losing interest in what was happening around him. Disappointment quickly flooded over Darkshot’s face as a result.

 “How about…” Sherry stepped towards him with a smile. “You just stick to being that cool, dark ranger, who shoots from the shadows. I think the lone wolf style suits you better…” She added a seductive smile and wink at the end while gently putting one hand on his shoulder.

 “You… you think so?” Darkshot’s face suddenly went red, barely able to look her in the eyes. He instead looked over her shoulder beyond her stuffed pack to see Rakkan shaking his head to himself in disbelief and looking away from the two.

 “Yeah, definitely. I like the strong, independent type. Being a guild leader would just bog you down, ruin your style.” She added encouragingly.

 “Yeah. Yeah I guess you’re right…

 “Of course, because where do you shoot from?” Sherry leaned in closer, making it uncomfortable for even Aegis to watch.

 “The darkness.” He mumbled boyishly back. Sherry then quickly pecked him on his rosy red cheeks. 

 “Damn right.” She smiled, released her hand from his shoulders, then began heading further into the guild hall. “Tullan’s requested more materials for your shield.” She glanced back at Aegis while walking away. “He wants me to tell you that they’ll be done in a day or two, before your preliminaries start.”

 “Oh. Okay, got it. Thanks.” Aegis replied, and the last thing he saw of Sherry was a wave of her hand as she disappeared around a corridor leading further into the hall, the sound of her satyr hooves clopping on the floor slowly fading away. It went awkwardly silent for a few moments as Darkshot slowly tried to recompose himself.

 “Where do you shoot from?” Aegis playfully asked Lina, breaking the silence.

 “The darkness.” She whispered back in a faked, shy manner, mocking Darkshot.

 “Oh shut up.” Darkshot grumbled back as the others laughed. The laughter died down quickly to the sound of several sets of footsteps approaching on the other side of one of the many doors leading into the front foyer. When the door swung open, it revealed Quinn, Sapphire, Trexon and Herilon.

 “So. You need a spot to grind?” Quinn asked, not wasting any time with small talk.

 “Yup.” Aegis nodded back as he and his party all turned to face her attentively.

 “Alright. We’ve got a spot you can borrow. It’s exclusive, we had Trexon carve a teleport altar there due to its remote location. But there’s a few caveats.” Quinn crossed her arms and looked over the group.

 “Monsters there are all elite, levels are in the 180 range. The mob density is low, making it pretty inefficient for experience in a big group, but there aren’t any other spots on our island with higher level enemies. As far as the general playerbase of the Shatter World online know, higher level enemies are not found on the main islands. Once you want to start leveling higher, you’ll need to find isolated small islands, or travel into the abyss.” Quinn explained

 “Hm. How have the other guilds been leveling, then?” Pyri asked curiously. “I’ve noticed certain guilds were filled with players higher than level 180.” She added. It was obvious to everyone in the room who she was referring to, without her having to be specific.

 “Don’t watch their streams, I take it?” Quinn smirked playfully at her. “They grind lower level enemies, en-masse. They use certain tactics where they use weaker, out of party guildmates to help them take down enemies so that they can gain all of the experience for themselves, independently.” Quinn replied.

 “What do the out of party players get out of that arrangement?” Aegis asked curiously.

 “The honor of getting to help out their guild master, and favorite streamers, usually.” Quinn rolled her eyes to the back of her head as she said this. “Though in some cases they’re paid in gold.”

 “It’s a really efficient way to level, it's pretty hard to compete with them in experience without it.” Sapphire added with a carrot bite. 

 “So with that in mind, we’ve got plenty of guild members volunteering to help you guys o-” Quinn couldn’t finish her sentence.

 “No.” Aegis shook his head. “We’re not playing like that.” Aegis looked towards his party members for a moment before turning back to Quinn.

 “Are you sure? If we split you up and had a group of 10 of our guild mates help you take down elite level 180 mobs, allowing each of you to get experience from each mob by yourself, you’d level pretty fast.” Quinn looked at him skeptically, as if she thought he hadn’t fully understood her explanation the first time. 

 “Maybe… but, like that, are we even really playing the game properly? That doesn’t sound fun at all.” Aegis shrugged. After hearing this, Herilon and Quinn turned to look at each other with big smiles on their faces. “I mean, unless you guys disagree?” Aegis turned to his party members.

 “Nope. That sounds boring as hell. I’d rather kill stuff myself.” Rakkan replied.

 “Same.” Darkshot added.

 “I don’t really think I’d need help to begin with.” Pyri replied nonchalantly.

 “Mhm.” Lina nodded back at Aegis approvingly.

 “Told you.” Herilon shrugged at her. “I’m gonna get a crush on you if you don’t quit being so cool.” Herilon then winked at Aegis. 

 “Alright. Go ahead and open a portal for them. Just make sure you don’t get lost or die, you haven’t much time left.” Quinn motioned to Trexon.

 “Right away.” He nodded back as his hands and staff began to glow blue. The others took a step back and grouped up in front of him eagerly as he finished casting his portal spell. A few seconds later, a floating arcane doorway appeared in the middle of the guildhall foyer, a shimmering ring of blue magical energy wriggly around the rim of the portal. 

 Looking through it, Aegis saw what looked to be ancient ruins made up of tan and beige stone blocks, some stacked and others toppled, with tangled vines and roots gripping them and reclaiming them on behalf of nature.

 “Good luck.” Trexon said encouragingly once the portal had finished forming. “You’ve enough dust to return? Don’t forget to attune to the altar.

 “I’ve got some.” Pyri confidently patted a brown pouch strapped to her belt.

 “Let’s head through. Thanks again for everything.” Aegis said as he waved to them and lead the group through first. Quinn gave him a knowing nod as he disappeared, followed by the others one by one.

 Once all five had stepped through, the quiet ambience of the guild hall was immediately replaced by the sound of wild birds chirping in the surrounding trees, and wild unseen creatures calling out to one another in the wilds surrounding them. 

 They found themselves standing atop a clean cut portal altar made up of white stone blocks with runes carved into them. The altar was built atop a paved floor of tan bricks that were aged and significantly contrasted with the newer stones of the altar, making it clear that one was recently built, and the others were ancient and had been here for ages.

 The paved stones faded into dirt, grass, vines and twigs to their left, but turning to their right they saw the path lead into an overgrown city. Some buildings were still standing, but just barely, and the canopy of the large trees growing around them in the surrounding forest towered over the ruined structures, not allowing much in the way of sunlight to reach the buildings that hid in their shade. 

 As the group of five all panned around to take in their surroundings, the portal that they’d stepped through disappeared behind them.

 “It’s not a dungeon, we didn’t get an alert.” Darkshot pointed out.

 “Those ruins look like they could hold a dungeon in them, somewhere, though.” Aegis motioned in the direction of where the old paved road led.

 “Probably an ancient rune waiting to be discovered somewhere in there.” Rakkan said as a smile grew over his face.

 “At least one.” Aegis nodded in agreement. 

 “Hm.” Pyri tapped her own shoulder to cast fly on herself, then began levitating up into the sky. The group was currently in a small clearing, allowing her to soar up without interference, but as she got higher to take in their surroundings, she could see very little of what was below the trees in front of them. There were a few tall ruined structures that stood up to the large overgrown forest, but most of it was hidden from her view. The best she could do was get a sense of how large these ruins were, and they seemed to extend far out through the forest in front of them as far as her eyes could see. Eventually, she hovered back down to the others.

 “These ruins are massive. Quinn mentioned the enemies are of low density, which typically means they are few and far between. With only two days… we’ll need to think wisely about how we approach this.” Pyri explained as her feet lightly tapped down back onto the portal altar. As she spoke, though, Aegis was already fidgeting around in his interface.

 “There’s only one way to be efficient under these circumstances, as far as I can see it.” Aegis pulled out a large gray sack from his inventory and handed it to Darkshot. Darkshot took the bag curiously and opened the top to peer inside, while Rakkan and Pyri leaned over to look inside as well.

 “A bunch of cooked meat, and elixirs?” Darkshot raised his eyebrows at Aegis after seeing the contents.

 “Care package, for solo grinding.” Aegis replied without meeting his eyes as he was busy loading up another pack, taking it out and handing it to Rakkan. 

 “Wait. You want us to kill level 180 elites on our own?” Darkshot asked in disbelief as Rakkan took his pack with a grin and quickly added it to his own inventory. “Is he serious?” Darkshot turned to Rakkan, hoping to get someone on his side, but Rakkan shrugged back.

 “Here’s yours.” Aegis handed the next pack to Pyri who gladly took it.

 “You know, that offer from Quinn didn’t sound so bad. If we’re going solo, why not have some helpers?” Darkshot continued, this time looking to Pyri, but she also just shrugged at him.

 “And yours.” Aegis gave a final sack to Lina, and she took it hesitantly, looking down at it somewhat disappointed.

 “C’mon.” Darkshot groaned.

 “Darkshot.” Aegis locked eyes with him, then turned to the others one by one. “Pyri. Rakkan. Lina.” he took a deep breath. “We’ve been training nonstop recently. And before that, we’ve fought all manner of dangerous beasts spread out through this Shattered World Online. Do you really think there's going to be anything here that you, Darkshot, the one who shoots from the darkness, cannot handle?” Aegis ended his gaze on Darkshot with a grin. The hesitation on Darkshot’s face slowly faded away.

 “Nah… I guess not. There’s nothing I can’t kite.” Darkshot finally came around and replied with confidence. 

 “Alright.” Aegis put his hand forward, palm facing down. The others finished adding their sacks to their inventory, and the first to lean in and put his hand atop Aegis’ was Darkshot. Next was Rakkan, then Pyri, and finally with some hesitation Lina. In a circle, with their hands stacked, they all exchanged brief looks of excitement.

 “Let’s kick some ass.” Aegis cheered before throwing all of their hands up in the air.

 “Alright. Imma be level 160 by the time of the preliminaries, easy.” Darkshot cheered before turning and walking along the paved path towards the ruins.

 “I’m going to be 161.” Rakkan replied as he joined him.

 “I’m probably going to hit 170.” Pyri added nonchalantly.

 “Yeah right.” Darkshot replied with a puff of air. As they got further away, Aegis was preparing to follow after them, but was stopped as Lina grabbed the back of his cloak of Eirene, tugging on it lightly.

 Aegis turned to look at her, staring at her feet, listening to the sound of the other three voices fading off as they walked further and further away into the ruins. 

 “Is everything okay?” Aegis asked her.

 “Yeah… well, no…” Lina whispered shyly.

 “What’s wrong?” Aegis turned to face her and took her hand from his cloak and into his own.

 “It’s just, well… uhm…” She had trouble speaking clearly, and continued looking down at her feet to avoid Aegis’ gaze. “I want to stay with you.” She finally managed to get the words out.

 “You’re worried about fighting the elites on your own? The elixirs in the bag are really powerful, so-”

 “No, it’s not that.” She shook her head quickly, before he could finish. “I just want to stay with you. You were gone on your advanced quest, and then the training, and the brawl, so…” She mumbled. Aegis didn’t need a further explanation, as he began to understand how she was feeling.

 “Right, we haven’t been able to spend much time together. I’ve been so focused on preparing for this tournament, not thinking about anything else…” Aegis turned his head down to his own feet as he pondered for a moment. Lina didn’t reply to this, but her silence was all he needed for him to understand he was on the right track. “Okay,” he tightly gripped her hand and began leading her towards the ruins. “Let’s play together. We’ll have to work extra hard to keep up with the others, though, okay?” Aegis smiled at her encouragingly as she finally looked up from her feet to meet his eyes.

 “Mhm.” She nodded back excitedly, a giant smile growing over her face.
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Very few beams of sunlight were making their way through the thick canopy of the large trees around them, as Lina and Aegis stepped into the ruins. Darkshot, Pyri and Rakkan had all taken off at top speeds, disappearing far off into the forest - so far in fact that not a sound of their activities could be heard from the pair.

 Aegis had let go of Lina’s hand and was walking ahead of her, peering around the thick brown, vine covered trunks of the forest. Most of the paved stone was overtaken by thick mounds of dirt and grass, and the ruined structures had very little structure left to them. There was a pillar or wall standing up here and there, but most of it was rubble. The natural smells of mushrooms and wild flowers filled his nose, alongside the sounds of the animals and the light winds blowing in the canopy above. He found himself once again marveling at how realistic it felt, as if he was actually wandering in a real set of ruins. That thought faded, though, as he heard Lina’s footsteps following closely behind him.

 He felt a sudden urge to take the lead - to take charge of the situation and tell her what to do. But, as he thought on it, his mind drew a blank on what he should say. He himself wasn’t exactly sure why, as if some other words were bubbling up in the bottom of his throat. Words that he couldn’t quite piece together into a meaningful sentence, as he didn’t know what he wanted to say. It wasn’t something that sat on the forefront of his mind, but it was there, and it was preventing him from focusing on the task at hand. 

When he finally opened his mouth to speak, he stopped himself from even forming a word and instead began scratching the back of his head. He suddenly felt as though he couldn’t even turn around to face her, and he’d no idea where the feeling was coming from.

“Uhm… I should scout around for the enemies, right? Since we don’t know what they are yet?” Lina suggested.

“Yeah. Good idea.” Aegis nodded without looking back at her.

“Okay. I’ll try to be quick.” She replied enthusiastically, before disappearing from his side. He caught a glimpse of her re-appearing in front of him as she shadowstepped several times from branch to branch in the treetops above. Her movement, like always, was impressively fast, and the environment they were in gave her more than enough shadows to play around with.

Once he was alone, though, he felt a sudden relief of pressure and let out an elongated, frustrated sigh at himself. As if he had an urge he couldn’t scratch, he aggressively kicked at a large rock and sent it rolling away across the ruins pointlessly. He wasn’t the one who usually struggled to talk, between himself and Lina. She was my girlfriend, why couldn’t I talk to her. The more he thought about it, the more he’d realized he hadn’t really talked to her at all, or spent time with her since the events of his birthday. When he’d pieced that together, he slowly started to realize what was wrong - what he wanted to say. 

He wasn’t able to construct anything meaningful before Lina returned, however. She appeared in a puff of black smoke as she shadowstepped in front of him, using the shadows cast by the canopy. She had a strange expression on her face, a mix of fear and discomfort.

“I found some… Some of the monsters.” Lina said. Aegis was quick to jump at the opportunity to converse about it, despite her awkward expression.

“Really? What is it?”

“I saw a few of them. I think it’s the only type of monster in these ruins. They’re called Manticores. Do you know what those are?” Lina asked.

“Uh, not really. It's a mythical creature, right?”

“Right… Like a mixture of a bunch of animals?”

“Yeah…” She sighed, looking around awkwardly. “They appear in a lot of games, usually interpreted differently. Sometimes they’re really scary, and sometimes really creepy. These ones are the creepy kind.” Lina explained.

“How so?” Aegis asked.

“Probably better if you see one yourself… There was one that was asleep over here. Want to see?” She asked hesitantly.

“Yeah, of course. I mean, we’ve got to hunt them, right? They’ll give good experience?”

“Probably.” Lina shrugged. “Okay, this way.” She motioned him to follow her, then led deeper into the forest. The pair moved as quietly as they could, avoiding thick bushes and brambles that were growing all about. After nearly 5 minutes of walking quietly with Lina in the lead, there was a sudden shuffling sound that gave them pause. They both stopped moving and looked in the direction of the sound.

A large collection of bushes and vegetation sat between the trunks of two trees and shook for a brief moment before going still. Lina looked at Aegis nervously out of the corner of her eyes, and he saw her uncomfortable stare briefly before focusing on the bush and drawing out his shield from his back.

“Hello? Is someone there?” A young lady's voice asked, a soft welcoming tone reaching their ears. The moment it spoke, Aegis looked to Lina once more and she violently shook her head no and held her hand out in front of Aegis, to signal him to stop. “Please, I don’t have any money if you are bandits. I’ve gotten lost out here and just want to find my way home.” The voice continued. The look on Lina’s face, Aegis saw, was getting progressively more terrified.

“Please won’t you help me find my way home?” The voice spoke a third time, this time protruding its face out of the bush to reveal itself, but simultaneously get a view of Aegis and Lina. It had large, almost perfectly circular round eyes with pupils like that of a human. Long, stringy eyelashes and eyebrows, and an exaggerated human face covered in wrinkles. A hideous, malformed face with no ears, extending out of a mane of thick hair like that of a lion. Two bumpy black horns extended out of the forehead and curled upwards once before pointing their sharp tips forward towards Aegis and Lina. 

The face looked masculine, but the voice was clearly that of a young girl, and upon seeing them it opened its mouth once more to speak. Its mouth and lips were large and oversized, with long stringy black hairs growing around the edges of it. Within were razor sharp teeth and a strangely shaped black tongue with grooves on the end of it. 

Lina immediately shivered violently, and Aegis could immediately understand all of the facial expressions that she’d been showing him up until now. Its eyes began to shimmer with a red glow as it locked onto them, and [Almerak Manticore(Elite) - Level 187] became visible above its head in red font, signifying it was a hostile creature.

“It’s going to attack us, now?” Aegis asked Lina, but she didn’t reply. Instead, she looked somewhat frozen with wide eyes as she looked at it. “Lina?” he asked, but got no response much to his surprise. Simultaneously, he watched as something long and pointed began to rise up from behind the bush that the head was sticking out of, a tail resembling that of a scorpion’s. 

Then, without warning, the creature lunged forward towards Lina, and she remained frozen and unable to move.

“Lina!” Aegis shouted, but got no reaction. He quickly jumped in front of her and lifted his shield up just in time to brace the attack - the Manticore jabbed its tail forward over its body down at Aegis and the stinger slid off the side of his mithral shield.




	
You take 11,346 Piercing damage.
You take 6,205 Acid damage.








It was some of the highest damage number’s he’d seen since upgrading his gear, immediately putting him on edge. He was only grateful that his shield was resistant to acid and wouldn’t melt away like an Iron shield would. The beast followed up its tail attack with a charge attack using its horns, ramming into Aegis’ shield which he blocked.




	You take 9,783 Piercing damage.







It then prepared to follow up by slashing out at him with a pair of claws that extended out of two massive lion paws that it had on its front legs, while at the same time Aegis watched two large, bat-like wings begin to expand from the back of the four legged creature. 

“This thing hits hard, I shouldn’t block his attacks like this.” Aegis declared as he saw the claws rearing up, but the speed at which it was attacking was incredibly fast - he was sure that fighting players for so long would’ve given him a leg up but was quickly realizing the truth behind all the warnings he’d been given about high level monsters in this game.

Still, as he said this, a quick glance back at Lina told him she wasn’t going to react. So, instead, he quickly turned from the creature and scooped up Lina in his arms, sweeping behind her knees with one hand to cradle her while casting a guard at his back to block the two claw attacks.




	
You take 15,680 Slashing damage.
You take 14,924 Slashing damage.








Within a few seconds, he was near death due to the bombardment of attacks this creature was hitting him with, and it had no intention of letting up. It pulled its head back as if preparing to release a blast of magical energy, and a quick glance from Aegis allowed him to see a magical orb begin to form at the back of its throat.

“Aura of healing. Greater heal.” Aegis quickly cast, while at the same time jumping away as quickly as he could to create distance between himself and the Manticore. As he had, a beam of green acid fired out of its mouth in a straight line, cutting through trees and ruined stone walls like butter, leaving a green gooey stain around the impact points.

“Please, don’t run away!” The manticore called out after him in the young female voice as Aegis desperately dashed around several trees. 

 “Lina, did you get hit with some sort of crowd control ability?” Aegis asked her frantically as he started weighing his options. His Avatar of Eirene skill was still on cooldown for the day, due to the brawl. He looked to his party interface in the corner of his peripheral vision to see Lina’s status and saw she had no debuffs. “Maybe a connection problem with your Simbox?” He tried to reason, still seeing her just staring blankly at him. He wanted to try and figure it out, but the manticore was somehow keeping up with him despite him zig-zagging around the trees of the forest. He felt the wooshing air caused by the creatures wings as they flapped behind him, and in an instant the scorpion tail was jabbed out at his back once more. Luckily, he was able to sidestep it, then quickly cast a heal on himself and jump backwards to avoid a swipe of the Manticore’s claws. 

 “Let’s escape this forest together.” The manticore spoke, a deadpan stare from its circular eyes as it spoke. Aegis felt the creepiness of this creature in his bones, but he also felt he might be able to take it on - especially if he had Lina’s help.

 “Lina, I need you,” Aegis mumbled while preparing himself to dodge the next set of attacks. He hadn’t realized it, but without saying anything else, this had snapped Lina out of her trance. She blinked, looking at Aegis’ chin from below as he held her and continued speaking. “To get out of this. These Manticore’s are no joke. If it’s a connection issue, please fix-”

 “I’m sorry. I’m really scared of these things.” Lina took a deep anxious breath, her eyes still wide but finally blinking. 

 “Why didn’t you say so? We didn’t have to fight them. We could grind somewhere else.” 

 “But this is the best spot!” Lina replied as tears started to build up in her eyes. “I didn’t want to slow us down, and get in the way. I want to be by your side and help you! I wasn’t able to help you when Rene was burning, and… I…”

 “You were worried about something like that?” Aegis asked as he jumped back and dodged another swipe from the creature's claws.

 “You don’t need to fear me.” The Manticore joined into the conversation, and Aegis could feel Lina shivering in his arms from its voice. 

 “When we started, I knew so much more. I could always help. Now I feel like I can’t help anymore. Like you are so far away… the brawl, the pirates, I watched it all, it was so incredible, so…”

 “Lina, I’m the one who should be worried.” Aegis finally found the words he was looking for earlier, boiling to the surface. “The way I acted after everything happened, it was embarrassing. I apologized, but I guess I’m still ashamed of it. A little bit of me was afraid of how you thought of me now, since I yelled at everyone.” Aegis explained while jumping away from the Manticore further into the forest. It continued its close pursuit and made several more strikes towards Aegis’ back and knocked over trees in the process. 

 “No, no of course not. I understand you were angry. It didn’t change how I felt. I just want to be with you.” She replied with her voice trailing off. 

 “I’m glad… because I feel the same way.” Aegis let out a sigh of relief.

 “Let’s all become one, together.” The Manticore added, turning Aegis’ sigh of relief into that of an annoyed one. “Shut the hell up you stupid creepy cat thing.” Aegis grumbled back at it. For the first time, Lina felt herself holding back a slight chuckle rather than feeling afraid after the creature spoke. The laughter ended when Aegis abruptly had to switch the direction in which he was fleeing, due to him coming face to face with a second, distinctly different but equally hideous manticore face.

 “Why hello there partner!? Fine weather we’re having today, ain’t it?” The second manticore spoke with an accent resembling that of a cowboy from the wild west.

 “You gotta be kidding me.” Aegis shook his head in disbelief as the tail of the second Manticore reared up and prepared to strike. “Who the hell designed the voices for these things?” Aegis asked Lina in disbelief, causing her to smile anxiously. “Do you think you can help me kill these idiotic monsters? Or should we get out of here and look for somewhere else to grind?” Aegis asked her, looking down into her eyes for a brief moment. “Together, we should be able to take them out easily.”

 “Okay.” Lina nodded back. “Let’s take them out together.” she added while wiggling herself out of his arms. Both Manticores charged at them from the front, and Lina and Aegis both drew out their weapons to stare back at them, watching as they knocked over the few trees that stood between them and the creatures. 

 “Giddyup, partners!” The second manticore cheered.

 “Let’s escape this place together, as one!” The young female-speaking one called out.

 “Let’s shut these idiots up.” Aegis drew out his claws of jealousy, dug his heels in and prepared himself for the counterattack, while a coat of black mist began to emanate from Lina’s body. 
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“I’ll keep them focused on me. Try to find their weak spot, okay?” Aegis asked Lina, and turned to see her nod back hesitantly. Despite her change in demeanor, he could still see the fear in her eyes. “Hey, it’s okay - I won’t let them hurt you.” Aegis tried to reassure her, and she nodded back again, with slightly more confidence. 

 As the creatures closed in, both of their tails reared back and their fanged maws opened wide, smiling at Aegis with their uncomfortably circular eyes. Once close enough to strike him, Lina shadow stepped away into the shade of the trees around them and Aegis jumped backwards, allowing the tails to pierce into the forest floor and melting small acidic craters into the dirt upon impact.

 Lina reappeared around them in several different spots, striking at them with her mithral daggers. Aegis could see them getting distracted by her movements and losing interest in him, so he lunged forward and bashed one in the head with his shield.

 “Challenging roar!” He shouted, though not thinking it’d do much to get their attention due to the enemies being elite. It did have some effect, though, as despite being stabbed on various parts of its body, the female sounding one ignored the strikes in favor of swiping at Aegis with its claws while the one he’d shield bashed on the nose retaliated by chomping out at him. He avoided both of their strikes with great difficulty.

 “Their bellies are taking extra damage. I am dealing a lot of damage to them.” Lina called out as Aegis was forced to block the chomp with his shield, and the swipes with his guard. 




	
You take 14,332 Slashing damage.
You take 15,193 Slashing damage.
You take 12,775 Piercing damage.








“Greater heal. Aura of Healing. Aura of Beauty.” He called out quickly after blocking the strikes, casting the heal on himself while erupting his auras outward from the heels of his feet, both of which easily encapsulating Lina and granting her the effects.  “Good, keep it up, I’ll try to handle their attacks.” Aegis said in response to Lina.

“Shadow Dance!” She cast a familiar spell to Aegis. She began rapidly teleporting around the manticores and striking at their stomachs - anytime one looked to be drawn to her movements, she swapped targets. Still, not fast enough to completely avoid them as one managed to eventually predict one of her jumps and sting its tail out at her. Aegis reacted by projecting his shield in front to absorb the blow with the protection, however.
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“Jeez.” Aegis groaned while quickly healing himself. “I thought, given how much we’ve trained with each other on PvP movement, that monsters would become a joke. Not only are these things incredibly fast, but they’re keeping up with our movements too.” Aegis commented in disbelief as he was forced to dodge and block several more strikes.

“Well…” Lina began replying, but paused as she jumped around. Her voice started coming from random directions, echoing off the trees as she rapidly teleported mid-response. “Monsters in this game have stats like ours, and in higher levels they begin to scale to superhuman levels. That is why the majority of players who handle higher level content need to do it in a group. In addition, don’t forget that they are AI that are a part of the game in which we are inputting commands. The AI can cheat a bit and read our input, making it easier for them to predict what we are going to do next and react to it.” 

“Ah. Yeah. I guess that makes sense.” Aegis nodded as he pondered her words. “Tch. Cheating creeps.” Aegis shook his head disappointedly at the Manticores.

“I aint no cheat, partner.” The second Manticore replied in his heavy southern accent. 

“Sure you aren’t buddy.” Aegis grumbled back at the beast as it swiped its claws at him with incredible speed. “Still, to keep up with shadow dance… isn’t that the fastest movement possible in the game?” Aegis asked, trying to confirm something he’d researched.

“Mhm. I mean, I’m not fully buffed, so I could still go faster.” Lina replied.

“Could we fully buff you?” Aegis asked curiously.

“Nope. Need a bard and a support-type wizard, and some elixirs. But this is okay for these guys.” Lina replied.

“Got it.” Aegis replied, nonchalantly dodging another tail strike. It took a bit of time, but eventually he fell into a rhythm of dodging their strikes when he needed to, and once he’d done that, he began blocking their strikes on purpose. After 10 minutes of fighting, the two Manticores went down due to Lina’s massive damage output on them.




	
Level Up! Shield Mastery has reached Level 156!
Level Up! Greater Heal has reached Level 153!
Level Up! Leather Armor Proficiency has reached Level 152!
Level Up! Aura of Healing has reached Level 152!
Level Up! Aura of Beauty has reached Level 152! 

Almerak Manticore x2 Slain!
 You gain 1,125,730 Experience!








“Damn, Quinn wasn’t joking. Those two alone granted about 5% of a level…” Aegis said with wide eyes as he looked at the notifications that had popped up in his peripheral vision.

“Mhm. Now imagine we had a small guild helping us killing them, and letting us get all the experience for ourselves.” Lina replied with a smile as she eyed a pair of item orbs that rolled out of the bodies of the Manticores. 

“I guess that’s how Feng and Makaroth are the highest levels in the game, huh?” Aegis asked, with no attempt to hide the resentment in his voice.

“Yeah…” Lina answered weakly. Aegis walked over the orbs and tapped them as the pair watched two strange chunks of blue jagged stone pieces roll out.

“What is that?” Lina asked curiously as Aegis leaned down to inspect the item cards of the stones.




	
Name: Relic of Almerak (117)

Type: Relic

Description: Once a piece of something greater, now destroyed and broken apart into 231 fragments, scattered throughout the ruins of Almerak. 









 The second fragment listed itself as fragment 81. Once he’d read the item cards, he held one in each of his hands and looked at the jagged stones curiously. 

 “I think if we collect all 231 fragments of these stones, it might be possible to fix it and find out what it is. But it says the fragments are scattered about the ruins.”

 “231 could be hard. Did it say that they all drop from the Manticores?”

 “Nope, wasn’t specific about that.” Aegis shrugged back at her. He then looked up to see the sun moving through the sky, its position indicating it was closing in on the evening. “We’ve only got about 36 hours left to grind before the preliminaries start. It’d probably be hard to try to find them all before then…”

 “Yeah…” Lina replied as she eyed a giant smile growing across Aegis’ face. “Probably really hard. We’d have to pull a lot of manticores… while exploring all these ruins…” She added as his contagious smile slowly spread to her.

 “Mhm… Would have to be stupid to mass pull mobs like these, though…” Aegis raised his eyebrows at her.

 “Yeah, really stupid.” Her eyes lit up with excitement. Aegis pulled out his harvesting knife and quickly got to work on the manticores, obtaining crafting parts from their fangs, tails, and leather which looked impressively sturdy, far beyond what was given by the Salamanders.

 “Even these materials are great… If we could gather enough before the tournament we could maybe upgrade our armor… too bad there’s not much time.” Aegis said, though not with a dejected sounding voice.

 “Well…” Lina saw in his eyes what he was planning to do. She was quickly reminded of her first day of playing with Aegis, where he had her kite a boar king around the forest so that it’d knock down trees for him to harvest.

 “You go that way, I’ll go this way, then we meet around the middle.” Aegis pointed out opposite directions as he gave his instructions.

 “‘Kay!” Lina cheered back excitedly. 



 Darkshot was proudly staring at his character sheet as the sun began to set that evening, noting his level now sat at 152 and many of his skills had leveled up. He was resting on a rock in front of the corpse of a manticore, eying a relic fragment that he had obtained with the number 47 on it. He bit into a kebab that Aegis had given him in his supply back to boost his stamina recovery before standing up and dusting himself off.

 “I’m making hella good time.” Darkshot said to himself as he opened up his friends list and checked in on his party members. Rakkan had reached level 152 as he had, Pyri was at 153, and Aegis and Lina were both still at 151. “Well, of course Pyri’d be faster. At least I’m beating Aegis though.” Darkshot rubbed his hands together before pulling his bow out, getting a coo of acknowledgement from Darkwing on his shoulder. He began prowling through the forest under the darkening sky, until he spotted tracks of a nearby Manticore.

 Using his class skills he was able to easily track down the Manticore to its resting place without alerting it to his presence. He got a good position up in the canopy of a nearby tree before pulling back an obsidian tipped arrow in his bow and was preparing to fire - aiming at the vulnerable part of its belly that was visible as it lay sleeping on its side.

 “HOWDY PARTNER!” Aegis suddenly shouted, running out of a nearby ruined structure towards the Manticore. He wasn’t speaking to Darkshot - he hadn’t even noticed Darkshot hiding in the tree. He was yelling at the Manticore to wake it up and get its attention.

 “Yo whaddup homie?” The Manticore replied with heavy slang as it suddenly jumped up to its feet. It went from slumbering peacefully to aggressively baring its fangs at Aegis in less than a second.

 “Not much, homie!” Aegis called back to it, though now sure he had its attention, he started running in the opposite direction.

 “What the hell Aegis, that one was mine!” Darkshot shouted down to him as Aegis barely heard him over the sound of stampeding manticores. As Darkshot shouted, he saw several pairs of bat wings flapping above the trees, in pursuit of Aegis. In addition, several were stomping after him on foot. Seeing the amount - 11 Manticores in total, prompted Darkshot to quickly throw his hands over his mouth in an attempt to take his words back. The fear of accidentally drawing aggro from the manticores onto himself sent a chill down his spine, but luckily none seemed to notice that he’d called out due to the variety of weird voices coming from the manticores mouth - it sounded like a party of the most diverse group of individuals ever as they all called out at Aegis with various accents. 

 “Man…” Darkshot sighed to himself once he was sure he was safe. “What the hell is that idiot doing?” Aegis asked Darkwing, who simply cooed back in equal confusion. 



 Pyri, who was also alerted to the commotion, used her fly spell to soar above the trees until she spotted a newly formed opening in the forest. A total of 23 manticores were gathered by Aegis and Lina, and the pair were now battling them in the clearing that’d been formed due to the manticore attacks melting through the surrounding trees. 

 From her point of view, she could make out Aegis skillfully maintaining threat on them as Lina shadow danced through the area, releasing tendrils of shadows from the darkened areas that aided in her dealing damage.

 Pyri then spotted Darkshot climbing to the top of a tree not too far away, taking in the view as well. Finally, due to the commotion, Rakkan was also spotted as he’d made his way to the top of a ruined structure - one  of the few still standing high enough to protrude out of the forest canopy.

 “I thought we couldn’t AoE grind these?” Darkshot said through the party interface so that everyone could hear them.

 “Well, it’s kinda hard, but I wanted to collect all those ruins fragments before the preliminaries.”

 “They’re elite, though, right? You can’t really hold aggro on them.” Rakkan asked.

 “Yeah, it’s pretty hard…” Aegis replied with his voice strained.

 “Should we grab some more and join in?” Pyri asked deviously.

 “That’d be great, thanks.” Aegis answered her with no hesitation, causing Pyri and Rakkan to chuckle. 

 “One day. Someday, maybe, we’ll be able to just have a nice, relaxing, easy going grinding session.” Darkshot grumbled as he began eying the surrounding forest for more Manticore tracks. 



 Two hours later, long after the sun had set, a giant portion of the ruined forest had been decimated. A large, roughly 100 square meter area had been cleared of all trees and ruined structures. It was littered with craters of sizzling acid, and corpses of manticores. 

 At the very center of the clearing was Aegis and his party, eagerly sitting and standing in a circle. At the center of the circle was a pile of blue stone fragments, and the group was quickly shuffling through them.

 “I’m missing 32. Anyone got 32?” Darkshot asked.

 “Here.” Lina pulled it from the pile and handed it to him. 

 “Thanks.” Darkshot replied excitedly as he took it from her and placed it in his pile of fragments. The group was each taking on a numbered range of fragments and were then attempting to puzzle them together, but it became clear after a short while that they were still missing a good number of them.

 “Do you think we need to kill more manticores?” Rakkan asked as the group gave up for the time being and began adding the fragments to their inventories.

 “Nah, not likely. A lot of them didn’t even drop a fragment. I bet some are just laying around the ruined buildings.” Aegis replied.

 “Okay, I’ll start searching.” He answered with enthusiasm. In an instant, he created several echoes of himself and headed out of the clearing and back into the overgrown ruins.

 “Yeah, I think I’m gonna take a break and get some rest before the match. Level 153 aint bad, right?” Darkshot asked.

 “Nope. That’s not a bad idea though. We’ve been going non stop for awhile now.” Pyri replied while eying Aegis specifically. Once their eyes met, Aegis nodded along.

 “Alright, yeah. I’m just gonna harvest all these manticores and cook them, then I’ll take a rest.” Aegis replied to her.

 “Good. I’m going to hop out of the Simbox for a shower and a real meal, then.” Pyri said as she began fidgeting around with her interface. A few seconds later, she vanished from the game world.

 “Later,” Darkshot waved.

 “Cya tomorrow.” Aegis answered.

 “Bye.” Lina smiled, and Darkshot promptly logged out as well, leaving the pair alone. “Should I make a campfire for you?”

 “That’d help, thanks.” Aegis replied as he pulled his harvesting knife from his inventory and got to work on the manticores. He counted the corpses as he made his way around the clearing, totaling 83 that the group had slain. In the end, he managed to hit level 152 but was close enough to 153 that he was sure he’d get it in the morning. 




	Level Up! Creature Harvesting has reached Level 157!






 

 Once he’d finished, he had several manticore flanks that he brought with him back to the campfire where Lina was seated on the remains of an acid-melted log, watching him curiously as he eyed the meat in his hands.

 “It’s got really strong recovery properties, but I don’t think it’s going to be easy to cook.” Aegis said as he sat down on the log beside her without thinking. After he’d pondered a few ideas on how to cook it, he handed the flanks to her to hold for him without speaking, and she took it with no complaints despite the gooey texture of the meat on her hands and the strange clear liquid dripping out of it. With his hands free, he took out his cooking tools and began setting them out around himself, near the fire. 

 By the time he’d finished, the meat goop had covered her knees and hands, and she was looking down at her armor uncomfortably.

 “Oh, sorry,” Aegis quickly took the meat away and placed it on a large cutting board that he’d brought out of his inventory. “I just made you hold it without thinking.

 “No, it’s okay.” She smiled as she stood up and started wiping the goop off of her salamander leather leggings. “I’m happy…” 

 “You’re happy I handed you goopy meat?”

 “No…” She chuckled as she caught his awkward smile at her. “I’m happy you handed it to me without thinking. Like we’re a pair. My mom said that when you really like someone, you don’t need to talk as much…” Lina explained herself, but as she did she got flustered from her own words.

 “Oh. Yeah…” Aegis awkwardly broke eye contact. “I guess that’s true.” He turned away and began cutting the meat into smaller slices so that it'd fit on the tiny grill of his cooking toolkit that he had brought out. “We’ve been playing together for a few months now, so I guess I feel really comfortable around you. I trust you. But I shouldn’t just plop goopy meat on you.”

 “No it’s okay, you can plop your goopy meat on me whenever you want.” She replied eagerly, but afterwards repeated the words to herself in her head as Aegis let out a chuckle. “Ah, I mean…” She anxiously began to fidget as her face went bright red. “That’s not what I meant. You know, I only meant, manticore meat is okay to give to me, definitely not the other thing.” She continued, but Aegis’ lack of immediate response caused her to go over her words again. “Ah, I didn’t mean definitely not the other thing, though, because, well…” She got stumped and stopped talking, letting out a nervous sigh. 

 “Hah, it’s okay… I know what you meant.” Aegis turned back and smiled at her, trying to reassuringly calm her down as he saw her cherry-red cheeks. She avoided eye-contact, though, and instead sat back down on the log and began fidgeting with her fingers. Once he’d gotten over the cuteness of how shy she was, her words and what she was saying slowly sank in.

 His eyes, almost against his own will, wandered down her body, following her female form as it was concealed in tightly fitting salamander leather armor. Her black hair, tied back in a pony-tail with the bangs hanging over the front of her face as it tilted downward. He paired this image of her beautiful avatar character with her real body, in the real world, which he thought equally beautiful, and suddenly his heart began to beat faster within his chest.

 At the mere suggestion of it by Lina, hormones that’d been suppressed by Aegis due to his focus on his goals began to bubble up inside of him, and he quickly broke eye-contact from her to focus back on slicing the manticore meat, while breathing heavily for no particular reason.



 “Ooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooh.” Hae-won let out an extremely long drawn out, whispered cheer as she watched Aegis’ expression intently through Shinji’s camera work. “C’mon Aegis, be a man!” Hae-won shouted at the display of his livestream from within her broadcasting simulation, the chat zooming past her with random heart emojis. 

            
