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     Prologue 


     The old man’s fingers raced across his controller as he struggled to defeat the final boss of a game he hadn’t played in twenty years. His face tensed as he tried to remember the enemy’s every move. He’d already died five times to the giant, sword-wielding foe, but on the sixth run his old muscle memory kicked in, and Vincent found himself dodging every attack and timing his own counter-moves with perfect precision. When the enemy’s health hit zero, he jumped to his feet and cheered. 


     “That’s right!” Vincent yelled at the screen. “I’ve still got it.” 


     He ignored the end-game cutscene and backed into his virtual console navigator. His eyes scanned the list of recently completed games. 


     Is that it? That’s the last game I had on my list to replay? That list was supposed to distract me until after the anniversary of Monika’s passing. 


     The old man sank back into his gaming chair. The nanomachines in the material compressed, shaping the seat to give him maximum comfort, and the heads-up display in his contacts showed a screen that asked if he wanted to order antidepressants. 


     “No,” he said, waving away the ad. “I don’t need any drugs—I mean, other than the ones that keep me healthy. Dang technology, can’t a man deal with his problems the old-fashioned way and ignore them with video games and alcohol?” 


     He reached for his drink and found it empty. 


     “Refill,” he called. 


     A drone flew from his fridge in the kitchen and sprayed a foam into his cup. The foam settled into his favorite root-beer-flavored alcoholic beverage. An augmented-reality screen appeared, asking if he wanted to order more of the beverage before his supply ran out. 


     Vincent sighed. “Yeah, sure.” 


     The screen inquired if he needed anything else with his delivery, and Vincent had to stop to think. Maybe I should give in and buy that blasted game everyone’s obsessed over. 


     He flipped through his HUD to one of the hundred game invitations his friend Jim had spammed him with over the last three weeks. He read over the tagline and the basic information. 


     “World-Tree Online. Take a vacation to worlds like you’ve never imagined. Designed by ARKUS, the world’s most powerful AI system, which was created to discover ways of expanding human lifespans. ARKUS’s neural modifiers and advanced headset allow you to live an entire month inside the game in an hour of real-world time.” 


     I don’t really care about extending my lifespan with Monika gone, but it might be a good distraction for the next week. At the very least, Jim will finally stop bugging me about it. It can’t be that good a game, can it? Just another VR MMORPG, only time moves faster when you’re wearing ARKUS’s headset. I would’ve loved something like that in my youth. I could’ve taken a break from writing essays in college and gone on a VR vacation. Work would never have seemed so bad knowing I could spend a month or two in the game once I got home. I would’ve had more time with Monika… 


     Vincent stared at the screen for several more seconds, struggling to decide. What was it that Monika used to say when I couldn’t make decisions? Always pick the choice that will add more excitement to your life. He could practically hear his wife’s happy voice repeating her mantra 


     He pressed “buy” and accepted the order. After a few minutes later, the first delivery drone arrived. On his augmented-reality screen, he watched it drop a small container on his doorsteps. One of his house drones flew down, grabbed the container, and brought it inside through a moving panel. The drone flew the container to his gaming chair and dropped it in his hands. 


     When Vincent looked at the bottle, an augmented-reality screen appeared, providing information. He skimmed over the details and agreed to the terms of use. 


     So, I need to drink this liquid, which contains nanomachines developed by ARKUS, at least ten minutes before I play the game. 


     He unscrewed the container, downed the liquid, and then handed the empty bottle to a drone to dispose. As he waited for the package with the headset, he sent a voice chat request to his lifelong friend Jim. 


     “Hey, Vince,” Jim’s voice replied. “What’re you up to?” 


     “Well, I finally broke down and got that game,” Vincent replied. 


     “World-Tree Online?” 


     “Yeah, that one.” 


     “Really? I didn’t think you’d actually give in.” 


     “Then why’d you keep spamming me with invites?” 


     “Because I really wanted you to play it, man. That game is amazing. It’s like I’m reliving my twenties, but better. I’m meeting women, binge-drinking, and partying.” 


     Vincent shook his head in disappointment. “We’re seventy, Jim. What woman would want to drink and party with you?” 


     “Everyone’s young again in World-Tree Online—it’s like living a new life. The game feels so real, Vince. You won’t believe it until you experience it yourself.” 


     “I’ve heard that before. You know how many games have claimed to be lifelike in our time?” 


     “But this one really is. That ARKUS—its technology is like nothing out there. Even the sex feels real. The game’s only been out for a few weeks, but I have a hundred fifty hours put into it. You actually caught me just as I was about to jump in again.” 


     “A hundred fifty? If an hour of real time is one month in the game, you’ve already lived there for more than a decade. Jesus Christ, Jim. Doesn’t that mess with your perception of reality?” 


     “You sound like those old people that used to cry that video games were destroying the fabric of society.” 


     “To be fair, no game ever let you take a vacation during your lunch break. That has to screw with your head.” 


     “No, it compresses your memories as you log out. You know how you can clearly remember some things from years ago, but then you might forget what you ate for breakfast? It’s like that. Or maybe, it’d make more sense to compare it to a long dream. Only, it feels real while you’re in there. I remember the conversation we had last week better than I remember my marriage a few days ago.” 


     “You got married again?” 


     “Twice since I’ve been playing. The first one ended on mutual terms, but this last one was a nasty divorce. She took my house and half my items. I’m never getting married again, I promise you that.” 


     “You said that after Veronica. And Pauline.” 


     “Well, I’m serious this time. I’m single, young again, and ready to mingle. The World-Tree is my oyster, Vince. Yours too, once you log in. So hurry up and let’s get this party started.” 


     “I don’t plan on doing much partying, Jim. I just want a challenging game to distract me for the next week. You know the second anniversary of Monika’s passing is coming up.” 


     “I know, I know. That’s why I sent you so many invites. Get in the game, bro.” 


     “Bro? Haven’t heard that one in a long time.” 


     “I keep telling you, I feel young again—better than young. Better than I’ve ever felt. At my level, I’m as fast and strong as an Olympic athlete.” 


     “But the game’s still challenging, right? You know I always like a good challenge.” 


     “I’ve barely left the noob worlds, Vince. I’ve heard the play-testers from before the game’s release have reached a point where they have superhuman abilities. And no one’s beaten the game yet. ARKUS made it almost impossible to reach the top of the World-Tree.” 


     “Well, ARKUS hasn’t met a player like me yet.” 


     “I don’t know, Vince. There’re over five hundred million players online right now.” 


     “Wow, that many? Unbelievable.” 


     “If it goes any higher, it’ll hit its biggest concurrent population since release. Everyone wants to live longer. Even people I know that never cared for gaming have been hitting me up for parties on the World-Tree. Some of them say they’ve barely paid attention to the real world since the game came out.” 


     “And you’re sure it won’t destroy the fabric of human civilization?” 


     “No more than social media and government spying ever did. People will adapt. It’s what we humans do best.” 


     An augmented-reality screen appeared and showed Vincent that two more items had arrived. His house drones retrieved the packages. One went to the fridge to restock his beer, and the other brought him a sleek box. 


     “My headset is here,” Vincent told his friend. 


     “Nice,” Jim replied. “I’m jumping back in. See you there, buddy.” 


     “See you,” Vincent replied, just before the voice chat ended. 


     Vincent opened the box and took out the black headset. It had a simple, sleek design and felt light in his hands. At first glance, it would’ve looked like the dozen other headsets sitting around his house. However, on closer inspection, the design had an almost alien feel to it. 


     I’m holding the most advanced piece of technology on this planet, he realized. I’m like a monkey staring at one of those old touchscreen phones. This is something that humans couldn’t have designed. Even the articles online say ARKUS’s developers barely understand this technology. It’s why they were so nervous about releasing it to the public. Why the government demanded ARKUS allow a certain number of human moderators in the game. Why many countries outright banned it. Why some religious and political groups protested the game’s release. 


     Vincent remembered his wife’s words and smiled. “I won’t be one of those old guys that’s too afraid to try something new,” he told himself. “Let’s see what kind of challenges this game has waiting for me. Bring it on, ARKUS.” 


     He slid the headset over his forehead, and it seemed to adjust to his head’s shape. The moment it settled, he heard a humming noise, like a soft melody, and then his living room disappeared. 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 1 


     Vincent felt his body growing lighter. For a moment, he felt numb, and then his feet touched the ground. His living room had vanished, and he found himself standing in darkness. 


     A light appeared overhead, filling the void with a white background. He watched as the floor stretched endlessly toward white walls that might’ve been lightyears away for all he knew. 


     In front of him stood a reflective surface that stretched as far as he could see, showing a view of his body back at himself. Only, he didn’t see his old, worn face. He saw a young man staring back at him—a man he only ever saw in old photos and videos. 


     It’s me, Vincent thought, touching his face. I look twenty-five again. He looked at his toned arms, stylish haircut, and acne-free face. Okay, so maybe a little better than I looked at twenty-five. It’s like an idealized version of me. 


     He clenched his hands and flexed his muscles. Then he touched his neck to feel his own heartbeat. It feels real. Totally and completely real. My god, I never thought a game like this would exist. It’s almost frightening. 


     A screen appeared in front of him, and words displayed across it. 


     Are you satisfied with this representation? (Yes/No) 


     “Yes,” he said, smiling at his own reflection. “Of course.” 


     Reminder: You can only make major changes to your appearance between sessions, but minor changes can be made from your HUD at any time. 


     His reflection disappeared from the surface, but then six more replaced it. Each stood side by side, dressed in different fantasy-styled clothes. The six copies mimicked his actions, but didn’t follow him if he stepped away from the mirror. 


     Please choose your class: Warden | Mage | Cleric | Ranger | Rogue | Fighter 


     He looked at the first on the left, a version of himself in bronze-colored chainmail. 


     Warden – Specialized Stat: Vitality | Class Ability: Barrier 


     So, it’s like a tank class. Okay, let’s see the other five. I can’t wait to jump in and fight monsters like I’m an actual fantasy hero. 


     Mage – Specialized Stat: Spirit | Class Ability: Elemental Conversion 


     Cleric – Specialized Stat: Resolve | Class Ability: Light Conversion 


     Ranger – Specialized Stat: Perception | Class Ability: Scan 


     Rogue – Specialized Stat: Agility | Class Ability: Vanish 


     Fighter – Specialized Stat: Strength | Class Ability: Breaker 


     Interesting choices. I assume each class is balanced, so it’s a matter of playstyle. Do I want to fight monsters up close? With magic? Shoot them with arrows? Stab them in the back? 


     You’ve received a private chat invitation from Crow-Foot Jim. Do you accept? (Yes/No) 


     Seriously? I’m not even in the game yet, and he’s already bothering me. This is what I get for playing something that connects to my social media. It’s probably spamming all my personal choices to ad companies too. 


     “Fine,” Vincent huffed. 


     >Jim: Hey, Vince. You spawn yet? 


     He could hear Jim’s voice in his head, coming from nowhere in particular. Wow, this is intrusive. Like he’s right in my head. When he looked at his heads-up display, Vincent noticed that the game had also copied Jim’s words onto a chat log. 


     “I’m still picking my class.” 


     >Jim: You there? I hope you’re not talking out loud to yourself like a loser. You have to will the game to communicate to me, and then think what you want to say. 


     >Vincent: Testing. Testing. One. Two. Three. Can you hear me? 


     >Jim: Wow, you’re such an old man. 


     >Vincent: I’m still getting used to this—I’m a bit stunned how real it feels. I can’t even tell I’m in my chair at home. 


     >Jim: If you close your eyes, you should still be able to feel your real body. You could even force yourself to take off the headset, but because of the time dilation, it’s easier to go into the options to exit the game. So, have you spawned yet? 


     >Vincent: Still picking my class. Not sure what style I want to play just yet. What do all the stats do? I mean, Agility and Strength are obvious. I presume Vitality is health? 


     >Jim: You’re thinking too old-school. There’s no health here. If you get stabbed in the heart, you die. The physics are real, dude. However, Vitality decreases the chance of you bleeding to death or going into shock from severe wounds. It also increases the rate your body heals. I’ve heard people with high-level Vitality can regrow limbs in hours. 


     >Vincent: That’d be useful. What about Spirit and Resolve? 


     >Jim: Spirit decides how much mana your body can hold. The higher the Spirit, the bigger the mana pool. Resolve affects how fast your mana recovers. Clerics sort of suck at low-level, but I’ve heard at high-tier they can spam spells like crazy. 


     >Vincent: I assume Perception affects reflexes or sight? 


     >Jim: Both, to an extent. But it also affects your ability to develop new spells. Ranger is basically the utility class. It’s probably the least played, but their Scan ability is super cool once you upgrade it. 


     >Vincent: Why’s that? 


     >Jim: Because of the game’s realism, you don’t really notice a lot of the game mechanics. Like if I look at another player, I can only see their general profile and their highest stat. But Scan can read a lot of details about a lot of different things. It’s a good class for someone like you who likes to break down game physics and tinker with them. 


     >Vincent: That does sound like something I’d play. Is this choice final or can I switch later? 


     >Jim: It’s pretty much final unless you make a secondary account. However, once you complete your Class Quest, you get to pick one of the others as a subclass. 


     >Vincent: What are you playing? 


     >Jim: I started Rogue because ladies love Rogues. If I ever complete my Class Quest, I might subspec as a Warden or a Fighter. But Class Quests are insanely hard. I have to steal a Dungeon Boss’s treasure without fighting any enemies. 


     >Vincent: Then I better choose well if I’m spending so much time with one class. 


     >Jim: Dude, relax. There aren’t traditional levels or anything like that. Your stats level up based on how you use them—your Specialized Stat just rises at a faster rate. Stop thinking about it so much and pick one already. It doesn’t matter that much. I know Rogues who focus on body-building and Mages that are faster than I am.” 


     Vincent approached the Ranger copy of himself and looked it up and down. The green and brown clothes and leather tunic looked nice on him, but he would’ve preferred actual armor. 


     Guess I need to earn it, he thought with a smirk. Ranger has utility, which I like. Faster reflexes would be nice too. I don’t have that snappy response-time I had as a kid, after all. And Scan apparently lets me see intricate details of the game. 


     He reached forward, and his hand touched the mirror as his copy did. He looked down, noticing his clothes had been replaced with the Ranger outfit. 


     You’ve chosen Ranger. Are you happy with this selection? (Yes/No) 


     “Yup. Let’s do this.” 


     The world fell away at his feet, and Vincent floated through a white void. He gave a startled shout, then landed in a grassy field unharmed. The young-again man gaped as the world materialized around him. First the fields and rolling hills—streams and trees and creatures in the distance. He saw the walls of a massive city appear on the horizon. 


     The blue sky formed overhead with puffy clouds, and then other worlds appeared beyond that. He eyed the thin, twisting World-Tree rising through the heavens. In his view, he saw hundreds of worlds hanging off crooked branches. 


     Vincent stood in awe of the World-Tree. At its widest, close to his current world, the tree looked thicker than any of the worlds. Higher up the tree, it looked thinner than most worlds. The higher portions of the tree seemed obscured by light that came from all directions. He couldn’t find a star of any kind and assumed the skybox produced light for the worlds. 


     >Vincent: My god. Oh, my god. 


     >Jim: You spawned on the World-Tree, didn’t you? Yeah, it’s something, isn’t it? Even after spending over ten years in this game, I always marvel when I jump back in. 


     >Vincent: It’s incredible. I can’t believe this is real. When we were kids, playing Super Nintendo, would you ever have guessed we’d get to experience something like this? 


     >Jim: No, I thought I’d do something productive with my life. Get rich and retire to my own island full of supermodels. To be honest, this is even better. 


     Vincent continued to gape at the World-Tree. 


     >Jim: Hey, I assume you spawned near a city. Can you Scan it and tell me which one it is? The game should’ve started you on the world with the most people from your social media contacts.  


     Vincent concentrated on the city in the distance and information appeared on his heads-up display. 


     City of Knightrest – Player Count: 1,052,253 | City Size: Medium | Fact #1: Takes up 2.3% of Teramor’s land area. | Fact #2: Most common class is Fighter. | Fact #3: Knightrest is occasionally assaulted by goblins. 


     >Vincent: Knightrest? 


     >Jim: Sweet! You started on a world called Teramor. It’s where I’ve spent most of my time in this game. I’m actually in Knightrest right now, smoking some fine herbs with a couple of lady friends. You should get in on the action. 


     >Vincent: I’d rather learn to play the game. 


     >Jim: Suit yourself, dude. I’ll keep the private chat open if you have any questions, but don’t be surprised if I take a while to respond. 


     >Vincent: Alright. 


     Vincent brought up his HUD and looked through his inventory. He scrolled past the various articles of clothing that made up his Ranger outfit to look at the more interesting items. 


     Ranger’s Leather Tunic – Material Rating: 10 


     Wooden Longbow – A wooden longbow with a string made from varspider silk. 


     Branzium-Tipped Arrows (x30) – Material Rating: 50 | Wooden arrows with branzium tips. 


     Oiron Dagger – Material Rating: 100 


     Elixir (x2) – Drink to heal minor injuries. 


     Ether (x2) – Drink to recover a small amount of mana. 


     So, branzium is like the bronze of this game. Oiron is iron. There’re no stats for damage and the like, probably because the game uses physics instead of health points. But higher material ratings are likely stronger and cut better. My leather tunic only has a rating of ten, so I’d better be careful. 


     He switched his HUD from his items to his ability page. 


     Scan (Ranger Only) – Mana Usage: Minuscule | Allows the user to learn more about a target. 


     Mana Gun – Mana Usage: Low | Magic Rating: 100 | Releases a piercing bolt of mana from the user’s fingertips. 


     Mana Shield – Mana Usage: Very Low | Magic Rating: 100 | Generates a weak forcefield around the user. However, this forcefield dissipates upon taking damage. Mana Shield will automatically restore itself after one minute of not taking damage, but only if mana is available. 


     I assume every player starts with Mana Gun and Mana Shield. Probably balances things out in the early levels. If I had to guess, I’d say Magic Rating is comparable to Material Rating. So, a Mana Gun blast is like getting stabbed with my oiron dagger. The shield can stop one hit, but I’m willing to bet anything with a rating higher than a hundred will tear through it and hurt me anyways. 


     Vincent pointed two fingers at a tree and focused to use the Mana Gun ability. Green light flashed from his fingers, and a bolt of energy flew at the tree. The bolt burned through the bark, leaving a hole that went a couple of inches deep. He felt a wave of fatigue as he used the ability, but not the same tiredness he’d get from running a marathon or working out. 


     Mana is part of my body, he realized. Using that ability literally drained the mana right out of me. There’s no MP bar, but I can physically feel that it drained most my mana. I guess I don’t start with much. 


     He checked his player stats. 


       


     Vitality: Lv 1 


     Spirit: Lv 1 


     Resolve: Lv 1 


     Perception*: Lv 1 


     Agility: Lv 1 


     Strength: Lv 1 


       


     He noticed the asterisk that marked his Specialized Stat. Great, I don’t even start with a boost to my Perception. I’ll have to grind out all these stats, won’t I? A smile crept across his face. Then again, this is exactly what I’ve been looking for—a challenge. I was worried this game would be casual, like most modern VR games, but ARKUS really made something special with this. 


     A gray rabbit bounced from the nearby grass and took a few jumps before coming to a stop. Vincent watched the rabbit for a second and then Scanned it. 


     Teramor Gray Rabbit – Monster Class: F | Age: 5 | Number of Children: 18 | Sex: Female | Personality: Hopeful 


     Monster class? Vincent searched his HUD menus until he found a help page. He looked for the monster class guide. 


     Monster Classes 


     F – Trivial 


     E – Nonthreatening 


     D – Threatening 


     C – Formidable 


     B – Dangerous 


     A – Extremely Dangerous 


     S – Insanely Dangerous 


     S+ – Impossibly Dangerous 


     That sure is a hell of a guide. I’m not sure how I’d feel playing such a realistic game and coming across something the game labels Impossibly Dangerous. That’s probably just for end-game bosses, though. He stared at the rabbit. Well, I better start grinding. 


     Vincent willed his bow and an arrow to appear, then looked down at his weapons. Huh. I don’t think I’ve used one of these since I had archery practice in high school. No wonder Jim says he doesn’t meet many Rangers. I didn’t think about the fact that I have to learn to fight for real in this game. 


     >Vincent: Hey, Jim. How’d you learn to fight in this game? 


     The rabbit hopped around and nibbled on grass as the Ranger waited for his friend’s response. 


     >Jim: I used to take classes here in Knightrest for sword and spear fighting. There are player run dojos that teach different styles of combat. It can take years to get good, however. Starting out, I just used Mana Gun to head-shot lone goblins. Then I’d grab their stuff and run away before their friends arrived. Oh, you also might want to turn down the pain receptors. I learned that one the hard way. 


     Vincent looked through his menu for anything related to pain receptors. 


     Pain Reduction: 90% (Note: Can only be set 90-99%) 


     >Vincent: It’s already set to ninety-percent reduction. 


     >Jim: Still hurts, though. I set mine to ninety-nine when I leave Knightrest, but keep it to ninety when I’m here. If you turn the pain levels too low, it reduces how real everything feels. But man, the sex feels great when pain reduction is at ninety. You should try it, dude. Come to the Blue Phoenix District—it’s non-stop partying here. Cheap drinks. Good herb. Loose women. 


     >Vincent: Jim, you’re old enough to be most of those women’s grandfather. 


     >Jim: We’re all young in World-Tree Online, Vince. Hell, a lot of these women are our age. This game is insanely popular with old-timers that want to live longer and be young again. ARKUS won’t let you play if you’re under eighteen anyways, so it’s all legal fun. 


     >Vincent: Some of us don’t care about being young again or living longer. I’m here to play the game—to challenge myself with the gaming experience I’ve always dreamed about. 


     >Jim: Booooring. 


     Vincent sighed and took aim at the rabbit with his bow. He released the arrow—and it hit the ground five feet away from the critter. The rabbit looked up in alarm and darted into the tall grass, disappearing from his sight. 


     You’re not getting away so easily. 


     The Ranger chased the rabbit into the grass, sprinting like he hadn’t in ages. His bones didn’t hurt, his muscles didn’t strain, and his breath stayed steady as he pursued his prey over the hilltop. He readied and fired two more arrows at the rabbit, but both missed by a couple of feet. His prey jumped over a log at the top of the hill and disappeared over a small drop off. 


     Vincent leapt over the log, bow and arrow ready. He dropped down a several-meter-high dirt incline, searching for the rabbit. Instead, he spotted a raggedy humanoid creature a few meters away. 


     The greenish, lumpy monster twisted his body around to look at the human. The creature’s arm muscles squirmed as he tightened his hands around the handle of an axe. Black eyes stared at Vincent, and the man felt fear run through his body. 


     For a moment, Vincent forgot he was playing a game. He stood, immobilized in panic as the monster stared him down. Just a game, he reminded himself. Just a game. He readied an arrow and Scanned the monster. 


     Green Goblin Scout – Monster Class: D | Age: 19 | Sex: Male | Number of Offspring: 5 | Personality: Sassy 


     The goblin stared at his bow and snarled. It wasn’t an angry snarl, nor a fearful one. If anything, Vincent thought the goblin had mocked him. 


     “Can you talk?” Vincent asked it. “Are you alive? Is this one of those games where I’m supposed to question the morality of killing you?” 


     The goblin spat in his direction. 


     “Well, that’s wonderful. Nice talking to you.” 


     Vincent released his branzium-tipped arrow, but once again, he missed. The goblin reacted angrily, raising his axe and charging toward the player with crooked steps. 


     “Not much of a runner, are you?” Vincent mocked, letting another arrow fly. This time, his arrow hit the goblin in the shoulder, causing the monster to momentarily lose speed. 


     Perception Level Up: 1>2 


     Nice! I leveled up my Perception. Although the first levels are always the easy ones. 


     The goblin picked up his pace as he moved toward Vincent. The creature seemed even angrier than before and howled as he charged. Despite being a virtual character, watching the monster get closer and closer made Vincent nervous. 


     I didn’t change my pain receptors, he remembered. I’ll still feel ten percent of whatever it does to me. He nervously released another arrow, but it hit the ground beside the goblin. Okay, stay calm. You can do this. Remember high school archery. Oh, wait. I skipped archery half the time to make out with Monika. 


     His next arrow struck the goblin in the tunic. Vincent thought for sure that would bring him down, but the creature continued shambling forward. Just as the goblin reached Vincent, the young-again man summoned another arrow from his inventory and placed it on the string. 


     The goblin swung his axe, tearing through Vincent’s bow. The man fell backward against the dirt incline and yelled in fear. Panicking, Vincent grabbed the oiron dagger from his inventory. 


     “Stay back!” Vincent screamed. 


     The goblin raised his axe overhead, readying a killing blow. “Merph-rah,” he spat back. 


     Vincent planted his boot on the dirt incline and kicked off it, throwing himself at the goblin. He thrust his dagger at the monster’s chest and managed to stab him in the heart. 


     “Oomph-wah,” the goblin moaned, dropping its axe. He stared with sad eyes and fell to the dirt. The body crumbled into dust, leaving several glowing crystals. 


     Vincent grabbed the axe first and added it to his inventory. 


     Goblin’s Oiron Hand-Axe – Material Rating: 100 | A high-quality, goblin-made axe that was handcrafted with love. 


     He moved his hands over the glowing crystals, and his HUD showed information over the items that the goblin had dropped. 


     Elixir – Drink to heal minor injuries. 


     8oz Fire-Brandy – A bottle of spiced brandy. 


     Human Hand – A literal human hand. Likely taken as a trophy. 


     Memento Locket – A locket with a picture of a young goblin inside. 


     1-Piece Gild Coin (x8) 


     5-Piece Gild Coin (x1) 


     Vincent took everything but the hand and added them to his inventory. He smiled, feeling good about his first victory in the game. His heart pounded away in his chest, and his muscles still felt taut and ready for more action. 


     What a rush! Nothing I’ve ever played compares to this. Hell, nothing I’ve done in my life compares to this. It really felt like slaying a monster. Even the impact of driving my knife into its heart felt real. He looked down at his trembling hands. I’m shaking. I’m literally shaking with excitement. 


     >Vincent: Jim! Jim, I killed my first goblin. It was exhilarating. This game is absolutely incredible. Just the most amazing thing ever made. 


     >Jim: Nice, dude. Wait till you find something stronger. 


     >Vincent: Uh, I think I just did. 


     As Vincent spoke, he stared ahead as something twice his height strolled from the nearby forest. The slender, beautiful creature looked like an antelope—if an antelope had been painted in the visage of a god. Its emerald fur shimmered with light, and its horns looked made of crystal. The graceful beast walked with silent steps, and Vincent gaped as it approached the tall grass to graze. 


     >Jim: What do you see? Don’t tell me it’s an ogre. You don’t want to mess with those things. 


     Vincent Scanned the beautiful creature. 


     Gazal the Forest Lord (World Boss) – Monster Class: B | Ageless | Sex: Male | Respawn Time: One In-Game Week | Personality: Reclusive 


     >Vincent: I just found a freaking World Boss. 


     >Jim: Oh, you mean Gazal? Yeah, he’s a sight to behold, isn’t he? He won’t bother you if you don’t bother him. However, you’ll want to kill him, eventually. Check out the Ranger Class Quest. 


     Vincent looked through his HUD for quests. 


     The Greatest Game (Ranger Class Quest) – Kill a World Boss without assistance. 


     >Vincent: Woah! You’re saying if I kill this thing now, I’ll unlock a new subclass already? 


     >Jim: Don’t try it, Vince. Trust me. 


     >Vincent: It’s not even paying attention. It’s eating grass. What if I nail it in the head with an arrow? 


     >Jim: I’m pretty sure Gazal has a shield. 


     >Vincent: Then I’ll shoot him with Mana Gun first. 


     Vincent took a bottle of ether from his inventory. He drank the glowing liquid and could feel his mana replenishing at a rapid rate. 


     >Jim: You reduced your pain receptors, right? Actually, don’t worry. It won’t even matter. Talk to me when you respawn. It takes one in-game day, but for you, it’ll seem much faster. The time dilation effect starts wearing off while you’re dead. 


     >Vincent: You’re assuming I’ll die. 


     >Jim: Talk to you tomorrow, buddy. Have fun getting blown to pieces. 


     Vincent rolled his eyes and crouched low. He slowly stepped into the tall grass with his fingers ready to fire. I’ll hit him with Mana Gun and then switch to my bow and arrow really fast. Gazal might be a World Boss, but he’s only a B-Class Monster. He can’t be that hard to take down. This is just a newbie world, after all. 


     He snuck closer until Gazal raised his head from the grass. He knows I’m here. Gotta make my move. Vincent stood, and his fingers glowed green with magic. A bolt of energy flew from his fingertips and ricocheted off a shimmering shield that appeared over the World Boss. 


     Gazal’s horns flashed with emerald light, and then the ground exploded below Vincent’s feet. 


     You’ve died. Respawning at Knightrest… 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 2 


     Player: Sheriff Lucas 


     Location: Mitigar (World) | Serpent Canyons (Region) 


     Class: Sheriff (Moderator) 


     Vitality*: Lv 81 


     Spirit*: Lv 88 


     Resolve*: Lv 83 


     Perception*: Lv 76 


     Agility*: Lv 79 


     Strength*: Lv 80 


       


     Lucas peered over the glassy-red canyons with a scowl on his face. Most people would’ve been in awe of the miles of majestic landscape before him, but he saw it only as a hindrance. He opened his HUD and looked at the list of toxic players he and his partner were following. It showed him possible worlds and regions based on reports from other players, but it didn’t tell him their exact location. 


     “I don’t understand why ARKUS won’t let us see exactly where they’re at,” Lucas complained to his partner. 


     The beautiful blonde woman smirked at him. “Lucas, you’re always whining about ARKUS’s decisions. We’ve had this discussion a hundred times. You should be happy you got chosen to be a Sheriff. You get special powers, all your stats are specialized, and they started at level fifty. What more could you want?” 


     Lucas glanced at the special abilities his partner had mentioned. 


     Mod Gun (Low-Tier) – Cooldown: One In-Game Minute | The user releases a near-invisible bolt from their fingertip that temporarily bans its target for one hour of real-world time. During this time, ARKUS will decide if the ban should be extended. 


     Mod Shield (Low-Tier) – Cooldown: One In-Game Minute | Magic Rating: 999 | Creates a nearly invincible forcefield around the user. However, this forcefield dissipates upon taking damage over its threshold. | Threshold (150) | Lesser Elemental Threshold. 


     Monster Pause (Low-Tier) – Cooldown: One In-Game Minute | The user releases a near-invisible bolt that pauses B-Class or lower monster for ten seconds.  


     World Teleport (Low-Tier) – Cooldown: One In-Game Day | Teleports the user and one other player to a lower-tier world of the user’s choice. The user may choose to only teleport another player. 


     Instant Revive (Low-Tier) – Cooldown: One In-Game Week | Instantly revives the user upon death. 


     “Mine don’t seem that cool when you have mid-tier abilities,” Lucas told his partner. “ARKUS won’t even let me upgrade them.” 


     “I’m not having this argument again.” 


     “Just because you got into the beta doesn’t mean you should have better powers, Harper.” 


     Harper shook her head. “ARKUS chose the beta players and mid-tier mods based on personality compositions. I can’t help that you didn’t fit what it was looking for.” 


     “That’s some crap. What was it even looking for? Everyone knows the high-tier mods are all ARKUS’s developers, but they’ve kept ARKUS’s reasoning for mid-tier and low-tier a secret. You’re friends with one of the devs, aren’t you?” 


     “Yeah, Isaac.” 


     “Has he ever told you ARKUS’s reasoning? I know you private chat with him all the time.” 


     Harper sighed. “If I tell you, you better not tell anyone. Got it?” 


     Lucas nodded his head. 


     “ARKUS picked beta testers for a variety of reasons, but it chose mid-tier mods from that group based on moral integrity.” 


     “And the low-tier mods?” 


     “ARKUS chose you lot based on your ability to follow the orders of higher authorities.” 


     Lucas glared at her. “So ARKUS thinks I’m a pushover?” 


     “I don’t think it meant it that way. ARKUS didn’t even want mods at all, but the government required it. So, ARKUS gave the most power to its devs, and the second most to people it thought trustworthy. Then it gave the third most to people that would obey those above them. So, quit whining and follow my orders. We have to find these toxic players.” 


     Lucas stared at the woman. Seriously? Even the AI thinks I’m a pushover? Is this why Harper won’t go out with me after years in the game together? 


     “You’re staring,” Harper said, snapping Lucas from his thoughts. “Seriously, get it together. These players have committed numerous crimes, including sexual assault. Several women reported they had to log out of the game to avoid being raped.” 


     “Really? Half the players here are partying and looking for hookups. How do we know they didn’t just get drunk and make bad decisions?” 


     Harper glared at him. “Just shut up and look. There’s smoke over that way, so they might have a camp.” She jumped into the canyon and slid down the side of the stone. 


     Wish I was out partying instead of doing this. Why’d I sign up for this crap? I’ve put sixteen years into this game, and I’ve only had one girlfriend the entire time. 


     He followed Harper into the canyon, but his mind continued to stray. I thought being a Sheriff would give me power in this game. That it would make people respect me. However, I’ve spent all this time getting bossed around by other mods and getting disrespected by regular players. What’s even the point? Maybe I should start the game over as a different class. 


     His eyes fell on Harper’s long blonde hair as it whipped in the canyon winds. Oh yeah. That’s why I don’t start over. I keep forgetting this game is my chance to impress her. To make her see me as more than just a friend. 


     Lucas followed Harper through the winding canyon. They used their HUDs to swap their travelling attire for verasteel armor, and Harper readied her hardened-verasteel spear. Lucas drew his favorite weapon, which he’d even named. 


     Moonblood - Total Rating: 250 (Material: 200 | Magic: 50) | A finely crafted verasteel blade that’s been enhanced with magic. 


     “Found some tracks,” Harper said, trailing multiple sets of footprints in the dust. “Use private chat from here on out and be ready for a fight.” 


     Lucas nodded and accepted a chat invitation from Harper. They continued through the canyon as it became thinner and taller. The rocks overhead loomed closer together, casting shadows on the two Sheriffs. 


     >Harper: Remember, take time aiming your Mod Gun. You don’t get a shot every thirty seconds like me, and we don’t need a repeat of Baker’s Farm. 


     >Lucas: Oh, my god. I know, I know. Stop bringing up Baker’s Farm. That was five or six years ago. 


     >Harper: From a different perspective, it was less than a week back. You need to be aware of your surroundings too. Remember when you jumped in front of my Mod Gun and got booted? 


     >Lucas: That was just as much your fault as mine. Besides, I could log back in right away since I’m a Sheriff. 


     >Harper: Yeah, but by the time you were back, those thugs were long gone. And no, it wasn’t just as much my fault. I warned you not to get into my line of sight. 


     Lucas gritted his teeth. Would she let stuff go already? We’ve had more successes than failures. She needs to stop treating me like a kid just because she has ten extra years of playtime. 


     >Harper: Pay attention! 


     Lucas stopped in his tracks and realized Harper had moved to the canyon wall. He could hear voices echoing from a narrow passage around the corner. Harper waved him over, and he joined her against the stone. As they crept to the corner, Lucas made a gun shape with his fingers. 


     >Harper: Three. Two. One. Go! 


     They jumped around the corner, taking aim at the five men sitting around a campfire. The men looked at them with wide eyes, and three jumped to their feet before the Sheriffs fired. One of the men froze in midair from Harper’s shot, and then disappeared with a flash of light. 


     Lucas aimed at their leader, a grizzled-looking man that called himself Killer Sam. The man had somehow gotten into the beta, but ARKUS hadn’t offered him a mod position. Still, he’d grinded levels for months, and Lucas knew the Fighter-Ranger’s Agility, Strength, and Perception were each over a hundred. 


     The muscles in Lucas’s arm tensed as he willed his shot to fire, but Killer Sam’s sharp eyes saw the slightest twitch, and he jumped away in time. The accomplice that had been sitting behind him took the shot and blinked out of the game. 


     “Both their Mod Guns are on cooldown,” Sam told his allies. He equipped a hardened-verasteel greatsword and quickly dashed across the canyon. 


     Harper gasped and unleashed two rapid-fire mana blasts. The first shot struck, knocking out one layer of Sam’s upgraded Mana Shield, but Lucas knew his shield had at least one layer to go. 


     Breaker energy flowed across Sam’s sword as he ran past and swiped both Sheriffs. Lucas’s shield vanished from the hit, but the attack only knocked out the first of Harper’s two layers. 


     The Sheriff’s counterattacked at once, but Sam leapt over them as his remaining allies fired mana blasts. Without his shield, Lucas only had his verasteel armor for protection. He dove away from the blasts and ran for cover behind a curved stone. Red dirt and rock exploded around him as the enemies barraged him with attacks. A mana bolt struck his shoulder plate, shattering the verasteel. 


     He slid behind the boulder and glanced back at Harper. She and Killer Sam had disappeared around the corner, but he could hear their weapons clattering and mana zooming through the air. Lucas noticed footsteps as the other men descended on his hiding spot. 


     Crap, crap, crap. I can’t take these guys without Harper. I could use World Teleport, but I never know where I’ll wind up with that. I guess I get one revive a week. Might as well use it. He glanced over his list of spells and found one he thought would be useful. 


     Sonic Cannon - Mana Usage: Medium | Releases a large, cone-shaped concussive blast 


     Lucas jumped onto the curved rock, noticing the men had prepared mana attacks as they neared him. He opened his off-hand and released his spell first. A shockwave raced from his hand and across the passage, the concussive force knocking both men off their feet. One man’s shield flickered, but it looked like a two-layered shield. His redhaired friend’s shield didn’t flicker at all. 


     His shield must have Threshold. At his level, it can’t be higher than a hundred, so I just need to do more damage than that to knock it out. 


     Lucas unequipped his sword and readied Mana Gun in both hands. His Mana Gun spell had been upgraded to where he could spend a low amount of mana to increase the strength to a 150 Magic Rating. He prepared one as a regular shot, but super-charged the other, and then Lucas leapt from the rock. 


     He landed between the two men as they climbed to their feet. Both the thugs fired their mana blasts at him as he released his in reply. His shots knocked out both their remaining Mana Shields, but their attacks ripped him apart. 


     Instant Respawn… 


     Lucas’s body flickered, and the damage vanished. He equipped Moonblood and decapitated the man to his right with a quick slash. He spun to swing at the other man, but the thug must’ve known about the Sheriff’s Instant Revive spell, because he’d readied his own verasteel blade. 


     Their swords clashed together several times, and the canyon walls echoed with ringing metal. Despite Lucas’s sword training during his early years as a Sheriff, he struggled to fight off the thug. They danced around one another with slashes, parries, and dodges. 


     Just when Lucas thought he had the upper-hand, the thug planted a kick to his chest that knocked him to the dirt. The enemy raised his hand, super-charging a mana blast to finish him off. 


     “Bye-bye, Mod,” the thug mocked. 


     Lucas smirked and raised a finger at the man. “Your minute’s up.” 


     The Mod Gun hit the thug before he could fire. The man’s eyes bulged, and he vanished from the game. 


     Lucas climbed to his feet and dusted himself off. He turned to the passage where Harper had been fighting Killer Sam. No sounds came from the passage, and he worried his ally had been defeated. 


     >Lucas: Did you lose? 


     “No,” Harper’s voice called from the passage. Within a few seconds, she circled around the corner into his line of sight. “Didn’t win, either. He knew my Mod Gun was ready, and escaped. I tried to chase him, but he used Breaker to knock a bunch of rocks into the path.” 


     “I killed one and banned the other,” Lucas told her. 


     “Who’d you kill? We can alert the other mods to his respawn timer. There’s only two nearby City-World’s he might spawn at.” 


     “The redhaired one.” 


     “Jackal-Heart Ryan. I was hoping it’d be one of the others.” 


     “Oh, I think I remember you telling me about him. Ryan is Sam’s second-hand man, right? The other three were only random people they picked up along the way.” 


     “That’s right. I’m glad you at least halfway listened. Why didn’t you target him with your Mod Gun? Sam and Ryan were the ones we really needed to ban.” 


     Lucas threw his hands into the air. “Are you serious? I tried to shoot Sam first. Why didn’t you target them?” 


     “I didn’t have a good line of sight on either of them. I’d rather take a for-sure shot than waste one. At least we got those three lackeys. They were the ones harassing women. Sam and Ryan were mostly focused on raiding players on Nature-Worlds.” 


     “Then why bother with them? ARKUS won’t give them a permanent ban for that. Worst-case scenario, they have to take a week or two off from the game, and then they’ll be back to cause more trouble. At least we got the three harassers.” 


     “That’s not the point. Sheriffs are supposed to keep order on the World-Tree. Yeah, Sam and Ryan will be back—they’re smart enough to not do anything to deserve a permaban, but if we keep hitting them with bans, each one will be longer. Eventually, they’ll wise up and play nice or risk month or even year-long bans.” 


     Lucas sighed. “It’s an endless game of cat and mouse. If ARKUS gave us more power, we could end their troublemaking for good, but we’re more like janitors than moderators. We clean up mess after mess. Doesn’t that get old to you, Harper? This job was so exciting when I first started, but I thought we’d have more authority. The other players don’t even respect us.” 


     “This job isn’t about respect. It’s about maintaining order.” She flashed a beautiful smile. “To be honest, I love it. The excitement of the chase—the thrill of victory and defeat. I don’t mind chasing after Sam and Ryan over and over. We’ll lose some and win some. Maybe one day they’ll change their minds and use their talents for good. Or maybe not. At least their three lackeys will get permabans like they deserve. You see, we did something good today, Lucas. I’m sorry if I was being hard on you. Sometimes I forget this is a game, and I start to take it too seriously. But I really love these worlds. I love what we do here.” 


     Lucas frowned and looked away from her. I wish you loved me even a tenth that much. 


     “Something wrong?” Harper asked. 


     Lucas’s feelings turned and twisted in his gut. He opened his mouth to speak, but then a message appeared on his HUD. 


     New Update – Time Remaining: 30:00:00 (Real-World Time) 


     “An update?” Harper questioned, staring at empty space. “I’ve never seen one in this game.” 


     “Thirty minutes,” Lucas read. “You serious? I’ve never seen an update take longer than thirty seconds. What decade are we in, the twenties?” 


     “Oh, my god,” Harper said, her eyes moving back and forth. “Look at the notes.” 


     Lucas opened the patch notes for the update, and his eyes widened as he skimmed the document. 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 3 


     Player: Vincent  


     Location: Teramor (World) | Knightrest (City) | Glass District (District) 


     Class: Ranger 


     Vitality: Lv 1 


     Spirit: Lv 1 


     Resolve: Lv 1 


     Perception*: Lv 2 


     Agility: Lv 1 


     Strength: Lv 1 


       


     Vincent screamed as the world turned black. For a few seconds, he could feel his real body in his gaming chair as he stared at the black screen. Then he felt himself floating down, and his feet touched a brick road. He gaped as a bustling city materialized around him. Streets, buildings, towers, plant life, stray cats, and then thousands of people appeared. 


     He leaned over, taking a long breath. His nerves still trembled from his death, but the pain had lasted for only a moment. 


     A woman in plated armor smiled at him. “Respawning, huh? Always a terrible feeling.” 


     “First time for me,” Vincent replied. 


     She raised an eyebrow. “Oh, really? You a newbie or just a cautious player?” 


     “I’m new. Barely even got a chance to learn the basics before Gazal one-shot me.” 


     The woman chuckled. “That’s some bad luck. Well, enjoy your stay at Knightrest.” She walked down the road and disappeared into the busy crowd. 


     Vincent peered at all the people in various fantasy armor and clothes. Eventually, his sight fell on the massive, several-story-tall crystal that he had spawned facing away from. It looked almost as if the city had been designed around the crystal, so Vincent guessed he was standing in the center of Knightrest. Intrigued, he Scanned the crystal. 


     Knightrest Daiglass Tower – Material Rating: 999 | Spawn set: Yes | Items stored: None 


     >Vincent: Hey, what’s this big crystal thing? 


     >Jim: Oh, you’re back? 


     >Vincent: I was only dead for about thirty seconds. 


     >Jim: Didn’t I tell you the time dilation starts to wear off when you’re dead? You’ve been gone for an entire day. 


     >Vincent: Oh, that’s right. So, this big crystal thing. It’s my spawn point? 


     >Jim: The Daiglass Tower? Yeah, you can change your spawn points to those things by touching them. You can also store items in there for safekeeping, like a bank. Daiglass has some kind of radio type effect, too, so your items can be stored and taken from any other Daiglass Tower. 


     >Vincent: Is there one of these on every world? 


     >Jim: No, they’re only found at the center of cities. Originally, ARKUS included NPCs in the game that built the cities around the Daiglass Towers. Once the game went live, ARKUS let the NPCs grow old and die. Now, the cities are controlled entirely by players—at least on the low-tier and mid-tier worlds. I’ve heard there might still be NPCs on high-tier worlds, since only ARKUS’s developers and the earliest play-testers have reached that far. 


     Vincent touched the daiglass, opening a menu for storing items. He noticed he no longer had the items he’d picked up from the goblin and had respawned with his starting gear. 


     >Vincent: So, you lose your items when you die? 


     >Jim: Yup. Anything that’s not soulbound gets left behind as crystals. Soulbound items are super rare, too, so you should be careful when leaving the city. I hope that’s hardcore enough for you. 


     >Vincent: That must make exploring other worlds very dangerous. 


     >Jim: Usually, people form large caravans to travel between worlds. Although sometimes, no one survives the trip. Considering it can take weeks or months to reach certain worlds, it makes it hard to explore the World-Tree. I’ve spent over a decade in this game, and I’ve only been to five worlds. Two were City-Worlds, including Teramor, and three were Nature-Worlds, which have more dungeons, monsters, and all kinds of resources. There’s also something called a Dead-World, but they’re only located among the mid-tier and high-tier worlds. They’re smaller, have higher gravity, and are full of dangerous monsters. However, you can find rare resources and good items there. I might visit a Dead-World one day if I ever get bored of my party lifestyle. Speaking of which, you should head over to the Blue Phoenix District and find me. 


     >Vincent: Maybe later. I want to explore this place. 


     >Jim: Alright. Just don’t join any guilds until you know what you’re doing. Also, don’t sell any items until I give you a rune made to check gild. Gild is the currency here. There are banks that stamp gild into coins, but you have to watch out for scammers that will give you coins that are slightly off weight. 


     >Vincent: Got it. 


     Vincent walked through the crowd, eyeing the people. He checked the profiles of some of them, noticing their classes. Their profile only listed their highest stat, so he Scanned a few individuals to see their stats in greater detail. Most hovered around twenty to thirty, but he saw several people with specialized stats reaching forty. 


     >Vincent: Do the stats go up to ninety-nine? 


     >Jim: According to the menu, specialized stats can reach nine hundred and ninety-nine. Nonspecialized stats only go up to eight hundred. However, I’ve never seen players with stats over a hundred. 


     >Vincent: It goes that high? High-level players must be capable of incredible feats. 


     >Jim: So I’ve heard. I don’t think the game is really designed for you to actually max out your stats. The cap is probably only that high just in case people spend the rest of their natural life training and challenging themselves in the game. I can only imagine how strong a max-level player would be. I can already match some Olympic runners in speed. I hear you hit peak human Agility and Strength at level fifty. 


     >Vincent: My Perception is already level two. I’ll probably catch up to you soon. 


     >Jim: Haha, real funny. Although, if you start catching up to me, I’ll quit partying and grind again. 


     As Vincent journeyed across several streets, he eyed various buildings. He passed multiple guilds and tried to avoid eye contact with the guildsmen who were trying to convince pedestrians to join them. 


     “Looking for gild?” one man shouted at Vincent. “Adventure? Glory? Join the Tree Snakes. We have bimonthly caravans to nearby worlds.” 


     Vincent ignored the man and continued past several inns, blacksmiths, and rune-makers. He glanced at a small shop called Rune Crafters and decided to step inside. Magical auroras glowed on the ceiling, and he guessed they were emitted by the shining stones on the tables. The stones looked to be made of different materials, and they all had shimmering lines and emblems carved into them. 


     “What are you looking for?” the shopkeeper asked. The bearded, dark-skinned man smiled at Vincent. “Combat runes? Utility runes? Music? Art displays? Perception alteration?” 


     “Uh, I know nothing about runes,” Vincent said. “I’m new to the World-Tree, so I’m just learning about things.” 


     “I understand,” the shopkeeper said. “Simple runes are easy enough to design. I’ll show you an example.” The tall shopkeeper grabbed a rock from behind his counter and placed it on the table. His finger glowed with mana as he carved a circle into the rock with magic. Then he cut a triangle into the middle of the circle. “Here, take it as a welcoming gift.” 


     Vincent grabbed the rock. “What does it do?” 


     “Focus your thoughts on it.” 


     Vincent concentrated on the rock, and a beam of white light appeared from the center of the triangle. He pointed the light around the room, illuminating dark corners. “It’s a flashlight?” 


     “Yeah, just a simple freebie. Runes work a little like computer programming. Almost anyone can carve rocks with mana, but you have to know the right amount of mana to use, the right symbols, and most importantly, the right kind of frequencies to put into the object.” 


     “Frequency?” Vincent asked. 


     “Everything in this world is interconnected—the magic, the air, the gravity. There’s invisible frequencies moving through everything. Invisible code. I can’t explain it, but it’s something you learn to feel if you tinker with runes a lot. You’re a Ranger, so I’d suggest learning how to make runes. Perception helps with designing runes, and since you’re a utility class, runes will come in handy.” 


     “Thanks for the advice,” Vincent said, looking at the rock. He tried to feel the magic inside, and a tingle traveled up his arm. 


     Frequencies? Interesting. 


     “I teach rune classes at night,” the shopkeeper said. “Once you get a little gild, you should think about taking a few lessons.” 


     “I might do that.” Vincent glanced at the man’s player profile for his name. “Thanks, Roderick. See you around.” 


     Vincent exited the shop, and his eyes fell on a large coliseum looming over the district. Okay, I need to check that out. He hurried in its direction, working his way through crowds and streets. The dense crowd made him feel suffocated, so he took a shortcut through a long, dark alleyway. 


     Man, I barely leave my house nowadays, and now I’m in a dense city with a million people. This is really something, though. A true fantasy world—everyone carrying swords, spears, and staffs. Glowing runes. I can’t wait to reach the coliseum. Maybe I can see what a fight between experienced players looks like. 


     Halfway through the dark passage, two shadows moved at the sides of the alley. A pair of men emerged, removing shadowy cloaks that had masked them in the dark. One man brandished a short sword, and the other held axes in his hands. The two men approached Vincent, readying their weapons. 


     “Dump your items,” the swordsman said. “All of them. I have a rune that will tell me if you have anything left on you.” He held a flat stone in his offhand that glowed with magic. 


     “Whatever,” Vincent said. “I just respawned anyways.” 


     He dumped everything out of his inventory, leaving only the clothes he had equipped. The two men took the items, but they looked disappointed. 


     “That’s it?” the axeman asked his friend. 


     “Yeah,” the swordsman said, looking at the dim light on his rune. “He’s only a respawn.” 


     “Probably a newbie,” the axeman muttered. “They’re the only ones dumb enough to take these back alleys. I told you we needed a better place to camp—like a dungeon.” 


     “Maybe when you have higher levels,” the swordsman told his friend. “You’re practically a newbie yourself.” 


     “Can I go?” Vincent asked. 


     “Not yet,” the swordsman said. He pointed his blade at Vincent, and the young-again man felt his nerves straining. “Give me the leather tunic too.” 


     “Come on,” the axeman told his friend. “We don’t literally need to take the clothes off his back.” 


     “Shut it,” the swordsman said. “I’ll take what I want.” 


     “Don’t tell me to shut it!” the axeman shouted, elbowing his friend. 


     The swordsman’s Mana Shield flickered and vanished. “Hey, watch it.” 


     Vincent felt his gaming reflexes kick in. He pointed his fingers at the swordsman’s head and fired Mana Gun through the man’s right eye. The magic bolt pierced his skull and went out the back of his head. Vincent leapt forward as the man’s body fell to the ground and turned to dust. He grabbed his sword as the axeman reacted and swung both axes downward. 


     The young-again man blocked the axes with the short sword. He tried to hold them back, but the thug clearly had a couple more levels in Strength. 


     What the heck am I doing? I should’ve just given them the tunic. 


     The axeman shoved him against the wall, and Vincent saw the flash of light as his Mana Shield vanished. 


     “That was a dumb thing to do,” the axe-man said, forcing him against the wall. “Now, I’ll have to chop you up. Hope you got your pain reduction set to ninety-nine.” 


     “Uh, one second,” Vincent replied. He struggled to flip through his HUD while holding back the axes with the sword. “Please, let me change it before you kill me.” 


     Strength Level Up: 1>2 


     Even with the slight increase in Strength, Vincent could barely hold the axes back. Just when he thought his arms would give out, the thug pulled away and unequipped one of his axes. He pointed his fingers at Vincent. 


     “I have enough mana for two shots, so you’d better not try anything,” the thug warned. “Max your pain reduction, and I’ll make it fast.” 


     Sweat dripped on Vincent’s forehead. “Hang on. I’m new, okay?” 


     His heart pounded in his chest, but unlike his encounter with the goblin, Vincent felt more excited than afraid. It’s only a game. I have nothing to lose by trying to win this fight, and I have halfway realistic combat experience from those last years with Monika playing Titanus Online. 


     Vincent turned his pain reduction to ninety-nine. 


     “Which menu was it again?” he asked the thug, trying to buy time. 


     “You kidding me?” the axeman replied. “You newbies are the worse.” 


     Vincent glanced at the items on the ground left behind by the swordsman. His HUD showed the nearest few, and he noticed the rune that Roderick had given him. “You know what, I think I found it.” 


     The Ranger dove to the left just as the axeman fired his Mana Gun. The first shot missed, putting a hole in the wall. Vincent grabbed the rune, activated it, and directed the light at the axeman’s eyes. 


     The thug aimed his fingers in Vincent’s direction, but struggled to find him through the blinding light. He took another shot, and it flew by Vincent’s head. 


     “Poor shot, kiddo,” Vincent said, charging forward and slashing through the axe-man’s Mana Shield. 


     The thug took a wild swing with his axe, but Vincent jumped back, narrowly avoiding it. He stepped forward while the man was off balance and rammed the sword into his chest. Vincent’s hands lost grip of the handle on impact, and his fingers slid across the blade. 


     The axe-man fell against the alley wall and smirked. “Alright, that was a good fight. Well played, sir. Well played.” His head lolled to the side, and then his body crumbled into dust. 


     Vincent’s body trembled with adrenaline, and he looked down at his bloody fingers. At ninety-nine percent pain reduction, he only felt an uncomfortable throbbing from the cuts. Still, looking at his sliced-open fingers made him nauseous. He grabbed all the items from both men, drank an elixir, and waited until the cuts vanished from his fingers. 


     The young-again man leaned against the wall, surrounded by the dusty remains of his two assailants. His chest rose and fell with excitement, and Vincent smiled at his victory. He raised his hands and shouted. “Woo!” 


     My previous mind-to-avatar experience in Titanus Online really paid off. Even if that VR game didn’t feel real. 


     >Vincent: I won my first PvP. 


     >Jim: You what? 


     >Vincent: Two guys jumped me in a back alley, and I took them down. 


     >Jim: Seriously? 


     >Vincent: To be fair, one of them elbowed the other and knocked out his shield. The other guy didn’t seem like a coordinated fighter, either, and he was only a little stronger than me, so he probably hasn’t played that long. Still, that’s another victory in my book. 


     >Jim: Congrats. Just don’t get too cocky, Vince. I’ve met high-level players that fight like wimps and low-level players with tremendous skill. You should take combat classes before you go picking fights with people. 


     >Vincent: I’m heading to that coliseum-looking place right now. I was hoping to see what higher level fights look like. 


     >Jim: Oh, then you’re in the Yellow Dragon District. No wonder you got jumped. Everyone over there is looking for a fight. I did some arena fighting between marriages. It’s where I met my last wife. Guess I shouldn’t have been surprised she turned out to be a psychopath that wanted to end all our arguments with a duel to the death. 


     >Vincent: You win at least? 


     Vincent waited several seconds for a response. 


     >Jim: I don’t want to talk about it. Go watch some fights and then come to the— 


     >Vincent: Blue Phoenix District. I know, I know. I’ll head that way next. 


     Vincent left the alley and stayed on the main roads as he went to the coliseum. He felt his mana slowly restoring itself along the way, and he even noticed when his Mana Shield rejuvenated itself. 


     Resolve Level Up: 1>2 


     Cool, he thought, reading the HUD as he approached the coliseum. He stepped into the crowded line as people poured inside the massive building. There appeared to be no cost to enter, so he followed a passage into the stands. Along the way, he passed people offering to buy and sell various items, and others placing bets for certain fighters. He noticed the betting tables had runes that showed holographic displays of the arena. 


     He stepped into the stands and found the closest open seat to the arena below. A woman walked down the aisle and looked at him. “Would you like to purchase a holo rune? It’ll show you a close-up display of all the fights today, including details of the fighters and their moves put together by our guildsmen during the bouts. The Clear-Eye Guild offers the fastest and most accurate information for all your arena needs.” 


     “No thanks,” he said, waving her away. 


     “What about you, ma’am?” the guildswoman asked the woman in the seat beside Vincent. 


     “Nah, I’m good,” she said. “I like to watch the fights with my own eyes.” 


     The guildswoman nodded politely and moved up the aisle. 


     “So, you come to the arena often?” Vincent asked the woman beside him. 


     “On my off days. I work with the Red Masons Guild most the time.” 


     “You have a job? In a video game?” 


     “You don’t?” She looked at his clothes. “Oh, you’re a newbie. That explains it. I’m sure you’ll find a job eventually. Most people settle in after a few years when the excitement of adventure wears away. This place becomes another life to live—one where you can live longer, eat anything you want without gaining weight, be as lazy as you want and not get out of shape, and be as reckless as you like without fearing the consequences.” 


     “I’m only here for the adventure. If I get bored in Teramor, I’ll move up the World-Tree for greater challenges.” 


     “That’s harder than you think. I couldn’t even reach the next City-World. My convoy got wrecked each time. This game chews up people looking for adventure. You’d almost think ARKUS didn’t want us to treat it like a game. Like it’s not designed to be beaten.” 


     “Every game is beatable. Otherwise, what’s the point?” 


     “To live, learn, and enjoy yourself. Not everything in life is about overcoming obstacles.” 


     Vincent smiled. “Depends on who you’re talking to. Maybe ARKUS made this game knowing different kinds of people would treat it differently and would want different experiences from it. Some of us will settle in and find jobs—live a prolonged life. Others will seek to challenge the game. To conquer the World-Tree.” 


     “Uh, maybe?” The woman turned her head to the arena. “Oh, the next fight is starting.” 


     Two people stepped into the arena, and only then did Vincent notice the near-invisible forcefield that separated the opponents. They stood face to face, waiting for the barrier to disappear, and Vincent used the opportunity to Scan them. 


       


     Player: Jon the Disparager 


     Class: Mage 


     Real Age: 35 


     Highest World: Mitigar 


     Vitality: Lv 40 


     Spirit*: Lv 55 


     Resolve: Lv 47 


     Perception: Lv 41 


     Agility: Lv 36 


     Strength: Lv 39 


       


     Player: Mayfield May 


     Class: Mage 


     Real Age: 28 


     Highest World: Valmont 


     Vitality: Lv 38 


     Spirit*: Lv 58 


     Resolve: Lv 48 


     Perception: Lv 43 


     Agility: Lv 39 


     Strength: Lv 38 


       


     A bell rang once, causing everyone in their seats to lean forward. A second bell rang, and then the barrier between the combatants vanished. Both Mages launched red-colored mana attacks at one another, and the spells exploded in midair. Jon circled around the explosion, running as fast as an Olympic sprinter. He fired two Mana Gun shots, and the enlarged size of the blasts made Vincent think they’d been upgraded. 


     The shots missed May, and she countered by summoning a wave of fire. The crowd cheered as the fire spread across the ground, but Jon countered with an ice blast. 


     “Got you!” May shouted, leaping through the embers and ice particles. She equipped a sword mid-jump, and fire appeared around the blade. 


     Jon created an ice lance and blocked the fire blade. They danced around one another, slashing and dodging as the crowd hollered. 


     Vincent stared with wide eyes as the battle continued. He could barely follow their movements or barrage of spells and weapons. It seemed like the two arena-fighters changed tactics every few seconds, leaving him astounded and straining to keep up. He tried to Scan their attacks, but was disappointed that the elemental abilities didn’t show a Magic Rating. Instead, he could only read generic descriptions of their spells. 


     Mages have that Elemental Charge ability. It must convert mana into elemental power that’s physics based. So, only mana-based abilities have a Magic Rating. 


     “You see this?” the woman beside him shouted over the tumult. “This is a fantastic battle. One of the best I’ve seen in months.” 


     My scuffle in the alley was kids-play by comparison, and yet their highest-level stat is only fifty-eight. Meaning, this is still only a low-level battle. I can only imagine what it’s like when top-tier players fight. 


     Down on the battlefield, the two Mages panted and sweated. They’d both knocked each other’s protection away, and Vincent had noted their shields were different than his. May’s aura had exploded with a fire ripple before vanishing, and Jon’s shield had taken two hits to remove. 


     The two Mages gulped down bottles of glowing liquid, and Vincent Scanned one. 


     Mega-Ether – Drink to recover a moderate amount of mana. 


     Both combatants charged mana into their offhand. The glowing balls of energy pulsated and expanded, filling the arena and stands with a red glow. The crowd screamed with enthusiasm, and many people stood to their feet. 


     Both Mages have red mana, while mine is green, Vincent noted. Mana color must be determined by your starting class. 


     He stood and leaned forward to Scan their spells, but before he could, the two Mages released their ultimate attacks at one another. The two balls of mana hit one another in midair and exploded, shaking the entire coliseum. The red light of the explosion blinded Vincent for a moment, but his Scan caught a strange black distortion at the epicenter of the blast. 


     Negative Energy – ??? 


     “What was that?” Vincent asked the woman beside him as the light of the explosion dimmed, leaving only May on her feet. Jon lay on the ground—alive, but with his right arm and leg vaporized by the blast. 


     “That was awesome is what is was,” the woman replied, grinning. 


     “No, I Scanned something at the center of the blast. Called negative energy.” 


     “Oh, that’s a technical anomaly. Since the physics and magic of the game are interconnected, sometimes when powerful attacks collide, they create a distortion to the gravity. ARKUS couldn’t remove it without screwing with the gravity of the World-Tree, so he named it negative energy and left it in.” 


     I know players can develop their own spells in this game, including spells that affect the physics of the world. I wonder if there’s a way to use negative energy? It must be tied to the way the game reads mass and power. Like when a star collapses on itself and creates a black hole. Maybe if I compressed a bunch of mana… 


     He sat back in his seat while everyone else eyed the combatants. Vincent held his hands out and tried to draw out his mana. Green energy leaked from his palms, flowing out in globules like floating liquid. He almost spilled the blobs onto the ground and had to move his hand around to pack it all into a tidy sphere. 


     I can barely control this stuff, but leveling up a bunch should make it easier. I think Jim said Perception is tied to developing spells. Maybe if I really focus my willpower, I can compact it. 


     He squeezed his hands and concentrated all his attention on the glowing ball of energy. The ball shrank and pulsated, spraying globules of mana out the sides. He caught the mana and willed it back into the ball. Almost as soon as he pressed down on it again, another stream of mana fired from the other side, and he stopped it before it hit the chair in front of him. 


     Phew, close one. 


     Spirit Level Up: 1>2 


     Vincent shoved harder, trying to will the mana ball to become smaller and denser. He shrank it to about a tenth its original size before his mana felt too depleted, making the ball spark and evaporate in his hands. 


     Spell Creation: 0% 


     He sank back in his chair, feeling tired. Perception might help you shape mana, but I still need Spirit and Resolve to make anything impressive. That’s assuming what I was trying to make is even possible. I didn’t even get it to one percent. 


     Just as Vincent got ready to message Jim and ask him questions about spell creation, an update appeared on his HUD. 


     New Update – Time Remaining: 30:00:00 (Real-World Time) 


     In the arena, Jon released a horrific scream. He rolled across the ground, gripping the remains of his missing arm. “Oh, god! It hurts so much. I can’t take this.” He roared with pain, and then, finally, put a finger into his own mouth and shot a Mana Gun through his own skull. 


     Vincent had jumped to his feet in time to see Jon kill himself, and the surrounding crowd erupted with nervous chatter. 


     “Holy crap,” the woman beside him said. 


     “What?” Vincent asked, glancing at her. The woman stared off at nothing, and Vincent assumed she’d been looking at something on her HUD. 


     “The update,” she said, her eyes wide. “It completely disabled pain reduction. Not only that, it increased the time dilation—by a lot.” 


     Vincent opened the update log, and his jaw dropped. 


     During the update, time dilation has been changed from one month for every hour to one year for every five seconds. Because of the time dilation change, respawning will now take approximately two weeks of in-game time. 


     “One year?” Vincent said. “Every five seconds in the real world is now a year in this game? How is that even possible? Not even ARKUS should be capable of that—it’s beyond human technology.” 


     “ARKUS isn’t human,” the woman said. “It’s an AI system more powerful than anything in the world. I don’t know how comfortable I feel playing this game with it messing with the time-dilation that much. Who knows what that’s doing to our brains. I’m logging off.” 


     The woman flickered in and out where she stood, almost as if caught in a glitch. She fell into her seat and gasped for air. “Oh, my god. Oh, my god.” 


     “What happened?” Vincent asked. 


     “I couldn’t breathe for a few seconds, and the game wouldn’t let me log off.” 


     Vincent peered around the arena stands, watching hundreds of other players glitching as they tried and failed to log out of the game. He glanced again at the update log and skimmed over it for useful information. 


     Players may be unable to log out of World-Tree Online for the duration of the update due to an incompatible neural connection to their bodies. I apologize for any inconvenience. 


     Vincent fell backward into his seat, but his eyes stayed fixated on those two sentences. “Inconvenience? You call this an inconvenience? That’s three hundred sixty years. We can’t really be trapped here for that long, can we?” 


     Across the stands, the crowd began to panic as more people discovered they couldn’t log out. Some of them discussed options for escaping the game. Some sent messages to ARKUS’s developers, knowing from interviews that they spent a lot of time in the game. A few people simply broke down and cried in their seats. Even May trembled in fear as she stared at the dust remains of the man she’d horrifically injured. 


     “This can’t be happening,” the woman beside Vincent said, rocking in her seat. “We can’t really be stuck here. I have family I’m supposed to visit this weekend. I can’t wait more than three hundred years to see them again.” She paused a moment. “My baby sister. I won’t get to see my baby sister for centuries.” She buried her face in her hands and cried. 


     Three hundred and sixty years. All I wanted was to distract myself for the next week, and now I’m stuck here for more than three centuries. No. No, I won’t let myself get trapped here. There needs to be a way out. Maybe Jim will know something. 


     >Vincent: You’ve seen the update, right? We can’t really be stuck here for that long, can we? Not even ARKUS should be capable of that. 


     >Jim: Yeah, I’m talking with some friends about the update right now. We have a plan to deal with this situation. Don’t worry, Vince. Get over to the Blue Phoenix District right now, then find Varia’s Club on Nineteenth Street. We’ll talk in person when you get here. 


     Crow-Foot Jim has ended your private chat. 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 4 


     Player: Sheriff Lucas 


     Location: Mitigar (World) | Serpent Canyons (Region) 


     Class: Sheriff (Moderator) 


     Vitality*: Lv 81 


     Spirit*: Lv 88 


     Resolve*: Lv 83 


     Perception*: Lv 76 


     Agility*: Lv 79 


     Strength*: Lv 80 


       


     Lucas gaped at the update, then reread certain parts again and again. “Is this for real? That’s three hundred sixty years. Can ARKUS really do that?” 


     “I don’t know,” Harper replied. “I’m connecting to ARKUS right now to report this. Maybe it’s a mistake.” 


     Harper paused, staring into the air. All the muscles in her body seized at once, and she flickered in and out with visual glitches appearing around her. The glitches stopped, and she collapsed to the dirt with frantic breaths. 


     “What happened?” Lucas asked. 


     “I—I couldn’t breathe,” Harper said with terror in her voice. “It felt like I was suffocating. Like, really suffocating.” 


     “Pain reduction is disabled. Didn’t you see that in the update?” 


     “I did, but why did I glitch out like that just from trying to connect to ARKUS? I saw a barrage of lights and sounds. Like white noise. But I couldn’t breathe while it was happening.” 


     “From my point of view, you were stuck for several seconds, flickering in and out. Is this because you tried to connect to ARKUS?” 


     “Maybe. I’ll check the Mod Chat and see if anyone else knows anything.” Harper stared at her HUD for several seconds, and then a confused look crossed her face. “I can’t access the Mod Chat. Seriously?” 


     Lucas opened his Mod Chat. “I can still see it.” 


     Harper gasped. “All my mod powers are gone!” 


     “Wait, what?” 


     “My powers. They’re gone. All I have are the other abilities I developed on my own. It even replaced my Mod Shield with a basic Mana Shield. I don’t understand—did I do something wrong?” 


     Lucas could see the sadness on Harper’s face, but he couldn’t help but smirk. “I’m sure it’s just a glitch because of the update. You’ll get your powers back.” 


     “When?” Harper shouted. “In three centuries? I’ll message Isaac to find out what’s happening.” 


     Lucas opened the list of profile names of everyone in the Mod Chat. 


     Moderators: Online (232) | Offline (73) 


     Lucas gaped at the numbers. That’s barely over three hundred total. There should be a thousand mods. 


     Moderators: Online (196) | Offline (73) 


     Woah, it’s dropping fast. Everyone must be panicking and messaging ARKUS. I should probably warn them. 


     “Don’t try to log out!” Harper shouted. 


     Lucas jerked back and glared. “Don’t yell in my ear.” 


     “Isaac tried to log off and lost his mod powers too,” Harper explained. “So, logging out or connecting to ARKUS apparently takes away your powers. He says we might really be stuck here until the devs figure something out. He noted it’s strange because all the devs happened to be in-game at the same time. None of them knew ARKUS was planning an update. If we’re stuck here, we’ll need your powers to keep people in line. I have no doubt everyone will panic once they realize they’re trapped.” 


     “Okay, well maybe I should—” 


     “Don’t do anything!” Harper yelled. “It’s not worth the risk of losing your powers. Just sit still until we figure out what to do, Lucas. I might not have my abilities, but you still have to listen to me.” 


     Lucas felt his heart pounding in his chest. She can’t yell at me like this. She’s not even a mod anymore. All I was about to suggest was that maybe I should warn the other mods not to connect to ARKUS. He glanced at the mod list. 


     Moderators: Online (89) | Offline (73) 


     He watched as the chat filled with panicked moderators. Look at them, freaking out like children. Why are some of them mid-tier mods yet I’m stuck in a lower position? I’m handling this better than all of them. 


     >Frederick the Rock: Has anyone sent a report to ARKUS? 


     >Jake-Jake: Like twenty people said they were going to. I haven’t heard back from any of them. 


     >Reptile Riley: This is so messed up. I’m not staying here for three centuries. I’m going to spam the log out until I get through. 


     >Jake-Jake: Don’t! 


     >Leaf-Blade Valery: Everyone, stop trying to log out! 


     Moderators: Online (15) | Offline (73) 


     You know what? I’m tired of getting bossed around and treated like a lowly janitor. I’d be a lot more respected if I was the only mod. They deserve to lose their powers if this is how they act, anyway. Lucas snickered, and then sent a message to the other mods. 


     >Sheriff Lucas: We should spam ARKUS with reports. I already sent one, but ARKUS replied it was a low priority. 


     >Frederick the Rock: You got a report through? Maybe it’s working now. 


     >Jake-Jake: Ugh. I hate to risk losing my powers, but ARKUS always prioritizes reports from numerous mods. Trying now. 


     >Leaf-Blade Valery: You really got a report through, Lucas? 


     >Sheriff Lucas: Yeah. I just sent another. It seems like it’s working now. 


     The chat fell silent for several seconds. 


     >Leaf-Blade Valery: Lucas? 


     >Sheriff Lucas: Yes? 


     >Leaf-Blade Valery: Did you really send a report? 


     >Sheriff Lucas: I swear I did. Why would I lie about that? 


     >Leaf-Blade Valery: Then why are we the only ones left in the chatroom? 


     Lucas opened the player list for the chat. 


     Moderators: Online (2) | Offline (73) 


     >Sheriff Lucas: I have no idea. Maybe I got lucky. 


     >Leaf-Blade Valery: Huh. Well, what world are you on? Since we’re the only two mods, we should regroup. Maybe figure out why you didn’t lose your mod powers when everyone else did. Or we can think of a message to send to ARKUS so it prioritizes this mess. 


     >Sheriff Lucas: I’m on Mitigar. 


     >Leaf-Blade Valery: Do you have teleport up? If so, use it on Mitigar again. If not, meet me at the teleport point for that world. 


     >Sheriff Lucas: Yeah, I have it ready. I’ll see you there. 


     Lucas looked at Harper, but he could tell she was engaged in a private chat with Isaac. Valery must suspect that I lied. Oh god, why did I lie? I guess I thought it was funny—I mean, it is funny, but I might lose my moderator position over this. No, wait. If Valery hits me with Mod Gun, the game will boot me. And when Harper gets out of the game, she’ll be so mad. I can’t let her find out what I did. 


     “Do you remember Mitigar’s teleport point?” he asked Harper. 


     “Yeah,” she answered with a confused look. 


     “Meet me there later.” 


     Lucas used World Teleport and vanished with a flash of light. He reappeared at the designated teleport location for Mitigar, standing on a plateau that overlooked the canyons to the east and a vast desert to the west. 


     A woman in majestic, emerald-colored armor waited for him, standing near the edge of the drop off, a stern expression on her face. 


     Oh god. She definitely knows I lied. I’m so screwed. 


     “Lucas,” she called. “I don’t know you very well, but I know you work with Harper. She’s a pretty good Sheriff—takes the job seriously. Now, I’ll give you one chance to be honest with me. Did you actually send ARKUS a report or not?” 


     Lucas lifted a finger and fired Mod Gun. 


     Valery’s muscles tensed right before the invisible wave struck, but then she became immobilized. 


     Lucas waited, his heart pounding harder with every second that passed. “You’re not disappearing? Why weren’t you booted from the game?” 


     He took several panicked breaths. “Oh, my god. I’m so sorry, Valery. I thought you’d get booted from the game. I didn’t know you’d get stuck like that. I just didn’t want to get banned first. I thought it would be fun to be the only mod. I’ll let you go as soon as my Mod Gun recharges. Harper and I both hit someone with Mod Gun at the same time once, and it negated the ban. Just have pity on me. I made a mistake.” 


     He wiped sweat from his forehead and tried to slow his frantic breathing. 


     She won’t show mercy after this. Look at the anger on her face. She’ll trap me for the entire update if I let her go, but I can’t leave her here. Monsters will eventually find her. If she dies, will she respawn still frozen? No wait, she won’t be able to respawn if she’s banned. I’ll just kill her. 


     “Once again, I’m sorry,” Lucas said, “but I think I’ll kill you instead. After the update is over, I have no doubt I’ll get permabanned. I accept that. But three hundred and sixty years is a long time to enjoy being the only mod.” 


     Moonblade only has a 250 rating—that won’t even break the 300-Rated Threshold on the mid-tier Mod Shield. I’ll need to use my only rating-boost rune, but it’ll be worth it. 


     He equipped Moonblade in one hand and a purple rune in the other. The rune glowed as he skimmed the rock across his sword, charging the blade with magical energy that temporarily raised its rating to 350. The rune lost its glow, and he tossed the useless stone aside. 


     Lucas cut through Valery’s Mod Shield with two quick swipes, but his blade stopped when his third strike touched her neck. He raised his sword, noticing he hadn’t even grazed her skin. 


     “I can’t kill you either?” He paused in contemplation. “Your body is already designated as needing removal from the game. Though apparently the game can’t get rid of you because your mind is trapped here. I’ve heard ARKUS has certain mechanics in place to protect players’ minds when respawning or logging in and out. Otherwise, this technology could cause unintended shock and trauma.” 


     >Sheriff Lucas: Can you communicate at least? 


     He waited for almost minute but got no response. It still shows that she’s in the mod chat, but she can’t message anyone. At least she won’t be able to rat me out to her friend list. 


     He stared at the immobilized woman, trying to think of what to do with her. “I can’t kill you, but I can’t release you now that I’ve tried to kill you.” He paused, and he almost thought he could see the terror in her frozen eyes. “Can I move you, at least?” 


     Lucas grabbed her arms and dragged her several feet. She felt as heavy as he’d expected, but whenever he released her, she stayed frozen in that position. 


     So, what do I do with her? I can’t leave her banned for three centuries. I’ll have to build a prison she can’t escape from. Something that blocks communications, like those training chambers at the Mod Academy. I always enjoyed tinkering with the anti-spell and revival runes they used to make the chambers. If I build a room like that, Valery won’t even be able to kill herself to escape. 


     “I’ll hide you for now and come back later. Maybe I’ll put you in front of a rune projector of arena battles from different worlds, give you some entertainment while you’re trapped here. Then I’ll build an anti-spell room around you before unfreezing you. Not even mods can teleport from within an anti-spell room. So, I’ll keep you there and make a hatch to drop stuff down to you. See, I’m not a bad guy. Would a bad guy do all that for you? I bet you wouldn’t do the same for me.” 


     He dragged her to the side of the plateau and shoved her off. Lucas watched her fall with a bemused expression on his face, and then he slid down after her. When he reached the bottom, he found Valery laying on the ground still in the same pose. 


     “This must be really horrifying for you, but I promise I’ll have you unfrozen in an anti-spell room in little time. I know how to make the runes for it. It’ll only take me a few months, but I’ll need to tinker with some revival runes to make sure you can’t kill yourself. You can handle being frozen a few months, right?” 


     Lucas found a ditch and tossed her into it. He shot mana blasts at the stone wall above, releasing an avalanche of dirt and rocks that buried Valery below it. “Sorry about the darkness!” he shouted at the pile. “Just be patient with me, Valery.” 


     He leapt from ledge to ledge until he reached the top of the plateau. After dusting himself off, Lucas sighed. 


     Now I have three hundred and sixty years until Harper finds out what I’ve done. That’s multiple lifetimes for her to fall in love with me. If not her, then there are plenty of other women trapped in this game—women that will see me as the most powerful man on the World-Tree. I’m sure I’ll pay for freezing Valery one day, but that’s a long, long time from now. 


     After a few hours, Harper found him. She’d sent him multiple private chats by then, but he’d ignored them until she arrived. 


     “What were you thinking?” Harper asked. “For all we know, World Teleport could’ve taken your mod powers too. I told you not to do anything until I got back. You—” 


     Lucas smiled, ignoring the rest of Harper’s outburst. She can rant all she wants, but we both know she has no power over me anymore. I’m the only moderator left in World-Tree Online. I have more power than any other player in this game and three hundred sixty years to do whatever I please. I won’t be treated like a child anymore. I’ll be the hero that everyone loves. The only man standing between order and chaos. 


     He peered at the worlds hanging above Mitigar, and his smile widened. These are my worlds now. I’m the Sheriff of the World-Tree. 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 5 


     Player: Vincent  


     Location: Teramor (World) | Knightrest (City) | Blue Phoenix District (District) 


     Class: Ranger 


     Vitality: Lv 1 


     Spirit: Lv 2 


     Resolve: Lv 2 


     Perception*: Lv 2 


     Agility: Lv 1 


     Strength: Lv 2 


       


     Vincent wandered the cramped streets of the Blue Phoenix District. As the light of the World-Tree dimmed into night, the district glowed with rune-powered signs. Everywhere he turned, he saw bars, clubs, and fancy restaurants. The district seemed to come to life as the light faded, and within a couple of hours of searching, the crowds had grown twice as dense. 


     People across the city had been panicking since the update started, but he found most of the citizens of the Blue Phoenix District didn’t care as much. As Vincent traveled, he couldn’t help but check the time remaining on the update. 


     Update Time Remaining: 30:00:00 (Real-World Time) 


     Not even a hundredth of a second has passed in real time, and it’s already nighttime here. 


     He looked up as the skybox reached its darkest point. His eyes followed the glowing outlines of the worlds above. He couldn’t see stars, but the dimmed worlds in the night sky left him in awe. 


     The skybox almost reminds me of an old computer monitor—dark, but not quite pitch-black. Like a dark glow that reflects off the worlds. It’s startlingly beautiful. 


     He continued to stare at the sky until someone bumped his shoulder as they walked past. 


     “Hey, watch it,” the armored man said. 


     “You’re the one that bumped me,” Vincent replied. 


     “Well, get out of your HUD and pay attention to your surroundings.” 


     “I wasn’t in my HUD, I was staring at the majestic night sky. It’s really something, isn’t it?” 


     The armored man flashed a bewildered look. “Oh, your player profile says you’re seventy. No wonder you’re so easily impressed, old man.” The man shook his head and disappeared into the crowd. 


     “There’s nothing wrong with enjoying the view,” Vincent muttered to himself, continuing down the street. 


     He crossed several more roads until he finally found Nineteenth Street. The backstreet seemed tucked away in the corner of the city and was pressed against the large walls that enclosed Knightrest. Despite its location, Nineteenth Street seemed even more packed than the rest of the district. It had a slummier feel to it, however, with players gambling and vendors selling booze and drugs on the side of the road. Women even stopped him to offer a night of relaxation for the right price. 


     “No thanks,” Vincent said multiple times to different working girls and drug dealers. 


     This is where Jim hangs out? It’s hard to picture my nerdy old friend fitting in at a place like this. Then again, he always dreamed of this kind of life. I guess I shouldn’t be surprised. 


     A large building with glowing lights sat in the middle of the street. Vincent could read the flashing Varia’s Club sign from halfway down the road. He walked toward it, working his way through the dense crowd. Music blasted from runes attached to the sides of the building, and there were even more people outside dancing and mingling. 


     He walked up the steps, but an armored man and woman stopped him at the entrance. 


     “Fifty gild,” the woman said, holding out her hand. 


     “Fifty gild?” Vincent replied. “I might be new, but that sounds costly for a night of clubbing.” 


     “Night?” the other bouncer said. “Most people stay here for weeks on end. You realize you don’t need sleep, right, newbie?” 


     “Clubbing for weeks sounds exhausting,” Vincent replied. “I’m only here to see my friend Jim.” 


     “Do you mean Crow-Foot Jim?” the woman asked. “Wait, your profile says your name is Vincent. Are you Jim’s friend Vince? I’ve heard about you. He says he beat you at every fighting game tournament you ever went to.” 


     “To be fair, I won most other types of games,” Vincent grumbled. 


     “Well, you can come on in,” the woman said. She held up a rune that scanned his body. “There, now our rune database will have your profile saved. You’ll get free entry to the club.” 


     “Jim has that kind of pull around here?” Vincent questioned. 


     “He’s a one-quarter owner of the establishment,” the woman explained. “He and his guests get free entry and drinks.” 


     The bouncers stepped aside, and Vincent entered the club. The music was far louder inside, and he could barely think over the beat coming from runes that lined the walls and ceiling. Neon lights flashed from every corner, making it impossible not to bump into dancers as he worked his way through the crowd. 


     When he peeked across the club, he saw two stages. One had men punching each other, and the other had half-naked women dancing. I can guess which one he’ll be watching. Vincent slowly made his way toward the stage with the dancers. 


     He peered over the tables, looking for the familiar face he remembered from their twenties. I’m sure he’s made himself taller and better looking. Probably still Korean, though. I know he wouldn’t change his race. 


     He spotted a couple of Korean-looking men chatting beside a bar. A quick check of their player profiles revealed neither of them to be Jim. Didn’t look like him anyway. He continued past, moving closer to the stage. 


     “Hey!” a voice shouted. “Vince!” 


     He stared at the shouting guy. The rugged-faced Korean man sat at a table by the stage with several women sitting around him. Vincent blinked, trying to process that the man was his closest friend since childhood. 


     “Jim?” he said, approaching the table. “That’s you?” 


     “What’d you expect?” Jim asked. “That nerdy Korean boy you played DnD with in college?” 


     “I thought you’d look more like you than this,” Vincent replied. “You remind me more of your brother and father than yourself.” 


     Jim smirked. “Well, Dad always joked that my older bro took most of the manly genes. I just took them back. Look at you, Vince. You look exactly like I remember from our twenties.” 


     Vincent seated himself across the table from Jim. “The game gave me a nicer haircut and got rid of that acne I had. Still, it’s nice to be young again.” 


     “That it is.” Jim raised his drink and then chugged it. 


     “But what are we going to do about the update?” Vincent asked. “You said you had a plan. Can we pull off the headsets?” 


     “The time dilation is too great for us to feel our real bodies anymore.” 


     “So, is there an alternate way to log out?” 


     “Oh, no. We’re stuck here. My plan is to drink away the next three hundred and sixty years. Woo!” He grabbed another glass of liquor and raised it to the air. The surrounding women did the same, and then they all chugged their drinks. 


     Vincent gaped at his friend. “No, seriously. Can we contact ARKUS’s devs? Maybe they can get us out of the game.” 


     “I know some people that know them,” Jim replied. “They’re already trying to figure it out. Nothing we can do but sit back and enjoy the extended lifespan.” 


     “I didn’t want to be in the game that long. I don’t want to live three centuries without Monika.” 


     Jim lowered his head and frowned. “I know, buddy. When you get out, it’ll feel like less than an hour has passed. And maybe if you’re lucky, ARKUS’s devs will fix the problem, so you can escape early. Until then, there’s not much we can do but enjoy ourselves and play the game. Maybe you can learn to fight and raid some dungeons—explore the World-Tree. There’s so much to do. Three hundred and sixty years will be over before you know it.” 


     “Did you notice pain reduction was turned off? If I go out there and get killed by a monster, it’ll feel real, Jim. Do you want to get torn limb from limb?” 


     Jim shrugged. “You always liked a challenge. But if you aren’t up for it, you can always stay here and drink away the years with me, buddy.” 


     Vincent leaned back in his chair in contemplation. 


     “Hey, Nelly, get a screenshot of me and Vince,” Jim said to the woman beside him. 


     A second Jim appeared in the chair beside Vincent. The young-again man glanced back and forth between the two Jims. 


     “Are you real?” he asked, elbowing the Jim beside him. 


     Jim’s Mana Shield flashed and disappeared. “Hey, careful. Pain reduction is off, remember? I used the Vanish ability Rogues get, and I upgraded mine to leave a doppelganger that I can control after I teleport.” 


     Vincent Scanned the doppelganger. 


     Vanish (Rogue Only | Upgraded) - Mana Usage: Low | The user teleports up to 5 meters away. They cannot move through walls or doors. | Upgrade – Doppelganger: For a very low mana cost, the user may leave a doppelganger in their original location. The user may control the doppelganger’s movements, but it disappears after ten seconds unless the user spends additional mana. The doppelganger also disappears upon taking any damage. 


     The Jim in his original seat stuck out his tongue, and then disappeared with a flash of light. The real Jim put an arm around Vincent and smiled as the woman across the table raised her hand. She made a picture-taking motion with her hand and said, “Click.” 


     “Send it to me,” Jim told her. 


     “There’re screenshots in the game?” Vincent asked. 


     “You can take them through your HUD,” Jim explained. “Or you can set up a quick command like Nelly used. She just sent me the picture, and it’s pretty good. I mean, you look grumpy, but I look good.” 


     Jim sent you a screenshot. 


     Vincent opened his HUD and glanced at the screenshot of them. He could see the irritation on his own face. I should smile more. Even in a bad situation like this, Monika always told me to smile. 


     The young-again man sighed and tried to relax. “If I’m stuck here, I might as well make good use of my time. Have some fun. Level grind a bit. This is still a game, after all—even if the danger feels real.” 


     “That’s the spirit, buddy,” Jim said. “Don’t forget to drink and make new friends. You wouldn’t believe how big my friend list has gotten during my time here. I’ve made more acquaintances than I’ve ever had. Oh—” 


     Jim paused and stared at nothing. 


     “Private chat?” Vincent questioned. 


     “Dang,” Jim muttered. “So, I’m in the City Watch Guild. They send me five or six invites a year to help stop goblin raids on the city. There was one last week, so they weren’t expecting another for a while. However, they just sent me an invite that says there’s a horde attacking right now—with almost a hundred C-Class monsters spotted. That’s more than double the usual amount.” 


     “I hope you aren’t going to fight,” Vincent said. “With pain reduction disabled, you’d risk severe trauma. Maybe let the higher-level guildsmen handle it.” 


     Jim jumped to his feet, knocking his chair away. “No way!” he shouted. “We need to fight off that horde. Now, more than ever, this city needs heroes like me to stand up and protect it. We can’t sit around and do nothing, Vince.” 


     You’ve received a private chat invitation from Jim. Do you accept? (Yes/No) 


     Vincent glanced at Jim as his friend held a stoic pose. He accepted the invite by willing it like he would when using his HUD. 


     >Jim: Yo, play along. I’m only trying to impress these ladies. We don’t actually have to put ourselves in danger. Just show up and take some screenshots of me looking badass in front of the horde. 


     Vincent sighed and stood from the table. “Yeah, whatever. Let’s go.” 


     “That’s the spirit, Vince,” Jim said, hurrying through the crowd. 


     Vincent followed his friend out of the club. They rushed across the district toward a garrison built onto the outer wall of the city. Vincent could barely keep up with Jim’s speed even though he could tell his friend was maintaining a slow pace for his sake. When they reached the steps of the garrison, Jim leapt into the air and grabbed the ledge of the next floor, bypassing the steps. 


     He wasn’t kidding when he said he was as fast as an Olympic athlete. What’re his stats? 


       


     Player: Crow-Foot Jim 


     Class: Rogue 


     Real Age: 70 


     Highest World: Evafall 


     Vitality: Lv 30 


     Spirit: Lv 36 


     Resolve: Lv 34 


     Perception: Lv 31 


     Agility*: Lv 42 


     Strength: Lv 33 


       


     Not as good as those two combatants from the arena, but better than most of the players I’ve seen. 


     Vincent hurried up the stairs until he reached the top of the city wall. Almost a hundred players had gathered to the top of the wall, and most of them fired mana blasts and arrows over the side. Vincent joined his friend and gaped at the army below. Thousands of goblins assailed the city, throwing glowing barrels that exploded upon impact, cracking the wall. Among the crowds of goblins, Vincent saw taller, ashen-skinned creatures, too, so he Scanned one. 


     Orc Marauder – Monster Class: C | Age: 33 | Sex: Male | Number of Offspring: 8 | Personality: Irrationally Angry 


     “My god,” Jim muttered. “If we don’t get more people to fight, they’ll break the wall.” 


     Vincent looked around at the hundred players. Most had nervous or frightened expressions. Some already seemed drained of their mana and had resorted to firing stray arrows into the crowd. Vincent only spotted a handful of spots of ashes and items, so he assumed the City Watch hadn’t killed many enemies so far. 


     “Out of the way,” a woman called, pushing past Vincent and Jim. 


     Vincent recognized the woman as Mayfield May from the arena. Several others followed her, leaping off the wall to the battlefield below. They blasted the goblins and orcs with fire, ice, wind, and mana. 


     When May’s team ran low on mana, they cut down goblins with spears, axes, and swords. However, even May struggled to take down more than a few of the several dozen orcs. Her Fire Shield flashed upon taking a hit, and then a gray-skinned goblin blasted her with a fireball. 


     Mayfield May screamed in agony as the fire burned her flesh. Frantically, she took an ether from her inventory, chugged it, and then shot herself in the head with Mana Gun to end the pain. Seconds later, the rest of her companions were dead, and the horde continued to bombard the wall, having only lost maybe a hundred of its members during the counterattack. 


     Vincent Scanned the gray-skinned goblin. 


     Gray Goblin Witch – Monster Class: C | Age: 37 | Sex: Female | Number of Offspring: 38 | Personality: Cruel 


     More players had harkened to the call of the City Watch Guild and joined them on the wall. Every additional player launched mana attacks at the horde, but most of the blasts missed. 


     Jim equipped a bow and arrow and fired rapidly into the crowd of enemies. “Get screenshots, Vince.” Jim made heroic poses as he fired on the horde, but most his shots missed. 


     Vincent went through his menu until he found the picture function. He captured a few images of Jim firing on the crowd, but then he hesitated as the wall shook with explosions. “Maybe we should take this seriously? They’re about to break into the city and start killing people.” 


     “There are a million players in this city,” Jim said. “Worst-case scenario, the goblins make it halfway through the district before swarms of players spam them with Mana Guns.” 


     “They’ll reach Varia’s Club before that. Aren’t you a part-owner?” 


     “Dang, that’s true.” 


     “And they’ll kill thousands of people if they break through the wall. People who will feel every second of pain as they’re mauled and burned.” 


     “I know, I know,” Jim replied, panic creeping into his voice. 


     Vincent could see his friend’s hands trembling as he fired arrows into the horde. “You know this game better than I do. Is there a counterstrategy to this sort of thing?” 


     “Man, I don’t know. You were always better at strategy games. I guess if we had enough people jump down, we could have the Wardens raise forcefields. We might be able to fight them head on like that.” 


     “Do we have any Wardens?” Vincent shouted at the ever-growing crowd of players on the wall. “We need Wardens over here. Wardens!” 


     About three dozen people raised their hands. Some of them even approached him. 


     “We need to stop them from breaking the wall!” Vince roared at the crowd. “We need at least a hundred people to drop down together. Wardens will set up forcefields to protect us. Everyone, rally together. Come on!” 


     About fifty people raised their fists, ready to fight, but most of the nearby players looked too afraid. They muttered to one another that they weren’t going down there and that they should keep trying mana attacks. 


     “You’re only a newbie,” one person grumbled. “I’m not listening to you.” 


     The wall shook with more explosions, and a tower crumbled and fell, taking a dozen players down with it to the ground below. 


     “They’re about to break through!” Vincent screamed at the players. “We have to go, now.” 


     Vincent grabbed Jim’s arm and pulled him toward the collapsed tower. He jumped down onto a broken ledge and then to the rubble below where the surviving players fought off goblins. 


     Agility Level Up: 1>2 


     He equipped his bow and launched branzium arrows at the oncoming horde. Jim jumped down beside him, blasting the two nearest goblins with a spell that Vincent managed to Scan on reflex. 


     Mana Volley – Mana Usage: Medium | Magic Rating: 50-150 | Releases a volley of marble-sized mana balls from your hand. The attack loses strength over distance. 


     The volley tore through the two goblins at close range, shredding their bodies like they’d been hit with a shotgun blast. Jim chugged half a bottle of ether, and then used Mana Volley on two more goblins. 


     A group of Wardens jumped down around them, creating walls of orange-colored forcefields between the players and the horde. Vincent reached forward, his hand passing through one of the barriers as he Scanned it. 


     Barrier (Warden Only) – Mana Usage: Low | Magic Rating: 100 | Creates a forcefield to protect players. The user may expend a very low amount of additional mana to move the barrier. 


     The goblins tossed their exploding barrels at the forcefields, but the barrels bounced away before detonating. The nearest explosion knocked out a few shields, but players had already raised dozens of forcefields around the fallen tower. Vincent noted some of the forcefields were upgraded or different altogether from the basic Warden Barrier, but he didn’t have time to Scan them. 


     More players jumped down, joining their side. They attacked from the safety of the forcefields, preventing the horde from further attacking the wall. Vincent eyed the orcs and gray-skinned goblins as the stronger monsters charged in their direction. 


     “They’re sending their big guys!” Vincent shouted. 


     “Take these,” Jim said, handing him two runes. “The red one is a spell-booster. You ought to get three uses out of it. The blue one stores mana. It has as much mana as I can hold. With those two together, you might survive longer than thirty seconds.” 


     “Thanks,” Vincent said, taking the runes. 


     Should I use them to spam stronger Mana Guns? That’s about all I can do. 


     The first Orc reached a Barrier and tore through it with an oiron club. He swung again, knocking back three players with one swing. Two of them had Mana Shields to absorb the impact, but the third lost his head in an instant, spraying the nearby players with gore before his body vanished into dust. 


     Jim readied another Mana Volley, using a rune to supplement his lack of mana. He Vanished, appearing next to the Orc, and blasted him point-blank-range in the face. The monster’s head disappeared with the flash of mana, and his body toppled to the ground before disappearing. 


     Jim showed Vincent a thumbs-up, but then a fireball hit the Rogue, knocking out his Mana Shield. Both friends turned toward the goblin that had cast the fireball. 


     Vincent recognized the witch as the one that had killed May. He pointed his finger and fired his Mana Gun, but the goblin raised a mirror shield. The shield flashed with magic when the Mana Gun struck, and it bounced back at the Ranger. 


     Vincent’s gaming reflexes kicked in when he saw the mirror on the back of the shield, and he dove from the path of his own mana bolt. He drank an ether, swapped his bow for the mana-holding rune, and prepared for another shot. 


     “Wait!” Jim shouted. “I’ll take her on up close.” 


     The Rogue equipped a longsword and charged the enemy. He swung his weapon, but the goblin blocked it with a glowing staff. The witch slammed her staff into the ground, sending out a shockwave that tossed Jim backward. 


     Jim rolled to his feet, and then leapt forward with another swipe. This time, the goblin blocked with her shield, and the magical force launched Jim even farther than the staff had. However, the persistent man jumped to his feet and tried again. 


     I need to do something about that shield, Vincent realized. Only, normal mana attacks don’t work. Come on, think. There must be a way to exploit the game’s mechanics to get rid of that shield. In his mind, he replayed the arena battle from earlier when he’d Scanned the negative energy. Maybe something like that could work. 


     Vincent equipped the other rune Jim had given him. With his heart racing and the sounds of battle and death all around, he formed a ball of mana from his own reserves. He struggled to control it, but forced himself to make the ball larger with the mana stored in the blue rune. Despite floating between the runes in his hands, the ball of mana felt heavy. 


     Sweat dripped down his forehead, and Vincent felt the mana orb throbbing with power. If I drop this thing, I might blow up myself. 


     Once the blue rune ran out of mana, Vincent tossed it aside. He spread his fingers, trying to control and hold the mana in place. He circled his hands around and tried to prevent any globules from leaking out the side. Once he thought it was stabilized, he activated the red rune and tried to compact the ball. It shrank to a tenth of its size, but it squirmed and bounced between his hands. 


     Don’t blow up yourself. Don’t blow up yourself. Come on. 


     He activated the red rune a second time, shrinking the ball to a tenth of its size once more. It glowed hotter and sparked with energy. When he activated the rune the third time, the ball shrank to a speck, turning pitch-black like the negative energy he’d seen in the arena. 


     Spell Creation: 1% 


     The black dot sparked and jumped back and forth between his hands. It took all his willpower to contain it, and he could feel gravity shift in his palms as the speck bounced around. 


     Just a dot? Will this work? 


     Vincent glanced at his friend as Jim and the witch fought a ferocious battle—a fight his friend appeared to be losing. He ran toward them, trying to contain the black dot. 


     “Jim, move!” Vincent shouted. 


     His friend backed away from the goblin with a look of confusion, and Vincent pushed his hands forward, releasing the black dot. The speck sparked and zigzagged through the air. It bounced off the ground, kicking up dirt, and rebounded off someone’s sword, cracking it. Despite its snaking back and forth, it seemed to follow the direction Vincent had pushed it. 


     The witch raised her shield as she saw the dot rushing toward her. The speck of negative energy hit the shield and vanished. A fracture raced across the goblin’s shield, and a look of disappointment crossed Vincent’s face. 


     A crack? That’s it? 


     Jim used the distraction to chug another ether. He took a red rune into his hand like the one he’d given Vincent and used it to supercharge a mana attack. The goblin raised her fractured shield as Jim released an extra-strong Mana Volley at close range. The shield didn’t react with a magic glow this time, and mana balls tore it to pieces. A few of the balls made it to the goblin, blowing away chunks of her flesh. The witch fell to the dirt, writhing in pain. 


     Jim stood over the goblin and pointed his sword at her heart. “Vince, picture!” 


     Vincent opened his HUD and took a picture as Jim pierced the goblin’s heart with his blade. 


     The two of them peered around at the battle that had turned in favor of the players. At least a thousand more people had joined the fight on the ground, and the humans tore through the goblins and orcs with mana, metal, and elemental attacks. 


     Clerics jumped down the broken tower and healed injured players with glowing light. Wardens protected everyone with forcefields. Mages and Rangers bombarded the remnants of the horde. Fighters and Rogues tried to rush in for easy kills on fleeing goblins. Within minutes, the horde had dispersed, leaving only stragglers for the players to hunt down. 


     Jim grabbed items that had been scattered along the ground, and Vincent joined him. 


     1-Piece Gild Coin (x134) 


     5-Piece Gild Coin (x15) 


     10-Piece Gild Coin (x7) 


     Elixir (x14) – Drink to heal minor injuries. 


     Ether (x9) – Drink to recover a small amount of mana. 


     Goblin’s Oiron Longsword (x5) – Material Rating: 100 | A medium-quality longsword with a handle of obvious goblin design. 


     Goblin’s Oiron Hand-Axe (x9) – Material Rating: 100 | A high-quality, goblin-made axe that was handcrafted with love. 


     Goblin’s Hardened-Branzium Tunic (x13) – Material Rating: 75 | A fine goblin-made tunic. It’ll fit a human, but it’s misshapen and uncomfortable. 


     Goblin’s Crystal Ball – Supposedly, goblin witches can see future victories inside this ball, but you’re pretty sure it’s just a useless piece of veraglass. 


     Goblin’s Leather Boots (x13) – Material Rating: 10 | These are the most uncomfortable boots you’ll ever wear, but you won’t have to worry about stubbing your toes anymore. 


     “You take all the good stuff?” Vincent asked his friend. 


     “Only the C-Class monsters have good stuff,” Jim replied. “I did take the witch’s gear. Someone else nabbed the items off the orc I killed.” 


     “We should split the witch’s items, since I helped.” 


     “I left you that crystal ball. It’s a good item.” 


     “The item description says it’s a useless piece of veraglass. Is veraglass rare?” 


     “No, it’s basically the worst kind of glass in the game.” Jim chuckled, but then paused in contemplation. “This assault was weird, though. It was bigger and more dangerous than usual. You don’t think ARKUS increased the difficulty with the update, do you?” 


     Vincent sighed. “I don’t know. I’m just glad we won before they broke through the city wall. I would’ve thought I’d level up more than my Agility.” 


     “Wait till you get to my level. Sometimes, I go an entire month without leveling up at all. I hear it gets even worse at higher levels. Although, the game increases your rate of leveling if you set yourself against tougher challenges.” 


     “So there’s like an invisible bar that determines how fast you level up?” 


     “I guess, man. But if you get lazy, it will get harder to reach the next level. Like being out of shape. Only, you can’t lose levels. It just makes progression harder to restart.” 


     “Makes sense.” 


     “Yeah, but something that doesn’t make sense is what you did to fracture that witch’s shield. It looked like that glitch energy that happens on rare occasions.” 


     “It was. I Scanned it in the arena and tried to make it into an attack. Spell creation is a big part of the game, from what I’ve heard. Only, I had to use both those runes you gave me just to make that little speck. It didn’t even do any real damage, and my spell creation only hit one percent.” 


     “Once you hit a hundred percent, you can save the ability to use on the fly. It’s difficult to do, though. Some abilities take months or years to develop. I know people that reached ninety-nine percent on a spell they were designing, but they couldn’t get it to one hundred. Sometimes, an ability isn’t even possible within the game’s physics. No offense, but I’m willing to bet that’s the case with your little speck. I’ve heard of other players trying to figure out how to exploit that kind of stuff, but they eventually gave up.” 


     Vincent smirked at his friend. “Just because they couldn’t do it, doesn’t mean I can’t. You know how I am about trying to break the physics of games.” 


     Jim shook his head and smiled. “After all these years, you haven’t changed much, Vince. Have fun figuring out your exploit. Maybe in the next three hundred and sixty years, you’ll get it working.” 


     Three hundred and sixty years. I’d almost forgotten. Maybe I just need to keep distracting myself until ARKUS’s devs sort out this whole dilemma. I’m sure they’ll fix the problem within a few years of in-game time. In the meantime, I’ll level up and work on the exploit. If it’s possible to control, I bet it won’t take me too long to master. 
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     Chapter 6 


     Player: Vincent 


     Location: Teramor (World) | Eastern Wilds (Region) 


     Class: Ranger 


     Vitality: Lv 32 


     Spirit: Lv 38 


     Resolve: Lv 35 


     Perception*: Lv 45 


     Agility: Lv 37 


     Strength: Lv 31 


       


     It still felt like Vincent had put on the headset only minutes ago. He could remember what he’d eaten for breakfast the morning he started playing the game. He could still visualize his wife’s funeral in his mind like it’d happened only two years ago. Although he didn’t need to sleep in the game, he’d sometimes take a nap and dream about Monika. Her face stayed clear in his memory, even though fifteen years had passed in-game since he’d put on that headset. 


     The last fifteen years had gone by faster than expected. Vincent had spent the first few training in sword fighting and archery. He’d studied rune-making with the shopkeeper Roderick. He drank with Jim from time to time, and they talked about old memories. He’d joined the City Watch Guild and pushed back more goblin invasions than he could keep track of. It seemed like the goblins had increased their rate of reproduction after the update, and most players were afraid to leave the cities with pain reduction disabled. 


     However, in the last few years, Vincent had made numerous journeys into the wilderness of Teramor. He even planned to leave that world when he felt prepared. Although, no amount of preparation ever seemed enough, since ARKUS had increased the spawn rate of monsters when the update started. 


     I could take on any monster if I could only get this to work, Vincent thought, pouring all his mana into a dense, erratic sphere of negative energy. He aimed the sparking, black marble at the trees ahead. Just to be careful, he pressed his teeth on the capsule in his mouth, ready to bite down if the attack backfired like it had on multiple occasions. 


     Lotus Capsule – A capsule made from concentrated Dark Lotus. If it breaks and dissolves inside a player, their body will be converted into mana in an abrupt explosion. The size of the explosion is based on the user’s total mana capacity. 


     Vincent concentrated, trying to stabilize the erratic marble. He tried feeling for the frequency of the negative energy—just as he’d learned to do when making runes. However, like all the times he’d tried before, he couldn’t find any frequencies coming from the negative energy. 


     If I could just get the feel of this thing, I could make it work. I know I could. 


     He felt his grip on the negative energy slipping, and he released the sphere toward the trees. It zigzagged through the air, left a hole in a tree, and then flew back in his direction. Vincent ducked under the black energy, and it cracked a boulder in half before vanishing. 


     Close one. If that had cleaved through me, I’d have needed to waste a Lotus Capsule to escape the pain. 


     Spell Creation: 99% 


     It’s still at ninety-nine. It’s been stuck there for three years. Maybe Jim is right. Maybe the game won’t let me save a negative energy attack to use on command. Most players don’t know that you can even create negative energy. I don’t think ARKUS intended for it to be used in gameplay. 


     Vincent looked at the damage the sphere caused and sighed. I hate to admit I wasted fifteen years trying to get this to work. I could’ve been developing useful abilities. The only thing I’m close to upgrading is Scan. He looked at the spell upgrade bar for Scan, noticing he was about halfway to adding Farsight. 


     Vincent drank an ether to restore his mana, and then he peered around the dense forest. He saw no paths, only tall, thick trees in all directions. Which way was it back to Knightrest? He noticed the moss on the split boulder. This forest is east of the city, so I need to go west. 


     He walked west, but peered around the trees as he traveled. His levels in Perception aided him in avoiding danger outside of the city, but in the rolling hills and twisting valleys of the Eastern Wilds, even Vincent could be occasionally surprised. He thought about the time a goblin’s arrow had caught him with his shield down, or the time an orc had smashed his head open with an oiron club. 


     I had a Lotus Capsule ready for the goblin, and the death by the orc had been almost instant. I don’t want to be one of those people that get caught outside of Knightrest, torn limb from limb in an excruciating fashion. 


     He slid the Lotus Capsule between his teeth and quickened his pace. 


     Vincent continued until he noticed the sky growing darker. Oh, no. Did I stay out that late again? How many ethers did I burn through? 


     He glanced at his inventory, noticing he’d almost run out of the potions. Yeah, I need to quit wasting so much time and resources trying to make a spell from negative energy. Almost all the gild I’ve made has gone to ethers. I should’ve been saving up for Jump Crystals if I wanted to travel to the upper worlds. 


     The sky turned almost black, leaving the glowing outline of hundreds of worlds. Even after fifteen years in the game, he sometimes stopped to marvel at the World-Tree. However, as his feet pattered across the forest floor, he paid no attention to the sky. His eyes followed the outlines of trees, looking for anything out of the ordinary. An owl lurked in the branches of a tree. Rabbits scurried through tall grass. He glimpsed the shape of a deer, but it heard his footsteps and retreated. 


     His view narrowed on the tiniest sliver of light poking between the trees in the distance. It’s not a fire, he noted. So, it’s probably not a goblin camp. It might be a player using runes. It wouldn’t be smart to draw attention to yourself in the Eastern Wilds at night, however, unless they have a strong party. I should check in case it’s a group of players. 


     He hurried toward the glimmer, but tried to keep his footsteps light. Luckily, his boots had the enchantment Sound-Dampening 50 that decreased the noise of his footsteps by half. He slowed as he neared the glimmer, and then crept toward the clearing where the light awaited. 


     He glanced at the pond in the middle, the surrounding hills, and then the elegant creature by the pond. Gazal the Forest Lord sat beside the water, and Vincent realized the sliver of light was the glow of the worlds reflecting off the World Boss’s crystalline horns. 


     Vincent gaped at the World Boss. He hadn’t seen the creature since his first day in the game, but he’d always heard Gazal migrated between several hidden locations. He glanced at his Class Quest, remembering that he still needed to kill a World Boss with no help to unlock a subclass. 


     I still don’t think I can fight Gazal head to head. His paused and looked at his hands. However, if I could hit him with negative energy while he’s resting, I might be able to get a cheap kill. It’ll be a lot harder to fight World Bosses on higher worlds. Most experienced players recommend unlocking a subclass before leaving the beginner worlds. This might be my best chance, assuming I don’t kill myself with my own attack. 


     He generated a small amount of mana in his hands and pressed it down until he formed a tiny speck of negative energy. After several years of practice, he’d found it easy to make a speck—however, growing the dot took time and concentration. He fed the speck more mana and watched it swell between his palms. Black sparks flew off it, but he willed it to stabilize before adding more mana. 


     Gazal raised his head toward Vincent. 


     The Ranger froze with fear and stopped pouring mana into the black marble. “Crap.” He barely had time to speak before the World Boss’s horns flashed with light. Vincent leapt away from the tree he’d been hiding behind just before an explosion ripped off layers of bark. 


     Vincent jumped to his feet, still holding the negative energy. He dashed around the clearing toward the hills, and explosions sounded behind him. Every few feet, the World Boss blasted the ground where he’d been standing. 


     The man’s brow dripped with sweat, and his breathing became panicked. He rushed up the hillside, hoping to get a vantage point on the World Boss. Vincent desperately dumped his mana into the small sphere of negative energy. It sparked wildly, but with fifteen years of practice, he kept it contained almost instinctively. 


     Gazal dashed across the pond, almost floating above the water. The monster closed half the distance between himself and Vincent in less than a second and aimed his horns at the human on the hillside. 


     Vincent readied himself to release the negative energy, but in his panic, his view stayed on Gazal. He almost forgot he was holding the black sphere until he noticed something odd. Vincent paused and glanced at the sphere. 


     It’s like there’s nothing there, but I can feel there’s nothing there. No frequency or matter or anything. Something clicked in his head. Of course—it’s a lack of frequency! That’s what I’m feeling. 


     The dirt incline below Vincent exploded, and he tumbled down the hillside. He landed on grass at the bottom of the incline and looked up at the World Boss looming over him. The boss’s horns glowed with light, but Vincent aimed and released his attack first. 


     The black bolt cut through Gazal’s shield, his forehead, and then traveled out the back of his skull. Gazal collapsed to the ground in front of Vincent, and the World Boss’s body crumbled into glowing dust. Vincent gaped at the dust. His body trembled with fear for several seconds, but then that old, familiar feeling of victory boiled in his veins. 


     “I did it!” he screamed. “I killed a World Boss!” 


     Class Quest Completed: The Greatest Game 


     True Huntsman’s Cloak Acquired 


     Please choose your subclass: Warden | Mage | Cleric | Rogue | Fighter 


     “Mage,” Vincent answered. He’d put a lot of thought into that decision over the years, and he believed raising his Spirit faster would be useful, considering he preferred to avoid close-range fights whenever possible. 


     Ability Acquired: Elemental Conversion 


     That’ll come in handy, but I’m not sure what element I’ll lean toward. They all have different frequencies that I’d need to learn. 


     Spell Created (???) – Mana Usage: Medium | Releases a bolt of negative energy from the user’s fingertips. 


     What would you like to name this spell? 


     Vincent’s eyes widened at the prompt. His heart thundered in his chest, partially from the fight, but also because a decade and a half of work had finally been rewarded. 


     It worked? It worked! I did it. I really made a spell with negative energy. It took me fifteen years, but now I’ll be able to use it whenever I please, without the hassle of charging it up or trying to stabilize it. Maybe it won’t zigzag, either. 


     “Void Gun,” Vincent replied, climbing to his feet. He’d thought of the name for the theoretical ability years ago, but he’d told no one. 


     A smile crossed his face as the new spell appeared on his list of abilities. He chugged his last ether, pointed at a tree, and cast Void Gun. A bolt of negative energy flew from his fingers and through the tree, leaving a hole the width of two fingers. 


     Vincent raised his fists into the air and screamed, “Yes!” 


     His eyes went to the glowing crystals left by Gazal. He grabbed the items, and then looked over them and the True Huntsman’s Cloak he’d acquired from completing his Class Quest. 


     True Huntsman’s Cloak (Soulbound) – Material Rating: 100 | A comfortable cloak made of enchanted orofabric. | Camouflage – This item blends itself and its wearer into their surroundings. 


     Gazal’s Horn (x2) – A beautiful, crystalline horn taken from Gazal the Forest Lord. You can feel old magic flowing through it. 


     High-Quality Antelope Meat (150 pounds) 


     High-Quality Antelope Skin (10 pounds) 


     Emerald-Colored Fur (1.5 pounds) 


     Crystal Heart – A crystalline and still-beating heart taken from a majestic or divine being. You can feel tremendous magical energy with each pulse. 


     Nice. I can have this heart converted into Jump Crystals, and I’ll use the two horns to make upgraded swords before I venture off Teramor. 


     Vincent smiled to himself. Off Teramor—I’m really doing this, aren’t I? After fifteen years, I’ll finally see the World-Tree for what it really is. I’ve been making up excuses not to leave because I’m nervous, but I’ve met my own wildest prerequisites. I have Void Gun working. I’ll have Jump Crystals ready. I already finished my Class Quest. Oh, I almost forgot to try out this cloak. 


     Vincent equipped his True Huntsman’s Cloak. When he pulled up the hood, he almost disappeared into the hillside. It won’t make me invisible, but it’ll help me get past monsters if I’m in a bad situation. 


     He took off the cloak and tossed it to the ground. After three seconds, it reappeared in his inventory. My first soulbound item. Even if I die, it’ll return to me. It can’t be permanently destroyed or taken from me. The rating is pretty good for my level too. Strong as oiron. Although it’s thin, so an oiron blade can penetrate it with a direct hit. Should do well against branzium weapons, at least. 


     He climbed to the top of the hill that overlooked the clearing. From atop, he thought he could spot the faraway lights of Knightrest. Should only take me an hour if I run. Between this cloak and my Sound-Dampening boots, I shouldn’t have to worry about monsters chasing after me. 


     Vincent dashed down the hill and ran in the direction of Knightrest. He only stayed at about seventy-percent of his full speed because he’d long ago discovered the game would barely drain his stamina unless he went any faster. 


     After several minutes of hurrying through the forest, he passed several wandering monsters. Two orcs heard his steps, but didn’t spot him. One night-lurker, a long-limbed creature that prowled in trees, spotted him, but couldn’t catch him. He circled around a goblin camp, and they didn’t even notice him. 


     He started to feel safer and sent Jim a chat invite. 


     >Vincent: 100% 


     >Jim: What? Your negative energy thing? No way, dude. 


     >Vincent: Yes way. 


     >Jim: Dude. Dude! How? After all these years, I was starting to think it’d never work. 


     >Vincent: I don’t know for sure. It might be because I was fighting a strong monster. Or maybe because I started to feel the gap in frequencies between my fingers. 


     >Jim: You kill the monster? 


     >Vincent: Yup. One-shot it. 


     >Jim: Nice! Was it an orc or something? 


     >Vincent: Gazal. 


     >Jim: What? You’re joking, right? 


     Vincent laughed. 


     >Vincent: I’ll show you my True Huntsman’s Cloak to prove it. 


     >Jim: I believe you, Vince. You just blew my mind, is all. I still haven’t completed my Class Quest. Woah, hold on. Does this mean you’re leaving Teramor? 


     >Vincent: Yeah, once I get some money together and maybe find a party or caravan. You coming with me, Jim? 


     Jim went quiet for several seconds. 


     >Jim: You know I can’t, buddy. I have too much going on in Teramor. Besides, I don’t want to die a hundred times trying to reach the mid-tier worlds. Last time I left Knightrest, I lost my arm to an orc and had to blow my own brains out with Mana Gun. 


     >Vincent: That’s why I carry Lotus Capsules. 


     >Jim: Man, detonating myself doesn’t sound much better. It might only hurt for a fraction of a second, but it’s still mentally scarring. I’m sure you’ve seen some of the City Watch people that have gotten torn apart by goblins over the years. Some of them never bounced back. 


     >Vincent: Come on, Jim. At least go with me to the mid-tier worlds. Then you can head back before things get too rough. Once I’m gone, you might not see me again for centuries. 


     >Jim: I know, I know. If I could set the pain reduction to even half, I’d join you in a heartbeat. It’s just too real, man. 


     >Vincent: Isn’t that why you told me to play this game—because it felt so real? Don’t you have that call to adventure like you did when we were young, Jim? 


     >Jim: Vince, I’m sorry. Leaving is just too dangerous. I’m willing to bet you’ll feel the same once you get onto those other worlds and see how tough it gets. When you come back to Knightrest, I’ll buy you all the drinks you want for the next three hundred years. 


     >Vincent: When I leave Teramor, I’m not coming back. I already had a contract prepared with the City Watch to leave my house as a cat sanctuary for all those strays that come and go. Every few decades, they’ll send someone by for maintenance on the rune systems I built that gather water and generate food pellets for the cats. 


     >Jim: Yeah, yeah, I’ve seen your crazy-cat-guy laboratory. So, you’ll abandon all those stray cats and me too, huh? 


     >Vincent: I’m not abandoning you, Jim. We’ll still talk all the time on private chat. 


     >Jim: Well, you owe me one more week of binge drinking before you head out—just in case we don’t see each other for three-hundred-something years. 


     >Vincent: Alright, fair enough. Let me make a couple of stops first. I’ll feed some of Gazal’s meat into the pellet system for the stray cats. It’ll keep replicating the food for hundreds of years as long as the City Watch keeps up maintenance. 


     >Jim: I’ll make sure they do. 


     >Vincent: I also need to take Gazal’s horns to a blacksmith. I’ll get two swords crafted to take with me. I got a Crystal Heart from Gazal that I’ll see if Roderick can convert into Jump Crystals. That might be enough to get me across a few worlds. Then I’ll stop by the market to sell the rest of Gazal’s parts. I need every gild I can get for this journey. 


     >Jim: I’ll pitch in a couple thousand for your trip. 


     >Vincent: You don’t have to do that. I’m sure I’ll have plenty of opportunities to make more gild along the way. 


     >Jim: Yeah, but caravans have gotten expensive since the update started. Not as many people are traveling between worlds. 


     >Vincent: To be honest, I’d prefer a good old-fashioned party. Me and two to four others that balance out one another. 


     >Jim: Try the arena. Anyone crazy enough to still fight there is probably brave enough to venture to higher worlds. Except for the ones so desperate for gild that they’ll put themselves in danger and gamble money on it. 


     >Vincent: You know what, Jim? You just gave me a pretty good idea. 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 7 


     Player: Lucas the Just 


     Location: Sarfin (World) | Snowcrag (City) | Jailer’s Point (District) 


     Class: Sheriff (Moderator) 


     Vitality*: Lv 88 


     Spirit*: Lv 98 


     Resolve*: Lv 95 


     Perception*: Lv 91 


     Agility*: Lv 90 


     Strength*: Lv 90 


       


     Lucas’s men carried the immobilized figure and placed him into a chamber with rune-lined walls. The chamber was one of many similar cells in a long corridor. Most the rooms had been filled with bored-looking people that wasted their time reading books or watching holograms of arena battles or plays. In recent years, Snowcrag’s acting guild had even developed entire shows using advanced holographic runes to cut and paste scenes together. However, without real technology, episodes of certain shows could take months to make. 


     Once the figure had been moved into the chamber, Lucas hit the man with another Mod Gun to unfreeze him. The man collapsed to the ground and gasped for breath. His body shook with anger, but his eyes showed fear. “You can’t choke someone like that!” 


     Lucas’s companions laughed, but the Sheriff shrugged. “Sorry, pal. You broke the laws here in Snowcrag. I’m only doing my job.” 


     “How long will I be in here?” the man asked. 


     “Not my decision,” Lucas replied. “You’ll see a judge in the next few weeks that will sentence you.” 


     “A few weeks just to get sentenced? That’s not right, man. Come on, this is only a game. Who cares if I robbed a few people out in the tundra.” 


     Lucas ignored the man and walked down the hall. His companions followed him to the stairwell, then climbed up past several floors of prison cells. Lucas reached the rooftop of the building complex and stared at the circular city. Other jailing complexes stretched as far as he could see. 


     “This is what I like about you Eastern Europeans,” Lucas said to his companions. He spoke in English, but the game’s auto-translator made it to where they heard him in their own language. “You take the law seriously. If we’re all to be trapped here for centuries, it only makes sense to establish a strong sense of order. I only wish every city cooperated with me like you guys. For every city that welcomes me and my help, it seems there’s at least five that think immobilizing people is too harsh a punishment—even if it’s just for a few hours to relocate them.” 


     One companion, a man using the moniker Silver Erik, smiled at Lucas. “Those other cities are weak-willed.” The tall, gray-haired man pulled his coat tighter around himself as the cold winds of Sarfin beat down on them. “They still treat this like a game. They haven’t considered that, eventually, they’ll come to see this as the world they’ve known for most of their existence. When that time arrives, their true nature will reveal itself, and they’ll be begging for the strong to tell them what to do.” 


     “If they’re smart, anyways,” Lucas huffed. “The problem is, I can only use one World Teleport a day—I can’t be everywhere at once. Luckily, I have a few groups like you on several worlds that keep me updated and assist me. But I need a lot more people than I have now. If we want to keep order on the World-Tree for the long term.” 


     “Start a guild,” Erik replied. “You have that Monster Pause power, right? You can convince people to join by offering to Monster Pause World Bosses so people can farm for good items without risking harm to themselves. Plus, your guildsmen could level up faster if you aid them against stronger enemies. In a decade or so, you could have the largest guild on the World-Tree.” 


     “You know, I’ve been thinking about something like that. However, running a guild can get expensive. Even if I help my guildsmen raid dungeons and get easy kills on World Bosses, the cost and difficulty of managing a multi-world guild is outrageous.” 


     Erik shrugged. “You know my brother is part of the council that runs this city, right? You’ve proven yourself a strong ally of Snowcrag. If you give the council high positions and authority in your guild, we could use Snowcrag’s resources to aid you.” 


     “So, they’d be buying positions of power in my multi-world guild?” 


     “Don’t think of it like them buying power. It’s more like you’d be making good friends that can make your job easier. You care about order, don’t you? And I know you want the worlds to respect you, Lucas. With the Council of Snowcrag behind you, the people of the World-Tree will come to see you as a leader.” 


     So, I’ll have less responsibility and more respect. And all I have to do is share my influence with this council. That’s not a bad deal. The only problem is it might make me look a little corrupt. Not that I care if I’m corrupt, but other people will think worse of me. Especially Harper. 


     Several women drinking on the opposite rooftop waved at Lucas. “Lucas!” a brown-haired woman shouted. “You going to party with us again soon, Mr. Moderator?” 


     Lucas grinned. Oh, forget Harper. She’ll realize what she’s missing one of these days. Since I’m the only mod now, I’ve gotten a lot more attention from women. I don’t know why I still worry about what Harper thinks. Is it just cause we’re childhood friends? Because we’ve been working together for decades in this game? Why do I care so much? 


     “So,” Erik said, smiling at the women. “Maybe we should quit working for the night. I wouldn’t mind grabbing drinks with your lady friends over there. They’ve been following us around all day, after all.” 


     You’ve received a private chat invitation from Knight Harper. Do you accept? (Yes/No) 


     Lucas sighed. “Give me a minute,” he told his companions. “I have a chat invite from Harper. It might be important.” He turned away from his companions and the women before accepting the chat invite. 


     >Harper: Lucas, we need to talk. 


     >Lucas: I’m kind of busy with mod work on Sarfin. Super important stuff. 


     >Harper: This is more important. 


     >Lucas: Than bringing criminals to justice? 


     >Harper: I need you to World Teleport to Layavar right now. 


     >Lucas: I can’t do that right now, Harper. Just tell me what you want. You guys catch some thugs you can’t defeat? Need me to Mod Gun them? 


     >Harper: No, it’s about Leaf-Blade Valery. I don’t know if you remember her, but she was a mod like us. 


     Lucas’s heart pounded in his chest. I’ll just lie and say I only vaguely remember. Just in case she knows something. 


     >Lucas: Yeah, I remember talking to her once or twice. 


     >Harper: And do you remember a mod named Jake? He used the moniker Jake-Jake. 


     >Lucas: I think. 


     >Harper: He traveled down from the mid-tier worlds to try and find you. The people in Peakvale directed him to me. He told me some strange things happened after the update that involved you—that you told the people on the Mod Chat that you had no problems sending ARKUS a report. Did you really say that, Lucas? 


     What’s a good lie here? That I didn’t listen to Harper that day? She’ll believe that. 


     >Lucas: I’ll be completely honest with you, Harper. I tried to send ARKUS a report that day even though you told me not to do anything. I thought maybe you’d done something wrong when sending the report. I didn’t tell you because I thought you’d be mad. 


     >Harper: Wrong like what? And why’d it take you fifteen years to tell me? 


     >Lucas: I don’t know. I thought maybe you pissed off ARKUS, demanding it change the update. My report was more a question about the time dilation. I never said anything because I never really thought about it after that day. These last fifteen years have flown by, you know? I’m constantly jumping world to world, fighting bad guys and keeping order. I’m an important person, Harper. I don’t have time to worry about something from fifteen years ago. 


     Harper forced a sigh over the voice chat, and Lucas could imagine her rolling her eyes at him. 


     >Harper: You’re my oldest friend, Lucas, so I know you wouldn’t lie to me about something like that. Sounds like you just got stupidly lucky. 


     >Lucas: Haha, yeah. 


     >Harper: However, the main reason Jake’s looking for you is because that other mod Leaf-Blade Valery disappeared. She sent a message to him that said she wanted to talk with you on Mitigar. I remember you World Teleported away too. You never told me you talked to her. 


     Harper, would you just give up already? I can keep lying for centuries. 


     >Lucas: She never showed up. It was kind of weird and annoyed me. The Mod Chat said I was the only one on the list, so I thought she screwed up and lost her mod powers too. 


     >Harper: Jake says he met someone a few years ago that saw Valery use World Teleport and disappear. That’s why he came to investigate after all these years. He thought she might’ve gotten lucky and logged out of the game, but how did you not see her at Mitigar? 


     >Lucas: Wow, that’s really weird. Maybe she lost her powers mid-teleport. If she doesn’t have a body, she’s probably not affected by the time dilation anymore. Kind of lucky for her. I guess we’ll find out in a few centuries. 


     Harper didn’t respond for a minute, and Lucas started to feel impatient. 


     >Harper: Jake didn’t like that response. He says he’s heading to Mitigar to check it out. Just in case something happened to her there. 


     >Lucas: That was years ago, Harper. What’s there to check out? 


     >Harper: I don’t know. He says he’s going, regardless. 


     >Lucas: Whatever. I’m really busy, so I’ll talk to you later. 


     >Harper: Come pick me up soon, okay? I like it when we work together as a team. 


     Lucas glanced at the women on the opposite building. I like working with Harper, too, but she’s always cock-blocking me when she’s around. 


     >Lucas: Alright. Give me a few days to finish up business in Sarfin, and then I’ll get you. 


     >Harper: Business? What kind of business? 


     >Lucas: I’m putting together a guild. It’ll make our jobs a lot easier. I’ll give you more details when I see you. Later, Harper. 


     He ended the private chat, and then looked at Erik. “Hey, I hate to do this, but I need a rain check on partying. Something important came up.” 


     “Hey, your loss,” Erik said. 


     “I do have one question, though. About an alliance with the council. If I agree to it, would they let me use their deepest, strongest cell for a special prisoner I have stored on another world? This person is exceptionally dangerous, and I would prefer no one else to have access to her cell. No one should be able to speak to her or see her except for me.” 


     “I’m sure my brother can arrange that. However, they’d need to send someone to do maintenance on the rune systems every few decades.” 


     “That’s fine. I can always freeze her during that time. I just can’t allow this prisoner to interact with anyone else. She possesses dangerous knowledge that could threaten our ability to keep order on the World-Tree.” 


     Erik nodded. “I understand. You’re the man with all the power. If you have a prisoner that only you should speak to, I’m sure the council will respect that as long as you offer them positions of authority in your multi-world guild.” 


     “I need to prepare my prisoner right away. Tell your brother to have my private cell ready by tomorrow if possible. We can make a deal regarding the guild afterward.” 


     “No problem.” 


     Lucas used World Teleport and reappeared on the familiar plateau in Mitigar. If Jake has enough Jump Crystals, he could reach this world within a week. However, by the time he gets here, there won’t be anything to find. 


     He slid down the side of the plateau and looked for the inconspicuous markers he’d left for himself. He followed the cuts on the stone face to a canyon where he found a narrow cavern. Lucas entered the passage and used mana to light his way. A boulder blocked a branching path, and he pushed it aside, revealing a small den he’d decorated. He’d made it a little vacation home where he could come to speak to Valery from time to time. 


     Lucas approached the metal door on the floor of the den. Valery’s prison lay five meters below, but she had no ladder or way to escape. He glanced at the holographic rune on the wall that showed him a display of the cell. 


     Valery rested in her bed while reading a novel. Sometimes she glanced at the holographic rune that displayed fights from the nearest City-World. Tubes covered in runes ran down the walls. A few pipes collected water from the surface above and brought it to her. Some of the pipes and runes used food in Lucas’s den to generate nutrient capsules that kept Valery from feeling starved. The game didn’t allow players to starve to death, but that didn’t keep them from feeling hungry. 


     Valery had tried to kill herself numerous times, but Lucas had designed the cell with revival runes that fully restored her if she took fatal damage. A rune Lucas carried with him would alert him whenever the revival runes activated, but after many failed attempts, he felt confident in his system—especially considering it could power itself indefinitely by draining every ounce of Valery’s mana. 


     Lucas activated a rune that allowed him to speak to her. “Hello, Valery.” 


     The woman raised from her seat. “You’re back? My god, it’s been almost a year. I’m going crazy in here. Did you bring some new books, at least?” 


     “No, sorry. I’m here because I need to relocate you.” 


     “Thank god. Somewhere bigger and nicer? Maybe with a few companions?” 


     “We’ll see.” 


     “Or you could always let me go. I’ve told you a hundred times, I won’t retaliate against you if you free me. I’ve grown used to your visits, actually.” 


     “That’s either Stockholm Syndrome, or you’re lying again. Either way, I’m not freeing you. Not ever. I can’t have another mod running around.” 


     Valery slammed her fist against the wall. “Then give me a bigger chamber. By now, you could’ve built an entire underground facility that blocked mana and communication. You can’t leave me here forever. It’s been fifteen years. Please, Lucas.” 


     “Okay, okay. If things go well with my new guild, I’ll get them to build a larger chamber for you. Maybe even get you a roommate. It’ll almost feel like a vacation home.” 


     “Can you disable the communicator blockers, at least? I want to talk to my friends and family that are in the game. I haven’t seen them in years.” 


     “Sorry, you know I can’t do that.” 


     Valery lowered her head, and tears fell onto her cheeks. “Please, Lucas. I’ll do anything you want. Just let me speak to my loved ones. The ones trapped in the game must’ve been looking for me all these years.” 


     “Nope,” Lucas lied. “No one’s looking for you. No one cares. I’ve already told you that before.” 


     “Then why are you relocating me? If you’re not giving me a bigger prison, then it must be because someone’s searching for me.” 


     “No, it’s just inconvenient keeping you on Mitigar. That’s why I haven’t been here in almost a year.” 


     Valery pulled at her hair and screamed. “Just let me out! Let me out. Please, Lucas. I keep thinking you’ll forget I’m here, and then I won’t even have the occasional conversation with you.” 


     Lucas groaned. “That’s why I’m moving you. Calm down, or you won’t even get that much. I could just as easily abandon you for the next three hundred years. Those pipes and runes will wear out and fail. Your lights will go out. You’ll have no water or food—no holographic displays of fights. You’ll be alone in the darkness with only your thoughts for centuries.” 


     Valery lowered her head and cried again. “Please, no. Don’t do that.” 


     “Then you’d better listen.” 


     The woman looked up with wild eyes. “There’s something I never told you, Lucas. I have an AI Assistant recording my gameplay. It uploads gameplay highlights online. I have thousands of followers. They’ll see everything you’ve done to me. When we get out of this game, I’ll send a police report. You’re holding me in a prison against my will.” 


     Lucas smirked. “I don’t care about something that will happen in hundreds of years. Now, stand in the center of the room.” 


     Tears ran down Valery’s face. “How long will I be frozen? How long until I can breathe again?” 


     “Stand in the center of the room!” 


     Valery obeyed, but her body trembled with fear. 


     “Good,” Lucas said, opening the hatch. He shot her with Mod Gun and then jumped into the room. Within the anti-spell chamber, he could feel his mana vanish. If he tried to open a private chat, all he would’ve heard would be static. He grabbed Valery’s frozen body and leapt from the cell. 


     “Now, we only have one problem,” he told her. “I can’t use my World Teleport until tomorrow, so you’re stuck until then. I know this’ll be painful to you, but in a hundred years, you’ll forget all about it. However, I need time to vaporize this chamber. No trace of evidence can be left behind.” 


     He dragged her out into the canyon and placed her in a standing position. “Look, this isn’t all bad. You get to see the outside world again, Valery. See this gorgeous red canyon? What about that bird over there? It might be outside your line of sight, but maybe it’ll fly closer. Your AI Assistant can upload beautiful screenshots of the canyon to your thousands of idiot followers. Anyways, have fun out here. I have work to do.” 


     Lucas patted the immobilized woman on the back, and then returned to the chamber to destroy it. 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 8 


     Player: Vincent  


     Location: Teramor (World) | Knightrest (City) | Blue Phoenix District (District) 


     Class: Ranger 


     Subclass: Mage 


     Vitality: Lv 32 


     Spirit*: Lv 38 


     Resolve: Lv 35 


     Perception*: Lv 45 


     Agility: Lv 37 


     Strength: Lv 31 


       


     Vincent raised his head from the table. Drool dripped down his face, and he peered around Varia’s Club. Almost every table had three or more unconscious people. Vincent struggled to remember the last week, and he realized his going-away party had gone far longer than their original intentions. 


     He looked at his gameplay clock, realizing they’d been partying for almost a month nonstop. He recalled trying to sober himself on numerous attempts, but each time Jim, or one of Jim’s many friends, would convince him to drink more. 


     I only sobered up because everyone finally passed out, he realized, staring at the hundreds of unconscious people. Even the strippers and musicians had collapsed into a drunken sleep. 


     He searched until he found Jim unconscious in a pile of half-naked people. Vincent chuckled, shaking his head, and left the club. I’ll see you again eventually, my friend. 


     Vincent made his way across Knightrest to the Glass District. He visited his rune teacher one last time to pick up the ten Jump Crystals that Roderick had made from the Crystal Heart. They said goodbye, and Vincent promised to message Roderick from time to time. Roderick shook his hand before he left, warning him to be careful on the World-Tree. 


     Only two more stops to make. Then I’ll start trying to find a party or caravan. Preferably a party. 


     He headed to the Yellow Dragon District and stopped by the blacksmith where he had left two oiron longswords and the two horns. The blacksmith marveled over his own work one last time before relinquishing the two blades to Vincent. 


     “Careful not to lose them,” the blacksmith said. “Those might be two of the best blades I’ve ever crafted. I didn’t know if you were going to name them, so I gave them generic labels to distinguish them.” 


     Gazalblade1 - Total Rating: 150 (Material: 100 | Magic: 50) | A finely crafted oiron blade. The hilt is made from the horn of Gazal the Forest Lord. The hilt twists in an S-shape but still feels comfortable to wield. 


     Gazalblade2 – Total Rating: 150 (Material: 100 | Magic: 50) | A finely crafted oiron blade. The hilt is made from the horn of Gazal the Forest Lord. The hilt curves off at the bottom, forming a dagger-like tip. 


     “Thank you for your hard work,” Vincent said. “I was worried you’d sharpen the handles down until they were indistinguishable, but they look marvelous. Here’s a tip in addition to what I already paid.” 


     Vincent tossed the blacksmith a few coins and then left the shop. He journeyed to the coliseum and checked his messages along the way. 


     You’ve been accepted into the Coliseum Registry. 


     He’d missed the message during his month of binge-drinking, but he assumed they’d allow him entry. Ever since the update, the coliseum had become a controversial place. Some people thought it sickening to let people fight each other to the death with zero pain reduction, but others found it a great source of entertainment, since most people were afraid to leave the city. 


     He smirked to himself and entered the coliseum. They don’t know what they’re in for. I’ll find the best player, challenge them, put a huge bet on myself, and one-shot them with Void Gun. 


     Vincent found a seat in the stands near some excited coliseum-goers. He sat in the stands for half the day, studying the combatants and listening to regular viewers discuss them and their strategies. But who’s the best one? 


     He watched spectacular battles from people of different classes. Only about one in twenty warriors had a subclass, but most of them had stats above Vincent’s. He even recognized some of the most fearsome members of the City Watch Guild like Mayfield May and Rocky the Red. Vincent shuddered at the thought of facing one of them. 


     Then again, all I need to do is land Void Gun. However, the moment I use it, everyone will know I have a spell like that. The betting odds will be heavily weighted toward me losing until they find out. 


     “Now, for the rematch you’ve all been waiting to see,” the announcer said over the rune intercom. “Jon the Disparager versus Quinn the Breaker. This is their fifth rematch of the year to decide Teramor’s current Arena Champion. They both have two wins against one another this year, making this our championship match of the season. So, I hope you’re all ready for explosions, blood, and violence.” 


     The crowd roared with excitement, and Vincent Scanned the players as they stepped into the arena. 


       


     Player: Jon the Disparager 


     Class: Mage 


     Subclass: Warden 


     Real Age: 35 


     Highest World: Mitigar 


     Vitality*: Lv 53 


     Spirit*: Lv 62 


     Resolve: Lv 51 


     Perception: Lv 45 


     Agility: Lv 41 


     Strength: Lv 43 


       


     Player: Quinn the Breaker 


     Class: Fighter 


     Subclass: Rogue 


     Real Age: 42 


     Highest World: Rothgarden 


     Vitality: Lv 46 


     Spirit: Lv 45 


     Resolve: Lv 41 


     Perception: Lv 43 


     Agility*: Lv 55 


     Strength*: Lv 60 


       


     By the time Vincent finished looking over their stats, the barrier between the combatants had dropped, and the fight had begun. Jon attacked at once with a barrage of low-cost spells. He channeled elemental attacks through his High Wizard’s Staff, the item that mages got for completing their Class Quest. It decreased the cost of spells cast through it by fifteen percent, making it a must-have for arena mages. 


     Jon bombarded the arena with fire and ice attacks, but Quinn dodged with almost superhuman speed and reflexes. The Mage slammed his staff into the dirt, sending out a magical wave that froze the ground across the arena. 


     Quinn reacted instinctively, swapping out her oiron-tipped combat boots for an enchanted pair. Vincent Scanned the boots. 


     Ninja Boots – Material Rating: 10 | Combat-ready boots that have been enchanted. | Unlimited Wall-Walking – The user can spend a minuscule amount of mana to walk on walls and slippery surfaces. The user can even walk on water if moving fast enough. 


     Quinn didn’t slow down at all with her Ninja Boots. She dodged past another barrage of icicles and a slicing wind blast that cut through the ground behind her. Every time Jon had her in his sights, she’d jump the other direction in the blink of an eye. 


     The crowd cheered as Jon continued his attacks with his staff while sipping on ether to keep his mana close to full. Jon finished a bottle of ether as he released a scattered blast of ice daggers across the arena. 


     One of the ice blades hit Quinn in the arm. Vincent didn’t see a Mana Shield flicker, so he used Scan on the tiny light that shimmered over her shoulder. 


     Impact Shield – Mana Usage: Low | Replaces the user’s Mana Shield. | Every cell in the user’s body generates its own microscopic forcefield. These forcefields decrease damage taken from attacks, whether they’re physical, pure-mana, or elemental. However, these shields cannot completely stop an attack. Impact Shield automatically restores itself over time so long as the user has mana available. 


     With Vincent’s level of Perception, he could see a speck of blood drip down Quinn’s shoulder where the ice blade had struck her. 


     A high-risk, high-reward kind of shield. It won’t absorb an attack completely, but it will absorb some of the damage from multiple attacks. Between that shield and her Rogue-Fighter class combo, I guess she goes for the kill or dies trying. 


     Quinn dodged another fire barrage, which melted away half the ice. Just when Jon almost cornered her, she Vanished to the nearest dry spot. She reequipped her combat boots, and magical blue sparks raced across them. 


     That’s the Breaker ability that Fighters start with, Vincent noted, Scanning the ability to see if she’d upgraded it. 


     Breaker (Fighter Only | Upgraded)– Mana Usage: Low | Charging a weapon or limb with this ability increases the chance that it will break an enemy’s shield, weapon, or armor. | Upgrades – Bonebreaker: This ability increases the chance of breaking bones. | Organcrusher: This ability increases the chance of damaging internal organs. | Stonebreaker: This ability increases the chance of damaging strong materials other than weapons and armor. 


     Vincent skimmed the text just before Quinn Vanished to another dry area just outside Jon’s point of view. She crouched low to the ground, and several people in the crowd screamed as if expecting something. Quinn launched herself through the air toward Jon with a spin kick. 


     Jon turned and tried to cast a barrier, but Quinn caught him in the head with her boot. The first kick shattered his Mana Shield, and the follow-up smashed open his unarmored skull, killing him instantly. 


     Most the crowd jumped to their feet, roaring with enthusiasm—although, many of Jon’s fans cursed and shouted. 


     “If that gamble hadn’t worked, she’d have been a goner,” one of Jon’s supporters grumbled. 


     “Nah, she only does that spin multi-kick move when she’s ready to finish someone,” a Quinn fan replied. 


     “That’s so boring, finishing him in one swoop,” the Jon fan argued. “She can’t fight him head to head.” 


     “It’s called strategy,” the Quinn fan said. “Maybe Jon should try it sometime instead of spamming attacks.” 


     “Is there a reason Quinn doesn’t use Breaker on a weapon like most players?” Vincent asked the woman’s fan. 


     “Breaker has a short charge-up time as you coat your weapon in the destructive energy,” the fan replied. “So, the smaller the weapon, the faster the charge-up. It’s pretty much instant to put it on your fists. However, putting the basic Breaker on your fists won’t do much.” 


     “But she upgraded hers,” Vincent noted. “I saw that with Scan. So, she goes in for quick jabs and lets her Breaker do all the damage?” 


     “Except when she puts it on her boots and tries that spin kick,” the fan said. “I love that move so much. Wish I could come up with a cool attack like that.” 


     Vincent stood and walked away without another word. He made his way to the backrooms of the coliseum. Two guards checked his identity before allowing him to enter. He eyed the warriors getting ready for combat, and then found a member of the Coliseum Guild at an information desk. 


     “Can I request a fight with Quinn the Breaker?” Vincent asked. 


     The guildsman examined him with a rune. “Says here you have no prior experience in the coliseum,” he replied. “You sure you want to do that?” 


     “Yeah, I have a lot of practice fighting monsters outside the city.” 


     “You know, I can see your levels here. Maybe you should start small. There’s no way you’re as skilled as Quinn, and she has a lot of levels on you.” 


     “Oh, come on, let me try. What’s the worst that can happen?” 


     The guildsman sighed. “Are you serious? Is this one of those things where you developed a cheap strategy to kill monsters, and you think it’ll work on the Arena Champion? We used to get people like you all the time before the update. Always thought they were so smart, before they got decapitated by a player with ten years more fighting experience and twenty more levels. You really want to go through that pain?” 


     Vincent smiled. “I love a good challenge.” 


     The guildsman shook his head. “Look, we can’t match you against Quinn when you’re unranked. I mean, unless you want to pay a Special Combatant’s fee—a hundred gild. You don’t want to waste that much gild just to get yourself killed, do you?” 


     Vincent glanced at the two thousand gild in his inventory that Jim had given him. “I’ll pay that.” He took a hundred gild from his inventory and handed it to the guildsman. 


     “Whatever, your loss. I think I have an empty time slot in an hour. Not many people want to stick around after the big fight of the day.” 


     “That’s fine. Call me over the intercom, and I’ll be ready.” 


     “Oh, it’s preferred you have a real title too. Vincent is kind of boring, especially when you’re going up against Quinn the Breaker.” 


     Vincent went into his HUD to the option to change his name. The game allowed a name change once every in-game year, but you still had to keep your primary name in the title. He entered a title off the top of his head. I can always change it later. 


     Name Change: Noble Vincent 


     “Noble Vincent?” the guildsman said. “Not bad. So, you know all the rules? Unlimited ethers are allowed. Elixirs are forbidden. Runes must be pre-inspected, but enchantments on weapons and equipment are all allowed. Unless it’s something really out of the norm.” 


     “What about spells? Are unusual spells allowed?” 


     “Look, we don’t care what cheap spells you’ve developed. I’m telling you, it won’t work against Quinn.” 


     Vincent nodded and headed back through the hall, then went toward the entrance and found the betting tables. He waited for the title card Quinn the Breaker VS Noble Vincent to appear on the holographic rune display over the tables. Once it appeared, he waited in line until he reached the guildsman behind the counter. 


     “I hope you know you’re not allowed to bet against yourself,” the guildsman said, glancing at the time card. 


     “I’m betting on myself,” Vincent replied. “That’s allowed, right?” 


     The guildsman snickered. “Yeah, that’s no problem. If you win, you’ll get double whatever you bet.” 


     “Only double?” 


     “What, you think this was some get-rich-quick scheme? We’re a business, we can’t throw away all our money because some new blood got in a lucky shot. It wouldn’t be the first time it’s happened. Sometimes our best players get taken down by randos. We have to account for that kind of stuff.” 


     “Well, here’s my bet.” Vincent handed over the rest of his gild. 


     The guildsman raised an eyebrow and tried not to laugh. “If it were any other player than Quinn, I’d report this to my superiors for possible fight-fixing, but I know that woman would never throw a match. She’s too proud for it.” He took the gild from Vincent and checked him with a rune. “Alright, your bet’s saved in our system.” 


     “Thanks,” Vincent said, walking away from the table. 


     He returned to the backrooms, sat on a bench, and waited for his fight. After several minutes, Quinn came around, talked to the guildsman at the counter, and then sat on the bench across from him. Vincent eyed the almond-skinned woman, noticing the sleek-looking bandages on her arms, legs, and under her shirt. Even the headband under her shaggy, dark-brown hair appeared made of the same material. He took the chance to Scan one bandage. 


     Orofabric Bandage – Material Rating: 100 | A bandage made from magically crafted orofabric. | Magically crafted material cannot be hardened or enhanced with a Magic Rating. 


     Orofabric is as strong as oiron, he noted. Meaning, it might stop a basic Mana Gun to her body or forehead, but the blast will leave an opening for a follow-up attack. 


     “Scanning me before we hit the arena?” Quinn asked. “Not very sportsmanlike. I could easily change out my build, you know.” 


     “Oh, sorry,” Vincent said, somewhat embarrassed. “This is my first time in the arena. I don’t know the arena etiquette.” 


     Quinn smirked. “Don’t worry about it. Take one of these, though.” She tossed him a pill. 


     Numbing Tablet – A tablet made from concentrated Iral Flower. Numbs your body for thirty minutes. 


     “It won’t completely numb you,” Quinn told him. “Maybe it used to before the update, but now it only cuts the pain in half.” 


     “I know,” Vincent replied, chewing and swallowing the tablet. “Some City Watch members take these at the start of goblin invasions. They’re a little too costly for me, personally. I just keep a Lotus Capsule ready.” 


     “So, what’s your gimmick?” 


     Vincent blinked at her. “Huh?” 


     “Your gimmick—you must have one if you think you can challenge the Arena Champion with zero experience in the coliseum. It’s been a while since someone tried to pull something like this. Most of them got cold feet after pain reduction was disabled.” 


     “I don’t have a gimmick. I just want a challenge, is all.” 


     “Yeah, sure. I don’t have Scan, but your player profile says your main stat is forty-five. That’s a little low to have defeated a World-Boss by yourself. So, you must’ve used a gimmick to kill an easy World-Boss, and now you think you can try the same thing against an experienced player. Am I right?” 


     Vincent shrugged. 


     Quinn shook her head. “I have to admit, at least you have guts. Your profile says you’re seventy, so you must be some old war veteran—you’ve got balls.” 


     “Actually, I’ve lived a rather easy life. I’m an old-school gamer. Never had much trouble in life except for keeping a steady job. I never fought a war or got into any fights in the real world.” 


     Quinn snorted. “Okay, I had you all wrong. You’re just some crazy old guy.” 


     Vincent smiled. “Yeah, pretty much.” 


     A green light flashed on the rune above the counter. “You two are up,” the guildsman said. “Quinn take the left entrance. Noble Vincent, the right.” 


     Vincent nodded at the guildsman and headed down the right hall. 


     “Good luck,” Quinn called. 


     “Thanks,” Vincent replied. “You too.” 


     He turned the corner and found the passage into the arena. A Ranger guildsman Scanned him at the gate to make sure he was the right player before allowing him inside. Vincent stepped into the arena and stared at the crowd. Almost half the people from earlier had left, and he felt a little disappointed that he wouldn’t have as big a crowd to impress. 


     His heart pounded harder as he neared the barrier between the two halves of the arena. Quinn stared him down from the other side. Her relaxed demeanor from the backroom had been replaced with a serious one that made Vincent a little nervous. 


     Maybe I shouldn’t have bet all my money. That wasn’t a smart move. 


     He barely heard the announcer over his own thundering heart. He equipped branzium armor and his True Huntsman’s Cloak. He summoned Gazalblade1 to his right hand and held two fingers steady with his left. 


     At least if I die, they keep my items for me. I’d hate to lose this gear. 


     Vincent had been so caught in his thoughts, he hadn’t heard the first bell. The second bell rang, and the barrier between him and Quinn dissipated in an instant. Vincent’s entire body tensed, and he raised his fingers. He saw a small flicker over Quinn’s body, and he recognized right away that she’d Vanished, leaving behind a doppelganger of herself. However, her Vanish must’ve been upgraded, because she didn’t reappear within the normal five meters. 


     He spotted her ten meters right of her doppelganger as she kicked off the ground toward him. Despite Quinn’s high Agility, Vincent’s Perception let him follow her movements. He aimed his fingers, but Quinn Vanished again. 


     A shape appeared in the corner of Vincent’s view. He leapt backward as Quinn rushed toward him with Breaker crackling around her fists. Vincent angled his fingers and fired Void Gun. 


     Quinn slid underneath the black bolt and then leapt toward him. She punched at him with two lightning-fast jabs, and then jumped back as he swung Gazalblade1. Vincent felt his Mana Shield flicker and vanish, and his branzium helm split in half and fell off his head. 


     “Next time, I’m going for a kill shot,” Quinn warned, playfully bouncing on her feet and air-boxing with swift jabs. 


     They heard shouts from the crowd, and both players turned their heads. Vincent’s Void Gun had cut through the barrier between the arena and the crowd and killed a bystander. 


     He started chugging an ether while Quinn looked away. 


     “What was that?” the Fighter asked, looking back at him with wide eyes. “I’ve never seen an attack break the coliseum barrier.” 


     Vincent finished his ether before answering. “That’s my gimmick.” 


     Quinn flashed a nervous smile. “You really are a crazy old man. Unfortunately, I have to take this serious now.” 


     The woman took off at full-speed, circling around Vincent. He tried to aim at her, but even with his level of Perception, he found it difficult to line up his shot. He glimpsed an ether in the woman’s hands and saw the bottle fall away and shatter on the ground. 


     A Mana Gun flew from the speeding woman, and Vincent sidestepped just in time. However, Quinn slid into a crouched position. 


     Her spin kick move! 


     Vincent aimed his fingers, but a second copy of Quinn appeared ten meters away. He aimed at the second, but spotted a minor shimmer. Another doppelganger? The upgraded Vanish could only take players ten meters away, and he couldn’t see a third Quinn in his field of view, so he instinctively took aim at the first one just as she launched herself spinning through the air. 


     In the time Vincent’s muscles tensed, the woman had already flown halfway to him, the crowd roaring. The black bolt flew from his fingertips, and he couldn’t tell if it struck. 


     The woman collided with Vincent, sending them both rolling across the dirt. His body tensed, expecting to receive a killing blow, but the confused chatter of the crowd made him raise his eyes to Quinn. 


     The woman lay on the ground, trying to stop the bleeding from the gaping hole in her shoulder. She shouted, cursed, and gnashed her teeth. Even though she’d taken a numbing tablet, Vincent knew it must’ve hurt. 


     Clerics rushed from the gates of the coliseum to Quinn’s aid. They used their light spells on her and gave her an elixir to speed the process. She gulped down the potion, and then smirked at Vincent. “You got me good, old man. Well played.” 


     “Good match,” he replied, his body still shaking with adrenaline. 


     “We have a winner,” the announcer called. “In his first ever arena match, Noble Vincent defeated our champion!” 


     Viewers that had been disappointed with Quinn’s earlier victory over Jon cheered, however most people still seemed confused by what had happened. Even the announcer muttered in disbelief. “I don’t know what kind of spell he was using, but that’s the kind of unique thing we love here in the coliseum. Hopefully, Noble Vincent will show off that move in future fights.” 


     “Yeah, I’ll be expecting a rematch,” Quinn told him. 


     “Sorry, but I’m not sticking around Teramor any longer,” Vincent replied. 


     “You’re climbing the World-Tree?” 


     “Yeah.” 


     “So, you’ve heard the rumor going around?” 


     “What rumor?” 


     “I heard from a friend of a friend of a dev. Some people think you might be able to log out if you reach the top of the World-Tree and get to the skybox.” 


     “I hadn’t heard that. I just wanted to challenge myself by moving up.” Vincent thought for a few seconds. “However, getting out of here would be nice too. I hadn’t planned on staying in the game for this long.” 


     With her wound almost completely healed, Quinn stood and moved away from the Clerics. “I didn’t either. I have a husband and son outside this game. You don’t know how bad I want to see them again. After I heard that rumor, I started fighting in the arena a lot more. I’m trying to level up before I climb the World-Tree. You have a party?” 


     “Not yet.” 


     “Well, I’d love to join you. That crazy spell of yours could get us past a lot of dangerous monsters. If it can break the coliseum barrier, it might one-shot most low-level bosses.” 


     “That’s how I killed Gazal—shot him through the head. His shield didn’t even slow it down.” 


     “What the heck is that spell anyways? I’ve never seen anything like it.” 


     “It’s made from negative energy.” 


     Quinn gaped at him. “You serious? How’s that possible?” 


     “Took me fifteen years to develop, and even then, I kind of got lucky. Getting the frequency right, or rather lack of frequency, all clicked when I tried to use the incomplete version on Gazal. If you join my party, I’ll show you how I did it.” 


     “When are you leaving? I’m tired of Teramor.” 


     “We either need a couple more party members or to find a caravan that will take us. I’d prefer a party.” 


     “Party works for me. We really just need a Cleric.” She glanced at the two guild Clerics. “Either of you want to travel up the World-Tree?” 


     They both shook their heads, and one laughed. “You kidding? I’m not getting torn to pieces by monsters.” 


     Quinn huffed and turned back to Vincent. “You know what? I’m popular around these parts. I’ll send a message to the guilds I’m in and my friend list. Let them know we’re looking for party members, preferably a Cleric. We can set up interviews and weed out the weaklings and cowards. I’ll only accept teammates with guts like you, old man.” 


     She gave Vincent a playful jab to the shoulder, and it knocked out his Mana Shield. “Okay, you need to work on your other spells too. Your shield is garbage.” 


     “I spent most of my time in this game obsessing over this negative energy spell,” Vincent explained. “Now, I might use what I know to develop a new kind of shield. Something no one’s seen before.” 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 9 


     Player: Noble Vincent  


     Location: Teramor (World) | Knightrest (City) | Orange Cat District (District) 


     Class: Ranger 


     Subclass: Mage 


     Vitality: Lv 32 


     Spirit*: Lv 38 


     Resolve: Lv 35 


     Perception*: Lv 45 


     Agility: Lv 37 


     Strength: Lv 31 


       


     Vincent knocked on the door of the three-story villa. As he waited, he glanced at the nice buildings and townhouses in the area. Despite being right beside the Gray Cat District where he lived, Vincent hadn’t been to the upscale area often in the last fifteen years. 


     Quinn answered the door and waved for him to enter. “You’re late. Our three interviewees have been waiting.” 


     “Sorry, I was fine-tuning the runes at my home,” he replied. “Replaced all the cat doors I had built into the first and second floor. Those stray cats hang out on top of the buildings in my district, so I made sure they had plenty of ways inside.” 


     Vincent stepped into the elegantly decorated room. “Nice place.” 


     “Arena fights pay a lot more now that people are afraid to get hurt.” 


     Vincent glanced at the three people sitting on the couch, but Quinn pulled him into the hallway and toward the study. “Uh, are we going to interview them?” 


     “One at a time,” Quinn replied. “I don’t want them to see how I grill each other. We’ll break down these people, figure out what they’re made of, and build them back up into the perfect team.” 


     “You might be taking this a little seriously. I just wanted to make sure they had the guts and determination to spend decades—or centuries—climbing the World-Tree.” 


     “No, we can’t have any weak links. I won’t accept it.” 


     Vincent shrugged. “Fair enough. I need you more than I need those three, so I’ll let you decide if they make the cut. Do you have more appointments set up later? This must be just the first batch, right?” 


     Quinn shook her head. “Those are the only three.” 


     “Seriously? Only three people? We might as well take all three if they’re willing.” 


     “Not happening. If you invite weaklings onto this team, I’m bailing.” 


     Vincent sighed. “Alright, fine. Send one in. Let’s see what we’re dealing with.” 


     Quinn grabbed the first player, led them into the study, and then shut the doors. The shaggy-haired, muscular man sat in a chair, and Vincent Scanned him. 


       


     Player: James is the Best 


     Class: Fighter 


     Real Age: 20 


     Highest World: Reymor 


     Vitality: Lv 30 


     Spirit: Lv 25 


     Resolve: Lv 27 


     Perception: Lv 24 


     Agility: Lv 28 


     Strength*: Lv 33 


       


     “James is the Best?” Vincent questioned. 


     “Yeah,” the man replied. 


     “Is that…some modern naming convention?” Vincent asked. “Like, do kids these days name themselves Robbie is Really Cool in video games?” 


     “Who cares what I call myself?” James said. “All that matters is that I’m a great fighter.” 


     “Oh, really?” Quinn asked. “Tell me, kid. How many post-update arena wins do you have?” 


     “None,” James replied. “But I’m a big fan of yours.” 


     “When was the last time you stepped outside of Knightrest?” Quinn asked, ignoring his comment. 


     “Uh, I don’t recall—” 


     “What’s the strongest monster you’ve defeated?” 


     “I think it was—maybe an orc.” 


     “Get out of my villa, you casual.” 


     “Casual? Who even uses that term? This isn’t the twenties, old lady.” 


     “I said out!” Quinn shouted, rising to her feet. 


     The young man jerked from his seat and hurried from the room. 


     Vincent raised an eyebrow at the woman. “You could’ve gone a little easier on him, Quinn.” 


     “The World-Tree won’t be easy on us,” she replied. “I told you, old man, I’m not taking any weaklings that get rustled so easily.” She walked down the hall and brought the next candidate with her. 


       


     Player: “Status: Optimistic” Rachel 


     Class: Warden 


     Real Age: 31 


     Highest World: Teramor 


     Vitality*: Lv 40 


     Spirit: Lv 31 


     Resolve: Lv 33 


     Perception: Lv 30 


     Agility: Lv 29 


     Strength: Lv 30 


       


     The tall, lanky woman sat in the seat and smiled at them. “Hi,” she said in a cheerful tone. “I’m so happy to get an interview with the one and only Quinn the Breaker! I’d really love to join your party. I’m incredibly bored with Teramor.” 


     “What’s with that player name?” Vincent asked. 


     “Oh, my god, what’s with you and the names?” Quinn asked. 


     “I mean, you can only change your name once every in-game year,” Vincent said. “So, putting a status update in your name makes little sense.” 


     Quinn covered her face with her hand and sighed. “How are her stats?” 


     “They’re alright,” Vincent said. “About what I was expecting. She’s a Warden, too, which we could really use.” 


     “I never needed a Warden in the arena,” Quinn said. “We’re looking for people who know how to fight and a Cleric for after battles. I don’t need some Warden babysitter trying to put barriers over me.” 


     “Well, she might be able to fight too.” Vincent looked at Rachel. “You know how to fight, right?” 


     “Uh, kinda,” Rachel answered. 


     Vincent and Quinn glanced at each other. 


     “I mean, okay, most of my levels are from training in town,” Rachel explained. “My friends and I practice shooting Mana Guns at each other’s shields. That way we don’t hurt one another.” 


     Quinn approached Rachel, knocked out her shield with a tap of her knuckles, and then pinched the woman’s arm. 


     “Ow!” Rachel said, falling out of her seat. “That hurt.” 


     “Oh, come on,” Quinn huffed. “You won’t even make it to the next City-World before you’re crying and wanting to go back to Teramor.” 


     “The worlds aren’t as big as real worlds, right?” Rachel said. “It can’t take that long to reach a world. What if I join your Party List, hang back on Teramor, and then use a Jump Crystal to reach you when you make it to a City-World?” 


     “You’re not getting a free ride,” Quinn grumbled. “Get out of my villa, go! Tell the last girl to come in on your way out.” 


     Rachel huffed and stomped toward the door. “Screw the both of you. Hope you like my new player title.” 


     Player: “Status: Sad ;(” Rachel 


     Vincent sighed, regretting that he had Scanned her again. He waited for the last interviewee to enter the room and used Scan on the scrawny blonde girl. 


       


     Player: Pale Alexandria 


     Class: Cleric 


     Real Age: 19 


     Highest World: Teramor 


     Vitality: Lv 25 


     Spirit: Lv 33 


     Resolve*: Lv 37 


     Perception: Lv 30 


     Agility: Lv 29 


     Strength: Lv 26 


       


     “Nice player name,” Vincent replied. “Pale Alexandria.” 


     “Uh, thank you,” the girl replied, clearly nervous. She sat in the chair with her legs folded on the seat. “Most people call me Xan, though. Oh, and thanks for offering me this interview.” 


     “How’s her stats?” Quinn asked Vincent. 


     “Not bad, but not great,” he replied. 


     “Do you know how to fight?” Quinn asked the girl. 


     “My dad teaches sword-fighting in the Green Dragon District,” she told them. “Blade-Master Lloyd’s Dojo. He’s taught me a lot. To be honest, though, I have more sword practice against players than monsters.” 


     Quinn flashed Vincent an irritated look. 


     >Quinn: Vince, I’m about one wrong answer away from chasing this girl out of my villa. 


     >Vincent: Hold on, Quinn. She’s a Cleric. If we can’t find anyone else, we at least need a Cleric. 


     “So, Xan,” Vincent said. “Have you gotten much use out of your Cleric abilities?” 


     “Yeah, I use them a lot. Accidents happen all the time in the dojo, and I’m usually the one that cleans up the mess. Also, I’ve gotten some side work as a Cleric for the arena—only small-time fights. That’s where I heard you were looking for party members.” 


     “How’s your spell list?” Quinn asked. “You upgrade or develop anything?” 


     “I added a fifty-rated Threshold to my Mana Shield,” the girl replied. 


     “Not bad for your level,” Vincent noted. “I haven’t even upgraded my Mana Shield yet.” 


     “Yeah, but you have an unusual spell that cuts through anything,” Quinn said. “Girl, do have any unique abilities?” 


     “I did come up with something using Light Conversion,” she said, shyly. “I was planning to join the City Watch Guild, so I made this ability to help with goblin raids. However, my dad asked me not join the guild.” 


     “Is it an ability you can use in the villa?” Quinn asked. “Actually, show me anyways. I already set up a Quest Contract with a real estate agent. When she sells it, my payment will show up directly in daiglass storage. If it’s a little damaged, I’ll just make a little less gild. Not a big deal.” 


     “Oh, my spell won’t damage your house,” Xan replied. “It’s just—it might hurt someone. I don’t know if I can show you.” 


     “A light spell that hurts someone?” Vincent questioned. “I’ve never heard of that before. If it won’t kill me, you can knock out my Mana Shield and show me. It’s okay.” 


     “I won’t need to knock out your shield,” Xan said. “Here, I’ll show you. I’m sorry if it stings a bit.” 


     Xan raised her hands toward Vincent, and he saw a flash. However, the light didn’t come from the girl’s hands like most Cleric spells. Instead, the light pulled out of Vincent’s body toward Xan. 


     Vincent felt a stinging pain from inside him. He couldn’t place what part of his body the attack had affected, but soon realized the mana in his body felt weaker. 


     Light spells affect the balance between mana and your digital body. This girl developed a spell that attacks that connection directly. I should Scan it. 


     Light Drain (Cleric Only) – Mana Usage: Minuscule | Allows the user to pull light from a within-reach target. 


     Xan stopped, and a grimace crossed her face. “Are you okay? I didn’t mean to do that much. Sorry.” 


     “It’s fine,” Vincent said. “That’s an interesting ability, though. Felt like it stole part of my mana.” 


     “It gave me a very minor boost to my mana availability too,” Xan explained. “However, it’s not a very good conversion rate. I’d have to drain two-thirds of your mana just to get enough for one Mana Gun.” 


     “Or you can use that light to heal, right?” Quinn asked. 


     “Yeah, that’s right. I thought it would help with healing multiple wounds on a battlefield, but I’ve never gotten the opportunity to try it.” 


     “Because your father wouldn’t let you?” Vincent said. “Yet he’s okay with you leaving Teramor for other worlds?” 


     “I, uh, didn’t tell him about this interview,” Xan said. “He doesn’t know I want to leave Teramor.” 


     “Why not?” Quinn asked. “You’re an adult. You’ve lived at least fifteen years here since the update—longer, obviously. Why do you care what your dad thinks?” 


     Xan anxiously twisted in her seat. “I guess I haven’t really grown up. Outside the game, I’m still living at home with my parents and sisters. I don’t have a job, I’m not in school, I just stay home and play video games. Even in this game, I still live with my dad and oldest sister. They both happened to be online when the update started. For the last fifteen years, I’ve relied on them. I feel like I haven’t grown up at all. If anything, I’ve regressed because I’ve been afraid to leave the city.” 


     “To be fair, young adults’ brains don’t stop developing until their mid-twenties or something like that,” Vincent said. “So, you might’ve spent fifteen years here since the update, but your brain hasn’t changed. I understand that would make it hard to grow up.” 


     “My brain can’t change, but my life experiences can,” Xan replied. “I keep telling myself that maybe if I leave Teramor, leave my father and sister behind, it’ll force me to grow up—to have my own life. To challenge myself to change.” 


     Vincent smiled. “I like that attitude, young lady.” 


     “Yeah, but how far will that carry you?” Quinn asked. “One world? Ten? A hundred? How long until you miss your father and sister?” 


     “At least I can message them,” the girl replied. “I can’t talk to my mom or my younger sisters. I miss them so much. I can’t imagine waiting hundreds of years to see them again. Someone in the arena the other day said there’s a rumor that players might be able to log-out if they reach the skybox. So, even if I start to miss my dad and older sister, I’ll miss my loved ones outside of the game even more. Because I can’t even talk to them.” 


     A sad look crossed Quinn’s face, and she looked away. “I know how you feel. My husband and son had just left the house before I logged on. They’re probably halfway down the street, but it feels like they’re worlds away. If there’s even the tiniest chance that we can break out of this game before the update is over, then I’d like to go for it.” 


     “So, can I join your party?” Xan asked. 


     “You have my vote,” Vincent replied. 


     “Yeah, you’re in, kid,” Quinn said. “Just know this journey will be hell on us. This isn’t like any game you’ve ever played. We’ll likely die dozens—or even hundreds of times—before we even reach the high-tier worlds.” 


     Xan gulped. “That’s better than living this false, monotonous life in Teramor where I can’t grow up and change.” 


     “Agreed,” Vincent said. “How soon can you leave, Xan? We’re prepared to go anytime. We have Jump Crystals to share too.” 


     “I’m ready now,” Xan replied. “It might be easier for me to leave without seeing my father and sister again. Otherwise, I might get cold feet.” 


     “Alright, there’s only one thing I’d like us to do before we leave Teramor,” Vincent told Xan and Quinn. “I want to do a practice adventure together, just to get a feel for our teamwork before we start burning through Jump Crystals.” 


     “Makes sense,” Quinn said. “What’re you thinking? Hit the Wilds? Hunt for Gazal to get more Jump Crystals?” 


     “I’m thinking we should do a dungeon raid,” he replied. “Sharky’s Cavern would be a good choice.” 


     “Uh, isn’t there a massive goblin city below Sharky’s Cavern?” Xan asked. “The goblins pour from their underground nests into that city, and then migrate to Sharky’s Cavern. Since the update, their reproduction rate has tripled, making it almost impossible to raid that dungeon.” 


     “You wanted a challenge, right?” Vincent asked. “I have a Lotus Capsule for you. If you get cornered and lose a fight, you can kill yourself with it. You’ll need to get used to it if you want to travel the World-Tree.” 


     Xan looked at him with big eyes. “Oh. Okay. I’ll do it. I just don’t think the three of us can beat that dungeon. Even if we have Quinn the Breaker.” 


     Quinn snorted. “Child, I bet I could take that dungeon by myself. You two are only coming as my support.” 


     “Hang on, there’s one more person I want to invite,” Vincent said. 


     He ended his private chat with Quinn and opened one with Jim. 


     >Vincent: So, we have a Cleric. We’re going to raid Sharky’s Cavern as practice. If you want to follow us, you can hang back and finish your Class Quest. 


     >Jim: Nice, dude. You know I won’t be able to help, right? My Class Quest requires I steal a Dungeon Boss’s loot without fighting. If I hit an enemy, or even get struck by an attack, then I’ll have to start all over. 


     >Vincent: I know. I’m mainly helping you out. However, if you want to help us, too, you can act as our scout. 


     >Jim: Sure, I’m in. When’re we heading out? 


     >Vincent: Now. Meet us at the South Gate. 


     >Jim: Got it. Heading over. 


     “Alright,” Vincent told the women. “My Rogue friend is coming to do his Class Quest. He’ll be our scout and hopefully keep us from getting cornered. Let’s go meet him at the South Gate. Xan, do you need to store anything at the Daiglass Tower? If you get separated and killed, we might not be able to recover your items.” 


     “I’m good,” Xan replied. “The best item on me is an oiron short sword, but I have five more in daiglass storage.” 


     “Alright, let’s go, then,” Quinn said, striking her fists together. “I’m already hyped for this raid.” 


     They left Quinn’s home and made the long journey across Knightrest to the South Gate, where they found Jim waiting. 


     “Hey, Vince!” Jim shouted. “You didn’t tell me how beautiful your new teammates are.” 


     “Don’t start, Jim,” Vincent replied. “That one’s married, and this one’s too young and shy, even for your standards.” 


     Jim chuckled. “Alright, fair enough. Let’s set up the Party List.” He held out his hand. 


     The three other players reached forward to activate the Party List. 


     Party Created – What would you like to name this party? 


     Crow-Foot Jim has suggested a party name: Vince’s Angels. 


     “No,” Vincent said with a sigh. 


     Quinn the Breaker has suggested a party name: Breaker’s Bastards. 


     Jim grinned. “I kind of like that one.” 


     Vincent shook his head. 


     “I—I have an idea for a name,” Xan said, shyly. 


     “Put it up to vote,” Quinn told her. 


     Pale Alexandria has suggested a party name: The World Knights. 


     “A little generic, but I like it,” Vince said. 


     Noble Vincent has voted for a name: The World Knights. 


     Crow-Foot Jim has voted for a name: The World Knights. 


     “I suppose we can change it later if we think of something better,” Quinn noted. 


     Quinn the Breaker has voted for a name: The World Knights. 


     Your party has been named: The World Knights. 


     “Everyone, switch to party chat,” Vincent told his new teammates. “Let’s try to reach the dungeon before nightfall.” 


     Jim waved at the guards on the wall, and they raised the gate. “Let’s go, team!” 


     The World Knights stepped through the gate and marched south for the dungeon. 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 10 


     Player: Noble Vincent  


     Location: Teramor (World) | Southern Badlands (Region) 


     Class: Ranger 


     Subclass: Mage 


     Vitality: Lv 32 


     Spirit*: Lv 38 


     Resolve: Lv 35 


     Perception*: Lv 45 


     Agility: Lv 37 


     Strength: Lv 31 


       


     The World Knights neared the mountainous rock that could be seen from anywhere in the badlands. They had encountered several camps of goblins on the way there, but Quinn and Jim had cleared each one in seconds. Since Jim couldn’t fight in the dungeon, he didn’t mind going all out against the camps. 


     “No guards?” Jim muttered, staring at the cavernous entrance below the giant rock. “I was hoping to grind some more kills before stepping into the dungeon. It’s not every day that I get to travel with a party across the badlands.” 


     “If you came with us to the other worlds, you could get a lot more level-grinding done,” Vincent commented. 


     Jim shook his head. “Sorry, Vince, we’ve already been over this. You three head inside the dungeon, and I’ll watch out here. Keep me updated over the chat.” 


     Vince nodded and stepped into the shadows of the dungeon’s entrance. He equipped his True Huntsman’s Cloak, pulled the hood over his head, and switched his HUD to party chat. 


     >Vincent: Let me go ahead of you two. My cloak will keep me hidden. 


     >Quinn: Got it. I’ll protect our little Cleric here and make sure goblins don’t jump her. 


     >Alexandria: Thank you, miss. 


     >Quinn: Don’t thank me yet. You have your Lotus Capsule ready, right? 


     >Alexandria: It’s sitting on my tongue. What happens if I swallow it by accident? 


     >Quinn: You’ll explode. 


     >Alexandria: Uh, then I’ll try not to do that. 


     Vincent snuck through the wide, empty passage. He saw exploding barrels, which the goblins used for their assaults on the city wall, lined up on both ends of the cavern. I should destroy those on our way out. That’ll slow down the next goblin invasion. 


     His eyes followed every dark shape, catching each flicker of light from the lanterns hanging overhead. However, he saw no goblins and heard no footsteps. 


     Where are they? I thought there’d be at least a score of them at the entrance. Monsters have a sixth sense that tells them to get ready when players are near dungeons. Then again, our small party might mean the goblins aren’t on high alert. 


     >Jim: Hey, don’t forget to update your local map. I have an old map the guild gave me of Sharky’s Cavern, but the goblins use magic to alter the dungeon after every raid. 


     >Quinn: I just gave Xan a mapping rune. Do you know how to use it, Xan? It’s pretty simple. Activate it and aim at the walls and floors. We’ll all see a 3D map on our HUD. 


     Vincent checked his HUD and watched the 3D map of the entrance manifest. He also noticed small holes he’d overlooked at the sides of the passage. 


     >Vincent: You see those tunnels? They go deep underground—either to the goblin city or nests. Keep an eye on them because goblins could climb out anytime. 


     >Quinn: I wouldn’t mind that. I could go for a game of Whac-A-Mole. 


     >Alexandria: Why would you whack moles? They’re so cute. 


     >Quinn: Whac-A-Mole is an old game from Vincent’s time.  


     >Alexandria: Oh, it was an old video game? 


     >Jim: No, they were real moles. It was a real bloody sport. Glad they banned it at the turn of the millennia. 


     >Alexandria: Those poor moles. 


     >Vincent: He’s joking. It was an animatronic game. You smacked them with a fake ham— 


     Vincent stopped in his tracks and eyed the tremendous drop before him. The massive cavern spread in all directions with dozens of bridges built across the gaps. A hundred lanterns glowed in the cavern below, and Vincent spotted the shadows of dozens of goblins meandering across platforms and bridges. His HUD changed the region name from Southern Badlands (Region) to Sharky’s Cavern (Dungeon). 


     He glanced to the left and right, looking at the narrow stone ledges that wrapped around the giant cavern. So, where are we supposed to go? I’ve heard this dungeon was pretty big, with multiple branching paths, but I didn’t expect it to be this large. It could take us hours to find Sharky and his treasure. 


     Quinn and Xan approached, and Vincent raised a hand for them to slow. Xan turned the mapping rune to the cavern, and the 3D map expanded to such a size that Vincent had to zoom out to see the entire thing. 


     >Jim: Woah. I’ve done six other dungeons, but this is bigger than any of those. At least I have plenty of hiding places to avoid combat. Too bad I don’t have a cloak quite like yours, Vince—though I do have a Shadow Cloak that’s the next best thing. 


     >Quinn: Do you have boots with Wall-Walking? I’m equipping mine right now. It’ll make this dungeon a breeze. 


     >Jim: I have boots with Limited Wall-Walking. They can keep me off the ground for twenty seconds at a time. I’ll hang back in the entrance until you find a good hiding spot for me to move to. 


     >Vincent: Alright, Jim. Quinn and Xan, let’s circle around and look for passages. I don’t trust those rickety, goblin-made bridges. 


     The three teammates carefully watched the drop as they moved along the ledge. Even in the dim lanternlight, Vincent could see fear on Xan’s face. The young woman moved at a much slower pace, and the older players had to wait for her to catch up at the entrance of a branching passage. 


     >Quinn: Pick up the pace, girl. We don’t have all night. 


     >Vincent: Xan, it’s okay. We actually do have all night. Countless nights, even. We’re stuck in this game, remember? Might as well try to develop our teamwork now while we’re near a city. 


     >Alexandria: Sorry, I’m a little afraid of heights. 


     Once Xan reached them, the three players stepped into the dark passage. Vincent hurried ahead, walking down the steep, twisting path. 


     >Quinn: Afraid of heights? So, what’ll you do when we use Jump Crystals to fly to other worlds? 


     >Alexandria: Close my eyes really tight. 


     >Jim: No shame in that, Xan. I closed my eyes every time I’ve used one. 


     >Quinn: Seriously? Now I’m glad you’re not staying in our party. 


     >Vincent: This passage is clear too. Come on, you two. 


     Vincent stepped back into the center cavern. He glanced at the roaming goblins a couple of floors below him. The goblins ran back and forth with explosive barrels. They brought the barrels from the darkness far below and stacked them in chambers to the sides of the cavern. What the heck are they doing? 


     A gray goblin in armor waved and shouted commands at the underlings, directing them where to stack the barrels. The goblin gave several orders, and then raised its fist in the air with a chant. All the green goblins repeated the chant. “Murka-durk-rah! Murka-durk-rah!” 


     >Vincent: Hey, team. I think I know why the dungeon seems a bit weird right now. It looks like the goblins are moving resources to prepare for an upcoming raid. 


     >Jim: Already? The wall is still being repaired from the assault that happened during your going-away party. 


     >Vincent: Yeah, we might have to call off this expedition and focus on destroying those barrels. 


     >Alexandria: Can we blow them up at the same time? 


     >Quinn: No, those barrels use a special kind of goblin magic to trigger the explosion. You can destroy them individually, but we can’t trigger them all at once. Although, perhaps we could toss them into the cavern. They should break on the bottom. 


     >Vincent: The goblins can gather the exploding powder and make more. That’ll only slow down their attack by a few days. 


     >Alexandria: Can you store them in your inventory? 


     >Vincent: No, too big. 


     >Alexandria: What about the powder? We can smash them open and take it. 


     Every level in Strength adds one more inventory space to the original fifteen. Between the four of us, that’s over two hundred spaces. Each space can hold ten to twenty pounds, depending on the shape, type, and material of the item. So, we might be able to carry up to four thousand pounds of exploding powder. 


     >Vincent: That might work. Worst-case scenario, they’ll go into the next assault with a lot fewer barrels. 


     >Jim: Plus, I already sent the City Watch Guild a warning message. They’ll be well-prepared for the next attack. 


     >Vincent: Quinn, keep watch on the goblins coming back and forth. I’ll hide under my cloak and bring barrels to you two to smash. 


     Vincent waited until the goblins moved away from their supply of explosives. He rushed down the walkway, lifted two barrels under his arms, and returned to the passage with Quinn and Xan. He grabbed four more before the goblins returned. 


     Quinn ripped the barrels open, and the group gathered exploding powder into their inventory. The goblins didn’t seem to notice the missing barrels, and when the monsters disappeared into the darkness, Vincent snatched more. 


     Vincent, Quinn, and Xan spent half an hour grabbing barrels whenever the groups of goblins moved. Three different times, the gray goblin in charge flashed a curious look at the shrinking number of barrels. The goblin would then scratch its head, shrug, and finally disappear into the darkness. 


     >Jim: You guys almost done? I’ve scouted most the passages and platforms branching from the main cavern. I almost got spotted by goblins in one of the tunnels opposite of you guys, but these things are pretty stupid. I hid on the wall above them, so they gave up. 


     >Vincent: Let me grab a few more barrels. Our inventories are about full, so you’ll need to take some of the powder. 


     >Jim: I need to keep space for the treasure. We’re still going after it, right? 


     >Vincent: Maybe, but I’m worried there’ll be a lot more goblins down there, since they’re preparing for an assault. It might be even riskier than normal. 


     He approached the barrels, but then a spark of magic shot past him. Vincent dove away just before ten of the barrels exploded, and the blast tossed him into the open cavern. He caught the gray goblin out of the corner of his eyes as he fell. The goblin smirked at Vincent, and then disappeared from his line of sight. 


     Lanternlights flickered past Vincent as he tumbled. He crashed through several rickety bridges and platforms. His Mana Shield vanished on the first hit, and he felt every hit afterward. He used his tongue to hold the Lotus Capsule against the roof of his mouth, but struggled not to swallow it from the repeated impacts. Even with his level of Perception, Vincent couldn’t count how many surfaces he smashed through during his fall. Finally, he collided with a stone ledge and came to a stop. 


     A pained groan escaped his bloody lips. He climbed to his feet in a daze and brushed the dust off his cloak. Above him and all around, Vincent heard the shouts of goblins. Dozens of moving lanterns danced across the platforms as goblins shined lights in his direction. He tried to use his cloak to camouflage himself on the rock surface, but a goblin witch cast a fireball in his direction. 


     Vincent leapt away, and the fireball exploded where he’d been standing. He grabbed the support structure of a platform and swung himself over to a ledge. His teammates asked him if he was okay, but he ignored the team chat and equipped Gazalblade1. 


     Green goblins with knives and short swords approached from both sides, and they rushed at Vincent with no fear of him or the nearby ledge. The goblins almost tripped over one another as they advanced. 


     He dove toward the nearest group and ran his sword through the first two goblins. With its 150 rating, Gazalblade1 ripped through their branzium tunics with ease. He shoved with all his strength, and then ripped the blade sideways, knocking the two impaled goblins and the three behind them into the depths of the pit. 


     A goblin leapt from behind him, but Vincent turned and blocked its sword with his. He slashed through its neck, and it fell backward into its friends. Vince blocked another attack from his left, but he found the crowds of goblins closing in on him. He eyed a hanging platform several meters away and ten meters down. 


     Vincent jumped and landed on the hanging structure. The ropes swayed, swinging the platform around with his momentum. He held out his arms and struggled to keep his balance. A flash of fiery light caught his eyes, and he bailed from the platform before a witch’s fireball struck it, engulfing the wooden structure in flames. 


     He fell a long distance, but landed on his feet on a stone ledge. His legs trembled from the impact, but at his level of Vitality, it didn’t hurt that bad. He stood and rushed into the narrow pathway in front of him. The voices of his teammates still called over team chat, but he couldn’t make out what they were saying over his own panicked breaths and pounding heart. 


     >Vincent: I’m alive! Running for my life, but not hurt yet. Might have to swallow the Lotus Capsule, so don’t risk your lives coming after me. 


     Quinn said something in response, but Vincent’s attention shifted to the monsters blocking the path. Two gray goblins stood in his way. A witch readied her staff, and an armored warrior tightened his claws around the hilt of an oiron longsword. 


     Vincent held up Gazalblade1 just as the the witch launched a fireball from her staff. He sidestepped the fire, and then his blade met with the warrior’s as it dove forward. Their blades clashed several times, during which time Vincent noticed the witch preparing another spell. He pushed away from the sword-wielding goblin and slid across the dirt as the fire spell flew. The witch’s spell hit her armored companion, and he released a pained scream and rolled across the ground. 


     The Ranger dashed forward before the witch could ready another spell, however she blocked his next attack with an enchanted staff. She jammed the bottom of her staff into the ground, and a shockwave blasted Vincent five meters backward. 


     The shockwave snuffed out the flames on the other goblin, but he still moaned with pain. The witch waved her staff, and magic light cured nearly all of the burns. The warrior goblin grabbed his sword off the ground as Vincent climbed to his feet. 


     Vincent heard the chatter and footsteps of goblins from the cavern behind him. “I seriously don’t have time for this.” He aimed his fingers, trying to line up both gray goblins in his sight. 


     He fired Void Gun, and it put a hole through both monster’s heads. Vincent sprinted past their bodies while chugging an ether to replenish his empty mana. 


     Void Gun takes most of my mana, and it takes most an ether to ready another shot. If I get trapped with no mana down here, I’ll just have to bite the capsule. 


     At a turn in the passage, Vincent found five more green goblins running toward him. They waved short swords in the air while screaming and chanting. He gripped Gazalblade1 with both hands and cut down all five in less than thirty seconds. 


     Those five weren’t trained. Probably barely adults. I must be near a goblin nest. 


     Green hands reached out of the holes at the sides of the passage, and goblins began to claw and climb from their hollows. The Ranger picked up his pace, fleeing down the barely lit tunnel. The goblins had only set up lanterns at the turns and splits of the passage, and Vincent felt unnerved at every misshapen shadow he saw. 


     A goblin grabbed Vincent’s sword arm as he passed its hiding spot, and he broke its nose with a jab from his other fist. He didn’t bother to finish off the goblin, and instead continued through the path. 


     How do I get out of here? Almost every passage goes deeper—that’s the opposite of what I want. 


     Vincent discovered an oiron-plated door underneath the lanternlight, but a dozen goblins had emerged from their holes in pursuit. He outpaced them, swung the door open, and then threw it shut behind him. 


     The horde of goblins collided with the door before he could latch it, and Vincent unequipped his sword. He kept the entrance closed with both hands as the goblins tried to force it open. His boots dug into the dirt, and his muscles strained. 


     “Come on,” he shouted. “Just shut!” 


     Vincent’s body trembled, and he gnashed his teeth. He pushed as hard as he could, and then tried to exert himself beyond that. Sweat dripped down his forehead, and he prepared himself to swallow the Lotus Capsule. 


     Strength Level Up: 31>32 


     The Ranger roared and shoved with all his strength. The door slowly closed on the goblins, and he flipped the latch to lock it in place. He collapsed to the dirt and gasped for air. After wiping the sweat from his brow, Vincent forced himself to stand and familiarize himself with his new surroundings. The oiron-plated door had led him to a hallway that looked like part of a building. 


     >Vincent: I’m in a hallway of some kind deep underground. This might be connected to Sharky’s lair. 


     >Quinn: Can’t talk. Fighting goblins. 


     >Jim: I can talk, Vince. I just finished luring a group of goblins away from those two. Somehow, I didn’t get hit. I might still finish my Class Quest if you can lead me to Sharky’s lair. 


     >Vincent: I don’t think we’ll manage that. There’re tons of goblins down here—they’re popping out of holes everywhere. I’ll use a mapping rune to show you how deep I’ve gone. 


     He equipped a rune and mapped the hallway. It appeared on the dungeon map in his HUD a long distance away from the last section Xan had added. 


     I hope that girl isn’t dead. Maybe I shouldn’t have dragged someone so young into something like this. What was I thinking? If I was her age, I would be horrified right now. I mean, I’m still frightened, but it must be even worse for her. 


     Vincent noticed his Mana Shield had remade itself, so he felt safe journeying through the hall. He sipped on ether to restore the mana cost of his shield, and then walked to the first twist in the hall, where he glimpsed two armored goblins in front of a door. With his cloak making him blend into the background, they didn’t spot him at a distance. He took a deep breath and weighed his options. 


     I could try to line them up for Void Gun. But can I really waste ethers on every single encounter I come across? I’ll run out before we even reach the next City-World playing like that. No, I need to be able to fight without Void Gun sometimes. 


     The Ranger stepped around the corner, lifted his hood, and brandished his longsword. “Come at me, you fiends.” 


     The goblins drew their longswords and looked him up and down. “Ruff-mah, yon-dung,” one said to the other. 


     Both the goblins chuckled at the comment. 


     “You’re not taking me seriously?” Vincent replied, his voice full of irritation. “Really? I’m the adventurer that’s here to kill your boss and take your loot. You can’t treat me like this.” 


     The goblin to the right lifted his helm and stuck out his tongue. 


     Vincent charged at the goblins and raised his sword. The monster on the left met his attack, and their blades clashed several times. The other goblin snorted, watching the fight without worry. 


     The human and goblin went back and forth, slashing and blocking one another. Sometimes when their blades met, they tried to push each other into the wall. After thirty seconds of fighting, Vincent disengaged and took several steps backward. 


     This blasted guard is evenly matched with me? Maybe I should’ve Scanned these guys first. 


     Gray Goblin Elite – Monster Class: C | Age: 25 | Sex: Male | Number of Offspring: 35 | Personality: Sociable 


     Gray Goblin Elite – Monster Class: C | Age: 28 | Sex: Male | Number of Offspring: 7 | Personality: Rude 


     So they’re not the normal gray goblins that are on the low end of the C-Class. These elites probably fall closer to the middle of the range. 


     The sociable elite put his sword over his shoulder and eyed Vincent. “Yuk-yuk?” 


     Yuk-yuk means forfeit in goblin tongue. I remember reading that once. 


     “No,” Vincent told it. He readied his sword again. “I’m not giving up now. I’m already this far, so I might as well go all the way. Is Sharky past you guys?” 


     The sociable goblin smiled and took a fighting stance. “Yip-torp.” 


     They charged one another, and their blades clashed once more. Vincent let go of his sword with one hand and uppercut the goblin in the exposed section at the bottom of the monster’s helm. His fist connected with the goblin’s chin, and the elite’s head jerked back with the blow. Vincent spun, gathering momentum, and decapitated the goblin with a powerful swing. The elite’s head rolled across the ground before his body crumbled into dust. 


     “Garf!” the other goblin shouted in despair. The monster jumped at Vincent with a downward swing. 


     Vincent sidestepped, and the tip of the enemy’s blade cracked the floor tile. The Ranger tried to take a quick swipe at the goblin, but the monster shoulder-rammed Vincent, knocking the human off his feet and removing his Mana Shield. 


     The goblin raised his sword above Vincent’s head. “Jer-rahm!” 


     Quinn appeared behind the goblin, tapping the monster twice on the back of the head with her knuckle. The Breaker energy smashed his helmet with the first strike, and his skull cracked open from the second. The goblin toppled onto the Ranger before turning to dust. 


     Vincent smiled at his teammate. “Great timing.” 


     “Sorry we’re late!” Xan called, hurrying to catch up to them. “You wouldn’t believe how many goblins we had to kill to get here. I mean, Quinn killed most of them.” 


     “You got like three of the full-grown ones and several of the young adults,” Quinn told the girl. “That’s a lot better than I would’ve guessed. Your dad trained you well.” 


     Xan flashed a nervous smile. “Thanks.” 


     >Vincent: Jim, we’ve regrouped. I think we’re at Sharky’s hideout. 


     >Jim: Awesome, man. I’m following Quinn’s path of destruction right now. There’s goblin dust and items freaking everywhere. Tell me if you kill Sharky. If you three wipe, I’ll try to sneak in and grab his treasure anyways. I think I only need to take one item for it to count. 


     Quinn entered through the doorway the elites had been guarding, and Vincent followed her inside. He stepped into a great hall that had several branching corridors. Four more elites stood at the sides of the room, but the three players eyed the goblin at the end of the hall. 


     A massive, large-bellied goblin with rune-covered skin sat atop a throne. Three small chests sat behind the throne, but female goblins blocked the players from seeing the chests clearly. Those held wine goblets and trays of food that they gave to Sharky. Vincent Scanned the Dungeon Boss before it spotted them. 


     Sharky the Mountainous (Dungeon Boss) – Monster Class: C+ | Ageless | Sex: Male | Respawn Time: Five In-Game Hours | Personality: Insatiable 


     A guard spotted them and shouted something in goblin tongue. The monsters glared at the trio, and Sharky released a deep bellow. The runes on his body glowed, and his roar released a shockwave that shook the great hall. 


     Vincent and Quinn withstood the tremor, but Xan fell onto her rear. 


     >Vincent: I’ll get Sharky with Void Gun. Quinn, you got the elites? 


     The woman didn’t even answer, instead Vanishing to the nearest elite and striking them with Breaker-charged blows. She’d slain the first elite by the time Vincent aimed his fingers at the Dungeon Boss. 


     Sharky’s runes charged with magical power, but Vincent didn’t give him time to try anything. He fired Void Gun, and the bolt of negative energy tore through Sharky’s two-layered Mana Shield and blew his brains onto the chest directly behind his throne. 


     The servant goblins screamed and ran from the room, and the other three elites roared in anger. The runes on Sharky’s body disappeared just before his body turned to ash, and then smaller runes appeared on the armor of the guards. 


     >Quinn: Crap, killing Sharky buffed the others. 


     She dodged one of the elite’s glowing swords and hit him several times with Breaker. His armor cracked, but the runes glowed brighter, holding the material together. She Vanished behind the goblin as he took another swing. Quinn ripped his helmet off and then twisted his head around, killing the elite. 


     The other two elites sprinted at Vincent. He blocked the first one’s sword swipe with Gazalblade1, and sparks of magical energy flew from their clashing blades. The goblin dipped to the left, and the other came in for a surprise attack. It cut through Vincent’s Mana Shield with a short sword, and then swiped his face with its offhand claw. 


     Vincent shouted in pain and tumbled away from the goblins. Streams of blood dripped down his face, and he panicked, trying to equip an elixir to heal the stinging wounds. The goblins didn’t give him time and jumped at him. 


     Xan blocked one goblin’s blades while one-handing her short sword. She pointed her offhand at the second goblin and blasted him with two Mana Guns. The first shot cracked his glowing chest plate, and the second blew apart the armor, knocking the monster back. 


     The young woman blocked another swipe from the goblin in front of her. She used Light Drain with her offhand as she struggled told hold back its blade. After several seconds of their blades pushing against one another, the goblin looked a little dizzy. Xan shoved harder, knocking the monster off its feet. 


     With his face still bleeding, Vincent used the opportunity to charge the goblin with the broken chest plate. He ran Gazalblade1 through the goblin’s heart, turning the creature to ash, and then turned to help Xan. 


     Quinn jumped past her teammates, smashed the goblin’s helm with two Breaker strikes, and then snapped its neck with a chop. The last goblin turned to ash before it even reached the ground. 


     The three players looked at each other. Quinn chuckled first, and the other two eased up and did the same. Vincent raised his fist and let loose a victory shout, and Xan gave a happy squeal. The young woman raised her hand toward Vincent’s face and healed his wounds with Healing Light. 


     “Sorry, but I don’t have Scar Repair yet,” Xan said, finishing the healing process. “So you’ll have those four marks across your face until you respawn.” 


     “That’s fine,” Vincent replied. “I don’t mind carrying around some battle scars until you learn that spell.” 


     >Vincent: Jim, we killed Sharky! His guards too. 


     >Jim: You three are awesome. I’m heading that way right now. 


     The trio approached the three small chests. Each player opened a different one, revealing piles of gild with a few items on top. Vincent smiled at his loot, but then glanced at the other two. “Let’s all leave Jim some. He did help a little.” 


     The women nodded, and the three teammates shoveled loot into their inventory. 


     1-Piece Gild Coin (x205) 


     5-Piece Gild Coin (x17) 


     10-Piece Gild Coin (x5) 


     Rating-Boost Rune (x1) – This rune can increase an item’s Magic Rating by 50 for five minutes. Can only use one Rating-Boost Rune at a time. Magic Rating on items cannot exceed 300. 


     Spell-Boost Rune (x1) – This rune increases the power of magic attacks. Pure-Mana attacks will be increased by a rating of 50. It may increase the size or intensity of certain spells. 


     Strength Potion (x2) – Increases your Strength by 4 levels for 2 minutes. Cannot be stacked with other Strength enhancers. 


     Strength Potion (x1) – Increases your Strength by 6 levels for 1 minute. Cannot be stacked with other Strength enhancers. 


     Agility Potion (x2) – Increases your Agility by 3 levels for 3 minutes. Cannot be stacked with other Agility enhancers. 


     Agility Potion (x1) – Increases your Agility by 8 levels for 30 seconds. Cannot be stacked with other Agility enhancers. 


     Jump Crystal (x3) – This crystal flows with incredible gravitational energy. Use it at a Jump Gate to fly to a nearby world. Farther worlds may require multiple Jump Crystals. 


     Sharky’s Memento – A locket with a picture of cake inside. 


     Jim stepped into the great hall and hurried to the chests. He picked up the remainder of the gild they’d left behind. Quinn and Xan had to give him some of their slots of exploding powder just to carry the items they’d grabbed, and the team split up the items dropped by Sharky as well as his guards. 


     Vincent and Xan swapped out their clothes for full suits of oiron armor they’d grabbed off the elites. The armor was a little heavy, but Vincent felt like a tank while wearing it. He unequipped his cloak, however, because it got caught on oiron plates whenever he tried to walk around. 


     I can swap between this armor and lighter protection with my cloak, depending on the circumstance. It only takes a second to switch, so I might as well take advantage of that. 


     “I just need to exit the dungeon without getting hit, and my Class Quest will finally be finished,” Jim noted. “Did you three want to explore more down here? There’re literally miles of interconnected tunnels—not to mention a goblin city sitting below us.” 


     “Let’s not press our luck,” Vincent said. “This little practice adventure went pretty well. I think Quinn, Xan, and myself make a good team, despite my mistake of underestimating the intelligence of that gray goblin.” 


     “It all went well,” Quinn said with a smirk. “No one had to blow themselves up, at least.” 


     Xan chuckled. “Well, I almost swallowed the Lotus Capsule like three times.” 


     “Me too,” Vincent replied with a grin. 


     “Alright, team,” Quinn said. “Let’s head out before those goblins that ran away bring friends with them. I’ll take lead this time. Wouldn’t mind smashing a few more goblins on my way out.” 


     The four party members worked their way back up the cavern. With the 3D map half-filled out, they found it a lot easier to navigate. They encountered a few isolated goblins and one group near the entrance, but Vincent and Xan barely helped as Quinn tore through the monsters. She received a few gashes during the fray, but Xan was able to heal her with ease. 


     Their party paused at the entrance of the cavern to break the barrels there. Jim gathered up the dust into his inventory and hurried for the exit. 


     As they exited the mouth of the dungeon, Jim raised his hands in victory. “I did it! Class Quest completed! After all these years, I finally get to pick a subclass. Got the Master Thief’s Key too. It opens any door, gate, or container that’s not magically protected.” 


     “So, what subclass are you choosing?” Vincent asked. “I seem to recall you changing your mind between Fighter and Mage over the years.” 


     “Just picked it,” Jim replied. “Scan me and see.” 


       


     Player: Crow-Foot Jim 


     Class: Rogue 


     Subclass: Ranger 


     Real Age: 70 


     Highest World: Valmont 


     Vitality: Lv 40 


     Spirit: Lv 45 


     Resolve: Lv 43 


     Perception*: Lv 38 


     Agility*: Lv 53 


     Strength: Lv 41 


       


     “Ranger?” Vincent questioned. 


     “You inspired me,” Jim replied. “Maybe I’ll work on my own void spell now that I know it’s possible. Shouldn’t take me any longer than you, right?” 


     “Depends on if you get the lack of frequency down. I can give you plenty of tips, though. You didn’t need to pick Ranger to learn it.” 


     “There’re other reasons. First, my Perception felt a little low. You made me realize how useful that stat is. Secondly, I like how Scan lets you notice details other players can’t see. And finally, since the update, I’ve preferred to fight from farther away. I’ve been practicing my archery work a lot. Besides, I’ve only ever met a couple of Rogue-Rangers. It feels unique, and I bet the ladies will like it—makes me seem shadowy and mysterious. Maybe I’ll wear my Shadow Cloak when I’m walking the streets.” 


     Jim equipped his cloak, and a shadow fell over his entire body. 


     “I’m sure the women of our generation will dig that old-school Batman vibe,” Vincent said, chuckling. 


     “I am the night,” Jim said in the deepest voice he could muster. “I am Crow-Foot Jim.” He whipped his cloak around, and then dashed into the distance. 


     >Vincent: You leaving us behind? We’re going to the Jump Gate after we sell this powder and stash our items. 


     >Jim: I’ll meet you there. There’s something I have to do first. 


     “What’s he up to?” Quinn asked. 


     A confused expression fell over Vincent’s face. “No telling.” 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 11 


     Player: Noble Vincent  


     Location: Teramor (World) | Knightrest (City) | Glass District (District) 


     Class: Ranger 


     Subclass: Mage 


     Vitality: Lv 32 


     Spirit*: Lv 38 


     Resolve: Lv 35 


     Perception*: Lv 45 


     Agility: Lv 37 


     Strength: Lv 32 


       


     It took two hours for Vincent to find a merchant willing to buy all of their exploding powder. Even then, they’d only made two hundred gild off of it. Only goblins had the right kind of magic to ignite the powder, however the merchant had been experimenting with the powder’s other properties. Mainly, its ability to hold certain shapes when players applied mana to it. An entire keg’s worth of powder could be imbued with a moderate amount of mana and then removed for later usage. 


     Vincent thought it interesting, but didn’t stay long to hear the merchant describe its other properties. He, Quinn, and Xan traveled to the North Gate, left Knightrest behind them, and followed the road to the Jump Gate. 


     “You sure you don’t want to say goodbye to your family?” Quinn asked Xan. “You might not see them again for decades—or even centuries.” 


     “If I say goodbye, they’ll try to convince me to stay,” Xan replied with a sad tone. “I’d rather keep looking ahead. Besides, the other City-Worlds should have holographic communication stations. I’ll be able to see their faces on the display. And they can private message me at any time.” 


     “If you say so,” Quinn told her. “I’m just worried you’ll change your mind after we’re off-world.” 


     Xan clenched her fists. “I won’t. I’m determined to move forward, and I know I can’t stay here forever. Maybe my dad and sister will get the same idea and follow me one day. My sister leaves the city sometimes to adventure, and my father hasn’t had many new apprentices lately. Surely they’ll get tired of Teramor. This is a game, after all. We’re meant to challenge ourselves—to climb as high as we can go.” 


     “That’s right,” Vincent said. “The people of Knightrest will follow us one day—maybe in ten years, maybe a hundred. Eventually, they’ll get that call to adventure. Your dad and sister will get it. Jim will get it. How can they not look up at the worlds above us and not want to leave this place? There’s so much to explore on the World-Tree. It’s human nature to chase adventure. If I’m to be stuck in this game, then I want to see what’s up there. I want to see what’s at the top.” 


     “And maybe if we’re lucky, we’ll escape early,” Quinn noted. “Get back to our real lives—see our family and friends that weren’t in-game during the update. Do you have a family, Vincent?” 


     “I had a wife, but she passed away two years ago,” he replied, sadly. “In real time, that is. I guess it still feels that way. All the time here doesn’t make my real-world memories feel any older.” 


     “I understand that feeling,” Quinn said. “I still feel like I just watched my husband and son leave the house a few minutes ago. Like I just put on that stupid headset.” 


     “Do you have children or grandchildren?” Xan asked Vincent. 


     “Monika and I had a son, but he only lived a few days,” Vincent told her. “That was before modern technology let you fix any defect before birth. We had planned to try again, but then we went through years of economic hardship. We kept pushing back our plans to have another kid, and then when we finally had a house and good jobs, we felt too old. It seemed like we were too late. I guess we should’ve anyways, but that’s when Monika started having health issues. Modern medicine could’ve prevented it if she’d been ten years younger, but by that point all they could do was slow it down and ease her difficulties.” 


     “I’m so sorry,” Xan said, her face full of sadness. 


     “Thanks, but that’s all far behind me,” Vincent replied. “Monika and I had a long life together. We lived better lives than many people have had, so we always counted ourselves lucky despite everything. The only thing I maybe regret is that she didn’t see this game. She would’ve loved it.” 


     Xan sniffled, and Vincent felt bad for making the young woman gloomy. 


     “Hey, I think I see the Jump Gate,” Vincent said, pointing at the structure ahead. “I can’t believe I’ve been stuck in this game for fifteen years, yet I’ve never used one.” 


     “I’m really nervous,” Xan said. “I’ve never used one, either. I can close my eyes after it starts, right?” 


     “Yeah, you just have to lock your crystal onto the target gate,” Quinn explained. “Once you get liftoff, I suggest shutting your eyes until you land. These worlds aren’t as large as Earth, or even the Moon, but it’s crazy watching the planet fly out from under your feet. Shooting across the sky and through space—it’s a wild trip. I’d do it for fun if these Jump Crystals weren’t so damn expensive.” 


     They reached the protected building that encircled the massive Jump Gate, which was made of 999-rated daistone. Members of the City Watch Guild nodded as they approached and allowed them to take the stairs. To their team’s surprise, a crowd of people waited for them at the top. 


     “Yo!” Jim shouted from the crowd. “Vince, I know we already had your party, but I wanted to get all the friends you’ve made in Knightrest to see you on your way out.” 


     Vincent peered across the group. He saw a bunch of his friends from the City Watch Guild; the regulars from Varia’s Club that sometimes partied with him and Jim; several friends he’d made in training classes for sword fighting and rune making—even Roderick had shown up to see him on his way. 


     “You be careful out there,” Roderick said, shaking Vincent’s hand. 


     “I will,” he replied. 


     “How about a good luck kiss?” one woman from Varia’s Club asked. She and five of the other ladies took turns kissing Vincent on the cheek. 


     He shook hands with several more men and women of the guild, and then approached Jim. His old friend reached forward and hugged him. 


     “I’m not dropping myself from the Party List,” Jim told him. “You might already know, but you and a party member can link your crystals together to increase their power. So, if you ever get into too much trouble out there, I’ll try to fly to you and help. I’ll save as many Jump Crystals as possible—maybe get the City Watch Guild to help me track and farm Gazal for Crystal Hearts.” 


     Vincent patted Jim’s shoulder. “I’d really appreciate that. Although, once I reach the mid-tier worlds, I don’t think you’d be able to reach me, no matter how many crystals you’ve saved.” 


     “Well, if that happens, I’ll keep saving up anyway. If I ever get bored of Knightrest, I’ll try to catch up to you. No promises, though.” 


     “Thanks for everything, buddy,” Vincent said. “Next time we meet, whether it’s in-game or the real world, I’ll buy you a drink.” 


     “Make it ten,” Jim said, grinning. 


     “You got it,” Vincent replied, stepping onto the round, fifty-meter-wide plateau. 


     He equipped a Jump Crystal, and a massive, glowing rune appeared across the plateau. Intense energy danced over the complex rune design, and the entire plateau glowed blue like a gargantuan lantern. Vincent remembered the few times in Knightrest when he’d seen the Jump Gate glowing in the distance. 


     He stared up at the worlds above. With the crystal glowing in his hand, he could see blue specks appear on the worlds with connected Jump Gates. There were only two close enough to reach with one crystal, however. 


     “Remember the plan,” Vincent told Quinn and Xan as they stepped onto the glowing plateau. “We’ll land on Fountmell, follow the branch up to Rann, and then take the Jump Gate on the opposite side to the City-World of Navrun. Altogether, reaching Navrun should only take a few weeks.” 


     Vincent held his crystal toward the blue dot on Fountmell. He activated the crystal and felt the gravitational energy encompass his body. He floated off the ground, slowly at first, but then he picked up speed. Jim and his friends from Knigthrest became specks as the plateau flew away from him. 


     The old man’s heart raced as the plateau became smaller and more distant. He flew through the clouds, but found himself still gaining speed. “Holy shi—” 


     Once he hit low orbit, his speed increased dramatically. He shot across space and watched the World-Tree and the planets with wide eyes. He stared at the thousands of worlds in his view, each one looking different from the next. The handful of City-Worlds in his sight were mostly covered in grasslands, forests, and plains. The Nature-Worlds varied more in size and composition. He saw worlds covered in seas, forests, deserts, and even ones frozen in snow and ice. There were worlds with massive structures like great walls and hundred-story-high castles. He spotted pyramids and craters and one world covered in storm clouds. 


     His speed slowed as he hit the low orbit of Fountmell. His eyes followed the numerous crags and lakes of the calm world. We shouldn’t have much trouble with this one, so long as we avoid the lake monsters. 


     His body tensed with fear as he fell toward the Jump Gate. He knew the gate would slow him, but he couldn’t stop his natural instincts. Relief rushed over him as his speed decreased. He floated to the plateau with a gentle landing, and the Jump Crystal crumbled to dust in his hand. 


     Vincent heard screaming and looked up. Quinn and Xan floated down together, and the younger woman continued to shout even after her feet touched the ground. 


     “We’re here!” Quinn shouted. “Look, Xan.” 


     Xan opened her eyes, sighed, and then dropped to her knees. “Oh, ground, I love you so much. Never leave me again.” 


     “You’ll have to get used to taking Jump Gates,” Quinn told her. 


     “I know,” Xan groaned. “Luckily, we don’t have to use one again until we jump to Navrun. We’re taking one of the branches, right? Aren’t the wyrms that lurk there really dangerous?” 


     “Branch wyrms are smaller than trunk wyrms,” Quinn said. “That being said, we’ll focus on evading them. They’re really hard to kill, since they don’t have a brain to destroy. Basically, they’re mountains of flesh with teeth. I doubt Vincent’s Void Gun would even bring one down.” 


     They stepped off the plateau. The surrounding steps and buildings looked like they’d been abandoned for years. Vincent equipped his compass and walked north. Several small lakes circled the Jump Gate, and they followed a path between two lakes. 


     “I meant to ask about that void spell,” Xan said, glancing at Vincent. “What the heck was that? You killed Sharky in one shot—I’ve never seen anything like it.” 


     “It’s more or less an exploit,” Vincent said. “The game’s physics uses something called negative energy. You rarely ever see it for more than a fraction of a second when two large spells collide. I spent fifteen years trying to weaponize it.” 


     “Wow,” Xan said. 


     The path between the lakes grew shallow, forcing the players to walk through large puddles of water. 


     “You need to show me how to use negative energy,” Quinn told the old man. “Even if it takes me years or decades, I’d like to develop my own ability like that. Maybe I can combine it with Breaker somehow. Not sure what that’d do, but I bet it’d be powerful.” 


     “I’ll show you while I work on developing a new shield with negative energy,” Vincent replied. “I picked Mage because Elemental Conversion should allow me to convert negative energy faster now that I know how to use it. That’ll make it easier to create new void spells. Besides that, I’m also halfway to upgrading my Scan with Farsight. After that, I might try Darkeye. That would’ve been useful in Sharky’s Cavern.” 


     “Look at you with all your fancy abilities,” Quinn said. “And then there’s Xan with her Light Drain. Here I am just improving Breaker over and over.” 


     “Your Impact Shield is a cool ability,” Vincent told her. “You have a unique fighting style too. I’m surprised you don’t use the Brave Warrior’s Sword you got from completing the Fighter Class Quest. It might be only a short sword, but it’s hardened-verasteel. So, a 300-Rating. That thing should cut through most players in the low-tier worlds.” 


     “I use it sometimes,” Quinn replied. “The thing is, Breaker charges three times faster on my fists. It uses less mana that way too. I can get two punches in by the time most players get off a sword swing, so I do damage faster that way. Not to mention, I took taekwondo and boxing classes growing up, so I acclimated to this fighting style easier than using a sword. If it works, it works, you know?” 


     “Yeah, I understand,” Vincent said. “I guess I shouldn’t be questioning Knightrest’s Arena Champion.” 


     “Speaking of which, I think we should pick our speed up to a jog,” Quinn told them. “You want to reach Navrun in five weeks or five months?” She ran in place, waiting for the other two to pick up their speed. 


     Vincent swapped his armor for lighter wear, and the three jogged past the lakes. They eyed the sights of pristine water and tall, jutting crags in the distance. Sometimes they spotted abandoned cabins overlooking hillsides. 


     This world had been a popular vacation spot before the update. Then ARKUS increased the reproduction rate of monsters. After most the players were killed, they abandoned all the cabins on this beautiful world. A shame, really. If Monika had been here, I’m sure we would’ve built ourselves a lakeside cabin. 


     They continued for several hours, chatting and watching the sights. They passed tall, thick trees and overgrown grasslands between the crags and lakes. Vincent Scanned antelope and rabbits, but they spotted no monsters. 


     “This is getting a little eerie,” Quinn told them after several minutes of silence. 


     “Yeah, it’s too quiet,” Xan said. “Should we play I spy to pass the time?” 


     “No, I mean there’re no monsters around,” Quinn explained. “These cabins and forts were abandoned because the monster attacks became too frequent after the update. I heard you couldn’t walk ten minutes without spotting a troll in the distance or mers looking to drag you into a lake.” 


     “My dad had a friend that got drowned by a mer right after the update,” Xan said. “He said it was the most horrifying experience of his life. I’d rather not go through that.” 


     “Get a Lotus Capsule ready if you’re paranoid,” Quinn told her. “If we reach Navrun without you, it should only cost you one Jump Crystal. Although, I’ll have to use one to connect it.” 


     “If two of us don’t make it, that’d be four total,” Vincent noted. “Between the three of us, we only have thirty remaining. Let’s try not to waste them.” 


     “We’ll have to find more as we travel,” Quinn said. “If you Scan a World Boss, let me know. It’d be worth the risk if we get a Crystal Heart. You should be able to one-shot them anyways.” 


     “Not Fountmell’s World Boss,” Vincent replied. “It’s a divine hydra that moves between lakes using underwater caverns. You have to kill all seven heads to defeat it, and the heads regenerate after one minute.” 


     “Sounds frustrating,” Quinn said. “Let’s skip this one, then. I defeated Rann’s World Boss in a party once. We should be able to take it on, and it’s easy to find.” 


     “I’ve never fought a World Boss,” Xan said. “In fact, I’ve only seen Gazal once. He was so beautiful.” 


     They circled around a lake, but Xan stopped and pointed at a pile of ash with a twinkling crystal. Vincent grabbed the item. 


     Troll Heart-Rock – The heart that controls the nervous system of a troll. You feel the soft beat of magical power within it. 


     “It’s a troll heart,” he muttered. “What in the world is going on with Fountmell? The only enemy we’ve found is a dead one.” 


     “This is getting bizarre,” Quinn said, leaning beside the water. “Might as well stop and refresh ourselves.” She splashed water on her face, and then screamed. 


     Quinn jumped away from the lake, and her face sizzled. Spots of blood appeared across her skin, but Xan hurried over and healed her. 


     “The water burns!” Quinn shouted. “It’s like acid or something.” 


     Vincent stared into the clear water. He saw a purple wisp and Scanned it. 


     Miasma – A harmful vapor that can infest caverns, valleys, and water systems. 


     “There’s miasma in the water,” he told them. 


     “What?” Quinn said. “How? Only certain enemies create miasma. I feel like I would’ve heard if Fountmell had an enemy that did. That doesn’t synergize with the ecosystem here.” 


     >Vincent: Hey, Jim, do you know if there’s an enemy that creates miasma in Fountmell? 


     >Jim: No, but there’s a World Boss that does on Evafall. You didn’t miss with your Jump Crystal, did you? 


     >Vincent: We’re on Fountmell, but we’ve seen no monsters. Just found troll dust beside a lake corrupted with miasma. 


     >Jim: What? There’s no way. The lich on Evafall is the only enemy on any nearby world that makes miasma. I’d know because around my tenth year of gameplay, I joined a caravan there to farm. Evafall has some good monsters and items, but you have to clear out the lich. It only spawns once every in-game year, but once it does it starts to ruin the world. Everything it kills with miasma feeds it, so it’ll keep spreading that miasma until half the monsters and wildlife on Evafall are dead. 


     >Vincent: Is there any possibility the lich’s miasma could’ve spread to Fountmell? 


     >Jim: The miasma can’t leave the world the lich is on. It can only spread the miasma through valleys, canyons, and rivers—stuff like that. But it must stay connected or it’ll slowly dissipate. 


     >Quinn: Woah, you said it feeds by killing wildlife and monsters with its miasma, right? And players had to clear it to stop it from destroying Evafall? 


     >Jim: Yeah. 


     >Quinn: When was the last time anyone went to Evafall and killed it? 


     >Jim: I don’t know. Before the update, it was a popular spot for low-level players to farm items and grind levels before moving up on the World-Tree. It’s rich in resources, and there’s ten different dungeons there. Since the update, the players I know that used to lead caravans there all stopped going. 


     >Quinn: So, no one’s killed that lich in fifteen years? 


     >Jim: Probably not. 


     >Quinn: And how long did it take for the lich to wreck the ecosystem on Evafall? 


     >Jim: Maybe a few years? When the game started, there were NPCs designated to hunt and kill it every three years. Once players regularly showed up to Evafall, ARKUS let those NPCs grow old and die. 


     >Quinn: Okay, I’m thinking that lich wiped out Evafall by now, then it probably got hungry and migrated to the next closest world: Fountmell. 


     >Jim: I’ve never heard of a monster migrating from its homeworld. Especially not a World Boss. 


     >Quinn: It can happen. I found a goblin wandering on a branch. It seemed like it had gotten lost and traveled off the world by mistake. It was half-starved and weak when I found it. So, monsters can migrate from their homeworld, even if it’s not in their nature. 


     >Jim: Maybe that’s not a bad thing. The lich can keep Fountmell almost monster-free for us. It’ll make players more willing to travel to Navrun. 


     Vincent stared at the dark, twisted trees and dying grass near the lake. 


     >Vincent: Until it kills everything here and moves on again. This world’s entire ecosystem is interconnected. If it keeps spreading that miasma, it’ll run out of things to kill and set its eyes on another world. Then another. And another. If it moves toward the trunk, it might reach Bewrick and the city of Glassdale. Bewrick is covered in valleys, giving the lich plenty of places to spread its miasma, and Glassdale is a small city that relies on the rivers flowing across Bewrick. The lich might turn their water supply into acid. 


     >Quinn: Yeah, we should probably kill it. Jim, where would we find it? 


     >Jim: The lich itself doesn’t hide very well. It flies around looking to gobble up miasma that’s caused damage to a living creature. Once miasma inflicts harm, it absorbs blood into the particles. The lich converts that into energy, or something like that. So, if you find something dying, keep an eye out for it. I’m not sure if you guys can kill it, though. 


     >Quinn: You kidding? Have you seen my fighting skills or your friend’s cheap spell? 


     >Jim: The lich can’t be killed by normal means. It’s bound by an invisible, magical tether to a phylactery. You have to destroy that item to destroy the lich. Otherwise, it’ll regenerate infinitely. 


     >Vincent: Any tips on finding its phylactery? 


     >Jim: The lich has to stay within ten miles of the phylactery, but that includes underground. We used different methods of tracking the phylactery, since it gives off magical energy. However, the lich was smart and moved the phylactery every few weeks. I’m not sure what you three could do to find it, since you didn’t come prepared. If we’d known beforehand, I could’ve given you a divining rod, but it can take weeks of searching to find it even with that. 


     >Quinn: Is there really no other way to kill it? Vincent’s Void Gun differs from most spells. You sure that won’t work? 


     >Jim: I don’t know for sure, but I wouldn’t bet on it. 


     Quinn huffed and picked up her pace toward a nearby crag. 


     “What are you doing?” Xan asked, hurrying after her. 


     “Finding that stupid lich,” Quinn said. “There’s got to be an easy way to kill it. What kind of stupid crap is that? Smashing a dumb item to kill a monster. This is a physics-based game. There’s limitations to everything, including this lich’s regeneration.” 


     Vincent followed, and the three climbed to the top of the crag. He peered at the hundreds of lakes in his line of sight. He could see that portions of the grasslands ahead had withered from the miasma’s corruption. A sharp wail in the distance caught their attention, and Quinn pointed at a shape in one of the far away lakes. 


     “Vince, Scan that lake over there,” Quinn commanded. 


     “I don’t have Farsight, but I’ll try,” he replied. It took almost twenty seconds of constant Scanning to get any information. 


     ??? (World Boss) – Monster Class: ??? | Ageless | Sex: ??? | Respawn Time: ??? | Personality: ??? 


     Spell Upgrade: 55% 


     “It’s a World Boss,” Vincent said. “That’s all my Scan picks up from this distance.” 


     “It must be the hydra,” Quinn figured. 


     “Why is it wailing?” Xan asked, frowning. 


     “The miasma is slowly killing it,” Quinn explained. “It probably keeps respawning, dying, and respawning again. If the lich wants blood, that’s where it’ll be. Let’s go.” 


     The Fighter dropped two stories and slid the rest of the way down the crag. Vincent and Xan descended more slowly, and then sprinted after her. It took a couple minutes of running for Vincent to reach close enough to gather more information. 


     Hydraic the Seven-Headed Divine (World Boss) – Monster Class: B | Ageless | Sex: Female | Respawn Time: One In-Game Day | Personality: Happy, Curious, Mopey, Grumpy, Chatty, Quiet, Lonely 


     The wails of the hydra’s seven heads grew louder as they approached. It thrashed around the lake, splashing waves in every direction. The miasma in the water had turned black from absorbing its blood, and Vincent couldn’t see into the dark lake. 


     The three players peered around, but saw no other monsters. So, they waited by the lake for several more minutes until Hydraic’s seven heads finally collapsed at the edge of the shore and died. Several glistening items twinkled from the blackened, shallow water. 


     “We need its Crystal Heart,” Quinn noted, staring at the water. “I’m going for it. Xan, be ready to heal me.” 


     Quinn Vanished and reappeared beside the items. She grabbed them as fast as she could, and then Vanished back to her teammates. The woman fell to the ground, screaming in pain. Xan reached forward and cast Healing Light on her hands and legs. It took almost a minute to heal the injuries. When Xan finished, Quinn fell backward and sighed with relief. 


     “Thanks, Xan,” Quinn said. “Without you, we’d run out of elixirs before we even reached Navrun.” 


     “I’m just glad I’m useful,” Xan replied. 


     A cloaked figure swooped overhead, causing Vincent and Xan to duck. The figure floated over the black lake, opened the jaw of its skull, and breathed inward. The blood-infused miasma rushed from the water and into the black-cloaked skeleton’s mouth. It continued to drink the miasma as Vincent Scanned it. 


     Draxis the Deep Lurker (World Boss) – Monster Class: B | Ageless | Sex: None | Respawn Time: One In-Game Year | Personality: Feisty 


     “Hey!” Quinn shouted, jumping to her feet. 


     Draxis stopped drinking the black miasma, and its skull twisted in her direction without moving the rest of its body. 


     “Get off this world,” Quinn told it. “You don’t belong here, stupid lich.” 


     Draxis replied with a high-pitched laugh, then unhinged its jaw and sprayed purple miasma toward them. Vincent grabbed Xan’s arm and pulled her away from the smoke, and Quinn dashed away from it. 


     The lich focused on Quinn and flew closer to her. Its skeletal hands glowed with purple energy, and it unleashed two mana blasts. Quinn Vanished away from her location, and the ground exploded where she’d been standing a moment before. She reappeared below the lich and jumped into the air. She spun her body around while charging her boots with Breaker. 


     Quinn spin-kicked the lich, hitting it three times with Breaker. Several of its bones shattered, and the cloaked figure fell from the sky. The woman landed and glanced at Vincent. “Void Gun it!” 


     Vincent approached the lich as the pieces of its body floated and reassembled themselves. He aimed his finger at its skull and fired Void Gun. The top of Draxis’s skull exploded as the negative energy struck it, and the World Boss’s body crumpled to the dirt. 


     “Did that work?” Xan asked, slowly approaching. 


     The lich rose off the ground and spewed miasma at Vincent and Xan. They both dove away, but some of it touched Vincent’s arm, stinging him. It felt like a hundred needles poked along his skin, and he saw dots of blood appear across his arm. 


     The lich’s body put itself back together, however a hole remained in its head where the negative energy had deleted part of its skull. 


     “Well, this is no good,” Quinn muttered between sips of ether. She dove at the lich’s back, struck it with a flurry of Breaker-charged strikes, and watched the skeleton explode into pieces. 


     Draxis’s pieces continued to glue themselves together with magic, and its cloak lifted around its body. Quinn grabbed the cloak and ripped it in half before smashing the skeleton again. However, the cloak also reformed along with the bones. 


     “Stay down!” Quinn shouted, smashing through the lich with a chop. 


     The boss’s hand reformed and pointed its palm at Quinn. A blast of purple mana hit her in the chest, throwing the woman backward. 


     “Quinn!” Xan shouted, hurrying to her. She held out her hands and tried to heal the fighter as the lich continued to rebuild itself. 


     The lich gathered more mana into its floating limb and aimed it at the women. However, Vincent had finished chugging an ether, allowing him to blast the lich’s hand with another Void Gun. It tried to rebuild its hand, but found itself missing two fingers and part of its palm. 


     Draxis looked at its malformed hand and release a confused whimper. Its skull twisted to face the culprit and sprayed another wave of miasma at him. Vincent sidestepped the initial blast of miasma and circled away from the women as miasma followed his trail. He equipped another ether and tried to chug it while running. 


     After she finished healing Quinn, Xan ran toward the lich. She reached forward and cast Light Drain. “This might slow you down!” 


     Draxis’s floating bones shuddered and convulsed. It twisted itself toward Xan and opened its mouth wide to release miasma, but Quinn tackled the young woman out of the way. 


     Xan held her hand up, noticing light still pouring into her palm from the air. She glanced at the lich, which still twitched and convulsed. “Hey!” she shouted. “I think I found its invisible tether. I can drain light from it.” 


     “Hold still!” Vincent shouted, tossing his empty bottle aside. He dashed toward Xan and aimed his finger in front of her palm. “Right here?” 


     “Yeah. I think so.” 


     Draxis released a high-pitched growl, and it gathered sparking mana into its still-functional hand. It aimed the mana at them, but Vincent fired Void Gun through the air in front of Xan’s glowing palm. 


     The lich froze, and its jaw fell off the skull. Draxis whimpered as its bones crumbled into dust, leaving three item crystals on the ground for Vincent to grab. 


     Crystal Heart – A crystalline and still-beating heart taken from a majestic or divine being. You can feel tremendous magical energy with each pulse. 


     Lich’s Cloak – Material Rating: 5 | The cloak of a lich. It smells like bones, but you can feel residue dark magic within it. | Hover – The user can spend mana to float short distances. 


     Draxis’s Pocket Watch – This watch counts backwards, so it’s only correct at midnight and noon. You get an eerie feeling when holding it. 


     “Did we just get two Crystal Hearts in one day?” Quinn asked. “That’s insane.” 


     Xan sat on the ground, looking at the dust. “I helped beat a World Boss.” A huge smile spread across her face. “I can’t believe it. I need to tell my dad and sister—even if they get mad that I left.” 


     “I have to rub this in Jim’s face,” Vincent said. “He’ll be so jealous.” 


     >Vincent: You’re really missing out, Jim. We just picked up two more Crystal Hearts. 


     >Jim: Two? How’s that possible? 


     >Vincent: We found the hydra while it was dying from miasma. The lich showed up to drink its blood. 


     >Jim: Void Gun worked? 


     >Vincent: Not really, but Xan’s Light Drain worked on its tether. She found it by accident, and I voided out the tether. Without a connection to its relic thing, it died instantly. 


     >Jim: Hopefully I’ll fight a World Boss soon. I was just asking people about Gazal’s whereabouts. Might bring two or three guys with me—let them keep the horns. Maybe split the Jump Crystals after we get the heart converted. 


     >Vincent: Or you can be cool like me and one-shot him. 


     >Jim: Man, I’m starting to regret telling you to play this game. You’re making me look bad. 


     Xan lowered her heard, and Vincent heard the young woman whimper. 


     “What’s wrong?” Quinn asked. 


     “My dad is freaking out. He’s mad I left and worried that I’ll get hurt. He’s begging me to go home. I feel bad. It just kind of kicked in that I might not see him or my sis again for decades or even centuries. Maybe I didn’t think this through.” 


     Vincent and Quinn flashed worried looks at each another. 


     “Do you need to go back?” Quinn said with a sigh. “We’ll take you to the Jump Gate if you don’t want to stay. Although, I really appreciate how much you’ve helped us so far.” 


     Xan stood to her feet and dusted off her clothes. “No, I’m not going back. I knew this would be difficult—that I’d miss them. That I’d be afraid and even get hurt. Let’s hurry to the branch. Once I set a new spawn on Navrun, it’ll be easier for me to keep moving forward.” 


     Vincent checked Draxis’s Pocket Watch and reversed the time in his head. “It’s about to get dark and we’re still a few hours away from the world’s stem. Should we wait at the stem until morning?” 


     “Nah, there’s no point in stopping,” Quinn replied. “If we jog the entire way, it’ll take a few weeks to reach Rann. We’ll be on the branch at night, regardless. Might as well get used to it sooner than later.” 


     Vincent nodded, checking his compass, and then they continued north. 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 12 


     Player: Noble Vincent  


     Location: Fountmell (World) | Northern Wetlands (Region) 


     Class: Ranger 


     Subclass: Mage 


     Vitality: Lv 32 


     Spirit*: Lv 38 


     Resolve: Lv 35 


     Perception*: Lv 45 


     Agility: Lv 37 


     Strength: Lv 32 


       


     Vincent, Quinn, and Xan struggled to avoid puddles of miasma as they journeyed across the wetlands toward the world’s stem. Even though the lich was dead, the miasma had only started to dissipate. Several times, they had to knock down trees to create paths over creeks of purple water. 


     The land became dryer as they neared the stem, and they walked up the steep hill toward the branch that connected Fountmell to the World-Tree. The sturdy branch looked about three miles thick. Vincent had seen the one on Teramor up close a handful of times, but he’d never bothered to venture up it. 


     The slope twisted higher toward the branch, and the three players felt the gravity shift as they walked. Before they stepped onto the wood path, Vincent stopped to Scan it. 


     World-Tree Wood – Material Rating: 900 | Incredibly powerful world magic flows through this wood. It’s unlike anything you’ve ever seen. 


     Nine hundred? The only thing I’ve ever seen stronger than this is the Daiglass Tower. So, even players of the highest level would struggle just to scratch this stuff. 


     “Come on, Vince,” Quinn called back. She and Xan had already jogged a hundred paces up the path, and Vincent had to raise his eyes to see them. 


     He hurried to catch them. Despite the wood’s strength, it felt like normal wood as he walked across it. 


     “You didn’t waste mana Scanning it, did you?” Quinn asked. 


     “Yeah, I kind of did.” 


     Quinn sighed. “You do know you can’t recover mana while on the branches, right?” 


     “It’s only a miniscule amount,” Vincent replied. 


     “Why can’t we recover mana?” Xan asked. “I know I have to touch the ground or something connected to the ground to recover mana. Is there a reason for that?” 


     “The World-Tree grows out of the bottom of the skybox,” Quinn explained. “Its roots can access an unlimited amount of world energy from the skybox. That world energy goes through the trunk, the branches, and then into the worlds. Players soak up minuscule amounts of that world magic and convert it into player mana. Your Resolve determines how fast you can convert world magic into mana. As a Cleric, you should really know that.” 


     “Oh, I think my sister told me that once,” Xan said. “I kind of forgot about it, though. It’s not really useful information.” 


     “Learning about the game’s rules and physics is always helpful,” Vincent told her. “That’s how I developed my Void Gun, after all. Your Class is the most connected to the World-Tree’s greatest power, so I wouldn’t disregard that information. There’s nothing in this game like world magic. It’s the antithesis of negative energy.” 


     “So, why can’t we draw world magic out of the wood?” Xan asked. 


     “The wood channels the world magic toward the worlds,” Vincent explained. “I’d imagine there’s a way to interrupt that process—I’ve heard of players trying and failing to. Maybe a high-level Cleric could figure out how to make mana while traveling the branches or trunk. That might be something for you to keep in mind when we get that far. Your Light Drain ability might even be a good starting point for that. Experiment with it during our travels, but only with extra mana you have leftover when we’re near a world. You don’t want to spend all your mana while we’re traveling.” 


     Xan nodded. “Alright.” 


     They followed the path farther from the world as the skybox brightened for the morning. Sometimes, Vincent would look back and see Fountmell’s ground far behind him. He could even feel the gravity of the world tugging at him, slowing down their jogging speed. However, after a few hours of travel, Fountmell’s pull diminished. 


     “It’s crazy looking back as the world shrinks,” Vincent noted. 


     “Yeah, and the gravity feels lighter now,” Quinn said. She jumped into the air, flying two meters higher than she normally would. 


     “What happens if you jump too high?” Xan asked. “High-level players should be able to escape the branch’s gravity, right?” 


     “I’ve heard of some players trying to take shortcuts that way,” Quinn replied. “However, if you don’t have the proper gear and shielding, you’d end up going splat. Not to mention, once you get to the high-tier worlds, there are angel monsters that guard the branches. If they spot you, they’ll chase you relentlessly. They’re super strong too. S-Class, I think. Between them and the trunk wyrms, players pretty much have to navigate the maze of Jump Gates in the high-tier.” 


     “And that’s how it was before the update,” Vincent noted. “Barely any players had reached that point except the high-tier mods. From what I’ve heard, even they could only travel by using World Teleport. It was too dangerous. But since the update, monsters have been reproducing faster. They’re more aggressive and attacking cities more often too.” 


     “The update stripped the mods of their powers too,” Quinn said. “Except for one low-tier mod I heard about. So, those high-tier players must feel trapped. There’s no way they can leave their cities without getting wrecked. Hopefully, there’re still NPCs in those cities to help defend them.”  


     “Those poor people,” Xan said. “Maybe if we get strong enough, we can help them.” 


     “You think your Void Gun can take down an angel?” Quinn asked Vincent. 


     “I don’t know,” he said. “By that point, I’d like to have something even stronger.” 


     “We’ll all be stronger,” Quinn said. “Ready to take on any challenge that ARKUS can throw at us.” 


     The ground rumbled, and they glanced at a nearby cave. A massive white wyrm slithered from the tunnel. It rose higher and higher, towering thirty meters over their heads. The wyrm’s pale, grotesque body had no constant features. Its skin warped and twisted. Mouths with rows of teeth appeared and disappeared across the wyrm’s body. 


     “Maybe I spoke too soon,” Quinn said, grabbing Vincent and Xan’s arms. She sprinted toward the side of the valley, dragging them with her. 


     Several mouths formed on the wyrm, and each spat a ball of green fire. The green flame exploded wherever it struck, and explosions shook the three players as they raced across the valley. 


     “Hurry up!” Quinn shouted. 


     Vincent handed Xan an Agility Potion, and he drank one too. The party members hurried away as the wyrm thrashed around the valley, launching more exploding fireballs in every direction. 


     Vincent couldn’t help but look back and Scan the wyrm. 


     Branch Wyrm – Monster Class: A | Age: 108 | Sex: None | Number of Offspring: 14 | Personality: Territorial 


     The wyrm disappeared in the distance behind them as they crossed a hill and dove into another winding valley. Soon, the three players slowed their pace back to a jog. 


     Vincent sighed in relief. “That was only a branch wyrm? How big are the trunk wyrms?” 


     “I’ve never seen one,” Quinn said, “and I hope not to until I’m at least hundred levels higher.” 


     “How often will we see those things?” Xan asked, nervously. 


     “We got a little unlucky seeing one so soon,” Quinn replied. “Or maybe they attack more frequently since the update. I actually don’t know.” 


     “Maybe we should’ve tried to get a caravan together,” Vincent said, lowering his head. “We could’ve gathered three or four separate parties and had designated survivors, so each party can connect Jump Crystals to reach Navrun after they died.” 


     “Only one of us needs to reach Navrun,” Quinn noted. 


     Vincent handed Quinn one of the Crystal Hearts. “Then take this. If we can’t recover each other’s items, then we’ll still have one if the other survives.” 


     Quinn put the item in her inventory. “Good thinking.” 


     “So, what should I do if you both die?” Xan asked. “Try to grab one of the hearts and run the rest of the way?” 


     Quinn smirked. “You can try. But if we’re dead, you’re probably a goner. No offense.” 


     “None taken.” Xan paused and stared into the distance. “My father and sister are still spamming me with messages. If I die, I can’t guarantee I’ll be able to jump to Navrun. Assuming that happens, I apologize beforehand.” 


     “Don’t apologize,” Quinn huffed. “Nothing’s even happened yet. Besides, if you die and are too afraid to try again, I’d understand. Just decide when the time comes and stick with it. You don’t owe us anything.” 


     Xan nodded. “Okay.” 


     Vincent looked up at the branch. He could see it reach a larger branch that connected to the World-Tree’s trunk. His eyes returned to their current path and the nearest branch that led upward to Rann. 


     This’ll be a long few weeks, that’s for sure. 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 13 


     Player: Lucas the Just 


     Location: Sarfin (World) | Snowcrag (City) | Glass Locale (District) 


     Class: Sheriff (Moderator) 


     Vitality*: Lv 88 


     Spirit*: Lv 98 


     Resolve*: Lv 95 


     Perception*: Lv 91 


     Agility*: Lv 90 


     Strength*: Lv 90 


       


     Lucas’s World Teleport brought him and Harper back to Sarfin. He’d been gone a few days, but Erik had been messaging him relentlessly. They’d worked out all kinds of deals between Lucas and the Council of Snowcrag, but he still needed to meet with them to add them to his friend list. He’d even started a guild listing that already had five hundred people from various City-Worlds that had worked with him over the years. 


       


     Guild Name: The Justiciars 


     Owner: Lucas the Just 


     1st Lieutenant: Knight Harper 


     2nd Lieutenant: Silver Erik 


     Player Count: 516 


     Primary Purpose: To protect the cities of the World-Tree. 


     Secondary Purpose: To strengthen trade between cities. 


       


     Lucas looked over the applicant list. Harper and Erik had done the hard work of checking their backgrounds and friends, and Lucas accepted six more members into the guild. He glanced at the tower to the north where the council lived and worked. 


     “Let’s get going,” Lucas told Harper. He walked through the streets, nodding at people that recognized him. 


     “Yo, mod!” a player in heavy armor called. “Can I get in that guild you started? Everyone’s talking about it in Sarfin. It must be a big deal if the whole council is in it.” 


     “You can apply like everyone else,” Lucas replied with a smirk. 


     By the time they reached the tower, several other people had stopped Lucas to ask about his guild. He smiled to himself, enjoying the attention. Everyone wants to be in my guild. They all want a little taste of my greatness. 


     Lucas and Harper entered the tower and stepped into the great hall. They sat in seats near the entrance, listening as the council spoke with different groups. Most of the visitors had come to ask the council for requests. Some asked for changes of laws they thought too harsh. Some wanted to argue against the council’s recent taxes and permits. Others were there to get a friend or family member out of prison for a petty crime. A few asked for help beyond the walls of the city for one reason or another. A small number came on behalf of businesses and people of influence. The council seemed most interested in listening to their potential deals. 


     Silver Erik entered from a door in the back. He spotted Lucas, and then turned to the man at the middle of the council’s table. “Brother, he’s here. Forget all these petty demands. We have a real guest.” 


     The farmer that had been asking for help glared at Erik. 


     “I’m in no hurry,” Lucas said. “Please, hear this poor man’s plea. It sounds like he could use the assistance.” 


     I bet Harper liked that. Look at me, standing up for the losers. 


     He glanced at Harper, but her face seemed apathetic. Lucas sighed and stood from his chair. “Actually, I just remembered I have something important to do. Maybe we should hurry this along.” 


     Lucas walked down the aisle and nudged the farmer out of his way. He quickly added each council member to his friend list once he was within range. “There, now we can discuss our deals through private chats. That’s really all I came here for.” 


     He turned away, but then Erik’s brother coughed. 


     “Excuse me,” the council member said. “We were hoping to get an agreement in person. We’ve offered the full backing of Snowcrag’s resources to you, Lucas. We’ll even give you as much say to our rulings as any two of us combined. However, we need something in return. We’re hoping as you establish your guild in other cities, you can use your power and influence to give Snowcrag an edge. Maybe establish protection fees for those cities. You can use World Teleport to take our best soldiers to act as the head of security in every city.” 


     “Protection fees?” Harper asked, joining Lucas in front of the council. “This isn’t about making gild, it’s about defending people from harm. Monster attacks on cities have been rough in recent years. Some cities are running low on resources.” 


     “And we’ll help protect them,” the council member said. “We just need to get something in return. It’s only fair that if we’re doing so much work, we should receive compensation.” 


     “That sounds fair to me,” Lucas said, smiling at Harper. 


     “Not really, especially if they’re putting their men in positions of power over everyone else,” Harper replied. “The other cities won’t like strangers bossing them around and enforcing rules. Especially if those rules are anything like the ones in Snowcrag. No offense, but we know that people with gild and the right friends never face the harsh consequences that other people do in this city.” 


     The council member snorted. “Lucas, this woman isn’t going to be making all the decisions for your guild, is she?” 


     “No, she’s not,” Lucas said, looking at Harper with stern eyes. “This is my guild. We need the money for such a large, multi-world operation. If those cities are safe, that’s all the matters. It’s not a big deal for them to sacrifice money and power for safety.” 


     Harper clenched her fists, and Lucas expected her to yell at him—to scold him like she’d done for years. However, she sighed and relaxed. “Whatever, Lucas. I guess I don’t have a say in it. I just hope you don’t let these guys abuse their power.” 


     Lucas smiled. “I won’t.” 


     “There is one more thing we wanted to ask you about,” the council member said. “We know that your low-tier World Teleport can’t reach Valahym, but we were wondering if you could teleport some of our people to a world close to it.” 


     “Why Valahym?” Lucas asked. 


     “Valahym is the lowest City-World in the middle-tier. We’ve heard half of all players that climb the World-Tree eventually pass through there. It’s something of a bottleneck. The easiest paths for European and North American players lead to Valahym. Asian and African players have an alternate path, but they have to cross two Nature-Worlds before reaching a mid-tier City-World. Meaning, they often go to Valahym as a safe spawn point to begin grinding for the mid-tier. The city that’s there, Midrun, is a small one. Most players don’t stay there for long because it’s a harsh world with few resources. However, it has a lot of influence because players from many different starting worlds have traveled through it. Almost every multi-world guild in the game has a representative at Midrun. Similarly, Midrun’s Council sends representatives to all the different City-Worlds. They’re the only city that has such far reach and influence.” 


     “So, what, you guys are jealous or something?” Lucas joked. 


     “No, but if you want your guild to be successful, it’s necessary for you to have influence in Midrun. What I’d like most would be for you to convince Midrun’s Council to make my brother Erik one of their members. That way, we’ll establish a foothold within Midrun. Between Midrun and Snowcrag, your Justiciars will have more power in this game than any other guild.” 


     “At least here on the low-tier worlds,” Lucas said. 


     However, if I controlled Midrun, I could spread my influence up to the middle-tier. I could build an army of loyal followers and dominate the entire World-Tree before the update is even halfway over. 


     The moderator glanced at Erik. “Choose your men and send one every day to teleport. I hope this little venture won’t take too many weeks.” 


     “The nearest low-tier world to Midrun has a Jump Gate,” Erik said. “So, once we’ve gathered the few associates I’m thinking of bringing, we’ll jump together. It won’t take much of your time.” 


     Lucas nodded, but then he glanced at Harper again. She looked conflicted, though said nothing. 


     That’s right, Harper. I’m in charge. You’re finally starting to get it. This is my guild. My allies. My cities. My World-Tree. And one of these days, you’ll be mine too. You just haven’t accepted it yet. 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 14 


     Player: Noble Vincent  


     Location: World-Tree | Low-Tier Branch 


     Class: Ranger 


     Subclass: Mage 


     Vitality: Lv 32 


     Spirit*: Lv 38 


     Resolve: Lv 35 


     Perception*: Lv 45 


     Agility: Lv 37 


     Strength: Lv 32 


       


     After weeks of nonstop jogging, they raced down the stem toward Rann. Vincent felt relieved to be off the branch, having avoided a handful of wyrm attacks during their travel. As he stepped onto the mountaintop where the stem connected, he could feel his body producing mana again. He’d run out after using Void Gun on a wyrm that had cornered them. It’d proven ineffective, but the trio had managed to retreat. 


     All three players cheered as they jumped down ledges and slid across rock faces. 


     “Finally, a real landscape,” Xan said. “I got so tired of seeing wood in all directions.” 


     “I’m just happy to have my mana returning,” Vincent said. “I felt strangely empty without it. It’s weird how you can get used to something like that. I lived my entire natural life without mana, but now it’s the norm. It’ll feel weird when we finally log out of this game.” 


     “It’ll also feel weird to see people again after weeks,” Quinn said. “You two are decent company, but it’s odd how silent and empty the branch was. Especially after living in the city for fifteen years.” 


     “I like it,” Vincent told her. “It’s nice to get away from the city and enjoy the nature of the World-Tree—seeing this big, open universe stretched before us. Knightrest felt cramped at times.” 


     His eyes traced the mountains, mesas, and valleys of Rann. “This world might take us a couple of days to navigate. I don’t see the Jump Gate, and there aren’t any easy routes.” 


     Quinn squinted at the distance. “I’m sure the Jump Gate is in the south. Maybe we can follow that valley to the southeast, then cross the smallest point of the mountain range. If we’re lucky, the terrain on the other side will be flatter.” 


     “I’m not counting on luck,” Vincent replied. “Rann’s pretty tough to cross, I’ve heard. Before the update, many people preferred to follow the branch toward Cyla and use the Jump Gate there to reach Navrun. It took longer, but your odds of survival were better.” 


     “Why’d we take this path then?” Xan asked. “Time is the one thing we have plenty of in this game.” 


     “Where’s the challenge in that?” Vincent asked with a smirk. 


     They climbed to the bottom of the mountain and traveled through a valley for several hours. Vincent spotted three different goblin camps during that time. The players decided not to take their chances when they’d already traveled so far, and they snuck around the camps. They saw stacks of stone sometimes, which Quinn explained was set up by trolls when they were bored. 


     As they headed toward the mountain range, they heard low-toned bellows and earthshaking stomps. 


     >Vincent: Trolls. It sounds like it’s coming from the right. Stay quiet and let’s cross to the valley on our left. 


     >Jim: Yeah, you three don’t want to risk fighting trolls after you’ve made it that far. Those suckers are dangerous. Got clobbered by one once. This was before the update, but it still stung. 


     >Quinn: Are you really going to stay in our party until we reach the mid-tier worlds? Don’t you have better things to do than listen in on our conversations? 


     >Jim: Hey, I’m hunting for Gazal right now. Got three players with me that have tracked him down in the past. They know several of his hiding spots, and I found the lake Vincent killed him at. 


     >Quinn: Then start a party with them. 


     >Jim: No, I’d rather bug you three. Plus, you might need my help one day. 


     >Quinn: Not likely. 


     Xan chuckled, and then whispered, “I don’t mind Jim. It’s funny listening to him and Quinn argue.” 


     “Yeah, it’s actually amusing when it’s not me arguing with him,” Vincent replied. 


     Quinn rolled her eyes. “Clearly, I didn’t realize what I was getting into when I signed up for this party.” 


     The thumping footsteps grew louder, and the players jerked their heads to look around. 


     >Alexandria: Is it coming this way? 


     >Quinn: I don’t know, but let’s quicken our pace. 


     They hurried toward a rocky slope, climbed it, and hid behind rocks at the top. Vincent glanced back at the valley where they’d been. A three-meter-tall rock monster stomped through the passage, and Vincent Scanned it. 


     Rock Troll – Monster Class: C | Age: 32 | Sex: None | Number of Offspring: 8 | Personality: Violent 


     The troll stomped around the valley and peered around. It knocked over several stacks of stones on the side of the valley, but then it paused and looked at something on the ground. 


     >Quinn: What’s it looking at? 


     >Vincent: I’m not sure. 


     He squinted to try to see it more clearly, but his Scan failed to pick up anything from that distance. However, when the troll reached down and touched the ground, his ability caught the twinkle of a spell. 


     Seismic Sensing – Mana Usage: Miniscule+ | This ability allows the user to feel nearby players or monsters through the ground. 


     >Vincent: It saw our footprints—now it’s sensing for movement. We need to leave, now! 


     Before Vincent moved away from the rocks, the troll released a massive bellow that echoed over the landscape. The teammates ran toward the mountain range, but they heard thunderous stomping behind them. 


     They ran at full speed, hoping to lose the troll. It seemed a little slower than Xan, and after several minutes of sprinting, the troll’s footsteps sounded more distant. They continued toward the mountains, but then the troll’s bellow called again. 


     A roar from their right answered it, and a second troll stomped over the ridge of the valley. It pursued them as well, and within a minute, a third troll joined. 


     Vincent and the two women raced up the path of the mountain. They’d been shooting for the lowest peak in the range, but because of the chasing monsters, they’d found themselves pushed toward a sharper incline. They leapt from rock to rock, climbing above the trolls’ reach. 


     The first troll to reach them slammed itself at the rock face at full speed. The rocks below their feet shuddered, and Quinn had to grab Vincent’s arm to keep him from falling. The other two trolls did the same, but by that time, the players had climbed higher. The trolls roared and grabbed large rocks off the ground. 


     One rock burst into shards as it slammed into the nearby stone. The pieces knocked out Vincent and Xan’s Mana Shields. Quinn’s Impact Shield reduced the speed of the flying shards as they struck her, but she still received a few small cuts. 


     They climbed even higher until they were above the trolls’ throwing distance, but the monsters continued to bellow. After a few minutes, the three players neared a short plateau. Vincent reached the top and peered over the distance. His eyes caught dozens of large shapes shambling toward the mountain range. 


     “So,” Vincent said, Scanning different ones. “Those are all trolls down there.” 


     “We’re surrounded?” Xan gasped. “What do we do?” 


     “Fight our way out, of course,” Quinn replied. 


     “No, we need to run for it,” Vincent said. He looked south, hoping to spot the Jump Gate on the horizon. When he couldn’t find a plateau, his heart sank in his chest. “Our only problem is that I’m not sure where the Jump Gate is. It must be facing Navrun, but that’s a lot of land to cover. The troll population has clearly boomed in the last fifteen years, between ARKUS increasing their rate of reproduction and the lack of players farming Rann.” 


     “So, even if we make it past these, we’ll only find more?” Xan asked. 


     “Well, this was a waste of time,” Quinn said. “I guess we should’ve gone to Cyla after all. Worst thing there are the piranha fairies. Let’s just bite our capsules and wipe.” 


     “I don’t want to lose our two Crystal Hearts,” Vincent told her. “Or my sword, the Lich’s Cloak, and the runes I have on me.” 


     “The cloak!” Quinn shouted. “We can wait for most of the nearby trolls to reach the mountain, and then you can glide past them. Make a run for the Jump Gate and don’t look back. We’ll try to run past the trolls, but worst-case scenario, we’ll make good distractions. Right, Xan?” 


     Xan whimpered and lowered her head. “I guess.” 


     Vincent looked at the young woman and frowned. “No, I won’t leave Xan to die. What if we give her the cloak and the Crystal Hearts? We’ll let her glide away while we distract the trolls. We have a better chance to survive if we work together, Quinn.” 


     “You’d trust me with the Crystal Hearts?” Xan asked. 


     “Look, you only have to make it to the Jump Gate,” Vincent said. He handed her the cloak, his sword, and a few other items he wanted to keep after dying. “If we die, you keep running. Don’t stop, no matter what. The trolls will keep sensing your location anyways. Otherwise, I’d just sneak past them with my cloak.” 


     “But Quinn is faster,” Xan said with a sniffle. 


     “Here are the Agility Potions I got from Sharky’s treasure,” Quinn said, handing the young woman item crystals. She also gave Xan all the items she wanted to keep, including her protective bandages. “I might be faster, but I’m the best person to distract the trolls. Also, your sniffling is making me feel bad.” 


     “Here’s my last Agility Potion too,” Vincent said, giving her the crystal. “Quinn and I invited you on this adventure, so we’re responsible for what happens to you. It’s only fair we do the more dangerous stuff.” 


     “I don’t know,” Xan replied. “It doesn’t feel fair for me to run away. Especially if I’m the one most likely to fail at reaching the Jump Gate.” 


     Quinn put her hands on Xan’s shoulders. “Girl, stop whining. We told you to go—just do it. Don’t stop till you reach the Jump Gate. Bite the capsule if you get cornered.” 


     Xan equipped the Lich’s Cloak. “I don’t even know how this thing works.” 


     Quinn grabbed Xan, lifted her off the ground, and tossed her off the mountain. “Fly, baby bird!” 


     Xan screamed, falling a short distance, but then she outstretched her arms and glided away from the mountain. Several trolls looked up at her and followed in that direction. 


     “Let’s distract those things,” Quinn said, leaping down between ledges and rocks. “Hey, you ugly piles of rocks! Don’t look at her. Look at me. It’s your reckoning time, so you’d better pray to ARKUS I make your deaths swift and painless.” 


     Vincent chased after the shouting Fighter. 


     >Quinn: So, we’re not fighting them, right? We’re only distracting them and then trying to run away? 


     >Vincent: That’s what I was thinking. Hey, Jim, just so you know, Quinn and I are probably about to die. If Xan survives, please give her any guidance she requires. 


     >Jim: Got it, buddy. Don’t forget your Lotus Capsule. 


     Vincent and Quinn both placed the pills in their mouths as they reached the bottom of the mountain. Quinn’s yelling had drawn the trolls’ attention away from Xan, and ten of the large monsters charged toward them. 


     “Uh,” Quinn said, nervously. “Not all of you at once, please.” 


     “Just run!” Vincent shouted, jumping out of the way of a rock a troll had thrown. 


     They both sprinted in opposite directions, but the ground shook and rumbled so hard that they fell. Vincent noticed two of the trolls had placed their hands on the ground and were directing powerful tremors toward them. 


     Quinn Vanished away as a troll body-slammed her location. She appeared beside another troll, charged her fists with Breaker, and struck it several times. Its stone body cracked and crumbled, but it didn’t die. 


     Vincent ignored Quinn and made a dash for a gap between the group of trolls. One slammed its fists into the ground, and a five-meter-high wall rose in his path. Vincent slid to a stop as trolls ran at him from both directions. 


     He fired Void Gun through the ugly face of the troll to his right, blasting its skull to pieces. However, the troll didn’t die. It stomped around without vision, swinging its arms at where it thought he was standing. However, Vincent ducked around the swing and rushed past the troll. 


     That’s right, trolls have a heart-rock that controls their whole body. If you don’t destroy that rock, it requires massive, body-wide damage to kill them. My Void Gun is barely better than a Mana Gun against them. 


     He tried to drink one of the few ethers he hadn’t given to Xan as he circled around the stone wall. Another troll awaited him on the other side, and it slammed its fists into the ground. 


     The earth split, rose, and fell in waves from the troll’s ability. The ground exploded where Vincent stood, tossing him to the dirt and knocking out his Mana Shield. He heard stomping all around him, and one troll raised its fists into the air above him. 


     Vincent bit into his Lotus Capsule, and he saw a flash of green light. 


     You’ve died. Respawning at Knightrest… 


     Vincent sighed as the world materialized around him. Two weeks. I just lost two weeks respawning. It only feels like seconds to me, but there’s no telling what happened to Xan and Quinn since that happened. 


     >Vincent: Hey, you two there? 


     >Alexandria: Welcome back, Vince. Quinn hasn’t respawned yet. Guessing you died first. 


     >Vincent: You’re okay, Xan? You didn’t die? 


     >Alexandria: Nope. I almost got cornered a few times, but I managed to reach the Jump Gate. I’ve already had the hearts converted to Jump Crystals too. 


     This is great. Once Quinn respawns, we can team jump to Navrun. He touched the Diaglass Tower and took a Jump Crystal from storage. It should only take two between me and Xan to make it to Navrun. 


     A hand tapped Vincent on the shoulder, and he turned around to face Jim. 


     “Hey, loser!” Jim said, hugging his oldest friend. “I kept track of your estimated time of death. Thought you might want a familiar face after that horrid experience. How’d you go?” 


     “Lotus Capsule,” Vincent replied. “If I hadn’t, a troll was going to smash in my head.” 


     “Ooh, that would’ve hurt. So, you jumping to Navrun right away?” 


     “Yeah, I can’t stay around and drink with you, sadly. Maybe if we wipe leaving Navrun, I’ll jump back for one last party.” 


     “That’s not what I was asking. I’ve barely drunk since you left. I have a lot of irons in the fire, dude.” 


     “Irons? What kind of irons.” 


     You’ve received a Guild Invite: The Jiminy World Crickets | Would you like to join? (Yes/No) 


     Vincent stared at his friend. “This is a terrible joke.” 


     Jim replied with an offended scoff. “It’s no joke. You just keep inspiring me, Vince. I realized you’re right—people can’t stay in Teramor forever. So, I’m working with the best warriors I can get to set up outposts on nearby worlds to bridge Teramor to other City-Worlds. We plan to farm Crystal Hearts from nearby World Bosses too. That way, we can offer jump services. Our members will go from outpost to outpost till they reach the right world, and the person that paid can team jump to us.” 


     “You’ve found people that’ll be up for that? Most people are too afraid to leave the city.” 


     “A few of the City Watch Guild’s top people joined. Some well-known coliseum warriors were interested as well, and a handful of the ladies from Varia’s Club signed up. Turns out they can fight as good as they can dance. Then a few people I’ve never heard of asked to join. I only accept them if they can handle themselves, though. Also, I saved my first lieutenant spot for you. You can be my scout, going off ahead to other worlds. Maybe make friends that will join us one day.” 


     Vincent smiled and accepted the guild invite. 


       


     Guild Name: The Jiminy World Crickets 


     Owner: Crow-Foot Jim 


     1st Lieutenant: Noble Vincent 


     2nd Lieutenant: Mayfield May 


     Player Count: 32 


     Primary Purpose: To rebuild travel between nearby worlds. 


     Secondary Purpose: To make gild by escorting or team jumping players between worlds. 


     Tertiary Purpose: To party hardy during our downtime. 


       


     >Quinn: Uh, hello? 


     >Alexandria: Quinn! How’re you feeling? 


     >Quinn: I’m pissed. Those dang trolls kept knocking the ground out from under me. I ran out of mana Vanishing, and they cornered me. So, I bit the capsule like a scrub. 


     Vincent and Jim peered around until they saw Quinn in the basic Fighter outfit. They waved and approached her. 


     “So, how’d you die?” Quinn asked Vincent. 


     “Capsule.” 


     “Wait, that means Xan must’ve made it if she’s on team chat.” 


     Vincent nodded, and a big grin spread across Quinn’s face. 


     >Quinn: Girl, you did a great job! Giving you all our stuff was a smart move. How long will it take you to reach the Jump Gate? 


     >Alexandria: Uh, maybe thirty minutes. 


     >Quinn: Alright. We’ll let you know when we reach the gate. Make sure to have two Jump Crystals on you. 


     >Alexandria: Got it. 


     “I’ll escort you two to the Jump Gate,” Jim said. “Free of charge.” 


     “So, do I get paid as a lieutenant?” Vincent asked. 


     “On our way to the gate, I’ll set up a Quest Contract. You’ll get paid for any new members you add to our guild on other worlds. A hundred gild per person, and a three-hundred-gild bonus if you sign on ten people to a single world. However, I might have to put a cap on the contract depending on funds.” 


     “That’s fine,” Vincent replied. “Even earning a few hundred extra at every City-World will help us buy supplies. Do you have rune leaflets that people can subscribe through? I can hang them up on boards at each City-World I visit.” 


     Jim handed him a stack of item crystals. “Here’s a hundred. I’ll set it up in your Quest Contract that you get another stack every year. Oh, and I had Xan sign up you and Quinn for a tournament on Navrun in six weeks.” 


     Vincent stuffed the rune-covered papers into daiglass storage, then glanced at Jim. “You did what?” 


     Jim smirked. “You told me to give her guidance if you died. It’ll be a good way to get the guild’s name out. Navrun loves their tournaments.” 


     “I’m all for that,” Quinn said, pumping her fist. “Before the update happened, I was getting ready to leave for a tournament in Navrun. I wimped out initially because of the pain reduction dropping to zero, but now I’m ready.” 


     They stepped away from the Daiglass Tower and headed across the city. By the time they made it to the Jump Gate, Vincent and Jim had set up a Quest Contract. 


     “Let me know if your team wipes before you make it to the next city,” Jim said as Vincent stepped onto the platform . “Maybe I’ll burn a Jump Crystal to visit you in Navrun—especially if you’ve picked up a few guildsmen for me. Also, I hope you don’t mind if I periodically add people to our party. Just for team jumps, and then I’ll remove them.” 


     “It’s fine,” Vincent said. “Though be sure not to take up all our player slots. We only get twelve maximum players to a party, and I’m hoping to pick up teammates as we venture up the World-Tree.” 


     >Quinn: Ready, Xan? 


     >Alexandria: Yup. Linking now. 


     Quinn held a Jump Crystal to the air. Once she connected to Xan’s crystal on Navrun, gravitational energy pulled the woman off the platform, then she flew upward and disappeared into the sky. 


     “Guess I need to wait for Quinn to land,” Vincent noted. 


     “You do realize you’ll be doing this a lot, right?” Jim asked. “Dying, jumping, level-grinding, dying, and jumping again. You’re lucky Xan made it to Navrun on your first try. It’ll only get more difficult from there.” 


     “I know.” 


     “Do you have more Lotus Capsules in storage?” 


     “About a dozen. When I come across worlds with Dark Lotuses, I’ll try to farm more.” 


     Jim sighed. “Eventually, you’ll come across an enemy that won’t give you a chance to kill yourself. You’ll die, and it’ll hurt a lot.” 


     “I’m mentally preparing myself for that.” 


     “What about Xan? She seems nice, and she’s braver than I would’ve thought, but do you think she’ll keep adventuring with you after a monster rips her face off?” 


     “Guess I’ll find out. What about your little guild? Eventually it’ll put you in danger too.” 


     “Low-tier danger. I’m thinking more about when you reach the mid-tier worlds. What happens when you come across one of them Dead-Worlds with high gravity and monsters designed to be as horrific as possible. It’ll be like walking through hell.” 


     “I’ll try to avoid Dead-Worlds. If I have to take the long way around, I’ll do it. Those worlds sounded bad enough before the update. I can’t imagine that anyone visits them anymore.” 


     “What’d be the point? You used to have to take caravans with dozens of parties to one just to farm it for a few weeks, and even then most of those caravans didn’t make it back. The ones that did lost most of their players. I was looking forward to visiting a Dead-World until the update happened. Now, the idea of it makes me sick. ARKUS designed those worlds to be as difficult and twisted as possible.” 


     “Like I said, I won’t go to one.” 


     “Yeah, but if you don’t, how will you ever get strong enough to reach the high-tier worlds? However bad those Dead-World monsters are, the angels are worse.” 


     “Guess I’ll find out when I get there. That’s part of the challenge, isn’t it? I don’t know what to expect. Maybe I won’t even make it that far. Or maybe I’ll make it to the top. I might not even find anything there. I don’t know. I just know I need to challenge myself—I need to keep moving.” 


     “You need to keep playing the game to distract yourself, right?” 


     Vincent nodded. I’ve been here for fifteen years, but it still feels like Monika died just a couple years ago. That I’m still only days away from the anniversary of her passing. Just like Xan finds it hard to grow up in this game, it’s hard for me to move on when the memories never fade. This game’s time dilation is both a blessing and a curse. Guess that’s true of most technological advancements. 


     >Quinn: I landed. It’s your turn, Vince. 


     He equipped his Jump Crystal, and it glowed, showing him the Jump Gates on other worlds. He aimed it at the white dot on Navrun’s Jump Gate where Xan was doing the same. “See you, buddy.” 


     “Later, Vince.” 


     The gravitational field pulled Vincent into the air. He flew farther into space than he’d done on his first jump and used the opportunity to look at more worlds. He Scanned a few that he didn’t recognize in the distance. Some of them he’d heard about, but there were far-away worlds that players rarely visited even before the update. Soon, he turned his Scan toward the stormy world that he was falling toward. 


     Navrun – Classification: City-World | Size: Medium | Fact #1: It rains almost every day. | Fact #2: Most common enemy species are mers. | Fact #3: Navrun’s western hemisphere is almost completely covered by a sea. 


     Vincent floated toward the eastern hemisphere and soon landed at the Jump Gate with Quinn and Xan. The Jump Crystal crumbled to dust in his hand. 


     “I’m glad to see you two again,” Xan said. “I don’t know anyone here, so it’s been an awkward two weeks.” 


     “Not like you know us that well, either,” Quinn said. “We’ve only been teammates a few weeks.” 


     Xan shrugged. “Yeah, but it’s easy to get to know people when you’re running along a branch with nothing to do but talk. I think I’ve already told you most everything you could know about me and my family. You’ve told me a lot about your husband and son. Vincent talked about his favorite old games and Monika. While you two were dead, I even talked a bit with Jim about his ex-wives, kids, and grandchildren.” 


     Quinn raised an eyebrow. “Jim has grandchildren? For some reason, I assumed he was an old bachelor that had never settled down.” 


     “Yeah, his son and daughter are both in Glassdale,” Vincent explained. “His oldest granddaughter is there too. That might be part of why he wants to start a guild to link the worlds together. He says he’s okay with keeping up with them through messages, but I’m sure he’d like to see them in person sooner rather than later.” 


     Vincent hadn’t noticed the clouds turning dark overhead, and a sudden influx of rain beat down on the three players. He smiled, feeling refreshed by the cool water, but the two women tried to cover themselves. Xan equipped the Lich’s Cloak and pulled it over her head. 


     “Hey, where’s my stuff?” Quinn asked the young woman. 


     “Oh, I almost forgot.” Xan handed them all the item crystals the two had given her. 


     Quinn equipped her normal combat attire, but then threw a cloak over it to shield herself from the rain. “Let’s hurry to Layrock.” 


     They stepped off the plateau, and Vincent’s gaze fell on the small city built under the shadow of a towering crag. 


     City of Layrock – Population: 301,249 | City Size: Small | Fact #1: This was one of the first cities built on the World-Tree by NPC settlers. | Fact #2: Most common class is Mage. | Fact #3: Currently the 8th most popular city for PvP. 


     The storm picked up as they hurried toward the ancient-looking walls and structures that encompassed Layrock. They spotted several aqueducts, and Vincent noticed passages below them that went underground. 


     Lightning struck a nearby tree, knocking it over, and the wind beat down harder on them. Quinn shivered, pulling her cloak tighter. “Let’s hide at the entrance of those tunnels until this storm passes. I could use a break.” 


     “But what’s in those tunnels?” Vincent questioned, following Quinn. 


     “Who cares,” Quinn commented. “Let’s just get out of this rain. I’m freezing.” 


     “Oh, these lead into the undercity,” Xan replied. “I heard people talk about it.” 


     “Undercity?” Quinn questioned. “Is it a dungeon?” 


     “No,” Xan answered as they reached the refuge of the closest tunnel. “The NPCs built a lot of underground stuff. After players showed up, ARKUS let the NPCs grow old and die. The players kept building above ground, and the undercity was mostly abandoned.” 


     “So they should’ve left stuff down there, right?” 


     “Players have pillaged the undercity thousands of times. There’s nothing left.” 


     “Maybe that’s what ARKUS wants us to think?” 


     Xan sighed. “Fine, we’ll check it out. I know that’s where you’re going with this.” 


     Quinn grinned and hurried into the passage until it became too dark to see. “Huh, anyone got a lantern?” 


     Vincent equipped a light-casting rune and shone it down the narrow, branching passages. “Almost like a maze.” He followed the downward path, but kept finding more tunnels. 


     “Check out this ability I finished developing while you two were dead,” Xan said. She held up her hand, and a butterfly made of light appeared in her palm. She released it, and the Cleric-creation fluttered around, casting light on dark corners. 


     Light Butterfly (Cleric Only) – Mana Usage: Minuscule | Creates a butterfly made of light that the user controls. The butterfly can sacrifice itself to provide a teammate with a minuscule amount of healing energy. 


     Xan made ten more butterflies and sent them down branching paths. One revealed a larger cavern at the bottom of a long path. “Let’s go this way.” 


     “That’s a neat trick,” Quinn said, looking at the butterflies. “Could help us with dungeon exploration.” 


     “They can heal you too,” Xan said. “It would take a bunch to fix a bad wound, however. If I’m closer, it’s more effective to use Healing Light.” 


     They stepped into the cavern, and Xan sent her butterflies in different directions. The massive cavern stretched longer and deeper than they’d imagined, and the teammates gaped at the sight. Ancient buildings appeared in their view, built into the walls of the cavern. 


     “The NPCs did this?” Vincent questioned. He approached the nearest structure and touched the ancient wall. “These buildings look thousands of years old. I thought ARKUS developed this game in only a few months?” 


     “You’re right,” Quinn replied. “Nothing in this game should be this old yet. Unless ARKUS was messing with the time dilation before anyone entered the game. Plus, the beta lasted a year because of protests and government intervention pushing the release back until they thought this technology was safe.” 


     “The beta only had a one-hour to two-week time dilation,” Xan said. “ARKUS didn’t stretch the dilation to a month until just before the release.” 


     “Yeah, it must’ve been testing how the time dilation would affect human players,” Vincent said. “Or maybe the first few weeks after release was the real test. This update might’ve been its true intention.” 


     “Don’t tell me you’re one of those ‘ARKUS did it on purpose’ conspiracy theorists,” Quinn said. “It’s clearly an accident. Everyone says the devs will have this mess sorted out in a few more decades.” 


     “What can they even do from inside the game? I’ve heard this update happened when all the devs were in-game—shortly after the game broke its highest numbers ever. That seems deliberate.” 


     Quinn sighed. “ARKUS is only a computer system, old man. It’s not malicious. It just made a mistake.” 


     “I wasn’t calling it malicious. I’m sure ARKUS thinks it’s doing the right thing. It was programmed to make humans live extended lives—that’s exactly what it’s doing. There were over five hundred million people logged on when I started playing. Many of those people are old-timers like me. How many of them are close to death? How many people in this game are sick and playing from a hospital bed? One hour to one month isn’t long enough for them. ARKUS can read our vital signatures and brainwaves. It was programmed to make people live longer, and it’s watching many of its players wither away. It can’t stop that—it can only force them to stay here longer.” 


     The three people fell silent for several seconds, and Quinn raised a hand to her ear. “I don’t hear the thunder anymore. Might as well go back. There’s nothing here.” She paused for a moment. “You really think ARKUS trapped us here on purpose?” 


     Vincent stared at the ancient ruins. “Look at these buildings. You can’t tell me ARKUS doesn’t know what it’s doing.” 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 15 


     Player: Lucas the Just 


     Location: Valahym (World) | Dead Flatlands (Region) 


     Class: Sheriff (Moderator) 


     Vitality*: Lv 88 


     Spirit*: Lv 98 


     Resolve*: Lv 95 


     Perception*: Lv 91 


     Agility*: Lv 90 


     Strength*: Lv 90 


       


     Lucas stared across the dry, misshapen landscape. Crevices and raised chunks of ground dotted the world, almost like a thousand battles of epic proportions had taken place on the small City-World. He couldn’t help but stop and wonder why the early NPCs would’ve placed a city there. 


     Especially a city of such importance, Lucas thought. Valahym is the lowest-hanging City-World of the middle-tier. But this world is too hostile and lacks resources to encourage a large population to remain here. It’s like ARKUS wants the players that reach this place to either turn back or keep climbing. 


     His eyes fell on the towering walls of Midrun. After the update started, he’d heard they’d continued to raise their walls higher and higher. The small city almost looked like a massive plateau. He could only see the peaks of a few buildings over the top of the walls. 


     Lucas turned back to his entourage: Harper, Erik, and eight others that the Council of Snowcrag wanted to plant in the city. “Let’s go say hello, shall we?” 


     The moderator walked toward the city, but well before he reached its walls, a massive barrier appeared and stopped him in his tracks. 


     Rune cannons on the city wall aimed at them, and then a holographic projection of a cloaked figure appeared before them. “Halt,” the figure commanded. “Before entering our city, we must identify you and your party.” 


     Lucas smiled. “I am Lucas the Just. Surely you’ve heard of me. I come in the name of peace and prosperity among worlds.” The moderator could feel magic wash over his body as runes on the wall examined him and his party to confirm their identities. 


     The cloaked figure nodded. “We’re sending someone to speak to you.” 


     Magic lines races across the wall, and a small section fell downward. A figure stepped through the opening, and then the wall reshaped itself. The man approached with a confident stride, and Lucas checked his player profile before the man passed through the barrier. 


     “Ice Knight Zhang?” Lucas questioned. 


     This guy is the most famous Chinese player. He started in the beta, and his AI Assistant uploaded thousands of gameplay videos once the game was officially released. Before I was trapped here, I remember some of his videos were trending with hundreds of millions of views. 


     “I didn’t know you were in Midrun,” Lucas told the man. “Figured a famous player like you would be on the high-tier worlds right now.” 


     The calm, collected man glanced over Lucas’s entourage. “I couldn’t make it past the first high-tier City-World. After the update started, angels that once guarded the branches and top worlds began to spawn across the high-tier. My team disbanded, so I’ve been searching the mid-tier for new teammates before trying again. That led me to Midrun.” 


     “Well, we might be able to help with that,” Lucas told him. “My guild is looking to strengthen connections between the City-Worlds. It’s inevitable that we’d spread to the higher worlds.” 


     Zhang looked at Lucas with cold eyes. “You’ll never reach the high-tier.” 


     Lucas’s brow crinkled in frustration. “Do you know who I am?” 


     “Yes,” Zhang replied. “Midrun knows all about you and your guild. We know you’ve looked the other way from the corrupt politics in Snowcrag. We know you seek power and influence over City-Worlds and their people. We don’t think we can trust you.” 


     Lucas tightened his fists. “Can I speak to someone in charge? Like a council member?” 


     “No, the council gave me permission to speak on their behalf. I’m the strongest and most experienced player in Midrun by far. They trust my judgment.” 


     Erik cleared his throat. “Please, Zhang. I know you don’t have reason to trust us, and I know Snowcrag has its flaws, but we’d like to work with the people of Midrun. What if you only allowed me into the city. There’s not much harm one man could do alone. I only want to strengthen the bonds between our cities and the players of this game.” 


     Zhang gestured at Harper. “Only she is allowed entry. We’ve heard enough about her to know she can be trusted.” 


     Harper sighed. “Lucas, I could stay here on your behalf. In time, I’m sure I can win over the council and get them to trust you.” 


     “No,” Lucas said. 


     “No?” Harper replied. 


     “That’s not what we came here for.” Lucas turned his frustrated eyes to Zhang. “You’ll take Erik.” 


     “We won’t,” Zhang replied. “We’ll meet you halfway and allow Harper to stay.” 


     “Listen here, Ice Knight. You think you’re better than me because you get millions of views in the real world? Because your levels are higher?” 


     “I don’t think—” Zhang started. 


     “Silence!” Lucas interrupted. “I’m the one with the power here. You don’t get to tell me what kind of deal we’ll make. You’ll take my offer and be happy with it. This is a good opportunity for Midrun. You should be grateful that the last moderator wants to make an alliance with you. You’re lucky I don’t ban you and tear down your walls.” 


     “Lucas!” Harper shouted. “That’d be a terrible abuse of your power. You can’t just ban people that bother you. We should respect their rules. It’s their city, after all.” 


     No, it’s my city. They’re all my cities. I’m the one with the power. Why don’t people understand that? 


     Lucas felt his body growing tense, but he sighed and relaxed. “Zhang, I shouldn’t have said that. I’d never ban anyone without proper cause—Harper can attest to that. I’m only frustrated because it feels like you and the council don’t want peace between the worlds and the players. I’m trying to do the right thing here.” 


     “Then let Harper stay on your behalf,” Zhang replied. “If what you say is true, I have no doubt she’ll convince us to work with you in the future. But you need to give us a reason to trust you. So far, you’ve only given me reason to suspect you’re a child with too much power.” 


     Lucas glared at Zhang. What’s with this guy? I’m trying to do the right thing. The World-Tree needs order—it needs someone like me to stand at the top. He thinks I’m a child? No, he’s the childish one. 


     “I really don’t mind staying here,” Harper told Lucas. 


     No, they’re not taking Harper from me. She’s mine. I’m not letting her run off with some high-level douchebag and stay in a city that’ll turn her against me. They clearly don’t like me for some reason. They must not like how much power and influence I have. My power threatens the snobby council that runs this city. No wonder they sent a high-level player to meet me. They’re trying to plot against me. 


     He glanced at the rune cannons along the wall and then switched to team chat. 


     >Lucas: I think this is a trap. 


     >Erik: Yeah, I’m not getting a good vibe from this guy. Who sends their strongest player to greet visitors? This was a power play. They’re trying to threaten us. 


     >Harper: Are you guys sure? They’re a little paranoid, but I think they have a right to protect their city. 


     >Lucas: Protect their city from a moderator? What sense does that make, Harper? That’s like pointing a gun at a police officer that just wants to speak to you. These people are sketchy. They’re probably doing horrible things in that city. That’s the only reason they wouldn’t want to let me inside. 


     Zhang tilted his head. “Are you team chatting? If you need time to decide, I can come back in an hour.” 


     “No, wait,” Lucas said. “Give us just a minute.” 


     >Lucas: If he goes back inside, I think they’ll bombard us with those cannons. 


     >Erik: Yeah, they can’t do anything to us if this guy is here. Maybe you should ban him to use as a bargaining chip. 


     >Harper: That’s not happening. Lucas can’t just ban people for no reason. 


     >Lucas: This council is threatening our entire plan. We can’t create order on the World-Tree if these people are interfering. They have too much power and influence. They send representatives to every City-World to spy for them. 


     >Erik: They don’t respect Lucas or Snowcrag. I say we give them a reason to. 


     >Lucas: Agreed. 


     Lucas pointed his finger at Zhang and fired Mod Gun. 


     The Ice Knight looked at the moderator and smiled. “You’ve made a very poor decision.” Zhang’s body and clothes lost all their color, taking the appearance of ice. His body cracked and crumbled into broken ice and snow dust. 


     “See, it was a trap!” Lucas shouted. “Take cover!” 


     A dozen rune cannons fired on their group all at once. Magical energy ripped apart the ground and their party. Lucas tackled Harper away from a blue explosion. Erik’s Mana Shield flickered away with the explosion, and then the next shot disintegrated the top half of his body. 


     Lucas used World Teleport, taking Harper with him. They reappeared at the teleport location in Snowcrag, and both held one another with exhilarated breaths. 


     “That was close,” Lucas said. “I can’t believe we fell into that trap.” 


     “Trap?” Harper replied, pulling away from Lucas. “You tried to ban him.” 


     “It was an ice doppelganger. They were clearly planning to attack us—after they captured you, of course.” 


     Confusion flashed in Harper’s eyes. “What do you mean capture me?” 


     “They know I care about you. They must’ve been planning to use you to have influence over me. I can’t believe we were so naïve. If they were good people, they wouldn’t have had anything to hide from me. There’d be no reason to keep out a moderator.” 


     Harper stared off in contemplation. “You think so? It does seem strange they readied those cannons on us as we approached. They didn’t even have those the last time I went to Midrun. Although, that was before the update. Maybe something’s changed. Maybe they’ve grown paranoid. Or their leaders don’t want outside influence affecting their power. Whatever the reason, thanks for saving me back there.” 


     Lucas smiled. “You know I won’t let anything bad happen to you, Harper. Hopefully, the others had quick deaths. Either way, I won’t let this act of violence go unpunished.” 


     “What do you mean? We can’t go back there.” 


     “Not anytime soon. But once my guild is strong enough, we’ll need to. We have to bring order to the World-Tree, and Midrun is standing in the way of that. Once I have a strong enough army, I’ll march on Midrun and put Zhang and the council in anti-spell cells.” 


     “Lucas, we can’t start a war.” 


     “They started it when they tried to take you from me. They wouldn’t have shown you any mercy, Harper. I bet they’d have thrown you in a cell for the next three hundred years. They would’ve tortured you if I didn’t listen to their demands.” 


     A conflicted look crossed Harper’s face. “We don’t know that for sure.” 


     “Stop being so naïve, Harper. This isn’t a game anymore. We’re all trapped here for centuries. Of course, groups like the Council of Midrun will do anything to attain more power. Human beings are animals, after all. This is why I need to establish order. This is why the World-Tree needs the Justiciars. The cities out there need to decide if they’re with me or against me, but you also need to decide if you have my back. You continuously doubt me every step of the way, despite how right I’ve been. I really think ARKUS let me keep my powers for a reason. It must’ve seen I’d be the one to bring order to the World-Tree. However, to do that, I need you to trust my judgment, Harper.” 


     Harper lowered her head. “You know I’ll always have your back, Lucas. Even if I don’t always agree with your actions.” 


     “That’s all I ask. There’ll be times I’ll do things you won’t like, but I promise, the end results will be for the good of the World-Tree. Sometimes, you must take tough actions for the sake of order.” 


     Harper looked at him with cold eyes. “Even war?” 


     Lucas faked a solemn expression. “Yes, if it comes to that.” 


     And it will. One day, I’ll make Zhang and the Council of Midrun pay for this disrespect. I’ll take their city, and it’ll become the cornerstone of an empire. An empire that will stand for centuries. 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 16 


     Player: Noble Vincent  


     Location: Navrun (World) | Rainy Plains (Region) 


     Class: Ranger 


     Subclass: Mage 


     Vitality: Lv 33 


     Spirit*: Lv 39 


     Resolve: Lv 35 


     Perception*: Lv 45 


     Agility: Lv 37 


     Strength: Lv 32 


       


     Vincent and Quinn spent six weeks training for the tournament. Most of their practice involved Quinn knocking Vincent around an open field, but Xan always remained nearby to heal his wounds. He leveled up both his Vitality and Spirit in that time, but he felt like both had been close to leveling from their travels. 


     They continued to spar until a few hours before the tournament, and then they rested in the grass as a light rain started. 


     “Ah, refreshing,” Quinn said as the sprinkle started. 


     “You think we’re ready for the tournament?” Vincent asked. 


     Quinn smiled. “Oh, not at all. We’ll lose for sure.” 


     “What?” Xan said, hiding from the rain under the Lich’s Cloak that Vincent had let her keep. “You don’t think you two can win? Even with your skills and Vince’s Void Gun?” 


     “Layrock’s tournaments are on another level from the arena in Knightrest,” Quinn told her. “There are higher-level players here that are just as skilled as I am. Even Vincent is bound to lose once they learn not to underestimate him, but he might get a lucky win or two.” 


     “We don’t have to win,” Vincent said. “We only need to look good to attract people to Jim’s guild. We didn’t get many applicants the last few weeks. They need to see this guild is the real deal.” 


     “I’m shooting for top four,” Quinn said. “Vince, if you can make top eight, that’d be awesome.” 


     “I’ll try,” he replied. 


     Xan smirked. “Or you can try to, you know, win.” 


     “Xan, you’re getting a bit snarky,” Quinn replied. “I actually kind of like it. Guess traveling with us has brought you out of your shell a little.” 


     “Yeah, I was so relieved when I made it to Layrock that I wasn’t even nervous about being in a new place by myself,” Xan said. “I used to get overwhelmed just walking to districts in Knightrest that weren’t familiar.” 


     “See, this little adventure’s going alright,” Quinn said. “So, after this tournament is done, will we try to progress again?” 


     Vincent nodded. “I’d like to give it a shot. There’s no guarantee we’ll make it to another City-World in one attempt, though. Might as well go for it to learn about the nearby worlds and grind out some levels. If we wipe, we’ll just try again with better experience.” 


     Quinn flashed a thumbs-up. “You’ve got a great spirit, Vince. And I don’t just mean the stat.” 


     The rain beat down harder, and the two resting players donned cloaks. They hurried toward the gate into Layrock and returned to the inn where they’d been staying. Quinn bought all three a drink, and they relaxed for two more hours to let their mana finish restoring. 


     “So, you know the rules?” Quinn asked Vincent. “You can only bring one elixir or one ether into each battle. I guess you’ll choose ether since it’ll get you a second Void Gun shot, assuming you can chug the entire thing without getting killed. If I hadn’t been so surprised in our fight, you’d have never got off that second shot.” 


     “I know,” Vincent replied. “Against most opponents in this tournament, I’ll only get one chance. According to the tournament listing, I have the lowest overall stats of anyone participating.” 


     “Just means you have to fight even harder,” Quinn said. “Stats aren’t everything. Skills and good abilities are equally important.” 


     “Only when the stat difference isn’t too great. There’s a point where someone’s simply too fast, too strong, and can spam too many spells for a weaker opponent to defeat.” 


     “Unless you headshot them with Void Gun. Then you win no matter how much stronger they are.” 


     “That’s the plan.” Vincent raised his glass and downed the rest of his drink. 


     With their mana restored and drinks finished, the three players left the inn and traveled across Layrock. They arrived at the amphitheater built over a massive pit where the tournament would take place. Recording runes scanned the pit from multiple points of view to project fights to nearby worlds. Though the amphitheater itself was smaller than the coliseum in Knightrest, Vincent had no doubt that the fights in Layrock reached a larger viewing audience. 


     “Good luck,” Xan called, splitting off toward the stands. 


     Vincent and Quinn nodded at her, and then followed a passage into the backrooms. They talked to a few officials, and the guildsmen that ran the tournament checked them with runes to make sure their equipment followed tournament regulation. 


     “Remember, no mega-elixirs, mega-ethers, ultra-elixirs, or ultra-ethers,” a guildsman said. “You only get to choose from one elixir or one ether per battle.” 


     “Where would I even get any of those?” Quinn huffed. “I’ve only seen a few mega potions ever. Didn’t even know ultras were a thing.” 


     “We just have to cover everything,” the guildsman said. “We had someone win several tournaments in a row because he kept bringing mega-ethers in with him.” 


     I can recover most of my mana with one ether. So, I might be more outclassed than I thought. A standard-sized bottle of ether recovers about fifty Spirit levels worth of mana. Although, that’s not counting that at level one, you start with the equivalent of fifteen levels in your stats. The same-sized bottle of mega-ether is twice as strong. That would fully recover the mana of any player up to level eighty-six. As for ultras—I don’t even know how strong those are. You’d have to be insanely powerful to even need one. 


     “Also, no runes,” the guildsman said. “However, enchanted equipment is allowed.” 


     “Yeah, we know,” Quinn replied. “I’ve gone over the rules like twenty times.” 


     “Hey, the first fight is starting,” Vincent said, watching a holographic screen. 


     He watched the barrier come down, and the two combatants bombarded one another with attacks. They moved at speeds similar to Quinn, but both seemed to rely more on magic over close-quarter combat. It reminded Vincent a lot of the fight he’d seen his first day in Knightrest, however this fight ended much quicker since their potions were limited. One warrior got the upper hand, launched himself over his opponent’s barrier, and then shredded through the Mana Shield with repeated mana blasts. The victor drank an ether, and then finished off his mangled opponent with a Mana Gun to the face. 


     “That was vicious,” Vincent remarked. 


     “Better than letting his enemy suffer any longer,” the guildsman said. “It’s common courtesy around here to kill injured opponents. Faster than elixirs and Healing Light.” 


     Quinn glanced at Vincent. “You sure you’re up for this?” 


     “Yeah, at least I have a numbing pill.” 


     “It’ll only cut the pain in half. You know that, right?” 


     “I know.” 


     They watched several more fights, and then Vincent got called to his first fight. After taking his numbing pill, he followed the passage and went through a gate into the large pit. He looked up at the stands hanging over him, and the crowd cheered. I probably won’t hit the crowd this time, at least. He equipped his oiron armor and Gazalblade1. 


     His opponent, a man decked in full-plated armor, approached the barrier that divided them. He equipped a greatsword and held it over his shoulder. “Looks like they paired me up with a noob,” he said. “I’ll try to make your death quick and painless.” 


     Vincent rolled his eyes and then Scanned his opponent and the man’s weapon. 


       


     Name: Wrecker Rheagan 


     Class: Fighter 


     Real Age: 57 


     Highest World: Farreach 


     Vitality: Lv 54 


     Spirit: Lv 42 


     Resolve: Lv 45 


     Perception: Lv 40 


     Agility: Lv 50 


     Strength*: Lv 58 


       


     Destroyer+ - Total Rating: 200 (Material: 100 | Magic: 100) | A sharpened slab of oiron attached to an elegant hilt that glows with magical power. It’s an odd combination, but effective in battle. 


     Rheagan charged his greatsword with Breaker, and when the barrier between them fell he darted toward Vincent. The man roared and raised his sword high, readying a killing blow against his lesser opponent. 


     Vincent pointed his finger at Rheagan’s head and fired Void Gun through his skull. He sidestepped the body, remembering his last arena fight when Quinn had slammed into him. 


     The crowd fell silent, but after a few seconds, whispers and chatter caught Vincent’s ear. 


     “It—it looks like Noble Vincent has won,” the announcer stuttered. “With some kind of dark-looking Mana Gun. An interesting victory for this newcomer. I hope we see more of that spell in his next fight.” 


     A few people in the crowd clapped, but most the viewers still seemed confused. 


     Vincent ignored the crowd and left the arena. As he made his way back to Quinn, other fighters looked at him with expressions ranging from curiosity to outrage. 


     “Nice job!” Quinn shouted as he sat beside her. “A second earlier, and you might’ve missed. A second later, you would’ve been dead. You might be gimmicky, but you’re a pro at it.” 


     “I can already tell I’ll need to work on new abilities after this tournament,” Vincent said. “That one trick will only take me so far up the World-Tree.” 


     Quinn nodded, then turned to watch the next fight. It lasted a little longer than the ones so far. Both men seemed skilled and powerful, but the one with a round belly ended up victorious. Quinn smiled as the fight ended. “That was a good one. Those two are really skilled.” 


     “Well, it’s your turn,” Vincent said. “Hopefully, you don’t get someone like them.” 


     Quinn left and appeared on the screen a minute later. She fought against a speedy opponent that always stayed on the move and attacked with small, rapid mana blasts. Quinn took numerous hits, but her Impact Shield kept any of them from being fatal. She finally finished the man with her signature spin kick, killing him with the last strike. After the Clerics fixed her up, she returned to Vincent halfway through the next bout. 


     “Good job,” he told her. “Almost thought you might not get off that spin kick. And you call me gimmicky.” 


     “I don’t always win with that move,” she defended. “Sometimes I just tap them with Breaker until they stop breathing.” 


     After the last few fights finished, they watched the screen display the next order of matches. There were sixteen fighters remaining in the tournament, but Vincent sighed when he saw his opponent was the round-bellied man. 


     “Looks like I lose this one,” Vincent said. 


     “You going to forfeit?” Quinn asked. 


     He smirked. “Nah, I’ll give it a shot.” 


     Vincent watched several more impressive fights, including Quinn’s next match against a Mage subclassed as a Warden. It turned into the longest fight yet, and both players used their ether in a battle of attrition. Eventually, the Mage ran low on mana, and Quinn snapped his spine with a few Breaker strikes to the back. Out of courtesy, she killed him with another strike to the temple. 


     Vincent passed her on his way to the pit, and Quinn flashed him a thumbs-up. He stepped into the arena, and his body trembled with fear. He even missed his first attempt to Scan the large-bellied man, but he got the foe with his second attempt. 


       


     Player: Big Keanu 


     Class: Warden 


     Subclass: Rogue 


     Real Age: 29 


     Highest World: Waimo 


     Vitality*: Lv 66 


     Spirit: Lv 54 


     Resolve: Lv 42 


     Perception: Lv 44 


     Agility*: Lv 60 


     Strength: Lv 52 


       


     “That was a cool trick you pulled in your last fight,” Keanu said. “Never seen anything like that.” He looked around the stands at the chattering crowd. “They all want to see it again, and I sort of do too.” 


     The barrier fell between them, and Vincent readied himself. He aimed his finger at the man, but waited for Keanu to make a move. 


     Keanu stood still and smiled. “So, I noticed both you and Quinn are listed as part of the same guild on your tournament profiles. You two recently arrived from Teramor, right? I’m surprised anyone’s still traveling between worlds. I’m kind of jealous of your bravery.” 


     This guy going to fight or talk? Vincent wondered. Maybe I should just take my shot. His muscles tensed, but he couldn’t bring himself to fire. I can’t shoot him if he’s only talking. That wouldn’t feel fair. Vincent lowered his arm. 


     “Honorable too,” Keanu noted. “I like that. Hey, can you show me that spell from earlier? I’ll toss you my ether if you do.” A potion appeared in the man’s hand. “I understand if you don’t trust me, however.” 


     Vincent tilted his head. Okay, he’s an odd guy. He doesn’t seem dishonest, though. 


     “Alright,” Vincent replied. He pointed his finger at one of the boulders that dotted the pit. He shot Void Gun through the boulder, and it cut through the wall on the other side. 


     “Wow!” Keanu said, tossing the ether to Vincent. “That’s really cool. Is that negative energy?” 


     Vincent chugged half the ether, and then paused to answer. “Yeah.” He hurried to finish the rest, tossing the bottle aside once he was done. 


     A big grin crossed Keanu’s face. “I didn’t know players could use that. That’s what I love about the World-Tree. I have new experiences every day. Or at least I did when it felt safe to explore. Maybe I’ll check out that guild of yours after the tournament. I’ve felt a little cooped up on Navrun the last fifteen years.” He took a fighting stance. “You ready?” 


     Vincent readied himself again. “Yeah, let’s go.” 


     In his last fight, I saw he used a lot of small barriers to bash his opponent and deflect attacks. He’s quick too, and took full advantage of Vanish and doppelgangers. I think he only used a normal Mana Gun, and that was just to break their shield. 


     Keanu rocketed forward at a high speed. As Vincent aimed his finger, Keanu Vanished multiple times, creating three doppelgangers that charged Vincent from different angles. Vincent Scanned two back to back, revealing them as doppelgangers. However, the other two Keanus were moving too fast for him to Scan them all. 


     Vincent dove backward. His eye caught the gleam of magic from the Keanu second to the left, and Vincent readied his shot as he landed on his back, knocking out his own Mana Shield. Jumping backward bought him just enough time to aim at the real Keanu and fire. 


     The black bolt zipped through the air faster than even Keanu could move. However, Keanu’s gleam of magic had manifested into a round, floating barrier that he pushed against, throwing himself in the opposite direction. The Void Gun hit the wall of the pit, and Keanu landed on his shoulder on the ground. His Mana Shield likely had a Threshold because it didn’t flicker away, but his doppelgangers disappeared all at once. 


     Vincent jumped to his feet, trying to drink his ether. He ran away from Keanu as the large man rose and charged again. Keanu sped toward him and projected a barrier in front of himself that smashed Vincent’s bottle to pieces before he was able to finish more than half of it. 


     Backed against the wall and with only half his mana, Vincent fired at Keanu’s belly with Mana Gun. The spell knocked out his shield, but Vincent realized he was a little short of mana for another shot. 


     Keanu grabbed Vincent by the shoulders. “We’re both out of mana, so maybe you should call it quits. We can switch to swords, but I promise that won’t go well for you.” 


     Vincent chuckled and raised his hand. “I forfeit.” 


     Keanu smiled and patted his shoulders. “That was a nice try, though. If you get more levels on you, you could be a real contender for future tournaments.” 


     “I won’t be around that long,” Vincent replied, walking toward the gate. “My team is only staying here long enough to spread information on my friend’s guild. Then we’re heading up the World-Tree.” 


     Keanu followed Vincent into the passage. “Oh, really? You know its tough up there. I couldn’t make it past Waimo before the update. I’m a little nervous to try now. Heard the monsters are reproducing like crazy on the Nature-Worlds.” 


     “Well, that’s part of the challenge. It’s better than staying in one place for three hundred years.” 


     “That’s true. If I joined your friend’s guild, I wouldn’t mind helping clear some of the monster camps between Navrun and the nearest worlds. I’ve got friends that help keep the monsters on Navrun from becoming overly populated. Our services could be useful for this guild. Would get me off this world too.” 


     “That’d be fantastic,” Vincent said, handing him a rune leaflet. “The more people we get working together, the more we can ease travel between cities. That’s the goal of my friend’s guild.” 


     “So, why’re you focused on going up the World-Tree? Wouldn’t it make sense to hit some of the closer cities before climbing?” 


     “I was already on my way up when my friend started this guild. Helping him is only a detour from my real goal.” 


     “Which is?” 


     “To reach the top. I joined this game to challenge myself—not to live for centuries. Sometimes, I remember I put on that headset just minutes ago. I remember what I was doing, how I felt, and what I ate for breakfast. The last fifteen years will suddenly feel like a blur or a dream. Then it all rushes back to me, and I feel like this is the life I’ve grown accustomed to. In a hundred years, this will be the life I’ve known for most of my perceived existence. If climbing to the top makes that time go by faster, then that’s what I’ll do. If I only make it halfway before the update ends, then that’s fine too.” 


     Keanu nodded. “I understand that feeling. It’s why I do these tournaments—just to pass the time until I see my family outside of this game again. That might be why I’m interested in your friend’s guild. Also, because I enjoy helping people. I’ll apply to this guild before my next fight. See you later, Noble Vincent.” He turned at a branch in the passage and headed the other way. 


     Vincent returned to Quinn, and she shook her head. “Almost had him.” 


     “Hey, he’s applying to Jim’s guild. That’s what we came here for, right? Jim needs people like him to help bring the cities closer together. He’ll make a good addition.” 


     Quinn smiled. “We’ll see about that when I kick his butt in this tournament.” 


     Vincent shook his head and watched the next fight. Over the next few hours, the tournament wound down until only Quinn and Keanu remained. Vincent had been surprised to see her make it all the way to the finals, especially after two very close matches where she required major healing afterward. 


     He watched the last fight with wide eyes. He could even hear the cheers of the crowd from the passageway. The two combatants danced around one another, Vanishing and landing strikes. Keanu got in a few powerful hits with barrier-projections that Vincent could’ve sworn were final blows. However, Quinn kept climbing to her feet and continuing, even when blood dripped down her mouth and bruises covered her body. She’d lost several teeth, and her eye swelled from a powerful blow. They both finished their ethers as the match drew to a close, and even Keanu looked battered and tired. 


     Finally, Quinn went for her spin kick, but Keanu launched her into the air with a barrier. She flew fifteen meters into the air, and then crashed into the ground. The fall had knocked her unconscious, and Vincent hurried through the passage to the pit. Clerics worked to heal her as he approached, and Keanu had a sad look on his face. 


     “Sorry, didn’t mean to get so brutal,” the Warden said. “She just wouldn’t stay down no matter how hard I hit her.” 


     Quinn opened her non-swollen eye and smirked. “Well played. Don’t forget to mention the guild in your victory speech.” 


     Keanu scratched the back of his bleeding head, then glanced at Vincent. “You two are something else. Keep me updated as you climb the World-Tree. I expect big things from the both of you.” 


     Vincent smiled. He looked at Quinn, and then turned and saw Xan in the crowd. The young woman pulled at her hair from the stress of seeing Quinn injured. 


     There’s only three of us, but we make a great team. And they’re already two of the best friends I’ve made in my fifteen years here. The three of us might make it pretty far if we stick together. 


    

      


    


  




  


  

     Year 35 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 17 


     Player: Noble Vincent  


     Location: Welisar (World) | Thundering Sea (Region) 


     Class: Ranger 


     Subclass: Mage 


     Vitality: Lv 58 


     Spirit*: Lv 68 


     Resolve: Lv 61 


     Perception*: Lv 73 


     Agility: Lv 62 


     Strength: Lv 58 


       


     Their ship crashed over the roaring waves, and the bellow of rune cannons sounded all around them. Mana blasts collided with multi-layered barriers projected by the ship’s outer runes. Vincent, Quinn, and Xan fired back as Captain Elm shouted orders at his crewmates. 


     Vincent aimed his cannon at the nearest goblin vessel. He fired three shots until the cannon glowed red hot, and the runes expelled excess heat. Two of his three shots hit, and the gray goblins aboard shouted in their language just before a large wave took their vessel under. 


     “We’re almost to Stem Island!” Captain Elm shouted, pointing at the branch on the horizon. “Full speed, men! These three paid good gild for this voyage, and we can’t let them down.” 


     Vincent eyed the branch. We might really make it to Valahym this time. I can’t believe it’s taken us this long to reach the mid-tier, but I guess I shouldn’t complain—it’s been a wild journey. 


     “Uh oh,” Xan said, pointing past the destroyed vessels. 


     A large fleet headed their way and tried to cut off their path to Stem Island. Vincent Scanned the largest vessel, a massive warship that glowed green with runes. 


     Davy Gark’s Sinking Whirlwind (World Boss) – Monster Class: (Ship: B | Captain: C+) | Ageless | Sex: (Ship: None | Captain: Male) | Respawn Time: One In-Game Week | Personality: (Ship: None | Captain: Bloodthirsty) 


     “Good lord!” Captain Elm shouted. “What’s Davy Gark doing this far north? He’s supposed to stay around the Cursed Isles to the west. He’s brought an entire fleet with him too.” 


     “We can’t take all those ships,” one crewmate called back. “Let’s drop anchor, make a hard spin, and retreat.” 


     “No, we have a Quest Contract to fulfill,” Elm replied. “We’ll outfit another ship if we have to. I say we press forward. Full speed, men! Prioritize the cannons on the Sinking Whirlwind.” 


     A storm brewed overhead as the fleet approached. Lightning struck at the water, and the waves tossed their ship. Vincent and his team readied themselves. After twenty years, he knew what they were planning by their stance and body language. 


     Quinn will try to board the boss’s ship if it reaches us. Xan’s about to ready those new butterflies of hers, isn’t she? 


     Almost as soon as Vincent finished the thought, Xan waved her hands and created ten ghostly butterflies. 


     Light-Drain Butterfly (Cleric Only) – Mana Usage: Very Low | Creates a phantasmal butterfly that can drain light from players or monsters. The butterfly can sacrifice itself to provide a nearby target with either healing energy or mana gained from absorption. 


     Xan drank an ether and made even more Light-Drain Butterflies. However, Vincent knew she was pushing the limit of how many she could control at once. 


     She’s come a long way since Knightrest, he noted. I have, too, though. This will be a good chance to practice my newest ability. 


     He glanced at his HUD to check out the two void abilities he’d developed since leaving Knightrest. He’d finished his new shield after twelve years, but the other ability he’d only recently mastered. 


     Gravity Shield – Mana Usage: Minuscule to Low+ | Replaces the user’s Mana Shield. | Generates an invisible forcefield around the user that’s made from negative energy. This forcefield slows and dampens incoming attacks, reducing the amount of damage taken. However, it saps the user’s mana reserve every time it slows an attack. The amount varies depending on the strength of the attack. 


     Zero Field (Mage Only) – Mana Usage: Varies | Generates a zero-frequency field that can move objects. Larger or more powerful targets (such as spells or players) require significantly more mana to affect. 


     He swapped out his lighter sea-faring outfit for hardened-oiron armor. He knew the 150-rating would stop the goblins’ weaker attacks, but the massive cannons on the World Boss’s ship intimidated him more than he would admit to his teammates. While his Gravity Shield had proved formidable, even stronger than Quinn’s Impact Shield, it could also rapidly drain his mana if he wasn’t careful. 


     Quinn swapped to her combat attire. After losing her Orofabric Bandages when they wiped on Noonmar, she had eventually upgraded to a lightweight outfit covered in thin hardened-oiron plates. With her Agility at eighty, the plates barely slowed her down. 


     Quinn tightened her fist, and Vincent saw black static and spatial warping around her fists. 


     “You’re trying that here?” he asked. 


     “I’m so close to finishing this spell,” Quinn replied. “It’s been at ninety-nine percent for too damn long. Maybe if I use it on a World Boss like you did, it’ll finally work. I want to finish my first negative energy spell before Jim finishes his.” 


     “He’s at ninety-ninety, too, but you’re a couple years ahead. No reason to risk killing yourself when we’re so close to the stem. It’d burn about eight Jump Crystals between us to team jump you from Courtal to Valahym.” 


     “Yeah, but it’d be worth it if this ability worked. I just can’t figure out your trick. Not feeling it—but still feeling it?” 


     “Zero-frequency. It’s a lack or dampening of frequencies. Like the waves tossing this ship around. Only with nothing, instead of water.” 


     “Zero-frequency? More like zero-freaking sense.” 


     “You’ll get it one of these—” 


     Mana blasts bombarded their ship’s barriers, and they readied the cannons on the incoming vessels. The three teammates and the crew blasted away at the nearest ships, but Vincent kept his eyes on the World Boss. The Sinking Whirlwind didn’t seem to bob with the water, instead, keeping a level course. It’d sink under the water with passing waves, and then reemerge soon after. 


     A goblin vessel charged their ship to knock out a barrier, and then its crew leapt across the gap. Quinn quickly took out three goblins with her old-fashioned Breaker. Vincent equipped his magically-enhanced oiron longsword. He slashed through two gray goblins, blocked several counterattacks, and then slew two more. 


     Xan waved her hand toward the nearby ship, and her butterflies swarmed the remaining occupants. The goblins swung their claws and weapons around, but her butterflies picked off three of them before returning to her. She used the mana gained to replace the ones the goblins had destroyed. 


     With most of its crew dead, the goblin ship steered back toward its fleet. Two crewmates from the player-run vessel tossed a large, rune-covered crate onto the enemy ship before it left their range. The ship drifted back to the fleet, and then Captain Elm raised his hand to cast a spell. 


     The spell triggered the chest on the other ship. The runes glowed bright and opened, releasing goblin magic that the crew had learned to capture and store inside rune-marked chests. The goblin magic spread in all directions, triggering all the explosive barrels below the deck of the ship. The ship exploded into a fiery inferno that spread magical flames to the nearest five ships. 


     “Direct hit, Captain!” a crewmate shouted in joy. 


     They watched as the fire, generated by goblin magic, spread and eventually ignited the barrels on three other ships. The rest of the fleet scattered away from the spreading fires, and the players sank any vessel that strayed too close. 


     “Come on,” Quinn said, staring at the World Boss’s ship. “Just a little closer.” She tightened her fist, and once again black static crackled around her hand. 


     >Vincent: Careful, Quinn. If that spell backfires, you’ll sink us by accident. 


     >Quinn: I won’t damage our ship. This won’t be like that group wipe on Yunfield. I’m still sorry about that one, Xan. 


     >Alexandria: I’ve told you a hundred times its okay. I’m almost used to dying by now. Hehe. But for real, let’s not lose this fight. Dying sucks. 


     They aimed their cannons at approaching vessels and traded shot for shot. The goblins ships sank in succession, but Vincent noted that most the sections of their barriers had vanished. 


     >Jim: You’re telling me. I’ve killed myself like ten times practicing my void spell. I think I’ve almost got it, though. It’ll be so cool. Way cooler than Quinn’s. 


     >Quinn: Sure, old man. You’d better team jump to Valahym and show us. You and Keanu are still at Lillypost, right? It’d only take about sixteen Jump Crystals for you to reach us here. 


     >Jim: I’ll take you up on that offer, if only because Valahym is my last chance to hang out with you three before you’re too far away. Maybe you can take a few years off from adventuring to party with me? 


     >Vincent: Yeah, yeah, we will. But we have to focus on this goblin fleet first. 


     Vincent sunk another ship with a well-aimed shot, but his eyes caught sight of the World Boss making its move. It glided toward them faster than the other ships, and its massive cannons took aim. 


     “Ready for repairs!” Captain Elm shouted at his crew. 


     Sixteen cannons of the Sinking Whirlwind opened fire at once. Vincent raised both hands and double-cast Zero Field. He caught two mana blasts in the air, but fourteen still struck. The shots battered away the remaining barriers in an instant, and explosions rang out across the ship. 


     Vincent redirected the two mana blasts he’d caught back at the enemy vessel. He and his teammates fired their cannons on the World Boss. It had no shields, and Vincent thought they were damaging it well enough until he saw pieces of debris floating back toward the holes on the Sinking Whirlwind. The damage they’d done slowly began to rebuild itself. 


     “Are you kidding me?” Vincent groaned. “It’s basically a lich ship.” 


     “You have to kill Davy Gark to kill his ship!” Captain Elm shouted. 


     The Sinking Whirlwind moved in parallel with their ship and blasted them again. One shot took out Vincent’s cannon and knocked him backward. His Gravity Shield slowed the particles from the explosion, and his armor kept the shrapnel from hurting him. 


     He saw Xan fly backward from an explosion, and her butterflies rushed to heal her. 


     Quinn’s fist sparked with black static again, and the air around her fist rippled from the gravitational effect. She leapt through the air toward the Sinking Whirlwind and slammed her fist into the deck. 


     A spatial wave flowed from the spot she struck, creating a massive explosion that sent debris and Quinn herself flying away. Vincent extended a zero-frequency field upward to catch her. The field slowed her, and she fell unconscious into his arms. 


     The Sinking Whirlwind replied to Quinn’s attack with a chain of cannon fire. Sixteen mana blasts tore through the players’ ship, killing several crewmates. Even Captain Elm leapt away from his wheel as mana blew it to bits. 


     “We were so close,” Elm cried, glancing ahead at Stem Island. 


     “We can still make it!” Vincent shouted, placing Quinn on the floor. “Everyone remaining, fire on the goblins controlling the cannons. I have a plan.” 


     Vincent chugged an ether and cast Zero Field while the other players attacked the goblins. He flipped around the cannons on the Sinking Whirlwind one by one and activated them once their cooldowns had finished. The goblins’ own cannons tore through them and the ship. Vincent forced the cannons toward the captain’s wheel, hoping to hit Davy Gark. 


     The rune-covered captain released a deep growl as he emerged from the rubble. He drew a verasteel blade and leapt over to the players’ ship. 


     Vincent finished another ether and shot Davy Gark through the head with Void Gun. 


     The Sinking Whirlwind stopped putting itself together the moment its captain died, and the enemy vessel sank into the murky depths. However, the players’ ship didn’t fare much better. Even with the crew using magic to repair it, it started to sink as they neared Stem Island. 


     “Let’s beach her, men,” Captain Elm said, sadly. He steered the ship toward the Island. “This is it for the Rose Royale.” 


     The ship crashed onto the beach with the last of its momentum, throwing everyone forward. Vincent caught himself, and then checked on his teammates. Xan had recovered and focused her attention on Quinn’s cuts and bruises. The Fighter opened her eyes after a minute and smirked at her teammates. 


     “You complete your ability?” Vincent asked. 


     “Nah, but that was awesome. I think my punch blew through every floor of the ship.” 


     “Did you get a better feel for the lack of frequency, at least?” 


     “Uh, I wasn’t really paying attention. It feels like a huge force shoving out of my fist in every direction. Like punching underwater, only the water exploded.” 


     “That’s the gravity effect. You need to feel the gap between frequencies. Maybe if you had more experience with runes, you’d understand what I’m talking about.” 


     “Bleh, boring. Can’t I just punch stuff and watch it explode?” 


     “You can, but sometimes you’re the thing that explodes.” 


     Quinn shrugged. “Touché.” 


     Xan helped Quinn to her feet, and then stared around the destroyed ship. “Elm, I’m so sorry your ship got ruined.” 


     “It’s alright, young lady,” the captain replied. “Not the first vessel we’ve lost. We have a spare that only needs to be outfitted with runes. Your Quest Contract will cover that much.” 


     “Well, take this bonus,” Xan said, handing him several item crystals. 


     “Thank ye,” Elm replied. “Luckily for us, one of the Jump Gates on this island points to Riva. We’ll just have to wait for one of our teammates to respawn to team jump us back. Gives us plenty of time to swim around and salvage Davy Gark’s items.” 


     Vincent thanked the captain and his crew one more time, and then the three friends journeyed across the small island. At a distance, he could see three different Jump Gates on different ends of the island. One pointed to Riva, one aimed toward less-explored worlds, and the third led to Valahym. The three friends hurried to their destination and stepped onto the plateau together. 


     >Vincent: Jim, we’re about to jump to Valahym. 


     >Jim: Took you long enough. I halfway expected you to give up and settle down on Courtal. 


     Vincent activated the two Jump Crystals needed to make it to Valahym. He aimed his crystals at the blue dot on the barren world that hung on the branch above. 


     >Quinn: No way, Jimmy. We’re going all the way to the top—with or without you, casual. 


     >Jim: Woah, woah, woah. Casual? First of all, that term is way out of style. You must’ve picked that up from old Vince. Second of all, I’m not a casual. I’ve been cleaning up worlds left and right. We’ll see who’s a casual when I finish my void spell first. 


     Vincent flew through the sky as the gravitational energy pulled him toward Valahym. Even after a hundred jumps between worlds, it always felt exhilarating. His eyes looked from world to world for anything interesting. 


     >Quinn: Jim, even if you made a negative energy ability before me, I’d call you a casual. Because you’ll still be on the lower worlds with all the other casuals. You might as well not bother with that void spell if all you’re doing is using it on B-Class and lower enemies. 


     >Jim: Pfft. You three haven’t even seen an A-Class yet besides wyrms. I’d know because you three would be spamming me with messages about how you wiped. 


     >Quinn: More like we’d be celebrating how we defeated an A-Class monster while Jimmy-boy was drinking alone. 


     >Jim: Very funny. You should know by now that I never drink alone. 


     Vincent spotted the smallest world he’d ever seen. It hung on the branch above Valahym, but was located near the end of the branch. He focused his eyes on the crag-infested world covered in dark clouds and smog. Is that one of those Dead-Worlds I’ve heard about? Better Scan it. 


     Eramar – Classification: Dead-World | Size: Small | No facts currently available. 


     Huh. I bet that place would be exciting to explore. Then again, I’ve always told Quinn and Xan we wouldn’t go to one. 


     He slowed as he neared the Jump Gate on Valahym. Vincent glanced at the towering walls of the city in the distance. 


     City of Midrun – Player Count: 5,205 | City Size: Very Small | Fact #1: Was once a prosperous city before Valahym’s century-long drought. | Fact #2: Most common class is Warden. | Fact #3: 99.5% of players that arrive to Midrun set their spawn elsewhere within five years. 


     Of course they put their spawn elsewhere. There’s little on this world, and there are three other City-Worlds that aren’t too much harder to reach. So, if you have the strength to make it that far, it makes sense to press forward. However, I’ve heard most players that get this far ultimately turn back and return to the lower worlds. 


     Vincent looked around, but he saw no guards around the Jump Gate. However, runes lit up on the pillars as they stepped off the plateau. Scanning runes. I’ve heard the people of Midrun were a paranoid bunch. They’ve had so many would-be conquerors and toxic players try to use their city for their own good, so I don’t blame them for putting up defenses. 


     They journeyed toward the city, and Vincent eyed the cannons. Eventually, a massive, city-wide barrier stopped them. I’ve never seen a barrier of this magnitude, Vincent thought, scanning it. 


     Very Small City Barrier (Warden Only)– Initial Mana Usage: Very High (Teammates that cast this spell together can split the cost between them) | Magic Rating: Varies | Creates a large forcefield around a city of very-small-size classification. Maintaining the barrier requires an amount of mana that depends on how much damage the barrier has taken. 


     A holographic image of a cloaked figure appeared before the teammates. “Halt. We’re checking your player profiles and background information before we allow entry.” 


     “Alright,” Vincent replied. 


     “Hurry up,” Quinn said. “It took us forever to get here.” 


     “Don’t mind her,” Xan told the figure. “We can wait.” 


     After a few seconds, the figure shook its head. “Your guild has done good work on the lower worlds, but unfortunately there’s a problem. We’ve heard of Noble Vincent’s spell that cuts through barriers, and that’s something our people see as a potential threat. We cannot allow you entry at this time. May I suggest taking the Jump Gate to Vatar? From there, you could reach Firepeak in several weeks.” 


     Vincent sighed and looked at his team. “Yeah, I guess we can try that.” 


     “Seriously?” Quinn grumbled. “We came all this way, and they won’t let you in because of your Void Gun? That’s so dumb.” 


     “It’s their city,” Vincent replied. “We should respect their wishes.” 


     “Whatever,” Quinn replied. “Let’s just hurry to Firepeak. I wanted to stop there anyway, because one of my cousins made it that far before getting stuck.” 


     The three turned away, but then the figure cleared his throat. “Excuse me. I apologize for deceiving you, but that was only a test of character. You three are permitted entry into the city, but we ask that you don’t use that barrier-cutting spell within our walls.” 


     The three teammates smiled, and Xan even gave a small cheer. 


     “No problem,” Vincent told the figure. “Thank you so much.” 


     “Thank you!” Xan yelled. 


     The figure vanished, and an opening appeared in the barrier. They approached the wall as a small section opened. Vincent stepped into Midrun and glanced at the nearby defense towers and empty streets. Even though the city was classified as very small, he could tell it was designed to hold a larger population. 


     Maybe fifty thousand max. Thirty thousand would fit this city more comfortably, though. Five thousand makes it feel like a ghost town. 


     They walked by empty buildings and streets on their way to the Daiglass Tower. The streets near the structure looked livelier, and Vincent even spotted several shops with customers. The tallest tower in the city stood only few blocks away and overshadowed the entire district. 


     Vincent had always thought it interesting how each Daiglass Tower appeared different in design. He looked at the thin, twisting structure. The top of the tower twisted into a little hook that hung halfway back to the ground. This tower is almost as withered as Valahym itself. He touched the tower to set his spawn, and then dumped all the extra items he’d picked up on his travels. 


     “There’s nothing more gratifying than setting a new spawn point after years of failed attempts,” Quinn noted, touching the tower. “Looks like Valahym will be our home for a little while—at least until Vince is done hanging out with Jim. You think you can convince him to come along this time?” 


     “I’ve given up on that,” Vincent replied. “He’s got his ambitions, and I have mine.” 


     “That’s too bad,” Quinn said. “The old drunk has grown on me after all these years of team-chat. Would’ve been nice to have him travel with us.” 


     Xan nodded in agreement. “Maybe if we ask really, really nicely… and get him drunk first. Oh, what if we keep him drunk while adventuring? By the time he sobers up, we’ll be too far for him to turn back.” 


     Quinn chuckled. “I like the way you think, Xan.” 


     “No, we can’t make him come with us,” Vincent said. “We have to let him make his own decisions, just like when I joined this game. He pestered me about it, but ultimately, it was my own choice. Everyone has their own choices to make, and we should respect that.” 


     “Okay, gramps,” Quinn replied. She leaned toward Xan. “What I heard was, go ahead and pester Jim. He’ll eventually cave like Vincent did.” 


     Xan nodded, and Vincent sighed. 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 18 


     Player: Lucas the Just 


     Location: Unin (World) | Lillypost (City) | Guildrunners’ Borough (District) 


     Class: Sheriff (Moderator) 


     Vitality*: Lv 100 


     Spirit*: Lv 109 


     Resolve*: Lv 106 


     Perception*: Lv 104 


     Agility*: Lv 100 


     Strength*: Lv 99 


       


     Dozens of guildsmen stared as Lucas and Harper crossed the street with an entourage of Justiciars behind them. The moderator approached one guild’s local building and entered its cozy waiting room. His eyes fell on a nervous-looking woman behind the nearby counter. 


     “I’m here to speak to your guild master,” Lucas replied. 


     “I—I sent him a message,” the woman responded. “He—he might need time to get back to you. Would you like me to schedule a meeting later—” 


     “No, I’ll see him now,” Lucas said. “I know he’s here. My Justiciars have been keeping watch on your little guild.” 


     Two men approached from the nearby hall—the guild leader, Crow-Foot Jim, and one of his top men, Big Keanu. The two men stopped at the archway into the waiting room. 


     “You here to join my guild?” Jim joked, flashing a smirk that annoyed Lucas. 


     “No, though I’m sure you can guess why I’m here,” Lucas replied. “Why don’t we go to your office?” 


     “Sure thing,” Jim said. He glanced at the secretary. “Oh, you should cancel my other meetings for today.” 


     “What about the party you had planned tonight?” she asked. 


     “No, keep that one.” He turned down the hall. 


     Lucas and Harper walked past the man named Keanu, and he glared at them. The moderator snorted as he walked past. He followed Jim into the office, and the three players took their seats. 


     “Okay, is this about your dumb curfew thing?” Jim asked. “That only applies to the districts run by your Justiciars.” 


     “No, it applies to the entire city,” Lucas replied. “All cities, to be accurate.” 


     Jim scratched his head and flashed a puzzled look. “Look, I get what you’re doing. Trying to establish law and order on the World-Tree. Not a bad idea in theory, but in practice, trying to control everyone doesn’t work. You have to remember that this is still a game, even if it sometimes doesn’t feel that way. People have to be free to enjoy themselves, kid.” 


     “Kid?” Lucas said, his tone growing angry. “I am the last moderator—the one chosen by ARKUS to bring order to this realm. So, you’d better think twice before insulting me like that. I’ve removed greater guild masters than you from power for disobeying my decrees.” 


     “Decrees?” Jim said. He glanced at Harper. “Is this guy a mod or a king?” 


     “Do not speak to her,” Lucas said. “She’s only here to advise me, but only if I ask for it. Isn’t that right, Harper.” 


     Harper nodded in reply. 


     “You’re kind of cute,” Jim told Harper. “How about you bail from this uptight kid’s guild and join mine. I’ve got a party planned tonight, and I’d bet you’d like to cut loose after dealing with him all day.” 


     Lucas saw a slight smirk on Harper’s face, and his blood boiled with anger. He glared at Crow-Foot Jim. “Listen here, I’m Lucas the Just. You’ll show me respect, you understand? You’re lucky I don’t just ban you and throw you into a prison cell for disobeying me. The only reason I haven’t is that you have a lot of influence across multiple worlds, and you haven’t quite crossed the line yet.” 


     Jim held up his hands. “Alright, alright, chill. I don’t mean to disrespect you, Luke. May I call you Luke?” 


     “No, you may not.” 


     Jim nervously tugged at his collar. “Sorry, I thought your curfew thing was only in neighborhoods your Justiciars were protecting. I understand if you have rules for people that want your protection, but this borough is supposed to be open to any guild. What if I turn the music halfway down? I’ll require all party-attendees to stay until they’ve sobered up, so they don’t wander into your neighborhoods while drunk.” 


     Lucas shook his head. “The parties are only part of the problem. To keep peace and order in my protected districts, I’ve banned my followers from using alcohol of any kind. However, your guild has continued to supply booze to every city that you’ve infected. In some cases, you move that booze through Justiciar territory.” 


     “Sorry, man. I’ll get my people to stop transporting liquor through your territories. I’ll force them to turn away anyone subscribed to Justiciar protection. I’ll take those rules for lower music and sobering up and enforce them across all twelve cities where my guild is operating.” 


     Lucas narrowed his eyes. “There’s one more thing you’ve done wrong.” 


     Jim leaned back. “What’s that?” 


     “You’re moving players across worlds without Justiciar permission.” 


     “I didn’t know we needed it. It’s a game. Players travel worlds.” 


     “To enforce our order, the Justiciars have to keep track of players—especially dangerous or influential ones. It took me months to find you, because my Justiciars weren’t sure which city you’d gone to. That’s not okay. I shouldn’t have to jump through hoops just to meet with a simple guildsman. What if you were violating more serious laws? What if you were causing upheaval to society? Endangering cities? Violating human rights?” 


     “I’m not the one going around freezing people.” 


     “I only do that to keep order. My power is ordained by ARKUS. You, however, are simply a rumrunner and a miscreant. Why you’re so beloved across twelve cities, I’ll never know. But I have to be able to keep tabs on people like you. I heard rumors a member of your guild has a spell so powerful that he can destroy any barrier. Is that true?” 


     Jim shrugged. “Might be.” 


     “And where is he? I’d like to see that power in action. I have a barrier that I’d like to break.” 


     “Sorry, dude. He just reached the middle-tier. I know you don’t operate that far, so you missed your chance to see his Void Gun in action.” 


     “He’s not in Midrun, is he?” 


     “I don’t know, man. You’re asking a lot of questions. I don’t keep tabs on my hundreds of friends.” 


     Lucas sighed. If I could’ve gotten that man’s help, he could’ve torn down Midrun’s city barrier for me. I guess I’ll just have to continue with my original plan. 


     “So,” Jim said. “I’m not sure how to resolve this little problem between us. My entire guild revolves around escorting players between cities.” 


     “It’s rather easy to resolve. Whenever your guildsmen plan to relocate a player, first they’ll need to get permission from the Justiciars of the starting city and destination. You’ll need to pay for a relocation permit, and the player in question will need to give the Justiciars information on why they want to move between worlds. Any goods being carried will also need to be taxed.” 


     Jim shook his head. “That’s absurd. Climbing the World-Tree is the whole point of the game.” 


     “This isn’t a game. I’ve spent more time here than I’ve lived in my other life. For many people, this is the life they’ve known for most of their existence. It’s been thirty-five years since the update started. Fools like you need to stop treating it like a game. That’s why ARKUS put me in charge. I’m trying to establish order to keep people safe. What happens when your guild fails to protect people? I imagine they get torn to pieces by monsters. What a horrific experience, all because they trusted some lowlife.” 


     “How’s paying for permits and taxes going to protect anyone?” 


     “I’ve already sent out a guild message for my Justiciars to take control of all Jump Gates located on City-Worlds. You won’t be able to use them without following my rules. So, you don’t really have a choice to the matter.” 


     Jim clenched his fists. “Those Jump Gates were built by the NPCs for anyone to use. No one has a right to prevent other players from traveling. You’re not protecting people, you’re trying to enslave them. That has to be against the law or something.” 


     “What law? The law of the outside world? Who cares. That won’t affect us for centuries, and by then you people will be thankful that I took control of this game. You’ll see me as the hero that brought order in a time of chaos and despair.” 


     “Really? Because my people have been having a great time until now. You’re the one causing despair, kid.” 


     Lucas stood and pointed his finger at Jim. “Call me a kid one more time. I dare you.” 


     Jim stared with wide eyes, but Harper grabbed Lucas’s arm. “Please, Lucas. If you abuse your power, people will eventually turn against you.” 


     Lucas swung his arm, throwing Harper against the wall. She flashed a bewildered look, and the moderator felt his heart sink. 


     “Harper, I’m sorry,” he said, his arms shaking. “I didn’t mean to do that. It was just a reflex. This guy is getting me worked up. He’s trying to anger me on purpose.” 


     Harper replied with a harsh stare. 


     The moderator turned his head in shame. I told her I was sorry. Shouldn’t that be enough? This smooth-talking lowlife is messing with her head. Just like those schemers in Midrun, he must know she’s my weak spot. He’s trying to use her against me. I’ll just play along, for now, so I don’t look like the bad guy. 


     “Fine, I won’t put any tolls on the Jump Gates yet,” Lucas said. “However, my Justiciars will still keep track of players moving through them.” 


     “Uh, yeah,” Jim said, wide-eyed. He glanced at Harper. “You okay, though?” 


     Harper replied with a slow nod. 


     You’ve received a private chat invitation from Silver Erik. Do you accept? (Yes/No) 


     >Lucas: What is it? I’m kind of in the middle of something. 


     >Erik: Uh, boss. This is big. You need to World Teleport to Snowcrag right away. 


     >Lucas: Why? 


     >Erik: My brother—the whole Council of Snowcrag. They’re talking about letting Valery free. 


     Lucas’s heart pounded in his chest. He stared at Jim and Harper. I can’t let her know what I did to Valery, but I can’t let her stay with this guy, either. 


     He grabbed Harper’s arm, and she jerked back in fear. “Stop that. I just received a message from Erik—we need to go right away, but I can’t explain why. Jim, turn down the music and obey my Justiciars. Got it?” 


     Jim nodded. “Yeah, sure.” 


     Lucas used World Teleport to take himself and Harper to Sarfin. They appeared on the snowy plateau that overlooked Snowcrag. 


     “Why’re we here?” Harper asked. 


     “Just stay in this spot,” Lucas commanded. “I need to go alone. Don’t you leave this plateau until I message you, understood?” 


     “Lucas—” 


     “Don’t leave the plateau!” he shouted. 


     Harper glared at him. “Okay, I won’t.” 


     Lucas turned and leapt down the side of the plateau. He nailed the rough landing, and then darted off to the city. 


     >Lucas: I’m on Sarfin. Heading that way. Now, explain what’s happening and why. 


     >Erik: My brother and the council don’t like how much you’ve grown in power. They feel overshadowed. Your Justiciars have taken control of Snowcrag. So, they think if they make a deal with Valery, she’d ban you and work with them. 


     >Lucas: Those traitors! She’d be a hundred times worse for Snowcrag. I’ve done everything I can to bring order to the World-Tree. I’ve given my heart and soul for the people trapped in this game, and they spite me at every turn. 


     >Erik: I’d never spite you, sir. I believe in you and what you’re accomplishing. ARKUS chose you for a reason. I see that. It’s a shame my brother doesn’t. I’ll aid you any way possible, Lucas, I only ask that you allow me to oversee my brother’s prison cell after this is over. 


     >Lucas: Of course, of course. And I thank you for your loyalty, Erik. Do you have men that can help us take the council? 


     >Erik: I’ve already messaged a team of Justiciars. They’re waiting outside the council chamber for your command, and I’m sitting here in the chamber as we speak. My brother and the others think I’m on their side, but I’ll attack when you give the order. 


     >Lucas: I won’t be able to ban all of them before they kill themselves. However, we’ll keep track of their death-timers and catch the rest when they respawn. Go ahead and send in your team. Try to subdue as many as possible. 


     >Erik: Got it. 


     Lucas rushed into the city, leapt onto a building, and crossed over rooftops until he reached the council building. He hurried to the council chambers and burst through the door to find the scene of a battle. The council’s personal guards had put up a short fight against the Justiciars. A dozen people from both sides had turned to dust, including two members of the council. 


     Lucas banned the first living council member he spotted in the crowd. Several others fired back with mana blasts. Some of the attacks bounced off his shield, but one finally broke it. However, his armor stopped the next two attacks, allowing him time to dive for cover. 


     His Justiciars jumped to his defense, charging the people that had fired on their leader. Erik led the charge, slicing through a council member with a Breaker-charged longsword. 


     A minute passed, and Lucas rose from cover with his finger outstretched. He saw the looks of fear on the surviving enemies’ faces. One council member shot himself in the head with Mana Gun to avoid it, but Erik held down his own brother to prevent him from doing the same. 


     “Brother!” the council member shouted. “Why are you doing this?” 


     “ARKUS chose Lucas to lead us,” Erik replied. “ARKUS is the god of this world, my brother. You shouldn’t have tried to cross his chosen leader.” 


     “Erik, are you insane? ARKUS is a computer, not a god. Lucas is just a man. He’s no proph—” 


     Lucas struck the council member with Mod Gun. “Don’t worry, Erik. I promise your brother will be taken care of. Maybe one day he’ll even admit his mistake, and I’ll set him free.” 


     Erik stood and bowed to Lucas. “Thank you, sir.” 


     The Justiciars held another council member to the ground. After a minute, Lucas banned him too. For good measure, he banned their two surviving guards as well. 


     “Take them all to the prison,” Lucas commanded. “I’ll visit later to unban them. Just to be safe, I’ll go ban Valery. Erik, I trust you enough. You can help me build a new, more well-hidden prison for Valery. One that only us two will have access to.” 


     “Valery?” the voice of Harper called. 


     Lucas turned to see her standing at the entrance of the council chamber. “You followed me?” 


     “You banned Valery and imprisoned her?” Harper asked. 


     Lucas tightened his fists. “I told you not to follow me. I gave you an order, Harper.” 


     Harper looked at him with the same harsh stare from earlier. “Where is she, Lucas? Where’s Valery?” 


     He took several slow steps toward her. “Look, Valery threatened to ban me first. I was only defending myself. I’ve taken very good care of her over the years. I promise you, Harper.” 


     “You’re lying. You’ve been lying to me for years, haven’t you?” 


     Lucas felt his heart sinking. Why does she keep looking at me like that? I hate it. I hate that horrible look. She’s trying to make me feel bad despite all the good I’ve done—most of it to impress her. Thirty-five years since the update, and she still doesn’t feel the same about me as I do her. Even despite all my accomplishments. She showed more attention to that stupid Jim-guy than she’s shown me in years. It’s like she’s trying to break my heart. She wants me to feel miserable. 


     Lucas grabbed Harper’s hand. She tried to pull away, but he held it tight. 


     “Harper,” he said. “I lied to protect you, is all. Everything I’ve done has been for you. You know that, right? I wanted to impress you so badly. After all these years, I still care about what you think. So, it pains me to see you look at me like that. Just stop it, Harper. Stop looking at me like that.” 


     Harper ripped her hand away, and her eyes filled with disgust. “You’ve done all this for yourself. All so you can have more power and attention. I’ve tried leading you down the right path, and you just get angry at me for it.” 


     Lucas felt fury rising inside himself. “Then why’d you stay by my side for all these years? Because you thought you could control me?” 


     “Because you’re my friend, and I kept thinking there’s good in you. But you keep proving me wrong.” 


     “Good? I’m the only good in this game. I’m bringing order and safety to the people of these worlds. They’ll all love me for it one day. I only thought you would too. After all these years, I don’t know why I never told you that I love you, Harper. It’s why I’ve kept you around. It’s why I’ve given you so many chances to seek my attention.” 


     Harper stared at the ground, trying to hold back tears. Her fists trembled, and then she raised her hate-filled eyes back to Lucas. “I don’t want your attention. I don’t even want to be around you anymore. You disgust me, Lucas.” 


     Lucas raised his finger and shot Harper with Mod Gun. 


     The moderator lowered his head, and his muscles tightened. His body shook with anger, but tears dotted his eyes. Lucas screamed at the ground, unable to bring himself to look at Harper. He caught his breath, remembering the other people in the room. “Everyone, leave. Now.” 


     Erik bowed, and then led the remaining Justiciars through a side door. 


     Lucas grabbed the nearest chair and hurled it across the chamber. He raised his hand and fired mana blasts through the seats and tables and counters. He punched a pillar, cracking the stone. The furious moderator tore the chamber apart, but never directed his anger at the immobilized woman. With the rest of the chamber destroyed, he stomped toward her. 


     The moderator struggled to look at Harper’s eyes. When he finally did, he found they still carried the same expression of disgust. “Don’t look at me like that!” he screamed. 


     Lucas equipped his sword and slashed through her shield. He struck again, knowing the attack wouldn’t affect her while she was banned. After a third strike, Lucas grabbed her by the throat and slammed her against the nearest wall. “I could unban you and drive this sword through you. Do you realize how easy it would be for me to kill you again and again?” 


     An animalistic scream left his throat, and he hurled Harper across the chamber. “You could’ve been the queen of the World-Tree, you stupid woman. All you had to do was love me. Why won’t you love me? After everything I’ve done to impress you. All the power I’ve obtained. All those people out there fear and respect me. Erik practically worships me. There’re women across dozens of worlds that adore me.” 


     Lucas stomped toward her, knocking rubble and broken tables out of his way. Tears touched his cheeks as he towered over her. “We were supposed to be king and queen of this universe. You were supposed to be mine.” Lucas repeatedly punched the ground beside Harper’s face. “Why. Won’t. You. Love. Me?” 


     His chest rose and fell with heavy breaths, and Lucas turned away from Harper’s disgusted look. His head lowered, and he collapsed to his knees and cried. After several minutes, the moderator wiped the snot from his nose. 


     “If you won’t love me, I have no reason to care what you think anymore. You think you’re disgusted with me now? I have no reason to hold back my potential any longer. I’ll simply take what I want—make any laws I please, and enforce them however I like. That lowlife you smiled at? Consider him banned. The city of Midrun? I’ll take it by any means. I’ll use the most blood-thirsty soldiers and ban anyone that stands in my way.” 


     >Lucas: Erik, do you know those powerful prisoners Harper and I brought you a few years ago? Killer Sam and Jackal-Heart Ryan? 


     >Erik: Yes, sir. I remember. You caught them after our spies saw they’d been rejected from Midrun. They tried to plead with you and even offered to join your Justiciars. 


     >Lucas: I only turned them down because Harper didn’t like it. I have no reason to listen to her anymore. In what chambers were they located? 


     >Erik: Uh, somewhere in the J Section. Between two and three hundred. 


     >Lucas: Thanks. Come get Harper. Find her a nice prison cell, and I’ll unban her later. 


     >Erik: Yes, sir. 


     Lucas stepped away from Harper, leaving her in a pile of rubble. He tried to wipe away his tears as he left the tower. Outside, the waves and kisses of admiring women caught his attention. 


     See, I don’t need Harper. I don’t need Harper. I don’t need her. 


     He tried to smile as he marched toward Jailer’s Point. Justiciars led him to the J Section, and they searched until they found the anti-spell chambers with Killer Sam and Jackal-Heart Ryan. Lucas opened a panel, so he and Sam could see one another face to face. 


     “Having fun in there?” Lucas asked. 


     “Not really,” Sam grumbled. “I keep trying to think of new ways to kill myself, but the runes revive me every time.” 


     “Yeah, that doesn’t work, trust me. I have a prisoner I’ve held for thirty-five years, and she’s killed herself hundreds of times. Eventually, she just gave up. Last time I checked on her, she was kind of despondent. Maybe I should throw a friend in there with her.” 


     “Who, me?” Sam asked. “I already told your dumb blonde friend that I didn’t rape those girls. Those other two idiots on our team did it, and you banned them thirty-five years ago. So, don’t get any ideas of using me to punish someone in a sick way like that.” 


     “No, I didn’t mean you. I meant that dumb blonde friend of mine. She and Valery can talk on and on about how much I disgust them. I don’t even care. I’m looking for new friends, you see?” 


     Sam’s grizzled face twisted into an awkward smile. “I could use a new friend after being locked up in this place. Best thing about me—I don’t hold grudges.” 


     “Oh, so no grudges at all? Not even against the city that wouldn’t take you in when I was searching for you?” 


     “Midrun? Yeah, I guess I still dislike those arrogant bureaucrats. They think they’re better than everyone else.” 


     Lucas smiled. “I know exactly what you mean.” 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 19 


     Player: Noble Vincent  


     Location: Valahym (World) | Midrun (City) | Quarter Well (District) 


     Class: Ranger 


     Subclass: Mage 


     Vitality: Lv 58 


     Spirit*: Lv 68 


     Resolve: Lv 61 


     Perception*: Lv 73 


     Agility: Lv 62 


     Strength: Lv 58 


       


     Vincent and his teammates spent several hours exploring the city, including the towering wall where Wardens lived and worked. A strong bureaucratic order ruled the city, with various managers reporting to higher bosses that kept the council informed. There were guards that watched the friends at most times, and messengers that moved throughout the city. By the time the trio reached a new place, the people there already knew they were coming. 


     >Vincent: News spreads fast, so we need to be on our best behavior. 


     >Alexandria: I think he means you, Quinn. 


     >Quinn: Don’t worry, I’ll play nice. 


     >Vincent: Isn’t that what you said at Raidock? 


     >Quinn: Well, people there like to talk big. Too bad they couldn’t back up that talk, though. Couldn’t find a single worthy challenger in that whole dang city. 


     >Alexandria: Don’t worry, Quinn. I’m sure we’ll find people to beat you up in Firepeak. 


     >Jim: Woah, you’re not going to Firepeak already, are you? 


     >Vincent: No, Jim. We’ll probably stay here for two or three years. Maybe check out dungeons on nearby worlds. Get a feel for the lower end of the mid-tier before we focus on progression. Grind out some levels and gear. 


     >Jim: Hang on, the secretary sent me a private message. I think she has the hots for me. 


     Vincent shook his head, and the teammates headed toward the small marketplace. They spent a while checking out items and runes that were for sale. Despite the small size, the market had a lot of uncommon items. 


     I’ve never seen runes like these. It’s interesting how different cities developed their own kinds of runes. Anti-spell runes from Eastern European cities, which even block communication. Nature-shaping and machinery-based runes from Asian cities. Monster-manipulation and alchemic runes from African cities. 


     He stopped at a mapmaker shop and bought maps of the five dungeons on Valahym. The mapmaker explained the dungeons had once been full of monsters of all kinds and lots of loot, but nowadays only a few types of monsters remained. The mapmaker noted the half-empty dungeons didn’t have the same loot they once had, and that most players didn’t consider the time and risk to be worth the payout. 


     “We should still check out those dungeons,” Quinn said. “That might be the most interesting thing to do on Valahym.” 


     “I don’t know,” Xan said. “It sounds like they’re empty. You really want to wander around for hours for barely any loot?” 


     “No, I want to wander around for hours to find starving, powerful monsters.” 


     Xan sighed. “I should’ve figured.” 


     >Jim: Uh—so, I just had a very frightening and bizarre meeting. 


     >Vincent: With who? 


     >Jim: You know that mod that runs the Justiciars? 


     >Vincent: Yeah, Justice Luke or something like that. 


     >Jim: No, no, no. Don’t call him Luke. He calls himself Lucas the Just. Apparently, calling him Luke—or kid—makes him go psycho. He made all kinds of demands, and then threatened to ban me. 


     >Quinn: Did you kick his butt out of your building? 


     >Jim: What? No! I’m not messing with that guy. He’s a lunatic that can freeze people. I heard you can’t even breathe while you’re banned. You can’t fight him. 


     >Alexandria: So what did you say to his demands? 


     >Jim: I tried to argue with him until he went wacko on me. He’s planning to tax us for using Jump Gates, and we have to tell his Justiciars who we’re escorting and why. The Justiciars have been annoying the last few years, especially with how powerful they are across the cities, but now they’re turning into full-on authoritarians. Lucas and his second-in-command World Teleported away, but his Justiciars refuse to leave my building. They say they’ll be overseeing my actions while I’m in Lillypost. 


     >Vincent: Jim, I know you don’t want to join our adventures, but maybe you should follow us into the middle-tier. That mod only has low-tier World Teleport, right? 


     >Jim: Dude, I’m way ahead of you. I’m literally walking to the Jump Gate right now. I’ll pay their stupid fee and lie and say I’m jumping to my teammates on Courtal. It would look like I was flying in that direction, so they won’t know where I’m actually going. 


     >Alexandria: You’re leaving your guildsmen behind? 


     >Jim: Every time I jump to a new city, I set up someone to take over the guild building on that world. Keanu will oversee Lillypost for me. They don’t really need me besides setting up stuff, and I have Quest Contracts to deal with most the guild’s resources. Midrun would be a good command center anyway because they have strong connections between people of various worlds. Then again, I heard its boring there. Maybe I’ll settle down in Firepeak and keep a representative in Midrun to do all the hard work for me. 


     >Vincent: Alright, we’ll meet you at the Jump Gate. 


     Vincent, Quinn, and Xan hurried to the wall. They found the entrance location, but the guards required information on why they were leaving and how long they’d be gone. 


     Okay, two or three years here might be a little much if they’re this uptight. Since Jim is coming, we should plan a trip to Firepeak as soon as possible. 


     They soon arrived at the Jump Gate, and Vincent gathered eight Jump Crystals and held them in the air. He aimed them at the distant world, where his crystals revealed a blinking blue light. Once the crystals locked with Jim’s, he could feel the gravitational energy fluctuate. 


     >Vincent: Hold on, Jim. This’ll be a long flight. Kind of jealous, actually. You’ll get to see a lot of worlds. 


     >Jim: Nah, I’m closing my eyes. 


     >Quinn: Come on, casual. 


     >Jim: Don’t start with that again. We’ll see how snarky you are in person. 


     >Alexandria: She’s actually even worse in person. Plus, she punches people in the arm a lot. Hope you upgraded your Mana Shield with Threshold. 


     Vincent watched the Jump Crystals burn out and vanish from his hands one by one. After several minutes, he saw Jim flying downward as the last crystal turned to dust. 


     Jim landed on the plateau and raised his hands. “Quinn! Xan! High-fives all around!” He high-fived them, and then patted Vincent on the shoulder. “Long time no see, Old Vince.” 


     “Aren’t you the same age?” Xan questioned. 


     “Yeah, but Vince still acts like an old guy,” Jim replied. “I would’ve thought thirty-five years in a young body would have changed you, but I forgot how much of a grandpa you acted like even in our twenties. Guess you’ve always been an old fart in a young body.” 


     “Yeah, but he’s our favorite old fart,” Quinn said, punching Vincent in the shoulder. “You’re a close second, though, Jim.” 


     “So, anywhere to drink around here?” Jim asked. 


     Vincent shook his head. “Bad news, buddy. I didn’t see any bars or places that serve alcohol in Midrun. Seems like a dry city.” 


     “Don’t joke like that, man.” 


     “He’s telling the truth,” Quinn said. “I kept my eye out for bars. Most the cities I’ve been to have at least one with a huge basement made for brawling.” 


     “There’s one place you might get some booze,” Xan said. Everyone turned to find her looking over the dungeon maps Vincent had purchased. “One of those dungeons is called Old Razortwig’s Distillery. Goblins and orcs often carry liquor, so I’m sure that place is full of booze.” 


     “Sounds like my kind of dungeon,” Jim said. “Is it far?” 


     Xan checked the map. “It’s north a few miles. Looks like you have to follow a winding canyon to it.” 


     “Well, let’s check it out,” Quinn said, jogging north. 


     “You know, this is the first time in twenty years we have the World Knights on an adventure together,” Jim noted as their party followed Quinn. “Remember Sharky’s Cavern? Man, that was ages ago. I’m sure I missed out on lots of great dungeon raids with you three.” 


     “You should’ve seen the Scarlet Maze,” Xan said. “We spent twelve hours traveling and fighting across intersecting hallways until Vince realized the floors and walls were made of special warping runes. Turns out we’d been going in circles the entire time, but we couldn’t tell because the runes prevented us from mapping it.” 


     “What about Rorak’s Pit?” Quinn said. “I still think that’s the most difficult dungeon we’ve ever faced.” 


     Xan shivered. “Let’s hope this distillery isn’t as bad as that place. However, I don’t think anything could be worse than those croco-drakes.” 


     “Well, this is a mid-tier dungeon,” Vincent warned. “We should expect it to be more challenging than the worlds we’ve seen so far.” 


     Jim shrugged. “Yeah, but this world is half barren. Chances are, the only real threat there is the dungeon boss.” 


     “We’ll see,” Vincent replied. 


     They followed the map toward the fractured wastelands beyond Midrun’s sight. They tried to navigate the narrow, branching canyons. However, even with a map, they kept backtracking and second-guessing themselves. They kept a constant eye out for monsters, but after several hours, still hadn’t seen a single enemy. 


     “This is even worse than I first thought,” Jim said, staring down splintered passages too small for anyone but Xan to fit through. “I can usually tell when I’m near a dungeon because I’ll keep finding more monsters. But there’s nothing here—barely even plant life. Why’s there even a city on this world?” 


     “NPCs built Midrun way before the drought,” Vincent explained. 


     “I remember seeing gameplay footage of Valahym before the game’s release,” Quinn noted. “This world looked completely different then. The drought started a couple months before release. There’s no telling if ARKSU planned it, or if it was just something that happened randomly with this world’s environment.” 


     Xan stared at the map and frowned. “Okay, we’ve gone through this passage three times now. The way to the distillery must be in one of these nearby tunnels. The map just doesn’t distinguish between the smaller passages.” 


     “If goblins or orcs use it, then it has to be large enough for us to pass through,” Vincent said. “It’s probably not here if only you can fit, Xan.” 


     “Are you sure?” Xan questioned. “Do you know for a fact this dungeon is run by goblins or orcs?” 


     “Are there any other monster species that drink?” Vincent asked. 


     Everyone looked at Jim. 


     “Mers make wine,” the Rogue replied. “Good stuff too. Worgen brew lager. Kobolds mostly smoke, but some of them make vodka. I heard devils on the middle-tier worlds distill fantastic whiskey, but I don’t think they spawn on any City-Worlds. Giants are also on middle-tier Nature-Worlds, and they drop small barrels of mead when they die.” 


     “So, it might be kobolds,” Xan said. “They’re about my size, and they love scurrying around cramped canyons like this.” 


     “But kobolds are really weak,” Quinn noted. “I’d be surprised if they were on a mid-tier world. They mostly spawn on super low worlds.” 


     Xan shrugged. “Whatever. I’ll check out these smaller passages and send a party message if I see something.” She looked at the map, found a passage about where the map said to go, and then squeezed between the stone. Within seconds, Xan disappeared down a winding passage. 


     Jim let out a long sigh. “This is boring. I thought the middle-tier would be more action-packed than this.” 


     “Relax,” Vincent said. “This is only the first world—which is not only a City-World but also mostly barren.” 


     “You’ll have plenty of opportunities to get yourself killed,” Quinn joked. “Don’t complain about it not being exciting after we jumped you past the challenging stuff.” 


     A large shadow passed over the canyon, and all three players looked at the small gap above them. 


     “So, either of you see what that was?” Vincent asked. 


     Quinn shook her head no. 


     “Nope,” Jim replied. “I’m not bored anymore, though.” 


     >Vincent: Hey, Xan, something big just leapt over the gap above us. You might want to head back. 


     >Alexandria: Uh, I found the entrance to the distillery. Also, I need help. There’s— 


     Vincent heard a whooshing sound from the passage, and then the crackle of a Mana Magnum. The medium-cost spell had twice the Magic Rating of Mana Gun, and a larger radius, but its recoil made it harder to aim. Their team made frequent use of it when facing stronger-than-average enemies, and even Vincent occasionally used it because it cost about half the mana of Void Gun. 


     “Xan!” Vincent shouted. He tried to squeeze between the rocks, but the gap was too small. 


     “Move!” Quinn shouted, charging her experimental attack. 


     Jim looked at the black static around her fist. “That’s a bit different from what I’m working on.” 


     Quinn hit the crevice, and a shockwave blasted both sides of the walls to pieces. However, the spell launched Quinn across the canyon. The back of her head hit the stone wall, and she collapsed to the ground. Vincent and Jim ran toward her, but she climbed to her feet and touched the bloodied spot on the back of her head. “Find Xan!” 


     Vincent nodded, and he hurried through the path. Jim followed behind, and Quinn trailed farther back, limping as she walked. She disappeared from their sight as the two men zipped through the winding passage. 


     Vince arrived at an opening of what looked like a mine. He noted strange vines overgrown on the wooden walls and frames of the tunnel. His eyes caught signs of mana burns on the walls and a trail where someone had been dragged. 


     “Did she get taken?” Jim questioned, hurrying into the tunnel. 


     Vincent followed, and his HUD updated his location to Old Razortwig’s Distillery. The tunnel led into a large cavern full of machinery, barrels, and equipment. Vines covered almost everything in the distillery, and Vincent saw that all the tunnels had been blocked by the overgrowth. 


     His eyes searched the cavern for any hidden passages, but he saw none. “Where could she have gone?” 


     Jim equipped a hardened-oiron longsword. “This is a little too odd.” 


     Vincent nodded in agreement. Maybe Scan will pick up something I’m not seeing. He Scanned the nearest blocked passage. 


     Spriggan – Monster Class: C | Age: 53 | Sex: None | Personality: Protective 


     Vincent looked back at the entrance as the vine-like creatures crawled over one another from the ceiling to block the passage. “Uh, Jim. Did you use Scan yet?” 


     “No, why?” Jim glanced at the blocked passage. “Oh. Huh. So there must be dozens of those things, right?” 


     Vincent’s heart pounded in his chest. “Yeah, I think so.” 


     >Vincent: Quinn, look out. The vines are monsters. 


     The spriggans blocking the passage glowed green when Vincent tried to send his message, and a noted popped up on his HUD. 


     Unable to send or receive messages at this time. 


     “They’re disrupting messages,” Vincent told his friend. 


     “Then we’ll have to get them out of our way,” Jim said, aiming his palm at the wall of vines. He fired Mana Volley, but the spriggans’ bodies flashed with green light. His attack rebounded, exploding into a shower of mana. 


     Vincent grabbed Jim and pulled him away from the sparks. “Be careful, they must have some protection from magic.” He equipped his enhanced oiron longsword. 


     “Then I’ll cut through them!” Jim shouted, readying his blade. He approached the vines and slashed. Their bodies glowed green, but their shields must’ve only been about the strength of regular oiron. Jim’s blade cut through several vines, and the creatures reacted with piercing screams. 


     Vines on the ceilings and walls unfurled themselves and landed around the two men. Several vines twisted at the top of the creatures to form heads, and two green lights glowed from between the branches like eyes. 


     The men attacked right away. They both aimed for the newly formed heads and slashed through them. However, the attacks didn’t seem to stop the walking vines. The creatures whipped at the pair with glowing branches and cut through the Threshold on Jim’s Mana Shield, but Vincent’s Gravity Shield slowed the attacks too much for them to do more than scratch his armor. 


     Vincent cast his Zero Field on the nearest spriggans and tossed them across the room. They’re hard to kill, but they’re lightweight. It’s too bad I haven’t bothered to learn any fire magic. 


     “So, what’s the plan, Vince?” Jim said, nervously. “Can’t cut them down. Can’t shoot them down.” 


     “The heads they make are red herrings. There must have something that controls their bodies. Everything like them in the game has a weak point to attack.” 


     A dozen spriggans circled around them, and the two men stood back to back. 


     “Oh!” Jim shouted. “That lump thing. What about that?” 


     Vincent looked closely at the nearest spriggan and saw a swollen growth on one vine. The spot glowed just before the monster’s arms flashed with magic for another attack. He blocked the attack and then cut through the growth. The spriggan screamed and turned to dust before it hit the ground. 


     “That’s it!” Vincent replied to Jim. 


     Jim slashed through the growth of a spriggan, and then blocked the swipe of another. He spun and cut down two more. One of the creatures lunged at him, but Jim Vanished, reappeared behind it, and slashed its weak spot. 


     Two spriggans curled their branches around Jim’s body. He tried to Vanish again, but their vines flashed green, and his body reappeared in the same spot. Two more joined and tightened their vines around him. 


     “Vince!” Jim shouted. 


     Vincent slashed through another spriggan and turned to see his friend being enveloped by the glowing vines. He cast Zero Field on Jim and the spriggans, trying to knock them away. Jim held his ground, but the spriggans lost their grip and flew across the room. 


     Four spriggans leapt at Vincent’s back and wrapped their vines around him. He struggled to break their grip, which allowed two more to join and pull his arms low to the ground. “Help!” 


     Jim drank part of an ether to refill his mana. “Don’t worry, I’ll break you free. Just stay super still.” He charged negative energy into his fingers. 


     Vincent’s eyes widened. “No, no, no! Don’t shoot that near me.” 


     “Don’t worry,” Jim said. “I can almost control it properly.” 


     Jim aimed his fingers at the spriggans and released the void attack. The black energy looked larger than Vincent’s Void Gun, but it moved slower. It flew toward one of the grappling spriggans and tore through its vines. The attack arched through the air, cutting through all four spriggans. Vincent could swear the attack grew wings just before it sliced the last spriggan. However, the attack sparked and then rebounded back at Jim. 


     Jim ducked, narrowly avoiding being decapitated by his own attack. It continued across the room, slashing another spriggan before burning a hole into the wall. 


     Vincent overpowered the remaining vines and threw the spriggans off him. Jim’s attack had killed none of them, but they’d lost numerous vines, and Vincent found it easier to find their exposed growths. He slashed through them one by one, and Jim finished off the spriggans on the other side of the room. 


     A shockwave tore through the spriggans blocking the entrance. The attack rocked the cavern, and the two men paused. 


     When the dust cleared, an injured Quinn limped into the distillery. “Where’s Xan?” 


     “We haven’t found her yet,” Jim replied, cutting through one of the spriggans that Quinn had knocked away. “Kind of busy with these monsters.” 


     Quinn gulped down an entire ether while the two men fought off spriggans. “Then stop playing around. Which direction did they take her?” 


     Vincent glanced around. “I don’t know, the trail ends in this room.” 


     “Then I’ll head down the middle path,” Quinn said, looking at three blocked passages opposite of the entrance. “Dumb monsters always take the middle path.” Black sparks surged across her arm. 


     Vincent eyed the negative energy with worry. “Quinn, you’re pushing yourself too far.” 


     Quinn huffed, trying to control the spell. “Don’t care. Got to save Xan.” 


     She punched the wall of spriggans and blew the monsters to pieces. However, the gravitational wave ran up her arm, snapping the bones in her fingers and arm, and even dislocating her shoulder. Quinn toppled to her knees and screamed in pain as the dismembered spriggans jumped to their feet. 


     Quinn equipped a Lotus Capsule and popped it into her mouth as the spriggans charged toward her. “I see another trail!” she shouted. “You two better save her.” 


     The monsters wrapped themselves around Quinn’s body as they tried to strangle and wrestle her to the ground. The Fighter bit into the capsule, and her entire body was converted into blue mana in an instant. The mana exploded outward, vaporizing the spriggans. 


     Vincent and Jim steadied themselves as the explosion rocked the room. When it passed, they saw that Quinn had annihilated all the spriggans that had been blocking the passage. 


     Jim flashed a horrified expression. “Poor Quinn. I hope that didn’t hurt too badly.” 


     “It doesn’t,” Vincent replied, grabbing Quinn’s items. “Let’s hurry.” 


     They ran down the passage, and Vincent saw the trail-marks. It looked like Xan had temporarily broken away from her assailant before getting picked off the ground again at an intersection. Magical lanterns lit the deeper part of the passage, and Vincent wondered how far down the dungeon went. 


     I figured this was more of a top-heavy dungeon. Why does a distillery need to go so far underground? Unless this connects to a spriggan nest below the dungeon. 


     “Which way?” Jim asked. “I Scanned both directions, but I’m not picking up any useful information.” 


     Vincent eyed the lanterns. The right-hand tunnel remained level and had three lanterns hanging overhead. The left-side tunnel went deeper, but lacked lanterns. However, he saw a light gleaming off rocks near the bottom of the passage. 


     “This way,” Vincent said, hurrying down the deeper passage. 


     The tunnel stopped at a sudden drop, and Vincent looked at the opening in the crevice high above that let in light from the skybox. His eyes traveled downward, and he gaped at the massive, crooked pit that zigzagged until he couldn’t see the bottom. 


     “Jeez,” Jim said, worriedly. “You think something dragged her down there?” 


     “The spriggans are too small to take her away so quickly,” Vincent noted. “I think whatever we saw leap over the opening grabbed her. I assume it hangs around sections of the dungeon and canyon that have crevices overhead. That way it can easily maneuver in and out.” 


     “That’s kind of a shot in the dark. Ten spriggans together could’ve carried her off the other way.” 


     “There’re no tracks,” Vincent said. “Whatever is picking her up is stronger than a spriggan, but it also doesn’t leave footprints.” 


     A curious expression crossed Jim’s face. “I don’t know what kind of monster would do that. How about this, I’ll go down first and check it out. My Agility is higher, so I have a better chance of getting back out.” Jim equipped a mapping rune and leapt into the pit. He jumped from ledge to ledge until he disappeared out of Vincent’s sight down the crooked, narrow cavern. 


     Vincent watched his dungeon map fill up, but after a minute, it hit a cut-off. 


     Outside area information not available to dungeon map. 


     Our basic mapping rune only reveals information when we’re in the same region. If it’s not showing me anything past that point, then that’s not part of the dungeon anymore. So where the heck is he? 


     >Jim: H**, **nce! Hur** and *** **** here. 


     >Alexandria: **lo? J**? He**! I’m under— 


     Vincent leapt from ledge to ledge, but his party chat cut out completely. The pit went far deeper than he’d imagined, and the part on his dungeon map only proved to be the first third of the cavern. He descended for several minutes and had to use a lighting rune to see anything. However, as he traveled deeper, he spotted a dim glow. 


     Something’s down there. A boss, maybe? It can’t be the dungeon boss. They instinctively stay in or near their dungeons. 


     The pit narrowed, and Vincent saw the white glow near the bottom growing stronger. He tried to use his party chat again, but only heard a piercing noise. Vincent slipped on the ever-narrowing ledges and plummeted toward the light. He fell twenty meters through a large cavern and into a glowing pool of water. 


     As he broke the surface, Vince saw the piercing glow emanating from a fault line at the bottom of the pool about fifty meters below. The white line glowed so brightly that Vincent couldn’t stare at it for more than a second. 


     Thinking fast, Vincent unequipped his sword and armor. He hurried to the surface and gasped for air. A green glow caught his attention as he swam for the nearby rocks, and he eyed the massive tree trunks that protruded from the cavern floor. Glowing vines covered the trees, but Vincent couldn’t see the bottom or the top because the trunks came out of the ground and hit the roof of the cavern. He Scanned the nearest tree out of curiosity. 


     Source Tree – Total Rating: 300 (Material: 150 | Magic: 150) | A type of underground tree that feeds off world magic. Spriggans grow from these trees. 


     >Vincent: Can either of you hear me? I’m at the spriggan nest. 


     >Jim: Wr*** *ay! Un*** the *****! 


     Hundreds of vines shook on the trees, and spriggans leapt from them. Vincent readied himself to fight until he saw dozens of them coming toward him. He turned and sprinted back into the pool of glowing water. 


     Did Jim mean under the water? 


     Vincent took a deep breath and equipped his sword and armor. He sank toward the intense light of the fracture, but looked away. An underwater tunnel appeared in his line of sight, and he removed his heavy equipment. Vincent followed the tunnel but felt himself running out of air. His feet kicked as fast as he could go, propelling himself toward a light at the end of the passage. 


     He passed several unlit passages under the water, but ignored them. The water rippled ahead, and it took him several seconds to realize he was staring at rain hitting the surface. Vincent raised his head above the water, finding himself in a smaller cavern than the last. Miniature rain clouds hung near the ceiling, and exotic plant life covered the walls and floor. However, Vincent’s gaze went to the light and shadows across the cavern. 


     Jim panted and wiped sweat from his forehead. He’d clearly taken a beating from an enemy and looked near his limit. His eyes darted across the cavern with a dismayed look. 


     Vincent spotted Xan lying at the edge of a pool of glowing white light. He could see a rainbow gleam reflecting off the pool when he looked closely, but his attention turned to Jim. 


     “Where’s the enemy?” Vincent asked. 


     Jim glanced at him. “Thank god you’re here. There’s two of them. Elementals.” 


     The stone behind Jim rose into a floating moss-covered figure. The figure seemed to have pieced itself together from the stone and dirt in that spot, leaving chunks missing from the ground. It formed the upper-body of a brutish, humanoid figure. Although, its pieces didn’t always stay connected as it moved. 


     “Jim!” Vincent shouted. 


     The monster clobbered Jim and tossed him into the wall of the cavern. Vincent took a step forward, but something grabbed him by the leg and dragged him back into the water. He looked down at the shape below him. His eyes traced the shimmering outline of a humanoid figure made of water. The pressurized water moved and turned, always keeping its form, but he saw different spots of dust get trapped as it moved. The elemental dragged him back through the passage and away from his friends. 


     Vincent equipped his armor and sword again as he Scanned the monster. 


     Liquid Elemental – Monster Class: C+ | Age: 72 | Sex: None | Personality: Reserved 


     With his armor, the elemental couldn’t drag him as quickly underwater. He dug his feet into rocks at the bottom of the passage and swung his sword. His blade passed through without harm, and the monster replied by hitting him in the chest with a pressurized water-fist. 


     The strike pushed Vincent backward, but his Gravity Shield kept it from hurting. He felt himself running out of air and tried to hurry toward the cavern. 


     How do I fight this thing? This isn’t like liches, trolls, or spriggans. There’s no weak spot as far as I can tell. But doesn’t that violate the typical rules of this game? 


     The pressurized outline in the water raced toward him, and Vincent used Zero Field. The elemental hit the field and came to a sudden stop as if it’d struck an impassable wall. Vincent shoved the elemental away with his field, and then raised his head above the surface. He gasped for air and stumbled into the cavern before sipping on an ether. 


     The other elemental tossed Jim across the cavern, and Vincent Scanned it as his friend landed beside him. 


     Solid Elemental – Monster Class: C+ | Age: 125 | Sex: None | Personality: Lonely 


     “How do you kill these things?” Vincent asked. 


     “I don’t know,” Jim replied, panting. “I shot him, cut him in half, and even tried my void attack. He just remakes himself from different rocks. There’s no weak spot.” 


     Vincent watched as the water elemental floated from the pool. “I’ve noticed. There must be some kind of magic holding them together, though.” 


     The two elementals approached from both sides, and the men readied themselves to fight. Vincent eyed the water elemental, noticing it hadn’t rebuilt itself to its full figure. 


     The liquid elemental charged at Vincent, and he knocked it away with Zero Field. “Jim, they constantly use mana. That’s how they reshape themselves.” 


     Jim equipped a shield and blocked a strike from the solid elemental. He unleashed Mana Volley at its chest, knocking the monster backward. “Explains why the rock guy is missing his lower half. When I found him, he was more fully formed. So, this is just a battle of attrition?” 


     The solid elemental retreated toward the pool with Xan. The two men tried to chase after it, but the liquid elemental stretched its arm and swiped their legs to trip them. 


     The solid elemental jumped into the glowing pool, and it slowly rebuilt its body from nearby rocks. When its hands grew into more articulated shapes, it grabbed Xan and dunked her into the glowing pool. Sparks of white mana flew from Xan’s body and hit the nearby rocks and rain clouds. 


     A cloud took a human shape, and another solid elemental rose from the ground where the white mana had struck. 


     “Oh, my god,” Jim said. “That pool must be world magic leaking from the world’s core. I’ve heard uncontrolled world magic can destabilize the physics of the game. One elemental must’ve spawned by chance, and then it set out to make more.” 


     Xan gasped as her head raised above the white mana pool. She struggled to break free of the elemental’s grasp, but it proved much stronger than her. Its body continued to grow while absorbing mana from the pool. The smaller, newly born elementals joined it at the pool to absorb more power. 


     “We should all use Lotus Capsules!” Vincent shouted. “We can’t win this fight. The elementals can’t leave the mana pool for extended periods of time, so they’re not a threat to the city. We’ll just have to warn people to stay away from this dungeon.” 


     Xan equipped a Lotus Capsule and tried to move it to her mouth, but the solid elemental knocked the capsule from her grip. It dunked her back into the pool, and mana lashed out, creating another elemental from a nearby cloud. 


     When it pulled Xan from the pool, she gasped and released multiple Light-Drain Butterflies. “Let me go!” 


     Her creations ripped light from the solid elemental, and its arm broke into pieces, dropping Xan into the pool. The young woman stood and held her arms out as she released more of the ghostly butterflies in all directions. She kept going, making more than she could even control, and then more beyond that. 


     The world magic is restoring her mana at a rapid rate, Vincent realized. That’s the only way she could make so many of those butterflies at once. 


     The butterflies drained the mana from the solid elemental that had been holding her captive. It crumbled into pieces until no moving parts remained. The butterflies swarmed the other elementals, and their bodies fell apart. The water elemental that Vincent had been fighting dove into the pool, but the Ranger tossed it back into the cavern with Zero Field. 


     Xan’s butterflies swarmed the remaining elementals until none remained, and then her creations disappeared. She stepped out of the pool, but looked down at her hands as the white mana slipped through her fingers. “So, this is world magic? Powerful stuff.” She glanced at the two men. “Where’s Quinn?” 


     “She bit the capsule,” Vincent replied. He approached the pool of world magic and stared into the white light. When he reached toward it, the white mana pushed away from him where his Gravity Shield started. He could feel pressure as the world magic fought against him. “This really is the opposite of my void magic. I wonder why it’s leaking out of the world’s core like this?” He glanced around at the rain clouds in the cavern. “Maybe that’s why the world is barren? Its magic is leaking out and disturbing the natural cycle of this world.” 


     “What do you think could’ve caused this?” Xan wondered. 


     Vincent shrugged. “No telling, but maybe we can fix it.” 


     “Try your negative energy,” Jim said. “They’re opposites, right? It might be like putting a fire out with water.” 


     “Or it’ll react explosively, making things worse.” 


     “Well, if it kills us, we’ll just respawn and think of something else.” 


     Vincent sighed. “Alright, I’ll see.” He held his hand over the pool and cast Zero Field. 


     The white mana reacted instantly, pushing itself away from the distorted spatial field. Vincent felt a strong pressure fighting him, so he shoved even harder. The entire pool spiraled downward as though he’d pulled the plug at the bottom of a drain. The world magic disappeared into a fracture at the bottom of the pit, and he pushed the field as far as it could go. The light of the fracture flickered, and then vanished. He stared in shock as the fracture sealed itself as if it’d never existed at all. 


     Vincent exhaled with relief. “It worked. Guess I’ll go plug the other fracture at the bottom of the pool.” 


     “Then how’re we getting out of here?” Jim asked. “We can’t make the jump back to the crevice over the pool.” 


     “We’ll give all our items to Xan,” Vincent told him. “You’ll throw her as high as you can, and then I’ll send her the rest of the way with Zero Field. She’ll climb out and meet us when we respawn.” 


     Jim looked at the Lotus Capsule in his hand and gulped. “You three have done this a lot, haven’t you?” 


     “You’d better get used to it,” Vincent replied. “If there’s one thing I’ve learned in my travels, it’s that dying is a big part of this game.” 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 20 


     Player: Noble Vincent  


     Location: Valahym (World) | Midrun (City) | Town Center (District) 


     Class: Ranger 


     Subclass: Mage 


     Vitality: Lv 58 


     Spirit*: Lv 68 


     Resolve: Lv 61 


     Perception*: Lv 73 


     Agility: Lv 62 


     Strength: Lv 58 


       


     Vincent and Jim respawned near the crooked Daiglass Tower. Within seconds, they spotted Quinn and Xan, and the party regrouped. Xan, who had kept track of their time of death to meet with them as they respawned, returned all their items, and then handed Jim a dozen containers of liquor. 


     “Found a box of drinks on my way out,” Xan told him. 


     Jim grinned. “This looks like good stuff. Maybe we should hit up the distillery again for more.” 


     “Xan was just telling me she wanted to go back,” Quinn noted. “She did a little studying on this world while we were dead. Tell them, Xan.” 


     “So, the last people that ever saw the World Boss fought it right before the drought started. They were a team of four players called the Great Vanguard.” 


     “Oh, I know of them,” Jim said. “I’ve seen dozens of their videos. They’re making bank off this game. All of their videos combined had tens of billions of views before the update.” 


     “That’s right,” Xan said. “It just so happens that one of their members is in this city. I heard they split up after the update, and Ice Knight Zhang ended up here.” 


     “No way!” Jim shouted. “Zhang is in this lame city? Where’s he staying? I want to meet him.” 


     “Wait, I think I heard that name when we were at the wall,” Vincent noted. 


     “He spends most his time there,” Xan explained. “I actually sought him out and talked to him briefly. It seemed strange to me that the drought started after they fought that boss, and no one else has seen it since.” 


     “What’d he say?” Vincent asked. 


     “Well, I wasn’t the first to ask him about it,” Xan explained. “In fact, he seemed annoyed because so many people have questioned him about various bosses and things he’s done. He almost ended the discussion until I mentioned those two world magic fractures we found. He told me he’d check it out on his own.” 


     “You didn’t ask if we could join him?” Jim said with a groan. “It would’ve been so cool to adventure with Zhang.” 


     “I tried, but he didn’t want to wait for you three to respawn. He left a week ago, but strangely he hasn’t returned.” 


     “That’s odd,” Quinn said. “You think he died?” 


     Jim huffed. “You think Zhang would die on such a low world? This dude is one of the best players in this game. Out of dozens of boss-battle videos I watched of his team, he only died once, and that was on a Dead-World.” Jim shivered. “By the way, let’s try to stay away from those.” 


     “I don’t know,” Vincent replied, glancing at the small Dead-World among the worlds above. “That one up there caught my interest.” 


     “No way, man,” Jim said. “I’m not traveling to a world where I’ll die horribly in the first ten minutes.” 


     “Shut up about Dead-Worlds,” Quinn said. “I’m more curious about what Zhang found. If he didn’t die, what do you think happened, Xan?” 


     Xan shrugged. “Maybe he got trapped underground. There’s a huge, open cavern near the distillery where the World Boss spawns. That’s where they originally fought it. He said he’d check out the underground tunnels under the distillery too.” 


     “Let’s try the open cavern first,” Quinn said. “Then the distillery again.” 


     “I brought rope and climbing gear,” Xan told them. “In case we need to go into that spriggan nest again.” 


     The World Knights headed to the outskirts of the city, informed the guards where they were heading, and then set out across the barren world. They traveled through the narrow canyons once more, but continued past the distillery. The land became even more distorted beyond that point, and sometimes the landscape reminded Vincent of swiss cheese. 


     “So, what kind of World Boss are we looking for?” he questioned, staring at the gaping holes in the canyons. 


     “Zhang described it as a mosquito crossed with an eastern-style dragon—and a dash of squid,” Xan replied. “Basically, a long, wiry monstrosity that stabs players with needle-like appendages and sucks the lifeforce right out of them.” 


     “Could it be the thing leaving those fractures?” Vincent questioned. “Maybe it got tired of draining players and is attacking the world magic directly.” 


     “That’s what Zhang thought,” Xan replied. “He said their battle with it happened deep underground, and they accidentally damaged the world badly enough to expose a small amount of world magic. The monster must’ve remembered after it respawned and poked around for drinking spots. Few players were on Valahym at that point, otherwise it might’ve been hunted too frequently to harm the world this badly. Zhang thinks if he kills it once or twice a year, the world will eventually return to normal.” 


     “Maybe he hasn’t found it yet,” Quinn said. “It’s only been a week. He might’ve checked these locations, came up empty-handed, and started searching the rest of the world.” 


     “Yeah, I doubt Zhang would get trapped or killed,” Jim replied. “Although, it doesn’t hurt to check. Plus, if we find any more fractures, Vincent can patch them.” 


     They continued through the narrow paths until they reached the massive, open cavern Xan had told them about. It stretched about three hundred meters across and went five hundred meters down before turning into branching caves. Near the canyon’s entrance, they found old campsites and trash left behind by players over the decades. 


     “Looks like other people have tried to find the boss to no avail,” Vincent noted, kicking over a withered chair. 


     “What are the odds we find something no one else has?” Jim asked. “Seems like a waste of time.” 


     “No one else knew to look for glowing fractures,” Xan replied. “Even if they saw them, they wouldn’t guess it had something to do with the boss.” 


     Jim sighed. “If I go down there, I’ll have to use another Lotus Capsule, I just know it.” 


     Vincent used his HUD to take a picture of Jim sighing in front of the canyon. He sent the picture to everyone in the party, and the two women chuckled. 


     “Oh, come on,” Jim replied. “At least warn me first.” 


     “I have to get some good pictures with you,” Vincent told him. “Xan and I have been snapping pics of the three of us for twenty years. She likes to show her family what we’re up to, and I enjoy having the pictures of fond memories. Want me to send you the collection?” 


     “Maybe later. Just get one of me looking cool.” Jim crossed his arms and gazed over the canyon in a stoic pose. 


     Vincent rolled his eyes and took the pic. “Now get one of us three.” He stood with Xan and Quinn in front of the cavern. 


     Jim snapped the picture and sent it to them. “Alright, let’s hurry and go down there. Who has boots with Wall-Walking? I still only have limited Wall-Walking, but unlimited would make this a lot easier.” 


     “I used to have a pair, but I lost them when we wiped a while back,” Quinn said. 


     “I brought the Lich’s Cloak that Vince gave me years ago,” Xan said. “I’d forgotten about it for a long time, but I found it when looking through storage for climbing gear. If you give me your Wall-Walking boots, I’ll fly back and forth across the canyon with a mapping rune.” 


     Jim handed her an item crystal, and Xan equipped the boots and cloak. She ran up the side of a wall, leapt off, and glided to a ledge on the other side of the canyon. Vincent watched the area map fill up as the young woman flew and climbed to different points around the canyon. 


     “Let’s check out some of those caves,” Quinn said, dropping fifteen meters to a ledge. 


     Vincent and Jim followed, and everyone searched the open cavern. They tried to stay within sight of one another as they worked their way down. After an hour of searching, they hadn’t found much besides more trash left behind by players. 


     Jim smiled as they regrouped on a ledge before the cavern split into narrow passages. “Hey, I found a half-full bottle of rum.” 


     “I found ether in a canteen,” Quinn said. 


     “I flew over some of those steeper caverns, and then ran back up the wall,” Xan told them. “You can see where I mapped them on your HUD, but I saw nothing of interest. No light fractures, anyways.” 


     “They’d be much deeper down,” Vincent said. “The ones we found were below a spriggan nest, under a massive drop off, at the bottom of a long, winding canyon, below the lowest part of an underground dungeon. That’s by far the deepest I’ve ever traveled into a world. Even then, there’s no guarantee that world magic is uniformly spread throughout the core of the planet. It likely branches out like veins. The mosquito boss probably found out about it during its fight with the Great Vanguard, and then poked around deep passages for more.” 


     Jim eyed one of the steep, narrow caverns and gulped. “If we drop down there, it’ll be tough to get out, even with climbing gear.” 


     “Then we’ll give Xan our stuff and bite the capsule again,” Vincent replied. “With climbing gear, your boots, and her Lich’s Cloak, she’ll make it out.” 


     “If killing yourself really bothers you, I’ll give you the equipment to escape,” Xan told Jim. “They’ve always been nice about letting me survive, but I’ve gotten used to these scenarios.” 


     Jim shook his head. “No, you keep that stuff. I need to get used to this if I’m traveling with you three. I should’ve known Vince would drag me into all sorts of trouble.” 


     Quinn patted Jim on the shoulder. “Don’t worry, Vince won’t cause you too many problems. That’ll probably be me more often than not.” She grabbed his arm and pulled him over the ledge with her. 


     Jim screamed as they slid down a steep, angled cliffside. They fell about thirty meters, and then tumbled onto a ledge. Vincent slid after them, but Xan used the Wall-Walking boots to run down the side. 


     “Any reason you chose this cavern?” Jim asked, eyeing the narrow, black pit below. 


     “Yeah,” Quinn replied. “It looked the deepest.” She shone a lighting rune into the pit, spotted another ledge, and jumped to it. The other three players followed her to find Quinn already leaping to another ledge. 


     “Slow down!” Jim shouted. “Some of us don’t handle heights all that well.” 


     “Don’t worry, Jim,” Xan said. “If you miss a jump, be sure to have a Lotus Capsule ready. Instead of breaking your neck, you can be dead in an instant.” The young woman snapped her fingers to demonstrate. 


     Jim stared with wide eyes. “Yeah, I’ll keep that in mind.” 


     >Quinn: Uh, we have a bit of a problem. 


     The other three dropped to her, but found the stone walls closing in around them. Quinn flashed her lighting rune into the small gap below. It looked to be a straight drop into complete darkness. 


     “There’re no more ledges?” Vincent questioned. 


     Quinn equipped the canteen she’d found earlier and dropped it into the darkness. The three players listened to it clank against the walls of the cavern. 


     “Did it land?” Jim asked after a brief silence. 


     “I don’t know,” Quinn replied. “Old movies always made that trope seem so definitive. You either hear it hit the bottom or you don’t.” 


     “Yeah, that was a waste of ether,” Jim said. He aimed his hand at the cavern and fired a Mana Volley into the darkness. 


     Their group watched the sparks of mana fly into the black cavern. The bolts spread outward and continued for at least a hundred meters before striking the ground. 


     Jim peered into the depth of the cavern. “So, it’s a dead end?” 


     “No, we need to search it,” Quinn replied. “That cavern is massive. There’s got to be more passages and maybe even several fractures down there.” 


     Jim slapped his forehead. “Aw, come on. How’re we getting down there? Unless Xan has the World-Tree’s longest rope on her, this is a dead end.” 


     “I’ll give you my items, and then float down,” Xan said. “If there’s nothing there, I’ll bite the capsule.” 


     “You sure?” Quinn asked. “I could go instead.” 


     “No, the guys will need your help if they find the World Boss,” Xan replied. “I’m the most dispensable. It’s only fair considering how many times you and Vince have sacrificed yourselves for me.” 


     Xan handed Quinn most of her items, then dove into the darkness. She floated with the Lich’s Cloak until she disappeared from their sight. After a minute, the three remaining players saw the light of a rune appear on the ground. Vincent eyed his HUD as the local map filled with the shapes of stalagmites and walls. 


     >Alexandria: I don’t see much but empty space and rock formations so far. Oh, here’s a narrow tunnel. It goes farther down. Hey, there’s another tunnel too. 


     >Vincent: This cavern might branch off toward spriggan nests. Be careful. 


     >Alexandria: I’m jogging toward the end of the cavern right now. There’s a dim light this way. 


     >Vincent: Is it one of those glowing trees that make spriggans? You’re heading in the direction of the dungeon. These caves might connect to the ones we were at. 


     >Alexandria: No, it’s glowing white. I think it’s another world magic leak. 


     Vincent looked at Quinn and Jim. “Guess we need to go down there.” 


     “That drop will break our legs for sure,” Jim said. “Even with our shields.” 


     “I’ll try to stop my fall with Zero Field,” Vincent replied. “If it works, I’ll do the same for you two.” 


     >Vincent: Hey, Xan. Can you come back this way and light up the ground? 


     >Alexandria: Yeah. Give me a minute. 


     Vincent waited until he saw the light far below. He jumped over the ledge and plummeted toward the bottom of the cavern. Just before he struck the ground, he slowed himself with Zero Field. His Gravity Shield absorbed the remainder of the impact, and he sipped a little ether to restore the mana he’d spent. 


     >Vincent: That worked well enough. You two come one at a time. Hold lighting runes, so I’ll see you falling. 


     >Quinn: I’m using the climbing gear to let a rope down first. If we throw Xan high enough, she can use the boots and cloak to reach the rope and escape. 


     Quinn jumped after letting down a rope, and Vincent slowed her with Zero Field. She returned Xan’s items after landing, and then Jim leapt after a short hesitation. Even with a zero-frequency field slowing him down, Jim’s Mana Shield flickered when he landed. 


     The Rogue sighed. “What’s the point of Threshold if something below the rating can still trip it by hitting you hard enough?” 


     “The ratings are more like guidelines than absolute rules,” Vincent noted. “The closer to a one-thousand rating, the more indestructible it is. That’s why Mana Shields can’t go over three hundred, or they’d be too strong.” 


     “Yeah, I know all that,” Jim replied. “I’m only venting because I haven’t had a drink in a while. It doesn’t help that everyone I know spammed me with messages and pictures about the fun parties they had while I was respawning.” 


     “Then send them pics of your exciting adventure,” Quinn replied. She snapped an image of Jim with slumped shoulders. “There you go, another one for the team collection.” 


     “So, the light is that way?” Vincent asked, wandering across the cavern. He followed Xan’s map and soon spotted a glow in the distance. 


     “That’s the one,” Xan said. 


     Their party hurried across the cavern, but they found it much longer than expected. They passed a dozen other passages, and the light grew larger and brighter as they neared. 


     “It’s a bigger pool than the last,” Vincent noted, eyeing the wide, glowing shape. “Everyone, watch out for elementals.” 


     As they stepped closer to the large pool of world magic, a buzzing noise caught their attention. They paused and stared into the dark passage beyond the glowing liquid. A long, stringy shape zigzagged toward the pool. Its massive, flexible wings looked full of holes. 


     “Don’t let it reach the pool!” a voice screamed. A figure with an ice blade chased after the monster at superhuman speed, despite limping with an injured leg. However, the boss looked just as fast and had a head start. 


     The four party members reacted at once. They fired a variety of mana attacks at the monster, and Vincent even used his Void Gun. Most of the attacks bounced off the monster, but Void Gun cut a hole through its body. 


     The monster didn’t slow, however, and quickly reached the mana pool. It stretched out its body, revealing dozens of wire-like limbs. Vincent couldn’t tell where its body started and its limbs ended, nor could he make out a head of any kind. 


     The boss stabbed dozens of wires into the world magic, and the pool shrank at a rapid pace. Its body glowed and enlarged, and all the missing chunks of its wings and body regenerated within seconds. It doubled in size by the time the figure with the ice blade caught up. The man jumped into the air and slashed through the monster, spraying world magic across the cavern. 


     The creature’s injury healed almost instantly, and its body arched into an offensive stance. It stabbed at the man with a dozen wires, but he dodged and leapt for the world magic. He landed in the half-empty pool, cupped his hands, and drank from it to recover his mana and heal his leg. 


     The monster readied all its wires at once, but the man raised his off-hand. 


     A mountainous wall of ice appeared in an instant, encasing the monster. Vincent Scanned the mountain of ice and then the man’s ice blade. 


     Greater Flash Freeze (Mage Only) – Mana Usage: High+ | Quickly forms a massive wall of ice. 


     Super-Dense Ice Longsword (Mage Only) – Mana Usage: High | Material Rating: 500 | Creates a heavy blade made of super-dense ice. 


     The figure in black chainmail drank once more from the mana pool. “You four, hurry and refill your mana. If we work together, we can kill this thing.” 


     Xan, Quinn, and Jim drank from the pool. Vincent remembered he couldn’t touch world magic because of his Gravity Shield, so he equipped an ether. As he drank, he Scanned the World Boss and the man he presumed to be Zhang. 


     Rayazar the Drinker (World Boss) – Monster Class: B+ | Ageless | Sex: Female | Respawn Time: Six In-Game Months | Personality: Thirsty 


       


     Player: Ice Knight Zhang 


     Class: Mage 


     Subclass: Rogue 


     Real Age: 34 


     Highest World: Cryasal 


     Vitality: Lv 201 


     Spirit*: Lv 238 


     Resolve: Lv 209 


     Perception: Lv 205 


     Agility*: Lv 225 


     Strength: Lv 208 


       


     “We need to hit this monster hard,” Zhang told them. “I’ve been fighting her on and off for days, but I can’t deliver a finishing blow. Rayazar doesn’t have a brain, and her entire body is one big nervous system. But she also has strong regenerative abilities. Every time I almost kill her, she gets to another world magic pool and restores herself. Not only that, but the world magic is increasing her speed, power, and regenerative abilities.” 


     Everyone aimed their hands at the frozen boss. Zhang fired first with a powerful mana blast that burned a gaping hole through the ice wall and Rayazar. The other players launched their attacks, and Vincent fired Void Gun. He chugged his ether and recast the spell, but he also Scanned Zhang’s powerful mana attack when the Ice Knight used it again. 


     Mana Cannon (Upgraded) – Mana Usage: High | Magic Rating: 400 | Fires a high-speed ball of mana from the user’s palm. | Upgrades – Weighted Shell: This attack expands upon hitting something, dealing a larger area of damage. | Splash Damage (300 Magic Rating): This attack explodes when it comes to a stop, dealing additional damage with corrosive mana. | Steady Aim: This ability no longer has kickback. 


     I’ve heard of that spell. It’s the most common evolution of the Mana Gun after Mana Magnum. To someone like him, that’s only a regular attack. And those upgrades make it even deadlier. 


     Zhang drank world magic, fired Mana Cannon two more times, and then drank again. His bombardment left gaping holes in the World Boss, but Vincent eyed Rayazar healing almost as fast as they could deal damage. 


     Rayazar sprayed sparking world magic from her string-like limbs, melting the wall of ice. The mana spread across the ground toward the players. 


     “Look out!” Zhang shouted. He grabbed Jim and Xan and leapt away from the flickering magic. 


     Quinn Vanished before the magic reached her, and she reappeared beside Vincent. They watched as the world magic left hundreds of holes in the ground around the pool. 


     It’s converting the world magic into a weapon. No wonder Zhang couldn’t kill this thing. Between her rapid healing, her lack of a weak spot, and her ability to regurgitate world magic, I’m not sure how we can beat this thing. 


     “We were so close,” Zhang yelled, watching as the boss’s wounds fully healed. 


     Rayazar zigzagged into the air at a high-speed. She circled overhead, and the players watched and waited for her next move. However, the boss turned and rocketed across the cavern until she disappeared into the darkness. 


     “How many fractures like this are there?” Vincent asked Zhang. 


     “I’ve found five,” Zhang said. “Even caught that thing poking around, trying to find more sources of world magic. She’ll suck one spot dry and move to the next. I’ve tried blocking off the pools by creating avalanches, but she digs them back up the moment she loses sight of me.” 


     Vincent waited for the regurgitated magic to vanish, and then he approached the pool. He hit it with a Zero Field, and then shoved the liquid down until the fracture sealed itself over. 


     “There,” Vincent said. “Now if you knock the cave down on this spot, she shouldn’t be able to reach the world magic.” 


     Zhang raised an eyebrow. “That ability—was that negative energy?” 


     “Yeah,” Vincent replied. “You’ve never seen someone use negative energy in spells?” 


     A look of intrigue crossed Zhang’s face. “One of my old teammates had been experimenting with it around the time of the update, but I haven’t spoken to him in years. It’s impressive you achieved that at such a low level.” 


     “He was obsessed with it,” Jim explained. “Even when his spell development was stuck for years, he kept going. Quinn and I are at that point now, actually.” 


     “Interesting,” Zhang said. “So, can you plug the other holes? If Rayazar doesn’t have a constant source of world magic, she’ll return to her normal size and strength soon enough. I think she only managed to reach other sources because the one my team uncovered allowed her to double her size. If she runs out completely, her wires won’t be able to reach that far.” 


     “I’ll close the pools if you lead me to them,” Vincent replied. 


     Zhang used his ice blade to cut through a rock formation, causing a collapse that buried the empty pool. He motioned for the other players to follow, and then led them through a series of tunnels and caverns. They branched off from the main path twice so Vincent could plug leaks at the end of smaller passages. After several hours of searching, Vincent had plugged four of the five, and Zhang led them toward a spriggan nest where the last was located. 


     “This is the largest one,” Zhang told them. “It’s the one my team exposed. We were down here farming spriggans when the boss found us. My teammate Ezra released a powerful spell that broke the ground open.” 


     “Ezra the Tempered,” Jim uttered. “So, what’s he up to?” 


     “We haven’t talked in a few years,” Zhang replied with a sad tone. “We’d just reached the high-tier worlds when the update started. The angels appeared and blocked our passage, then slaughtered us easily. Our biggest problem was that leveling up hits a wall at two hundred and becomes increasingly difficult to go any higher. Even my specialized stats haven’t moved in several years. However, Ezra refused to back down and disbanded the team. He said he’d fight the angels alone if he had to. I left to find other players that showed promise. Figured if we had a larger team, we could keep going. Noah and Amelia stayed to develop new abilities and strategies for fighting the angels. However, after a few years, they ceased communication with me. I lost hope in finding new teammates and decided to focus on helping other people trapped in this game. Some old friends were in Midrun, so I came here.” 


     “You were looking for new teammates?” Jim said. He flashed a grin at Vincent, Quinn, and Xan. “Because we’re trying to climb the World-Tree. We’ve even made unique abilities that might help against angels.” 


     “You can’t beat the angels,” Zhang replied. “I had high hopes when I left my team, but my last few communications with Noah and Amelia made me realize how grim the situation had become. Those two were the heart and soul of our team, but the angels had completely demoralized them. I’ve heard from devs that it’s even worse beyond that point. ARKUS doesn’t want players to reach the top of the World-Tree—it’s hopeless to even try.” 


     Jim lowered his head. 


     “Maybe not,” Vincent replied. “Just because it’s hard to level up doesn’t mean it’s impossible. You just have to find the right challenge. And defeating the angels might come down to developing the right abilities. Everything in this game is beatable. I’ve seen enemies that seemed unfair, but there’s always been a way to win. And maybe ARKUS wants more players to work together to reach the top. Four players make a small team. What if you had ten players like yourself? A hundred? A thousand? Could you beat the angels then?” 


     Zhang glanced at Vincent, and the older man thought he saw a look of admiration in the Ice Knight’s eyes. 


     “Yes,” Zhang replied. “If I had a thousand players like myself, I’m sure I could reach the top. However, there are few people on this World-Tree with your outlook. Ninety percent are too afraid to leave the cities. More than ninety-nine percent are too afraid to leave the City-Worlds. A fraction of a fraction are willing to climb the World-Tree. And fewer dare to face the angels. And of the people that have faced angels, only a small percent are willing to try and try again.” 


     “Give them time,” Vincent said. “When I left Teramor, most people kept to the safety of the city. However, Jim’s guild has spurred more travel between worlds.” 


     “And my guild was inspired by you, Vince,” Jim replied. “See, Zhang, people just need the right inspiration. I didn’t want to leave Teramor at first, but Vince inspired me. In time, more people will get that call to adventure. And I’m sure even more people will want to leave with that moderator having a power trip.” 


     “You mean Lucas?” Zhang asked. “I’ve met him. He’s childish and wields too much power. He’s part of the reason I’m afraid to leave Midrun. If his ever-growing forces try to attack, Midrun will need my protection.” 


     “Can you really stand up to a mod?” Xan asked. “Can’t he ban you?” 


     Zhang’s eyes narrowed into a hardened stare. “I wouldn’t give him the opportunity.” 


     The glow of the last pool caught Vincent’s attention. He saw it sitting between two Source Trees. Rayazar sat over the pool, suckling at the world magic. 


     “I’ll freeze Rayazar, and then take care of any spriggans that attack,” Zhang said. 


     The Ice Knight rocketed toward the World Boss. Rayazar pulled away from the pool, but Zhang cast Greater Flash Freeze and encased her in a massive wall of ice. After drinking from the world magic to restore his mana, Zhang circled around the wall at superhuman speed and rushed the army of spriggans as they dropped from their trees. 


     Vincent hurried to the pool and cast Zero Field, shoving the world magic down until the fracture healed itself. “Got it!” 


     Quinn and Jim both readied their experimental attacks. 


     “Let’s take out this World Boss,” Quinn said. “Or at least try to hurt her enough that she loses world magic and shrinks. That way, she won’t be able to create more fractures.” 


     Vincent fired his Void Gun at the center of the boss’s body, leaving a hole. Jim cast his spell next, struggling to control the direction of his void attack. It missed at first, but he forced his winged spell to circle around and cut down across the length of the boss’s body. Xan released several Light-Drain Butterflies to absorb mana from Rayazar’s wiry limbs as the boss tried to break out of the ice. 


     Rayazar squirmed, spraying world magic from her limbs in a desperate attempt to escape. As the ice melted, Quinn leapt into the air and hit the World Boss with her gravity-warping punch. The attack blasted Quinn across the cavern, but it also smashed the World Boss into the ground as the half-melted ice wall collapsed. 


     The World Boss writhed on the ground, trying to upright herself. Quinn’s attack had broken most of the monster’s wings, and Rayazar had lost a third of her size from spewing out world magic. The boss lashed at the closest players with her wires, but they easily dodged the sluggish attacks. 


     Vincent drank part of an ether and fired another Void Gun. Mushy guts exploded from Rayazar’s chest, and his team attacked the exposed parts with Mana Guns. Vincent finished his ether and fired two Mana Gun blasts at the vulnerable spots. 


     Rayazar squirmed and twisted, but finally collapsed to the ground. She released a sad cry before her body crumbled into dust. 


     “We did it!” Xan shouted, grabbing the items. 


     Jim pumped his arm. “Yeah! Nice work, World Knights.” 


     Quinn limped toward them as she chugged an elixir. Once her leg healed, she tossed the bottle aside. “What about Zhang?” 


     They peeked around the remains of the ice wall to find Zhang slashing through spriggans. With his insane speed and strength, he cut through dozens of the creatures in seconds. The World Knights all drank ethers, and then ran to help him. They cut down several spriggans with Mana Magnums, which were too strong for the spriggans’ magic defense, and then everyone but Quinn equipped swords. 


     Vincent slashed through several spriggans until a few grappled him. However, Zhang cut him free before dashing back into the crowd. Several minutes of chopping down spriggans passed, and each time their team felt overwhelmed, Zhang reappeared to assist them. The Ice Knight moved at blinding speed, and even Vincent struggled to follow his movements. Sometimes Vincent would focus on a handful of spriggans, only to turn to find that Zhang had eliminated dozens. 


     Finally, the last few spriggans retreated, and the five players relaxed. 


     “Good job with the World Boss,” Zhang replied. “It was nice to fight with a real team again after so many years.” 


     “You know, you could always join us,” Vincent told him. “We’ll climb to the top, angels or not. Maybe we’ll find other strong players along the way. Or maybe we’ll inspire more people to challenge the World-Tree and its angels.” 


     Zhang’s cold face softened into a smirk. “Perhaps I’ll join, but only if I know Midrun is safe. The council’s friends on other City-Worlds say that Lucas has been World Teleporting his strongest men. They’re worried he’s getting ready to make a move against cities that don’t follow his rule. Possibly even Midrun.” 


     Vincent nodded. “We’ll give you time to think about it. Worst-case scenario, you could always catch up to us after you find more players willing to take on the challenge.” 


     “So, how do we get out of here?” Quinn asked. 


     “I’ll help you out,” Zhang answered, letting his ice blade vanish. “I have a spell I use to launch myself off low-gravity spots on branches to reach worlds faster. If you get on my back one by one, I’ll jettison all of you out of the cavern.” 


     They journeyed back to the spot below the cavern entrance. Xan climbed onto Zhang’s back first, and the Ice Knight held out his hands. Icy magic blasted from both his palms, propelling them upward into the air, and Vincent Scanned the ability. 


     Ice Jet (Mage Only) – Mana Usage: Varies | Generates a pressurized ice blast. The mana usage is determined by the size and pressure of the blast. 


     Zhang returned a minute later and used Ice Jet for a split-second to slow his descent. He carried the other three players one by one to the top of the gaping cavern they’d originally explored. After dropping off the last of their team, he drank two ethers to restore the mana he’d spent. 


     Zhang put the empty bottles back into his inventory. “Are you four heading back to Midrun right away? Or were you going to do more ex—” He stared off into space, the universal sign that a player was using private chat. “Oh, my god.” 


     “What?” Vincent asked. 


     “That madman,” Zhang growled. “The childish mod, Lucas. Our scanning runes at the Jump Gate detected him and a small army. He really is planning to attack Midrun. I need to stop him.” 


     The Ice Knight aimed his palms at the ground and cast Ice Jet from both hands once more. He flew out of the cavern and landed on a small plateau. He jettisoned again, disappearing from the team’s sight. 


     “Uh,” Quinn said, worriedly. “Should we follow him?” 


     “Yeah, let’s go,” Vincent replied, rushing toward the canyon’s entrance. 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 21 


     Player: Lucas the Just 


     Location: Helquin (World) | Jumper’s Fate (Region) 


     Class: Sheriff (Moderator) 


     Vitality*: Lv 100 


     Spirit*: Lv 109 


     Resolve*: Lv 106 


     Perception*: Lv 104 


     Agility*: Lv 100 


     Strength*: Lv 99 


       


     Lucas eyed the men he’d gathered on Helquin. His Justiciars had held an outpost there for several years because many people used that world to jump to Valahym. He had about seventy men that had been working at the outpost, but Lucas also brought five others: Silver Erik, Killer Sam, Jackal-Heart Ryan, Titus the Butcher, and Wayward Charlie. Titus and Charlie were two of the highest-level Justiciars and had proven themselves both obedient and ruthless—two traits Lucas had grown to admire most in his Justiciars. 


     They gathered around the Jump Gate, and everyone readied their Jump Crystals. 


     “Remember,” Lucas said, “our goal is to breach the wall. Once inside the city, I doubt they’ll stand up to me. No one wants to get banned, after all. However, feel free to tear down anyone that attempts to stop us.” 


     His men grinned and cheered. 


     “Let’s go!” Lucas shouted, aiming his crystals at Valahym. 


     Lucas took off through the air, and his men followed. They flew through the space between worlds, and then floated on to Valahym. Once there, they marched toward the towering walls of Midrun. 


     The Wardens on his team prepared powerful team barriers to prepare for Midrun’s cannons. When the holographic depiction of a man appeared, demanding that they halt, Lucas cast it away with a wave of his hand. He continued his march until he reached the barrier. 


     The cannons opened fire on the Justiciars, but their barriers held through the first wave of explosions. His Wardens rebuffed the barriers, and a few took gulps of ether to top off their mana reserves. 


     Lucas and his men drew their weapons and attacked the city barrier. They blasted it with mana, slashed at it with swords, and a few of his mages hit it with elemental attacks. Lucas’s Wardens held through another wave of bombardment, but a couple of his men had accidentally exposed themselves by attacking the enemy barrier. The two men were ripped apart by the enemy cannons, but the rest of his Justiciars kept their focus on the objective. Soon, they tore a hole through the city barrier and continued onward. 


     Lucas’s men formed a tight group around him, ready to protect their leader if their barriers failed. The cannons ripped through one layer of shielding, and then a second soon after. His Wardens rushed to make more, but the cannons tore through them as soon as they appeared. 


     Almost there, Lucas said, rushing at full speed. All we need to do is breach the wall. Then my victory is assured. 


     All of his men equipped the rune bombs they’d prepared and tossed them. Explosions rippled across the wall, blasting chunks of the stone away. They unleashed all of their bombs, and then blasted at the holes with Mana Magnums. 


     Almost there. Almost there. 


     “Everyone, hold!” Killer Sam shouted, raising his greatsword high. He charged it with his upgraded Breaker, and the dashed toward the damaged wall. The powerful player swung at the stone several times, and his last swing smashed through to the other side. 


     Lucas’s men charged through the opening with warrior screams, but the guild leader waltzed inside with a smile on his face. I’ve already won. This is my city. The crown jewel of my forthcoming empire. 


     His men fought and slaughtered the nearest guards, however when people saw Lucas, they threw down their weapons and surrendered. A few players fired at them from nearby guard towers, but they stopped when Lucas held a finger in the air to signal his Mod Gun was ready. The Justiciars hurried down the streets, and everywhere they went, people surrendered at the sight of Lucas. 


     I’m like a god. They can’t even oppose me. My mere presence causes them to throw down their weapons and drop to their knees. 


     “Stop this madness!” a man shouted, holding his hands in the air. “Lucas, you have no right to do this!” 


     Lucas banned the man and walked past him with a smirk. “I can do whatever I like. I’m the god of the World-Tree.” 


     He continued through the streets with no one trying to stop him. However, they found another barrier that appeared over the council’s tower. Lucas chuckled and shook his head. “Why do they even try? It would be easier to just surrender.” 


     “They’re fools in an ivory tower,” Erik said. “They’ll learn to kneel to you soon enough.” 


     “You know, I was expecting a little more of a fight,” Sam said with a frown. “After being locked up for so long, I wanted a nice battle to get the blood flowing.” 


     “Uh, you might get your chance,” Ryan said, staring at the sky. 


     A figure shot over the city, leaving a trail of ice particles behind him. The figure jettisoned toward the Justiciars at superhuman speed. 


     Zhang! Lucas realized, raising his finger to ban him. 


     A massive wall of ice appeared in an instant, freezing Lucas, Erik, and twenty nearby men. Lucas couldn’t budge inside the ice, and he wasn’t even able to angle his finger at Zhang. 


     Zhang flew down and sliced through three Justiciars with a blade made of ice. He gulped down a mega-ether with his other hand, and then fired a Mana Cannon that tore through three more men. 


     Lucas’s men attacked in a panic, but Zhang Vanished several times, leaving Ice Doppelgangers. The doppelgangers fought off several men until the remnants shattered, but Zhang flew past and cut down the men his doppelgangers had been fighting. 


     Lucas and his frozen comrades used mana to melt the ice, but each spell only took out a small chunk of the massive wall. Once the moderator could move his hands, he directed mana at the ice holding his body in place. 


     Sam and Ryan broke out of the ice wall first. By the time they’d released themselves and readied their weapons, Zhang had taken out half of the Justiciars. 


     Sam charged his greatsword with Breaker, and his blade clashed with the Ice Knight’s. Zhang blocked attacks from him and Ryan, and then the Ice Knight cut through both layers of Ryan’s Mana Shield with one swipe. 


     Sam tried to hit Zhang as the Ice Knight swiped through his friend’s shield, but the enemy moved too fast. Zhang blocked the attack and shoved through it, shattering Sam’s sword. The famous Chinese player cut into Sam’s Mana Shield, but the grizzled man jumped backward, avoiding a second attack. Sam replied with a close-range mana blast, but Zhang Vanished. 


     The Ice Knight reappeared behind Ryan and decapitated him with a quick slash. More Justiciars charged at him from all directions, but he danced around their attacks, and slew them with lightning-fast-attacks. 


     “Now, this is a fight!” Sam shouted, grinning. As Zhang cut down men left and right, Sam used potions to temporarily boost most of his stats. He gulped down an ether, and then tried to aim his palm at Zhang. It took a few seconds as the Ice Knight zipped back and forth, cutting down Justiciars, but Sam finally found his opportunity and cast Mana Cannon. 


     The blast hit Zhang head-on and knocked out one layer of his Mana Shield. The second layer held through the blast, which meant he’d upgraded it to either a 250-rating or the maximum 300-rating. 


     Zhang Vanished, reappeared in front of Sam, and ran his ice blade through the man’s chest. 


     Sam coughed blood and smiled. “Got ya.” He flashed the Lotus Capsule in his teeth before biting down. 


     An explosion of blue mana rocked the area, but when the light faded, Zhang still stood. He’d covered his face with his sword, but the second layer of his shield had fallen, and his black chainmail had taken moderate damage. 


     The explosion had melted a large chunk of the wall, and when Erik broke free, he started to blast the ice encasing his leader. Lucas shot a hole through the ice and tried to point at Zhang, but the Ice Knight Vanished out of the moderator’s line of sight. 


     Zhang’s blade cut through a section of his own ice wall. He broke the Threshold on Lucas’s Mod Shield, and then the Ice Knight severed the mod’s arm with a second swipe. 


     Lucas screamed as his arm fell off, and he dove back against the ice. Before he could raise his other finger, his enemy Vanished once more. 


     “Lucas!” Erik screamed, melting an opening through the ice wall large enough for them to escape the encircling ice. “We need a Cleric! Did we even bring any Clerics?” 


     Lucas pointed his finger left and right, trying to find Zhang. His heart raced, and tears poured down the sides of his face. The pain of his severed arm felt worse than anything the Sheriff had ever experienced, but his fear of Zhang was greater than the pain. 


     Where is he? Show yourself! 


     Another portion of the ice wall collapsed, and Zhang appeared in the corner of Lucas’s vision. He didn’t even have time to aim his finger as the Ice Knight charged him. 


     Erik must’ve spotted Zhang first, because he tossed himself between the two. Instead of severing Lucas’s other arm, Zhang’s blade split Erik in half. 


     Lucas pointed through Erik’s split body and fired Mod Gun as Zhang swung again. The moderator fell to the dirt, gasping and crying. He gaped at the immobilized man in front of him. The ice blade had stopped just inches from where Lucas’s arm had been when he fired. 


     A Justiciar ran to Lucas and cast a healing spell on the Sheriff’s severed arm. “I subclassed in Cleric.” 


     “Here, I have a mega-elixir,” another Justiciar said, handing the bottle to Lucas. 


     “I have some numbing pills,” a third Justiciar added. 


     Lucas took several numbing pills and downed the entire mega-elixir. However, his terrified eyes stayed on the immobilized Ice Knight. He tried to wipe away his tears as the pain subsided. The mega-elixir caused his bones and flesh to regrow at a slow rate, but the Cleric sped up the process. 


     The surviving Justiciars rested for thirty minutes until Lucas’s arm had fully regrown. He stared at the destruction Zhang had caused. 


     Half of my men are dead. He even took out Ryan and Sam. If Erik hadn’t sacrificed himself, Zhang would’ve single-handedly stopped us from taking Midrun. It’s hard to imagine one player could be so powerful. He could even challenge me with my mod powers. This is why I can’t let players explore the worlds. They’ll grow too powerful for me to control. Once my empire is established, players will only be allowed to travel if my Justiciars allow it. No farming. No level-grinding. No climbing the World-Tree. I can’t risk it. 


     Lucas tried to force a smile. “That was a nice try, Zhang. It would be great to have someone like you follow me. Maybe I’ll give you the opportunity to pledge your loyalty to me—once my men and I gain more levels anyways. I can’t risk you de-arming me so easily. Until then, I’ll have my Justiciars keep you in one of the extra-strong cells in Snowcrag. It might be a few days or weeks before I get around to unbanning you, so I hope you took a big breath.” 


     Lucas touched Zhang and World Teleported him to Sarfin. 


     “Okay, men,” he told his Justiciars. “Enough rest. Tear down this barrier so I can ban this council already. It’s about time someone put them in their place.” 


     His surviving Justiciars slashed at the barrier. Without Sam, Ryan, and Erik, however, it took a lot longer to put a dent in the forcefield. 


     “Wow, they must’ve pulled their best Wardens to this tower when they heard we were coming,” Lucas said. “I suppose I can wait a little longer for my victory. I am a patient man, after all.” 


     He waited for several minutes, and then the barrier came down. His men stormed into the tower, and Lucas followed with a slow pace. He smiled as the Wardens near the entrance killed themselves to avoid getting banned. 


     I told my men to mark death timers. We’ll be waiting for these fools to respawn in my city. 


     Lucas slowly made his way across the great hall. By that point, his men had already cleared the large chamber. They found no council members, but the piles of dust and item crystals let Lucas know they’d all killed themselves. 


     “Search the upper levels of the tower,” Lucas demanded. “They might be hiding.” 


     His men nodded and obeyed, leaving Lucas alone in the great hall. 


     “I think I’ll scrap these council chairs and put a throne here,” he muttered. Lucas glanced around the elegant great hall. “This’ll work as my throne room. The entranceway could use some decoration, however. If I cleared out these benches, I could have entertainers in that corner. Guests and loyal followers to sit on the opposite side. I like it. This’ll make a good home for me.” 


     He leaned on one council member’s desk as Justiciars sent him messages, detailing what they’d found throughout the upper levels of the tower. They’d discovered some rare items and armaments, but they’d also come across one last group that had cast barriers over the entrance of a locked room. 


     >Lucas: Well, take care of it. I can’t do all the work. 


     He smiled and looked around the empty chamber. Slowly, the smile left his face. Is this what it’s like standing on top of the world? It feels… lonely. 


     The sound of footsteps called from the entrance, and four people hurried into the great hall. He recognized one as Crow-Foot Jim. 


     >Lucas: Tell the men we have more company downstairs. 


     “Hello, guests,” he said, forcing his smile to return. He held out his arms. “I hope you didn’t come to stop me.” 


     “Where’s Zhang?” Jim asked. 


     “Oh, the Ice Knight is off-world at the moment,” Lucas replied. “If you two are friends, I could put you in a cell across from him. Wouldn’t that be nice?” 


     “You animal!” Jim yelled. “You can’t just take cities that don’t belong to you and ban anyone that stands in your way. Where’s that woman that was with you? At least she seemed reasonable.” 


     Lucas frowned. “She, too, is off-world I’m afraid. We had a… disagreement.” 


     “Listen,” the man beside Jim said. “I know it must be fun to have so much power, but what you’re doing here is wrong, kid. You—” 


     “Kid?” Lucas shouted. “I am god of the World-Tree, and you will address me as such.” 


     The man sighed. “Fine, I’ll address you like I do any other enemy.” He pointed his finger at Lucas and launched a black bolt. 


     Lucas smirked as the man cast his spell, but then the black bolt tore through the Sheriff’s Mod Shield and put a hole in his chest. He gasped, gripped his chest with one hand, and pointed his other hand at the man. He fired Mod Gun, and a flash of black and white flickered as the invisible wave hit the man. 


     Target Unavailable 


     “Wha—what?” Lucas screamed, collapsing to the ground. 


     Several Justiciars rushed downstairs and flashed shocked expressions at Lucas. The moderator glanced from them to the four intruders, only to find them retreating through the entranceway. With no commands, his Justiciars raced after them. 


     Lucas sat immobilized, trying to comprehend what had happened, and then the light left his eyes. 


     Instant Respawn… 


     Lucas respawned and slumped against the desk where’d he’d died. His eyes remained fixated on the empty spot where his killer had been standing. 


     I—I don’t understand. My Mod Gun didn’t work? I can’t ban him? And how did his attack go through my Mod Shield and still hurt me? The Mod Shield has a nine hundred ninety-nine rating. Even if it breaks the Threshold, it should negate the rest of the damage from one attack before disappearing. This makes no sense! Is he cheating? I’ve never seen anything like that black attack. Was that negative energy? That’s cheating. He must be cheating! 


     A dozen more Justiciars returned from the upper levels of the room. They looked at him and then glanced around, confused. “Sir?” one asked. “Were there other enemies?” 


     Lucas’s eyes narrowed in anger. “Yes! What took you lot so long? Hurry after them. There’re four players—Crow-Foot Jim and three of his friends. Find them! No matter where they go, you must capture all four.” 


     Lucas watched his Justiciars hurry toward the entranceway. I can’t let them know my Mod Gun didn’t work. If the people of the World-Tree find out my power isn’t absolute, they’ll never bend to my will. I’m supposed to be a god—not someone you shoot and walk away from unharmed. That cheater, whoever he is, will be punished for his crime. You don’t cross a god without paying hell for it. 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 22 


     Player: Noble Vincent  


     Location: Valahym (World) | Midrun (City) | Town Center (District) 


     Class: Ranger 


     Subclass: Mage 


     Vitality: Lv 58 


     Spirit*: Lv 68 


     Resolve: Lv 61 


     Perception*: Lv 73 


     Agility: Lv 62 


     Strength: Lv 58 


       


     Vincent and his friends ran through the streets of Midrun and away from the tower. He touched his chest where Lucas’s Mod Gun had struck him. 


     That pressure, he realized. I know that pressure. That was world magic. Of course! Everything in this game is built around ARKUS’s physics system. That includes moderator powers. Their powers use world magic, and my Gravity Shield uses negative energy. It’s the antithesis of world magic. So, when his Mod Gun hit me, my Gravity Shield canceled it out. 


     >Quinn: They’re about to catch us. Let’s turn and take them down at the same time. 


     Vincent glanced back to see five Justiciars on their trail. He chugged an ether, and then turned and fired Void Gun. The attack shot through the skull of one man, blowing his brains across the ground. 


     Xan released Light-Drain Butterflies that swarmed the remaining four. However, the Justiciars fired back with mana blasts, and one shot knocked out her Mana Shield. 


     Quinn charged her experimental attack and dove toward the enemies. One of their Mana Magnums sliced open her arm, but she kept going and hit him in the chest. The gravitational wave broke his Mana Shield, caved in his sternum, and launched him across the street. 


     The shockwave knocked back the three other Justiciars, but Quinn stumbled, too, clutching her arm. “Ah! I think that broke my wrist.” 


     Jim released his void attack next. He tried to curve it around to hit all three men, and it decapitated the first man, sliced the jugular of the second, but missed the third before sparking and flying back at its owner. Jim dove away, but his spell sliced his Mana Shield and his arm. He shouted in pain and fell to the ground. 


     Xan shot the last man with Mana Gun, knocking out his shield. Her Light-Drain Butterflies returned to her, replenishing her mana, and she fired Mana Magnum through his helm, killing him. 


     “Let’s keep going!” Vincent shouted, helping Jim to his feet. “I’ve heard mods have a respawn ability. We can’t risk him banning you three.” 


     “What happened back there?” Jim asked as he stood. “Your Gravity Shield lit up with black and white. About gave me a seizure.” 


     Their team chugged potions, and then continued through the streets. 


     “I think mod powers use world magic,” Vincent explained. “So, my Gravity Shield negated his ban.” 


     “What are we going to do?” Xan asked. “We can’t let him take over this city. And what about Zhang? We have to save him.” 


     “There’s nothing we can do,” Vincent said. “Maybe if I was stronger—maybe if you two had better evolved void powers. We could capture the mod and throw him in an anti-spell cell. But we’d have to be much stronger.” 


     Vincent looked up at the sky and the worlds above. His eyes narrowed on the Dead-World called Eramar that had fascinated him when he first arrived at Midrun. 


     Maybe there is a way to get stronger a lot quicker. He glanced at the nearby Daiglass Tower. When I Scanned Lucas’s Mod Shield, it said it had a nine hundred ninety-nine rating—the same as daiglass. Yet my Void Gun still cut it. Maybe, just maybe, I can exploit that. 


     Vincent ran to the crooked tower. He aimed a finger at the end of the hook drooping from the tower. A block bolt shot from his finger and hit the end of the hook, cracking it. A piece of daiglass the size of a football fell to the ground. 


     His teammates gaped at him. 


     “What are you doing?” Quinn asked. 


     Vincent approached the daiglass and Scanned it. 


     Daiglass 0167.3076.0775.0729 – Material Rating: 999 | Spawn set: No | Items stored: 1052 


     “I need to get stronger,” Vincent said. “Strong enough to face the mod. If I go to that Dead-World and use this to spawn, I can power-level for years. Decades, even.” 


     He touched the daiglass piece and set his spawn point. However, he found he couldn’t put it in his inventory, so he carried it in his hands. 


     “Decades?” Xan questioned. 


     “It’ll be hell,” Jim told him. “You know that, right? You’ll die over and over again.” 


     “I don’t care,” Vincent said. “I’m not letting that childish mod take over the World-Tree. I don’t expect any of you to go with me—” 


     Xan touched the daiglass shard. “I’m going.” 


     Everyone stared at the young woman. 


     “I don’t have void powers, but I want to help,” she said. “The least I can do is be your medic. I won’t let you do this alone, Vince. After all we’ve been through together, I’m not leaving your side. Even if that means taking twenty or thirty years to get strong enough to defeat Lucas.” 


     Quinn touched the daiglass. “I’m in too. If what Zhang says is true, then we need to get a lot stronger if we’re to have any chance against the angels. Might as well grind out the levels now.” 


     Jim sighed and touched the shard. “Vince, you’re my oldest friend. I’m not letting you go through hell without me there—even if I have to die a hundred times. Besides, if Quinn and I develop our void powers, too, then that mod and his Justiciars won’t stand a chance against our team.” 


     “Then let’s hurry,” Vincent said, rushing away from the Daiglass Tower. His team followed close behind him. “We’ll disappear before they even know where we’re going. It’ll take a couple months to reach the Dead-World, and I doubt they’ll think to search for us there.” Vincent remembered passing an immobilized person on their way to the council tower, and a thought crossed his mind. “There’s something I need to check on our way out.” 


     They hurried to the banned man with the raised arms. 


     “Let’s see if this works,” Vincent said, casting Zero Field around the man. He felt the pressure of the world magic pushing against him, and his mana ran low. Vincent drank an ether, and then tried again, pushing even harder. 


     White and black light flashed around the man, and then he fell to the ground and gasped for air. He looked up at Vincent with wide eyes. “Are—are you a mod?” 


     “No,” Vincent replied. “But don’t tell anyone about this. In fact, you’d better leave the city before Lucas finds out you’re unbanned.” 


     “Thank you!” the man shouted, shaking Vincent’s hand. “Thank you so much.” He turned and ran down the street. 


     “That worked!” Xan said excitedly. “Your void spells really do cancel out his mod powers. If our team gets strong enough, we should be able to capture him. Jim and Quinn won’t be able to use Zero Field since they’re not Mages, but they can get Gravity Shields.” 


     “We’ll work out the details later,” Quinn said, hurrying their team toward the wall. “Let’s get off this world first.” 


     They rushed through the gaping hole in Midrun’s wall and continued across the wastes. When they reached the Jump Gate, the four players gathered their Jump Crystals. Vincent eyed the blue specks that they could reach from that gate. One near the horizon would put them on the same branch as Eramar, but they still needed to cross a long expanse to reach it. 


     It’ll take eight Jump Crystals a piece to reach that world. That’s most of our remaining crystals. Meaning, this is a one-way trip—at least until we farm more crystals. Considering I’ve only ever found them in dungeons or by converting Crystal Hearts, it could take years to get enough to return.  


     “It’ll be a long trip just to reach Eramar,” Vincent noted. “Once we’re there, returning won’t be easy. Are you three certain you want to join me? It’s okay to change your mind.” 


     “Let’s do this!” Quinn shouted, activating her Jump Crystals. 


     “We’re seeing this to the end,” Xan said, following Quinn. 


     Jim smiled at his old friend. “I hope there’s booze on Eramar.” He activated his crystals and flew toward the sky. 


     Vincent glanced at Midrun. We’ll be back to stop this. One day. He activated his Jump Crystals, and the gravitational field pulled him into space. Vincent flew toward the target world, the farthest one they could reach that was connected to the same branch as the Dead-World. 


     He Scanned several Nature-Worlds, and even thought he spotted the City-World in the distance where Firepeak waited. It’ll be a long, long time before we make it there. 


     As he floated toward the large, green Nature-World, his eyes made out the shapes of massive, spiraling trees. He noticed two trees on different parts of the world that stood so tall they reached halfway to space. He focused on the world and Scanned it. 


     Ornrak – Classification: Nature-World | Size: Large | Fact #1: 90% of the land area is covered in a massive forest. | Fact #2: Most common enemy species are owlers. | Fact #3: Of all the middle-tier worlds with functional Jump Gates, Ornrak is one of the least visited. 


     One of the least visited, huh? Considering this is the easiest way to reach the Dead-World, then that means almost no players travel to Eramar. We should be able to farm that world for a couple of decades without getting found. Although, it might be smart to collect items here first to prepare ourselves. This is our first middle-tier Nature-World, after all. 


     >Vincent: I know we’re hurrying to the Dead-World, but we should at least hit up a dungeon or two on this world. Get ourselves some better gear before we take on Eramar. 


     >Quinn: I was thinking the same thing, Vince. Xan, did you hear anything about this place while you were waiting for us to respawn? 


     >Alexandria: Not really. I didn’t expect us to go this way. This might be the place that the innkeeper called ‘that blasted owl world’. He says he died there a few times before the update, and then never left Valahym after that. 


     >Jim: Scan showed me the most common enemies are owlers. Are they tough? 


     >Alexandria: The innkeeper liked to talk to me about worlds he’d seen, and he mentioned the owl world was the worst one he’d been to. It’s the reason he stopped trying to climb the World-Tree. He said if it was that bad at this level, then the higher worlds must be nightmarish. 


     >Quinn: See, this will be good practice for the Dead-World. Maybe we can even hunt down the World Boss—assuming it’s not as annoying as Rayazar. 


     Vincent slowed as he descended toward the world and almost didn’t see the Jump Gate between the thicket of trees. He smashed through overgrown branches on his way down, then landed beside his teammates. 


     “So, which way are we heading?” Quinn asked. “Maybe we should go north to the world stem and drop off the daiglass somewhere safe. That way, we have a spawn point away from the Jump Gate in case Justiciars scout the nearby worlds.” 


     Vincent equipped his compass and guided them north. They walked through the dark underbelly of the forest floor, where they only had brief glimpses of skybox light. Whenever the forest became too dark, they used lighting runes to guide the way. After three hours of travel, they’d spotted dozens of deer, rabbits, and mice, but had yet to see an enemy. 


     “Seems awfully peaceful,” Quinn said, breaking the silence of their jog.  Her eyes watched the branches of massive trees hanging overhead. “You Rangers Scan anything interesting?” 


     “I haven’t,” Jim said. “I’ve been checking every little shape I see in the dark, but they’re always animals. Like that thing over there. I bet it’s only another deer.” He looked at something to his right, and then shouted and ducked out of the way of a verasteel spear. 


     The party came to a halt, Vincent eyeing the monster that had thrown the spear. The man-sized owl in light armor drew verasteel throwing knives with his clawed hands. 


     Owler Hunter – Monster Class: C+ | Age: 55 | Sex: Male | Number of Offspring: 3 | Personality: Risk-taker 


     The owler unleashed a sharp hoot that sent out a shockwave at the players. Vincent felt his muscles seize for a moment as the wave hit him. The owler hurled both his daggers at Jim, but the Rogue Vanished away. Before the players could ready themselves to fight, the owler spread its wings and disappeared into the canopy. 


     Jim shook his fist. “Nice try, you owl jerk!” He grabbed the spear and throwing daggers. “At least I have verasteel now.” He equipped the spear, testing the weight in his hands. “Pretty nice. Hey, Quinn, why don’t you ever use that hardened-verasteel sword you got from the Fighter Class Quest? Its 300-rating would’ve been overpowered until the middle-tier.” 


     “I prefer hand to hand combat,” she said. “Although, I do use it from time to time.” 


     “I’ve seen her equip it maybe ten times in twenty years,” Xan replied. 


     “Too bad it’s soulbound, or I’d ask to borrow it,” Jim said. “It’s going to waste.” 


     “Eh, get your own hardened-verasteel,” Quinn huffed. 


     The sound of rustling branches caught Vincent’s attention. He turned as another owler flew down toward him. It hit him with a stunning hoot, and then ripped the daiglass from his hands. The owler shot past him, across the path, and then flew upward into the trees. 


     The entire party gaped at Vincent. 


     “Did you just lose our spawn point?” Quinn asked. 


     “It stunned me!” Vincent defended. “Why didn’t any of you stop it?” 


     Quinn slapped her forehead and groaned. “We didn’t even make it past a single world without losing our portable spawn point. I can’t freaking believe this.” 


     “I’ll kill myself and get it back,” Vincent said. 


     “No, wait,” Xan said. “I do remember the innkeeper saying something about the owlers stealing items and taking them to dungeons. Maybe if we find the nearest dungeon, it’ll be stashed with the boss’s treasure. Worst-case scenario, we die and respawn beside it.” 


     Vincent looked at his compass. “The owler ran northeast before flying out of sight. If I remember correctly, one of those skyscraper-looking trees was in the northeast quarter of the world. Assuming there are three to ten dungeons on this world—which has been the norm so far—then that’s probably the closest one.” 


     “Let’s pick up our speed,” Quinn said, jogging in that direction. 


     The other three players hurried after Quinn, and Vincent kept watch on his compass. He used a mapping rune to keep track of their overall direction, making sure they never steered too far off course in the dark woods. They ran for about thirty minutes before Vincent eyed movement in the treetops. “We have company,” he warned his team. 


     The party stopped and equipped their weapons. Four owlers dropped from the surrounding trees, but Vincent used Void Gun to kill one without hesitation. The other three owlers charged their party, verasteel weapons in hand. Jim blocked a sword strike with his new spear. He tried to shoot the owler with Mana Volley, but it Vanished and reappeared to his right, then cut through his Mana Shield and severed a few links in his oiron chainmail. 


     Quinn sidestepped dagger thrusts from one owler. She charged her fists with Breaker and hit it once in the head, but a Mana Shield withstood the blow. She hit it again in the chest, and this time her Breaker shattered the shield. However, the owler stabbed its dagger into her shoulder. Quinn’s Impact Shield slowed it so only the tip cut into her, but before she could counterattack, the owler leapt away. 


     Xan blocked several quick sword strikes from the third remaining owler. It moved a lot faster than her, but her decades of sword practice kept her from taking damage. She stepped around its attacks and blocked several near-hits. When she saw an opening, she fired Mana Gun at its chest, but a Mana Shield stopped the attack without wavering. 


     Vincent dove at the owler that Xan faced. He slashed through its Mana Shield, though it was able to block his second swing. Xan fired a second Mana Gun through its neck, and it toppled back, choking on blood. The monster clenched its fist and released a long, oscillating gurgle as magic rippled across its body. 


     What’s it doing? Vincent wondered, Scanning it. 


     Self-Destruct – Mana Usage: Low | Magic Rating: Varies | The user vibrates their mana reserve with a destabilizing frequency until all the remaining mana in their body is released at once. 


     The injured owler dove toward them as its bloody gurgle reached a higher pitch, but Vincent tackled Xan away a split-second before the monster exploded in a flash of red mana. Vincent’s Gravity Shield mitigated most of the harm, but snaking streams of mana ate holes through his armor. He felt it burning his back, so he unequipped that armor and switched to his True Huntsman’s Cloak. He looked at his other two allies as Quinn snapped an owler’s neck. 


     Jim and his owler had fought each other to the point where both their armor had taken moderate damage, but neither had managed a killing blow. Their weapons clashed, and then they both dove back and tried to drink an ether. Jim finished his first and fired Mana Magnum. His attack tore through a damaged plate in the owler’s armor, leaving a gaping hole in its chest. 


     “Hoo’tah,” the owler gasped, crumbling into dust. 


     “And that’s why you don’t try to outdrink Crow-Foot Jim,” the Rogue muttered, tossing the empty bottle aside. 


     After Xan healed everyone’s minor wounds, the party looked through the owlers’ items. Vincent, Jim, and Xan found chainmail to replace their old armor. 


     Owler’s Verasteel Chainmail – Material Rating: 200 | Artistically-made chainmail designed by owlers. It’s comfortable to wear and pleasant on the eyes. 


     “You want this sword?” Xan asked Vincent. 


     “Nah, my oiron sword has a one-hundred magic rating, so it’s as strong as verasteel,” Vincent replied. “You take that one, and I’ll keep an eye out for hardened or magically-enhanced verasteel.” 


     Vincent grabbed two ethers, an elixir, and a few dozen gild dropped by the owlers while his teammates sorted through the other items. 


     We’ve grown strong enough to fight a group of monsters as strong as most of the Dungeon Bosses we used to find. We would’ve won even without me using Void Gun too. I wonder how strong we’ll be after a couple decades on the Dead-World. Hopefully powerful enough to capture Lucas and end his reign of terror. It might be difficult with only the four of us, though. 


     “Hey, Jim,” Vincent said. “You think you can send a mass message to the Jiminy World Crickets. Figure out who’ll be willing to help us in twenty or thirty years to fight Lucas. I know that’s a lot to ask of them, but if they know I can unfreeze people, it might help encourage them.” 


     “Oh, I’ve already messaged my top people,” Jim replied. “I told them to lie low since Lucas knows I was with your group. May and Keanu say they’ll organize everyone to move to Firepeak, since it’s outside Lucas’s teleport range. They think they can take the Jump Gates on Nature-Worlds and avoid his Justiciars. Their plan is to set a spawn point at Treespire, since the Justiciars don’t have a foothold yet there. It’s a little out of the way, but they think if they get a strong-enough caravan, they can make the long trip from Treespire to Firepeak. It’ll take a decade or longer to plan it out and accomplish that, however.” 


     “But do you think they’d help fight Lucas?” Vincent asked. 


     “They have mixed feelings about confronting Lucas,” Jim said. “Right now, they’re only worried about getting banned. Keanu says he’d be willing to help, and May was curious about your powers. If we develop better spells, I think she and some others might consider aiding us. But it all hinges on us getting strong enough to lead a fight against the game’s last moderator. If we don’t become strong enough, I don’t even think Keanu would take that sort of risk.” 


     “Then we’ll become stronger—much stronger,” Vincent replied. “I don’t care if it takes me twenty years on the Dead-World. Thirty years. Forty years. Whatever it takes to convince people to join our cause.” 


     “Forty years might be pushing it,” Jim replied, nervously. “You really want to spend over half the life you’ve lived naturally on some hell-scape of never-ending monstrosities?” 


     “If I must,” Vincent replied. He glanced at his compass, and then continued northeast. “If you can’t handle it, Jim, then I suggest you head for Firepeak. You could go toward the trunk of the World-Tree and try to reach a world with a Jump Gate. If you fail, you’ll respawn with us, and I’ll give you spare equipment.” 


     “I’m not saying I can’t handle it,” Jim said, jogging beside Vincent. “I’m only weighing our options. We could always farm the Dead-World a few years, climb up the World-Tree, and then climb back down to Midrun when we’re strong enough.” 


     “We’ll level up faster if we focus on the Dead-World,” Vincent said. “There’re lots of monsters—higher-class monsters than most mid-tier worlds—and good loot. Not to mention we’d waste most of our time traveling if we go up. This way, we spend most our time leveling and looting. If you get bored of the Dead-World, you can always revisit this one—or that other world that branches off before Eramar.” 


     “Yeah, I guess you’re right,” Jim said. “It’s just hard to imagine staying on a desolate world for forty years. That’s forty years without partying; forty years without meeting women; forty years of nonstop fighting. Can we push for twenty or thirty?” 


     “We’ll see,” Vincent said. “The problem is, twenty years might not be enough. If we don’t get strong enough to defeat Lucas, then there’s no point in going to Eramar at all. Our main priority should be to power-level and develop our void powers. You and Quinn should finish your current spells, and then work on Gravity Shields, so Lucas won’t be able to ban you. Then we’ll farm Eramar for better equipment.” 


     Jim nodded. “I’ll stay forty years if I have to, but I won’t be happy about it. I have family out there, remember? They told me they’ll meet up with Keanu and follow his caravan to Firepeak.” 


     “Would they fight with us?” Xan asked. 


     “Oh, god no,” Jim replied. “My son and his wife want nothing to do with this mess. They just want to get away from the Justiciars. My daughter only wants to protect my oldest granddaughter, River. Now, River would probably love to join us, but I don’t think her mom will let her. She’s a little like you, Xan, before you ran away from your dad. Speaking of which, did you tell your dad and sister what’s happening? They’re both in my guild, so they might become targets.” 


     “My dad’s been spamming my private chat this entire time,” Xan replied. “He says they’ll meet with May and try to make it to Firepeak. I’m kind of worried they might get caught, but that only gives me more of a reason to follow through with this plan—so whatever happens, I’ll be able to protect them.” 


     Jim grinned. “I remember back when you left Teramor, your dad was the one trying to protect you. You’ve grown up quite a lot, you know that? Even if your biological brain can’t mature in this game, you’ve grown a lot as a person.” 


     Xan smiled back in reply. 


     Vincent eyed the massive tree through an opening in the canopy. “We’re almost there. I really hope our daiglass shard is in this dungeon.” 


     “We can always bite the capsule,” Quinn remarked. “But yeah, hopefully it’s there. Either way, we’ll beat up those dumb owls and take all their loot.” 


     They stepped into a small clearing, and the entire party gaped at the massive tree. The trunk looked wider than most skyscrapers in the real world, but it stood so tall that its highest branches almost reached halfway to space. 


     “There’s no freaking way we’re climbing all the way to the top of that,” Quinn said. 


     “We probably don’t have to,” Vincent replied. “If it’s like most dungeons, it connects to the nesting spots of certain monsters. The dungeon might only be the bottom third or so, and the upper two-thirds could be nests.” 


     His eyes narrowed on the square shapes in the branches far, far above. “I think I see structures of some sort. There must be an entire city built into the treetop.” He looked down to the people-size holes in the trunk. “Look, there’re spots for the owlers to enter. I bet the one that took our shard flew through there to take it to the Dungeon Boss. Let’s go get it back.” 


     They passed massive, curled roots as they neared the base of the tree. The roots themselves looked larger than any tree Vince had ever seen. He spotted a dark passageway that dipped below the twisted roots, and they approached it. His HUD showed the location name change to Elmrot’s Stronghold. 


     At the end of the passage, a verasteel door blocked their way. Vincent tried to open it, but found it locked. 


     “I got it,” Jim said, stepping forward. He equipped his Master Thief’s Key and touched it to the door. The door unlocked, and the Rogue smirked as he opened it. “What did you three do without me when you came across locked doors?” 


     “Break them down if I could,” Quinn replied. “Ignored them otherwise.” 


     Jim shook his head. “Imagine all the loot you missed out on.” He held the door open for his party members. 


     Vincent was the first to step into the wood-carved hallway. The wood glowed with magic that lit the hall with a dim light. “No welcome party?” 


     “The owlers probably haven’t seen players in decades,” Quinn noted. “That might actually work to our advantage. Although I imagine the one that stole our diaglass shard would’ve alerted its buddies.” 


     Vincent equipped his True Huntsman’s Cloak over his chainmail. He blended into the wood, and even the glow passed through his cloak like he wasn’t even there. “I’ll sneak ahead and map it out. Let’s play it safe since they probably don’t know we’re here yet.” 


     He equipped a mapping rune and crept through the hallway. The dim light made it hard to see the ends of the hall, and his friends disappeared from his sight as he traversed the passage. He saw several splits in the path, but there seemed to be no indication of any rooms of interest. 


     It’s all the same. Just long, dimly lit passages. 


     A shape appeared at the end of the hall, and he pushed himself against the wall to hide, then Scanned the figure as it came closer. 


     Owler Guard – Monster Class: C+ | Age: 68 | Sex: Female | Number of Offspring: 6 | Personality: Astute 


     The owler carried a battle-axe in her talons as she walked across the hall. She seemed to move with intent, not dragging her feet like the guards of many dungeons. She hurried past Vincent without spotting him, disappearing down one of the split passages. 


     So much for being astute. She must be hurrying for a reason, though. 


     He continued through the hall until he reached an open room full of tables and barrels. Vincent eyed the tap on one barrel and guessed it to be a breakroom. He touched the tap, letting a liquid pour out onto the floor as he took a quick sip. 


     >Vincent: Hey, Jim. There’s barrels of beer in the breakroom. 


     Vincent mapped out the location so his friend would know where to find it. 


     >Jim: All right! Let’s take as much as we can. 


     The light of the floors and ceiling flickered and then went out. Vincent blinked, finding himself in pitch-black darkness. 


     >Vincent: Did the light go out at the entrance too? 


     >Alexandria: Yes. Are you okay? 


     >Vincent: I’m fine. I’ve only seen one guard, and she ran right past me. Seemed to be in a hurry. 


     >Alexandria: Maybe she killed the light somehow. Did you see which way she went? 


     >Vincent: Yeah, I’ll check it out. 


     Vincent waited for his eyes to adjust, but he still couldn’t see more than vague shapes in the darkness. He crept toward the hall and continued with slow, cautious steps. The quietness of the dungeon made him nervous, and he peered back and forth, looking out for guards. He thought he saw a shape, so he tried to Scan it. 


     ??? 


     Ability Upgrade: 83% 


     Ugh, why didn’t I finish upgrading my Scan with Darkeye? I’m sure I’ll need that for the Dead-World. 


     He stayed still, and the dark shape moved past him and continued toward the breakroom. Hopefully, it won’t see the beer I spilled on the floor. 


     Vincent picked up his pace and went around the corner. He saw a room with light emanating from it, so he peeked inside. 


     At the center of the room, Vincent saw a hole between twisting vines. Beside the hole sat a giant, glowing acorn the size of a person’s head. That acorn must generate the light for this floor. The guard must’ve pulled it out for some reason. He quickly scanned the room with a mapping rune. 


     >Vincent: They must know we’re here—that’s why they turned off the light. I’m about to turn it back on, so they might attack me in the room I just added to the map. We really need the light, though. 


     >Quinn: As soon as you turn the light on, we’ll hurry that way to help you. 


     Vincent grabbed the acorn and placed it in the hole between the vines. The vines flashed with light, and then the light turned on throughout the floor. He equipped his sword and hid beside the doorway, waiting for an owler to come after him. 


     A sharp hoot sounded down the hall, and his body tensed as he listened for footsteps. He heard a light pitter-patter, and the guard from earlier charged into the room with her battle-axe in hand. 


     Vincent swung his sword at the back of her neck as she ran past. His blade cut her Mana Shield and decapitated the guard in one swing. However, he hadn’t spotted the second guard, and the owler drove her polearm at his chest. His Gravity Shield slowed the weapon almost to a stop, but the tip snapped a few links in his chainmail. Vincent spun and slashed through the owler’s Mana Shield, but she shoved her polearm’s staff into his arms and forced him to the ground. 


     Vincent struggled to break free, but the owler’s strength seemed greater than his. She held him down, and then pecked at his face. She cut his face twice before he reflexively equipped a hardened-oiron helm for protection. However, the owler charged her beak with Breaker, then tapped his helm two more times. The first dented the armor, and the second caused the helm to split into pieces. 


     Before the owler could peck again, a hardened-verasteel blade stabbed through her back and emerged out her chest. Vincent’s Gravity Shield stopped the tip of the blade from cutting into him too. 


     The owler gasped as Quinn pulled the short sword from her back. The monster collapsed onto Vincent, but then she charged Self-Destruct like the owler from earlier. 


     Quinn hefted the body, turned around the corner, and tossed the owler away from Jim and Xan. The enemy exploded before landing, and globules of mana from the explosion burned small holes in Quinn’s armor. 


     “More are coming!” Jim shouted as he approached the door. 


     Vincent stepped out of the room and readied his blade as more owlers raced toward his allies. He cast Zero Field, knocking the lead owler off her feet, and then Xan hit the enemies with her Light-Drain Butterflies. Quinn Vanished into the group and shattered their Mana Shields with rapid Breaker strikes. One slashed at her, snapping an armored plate on her arm. 


     Jim unleashed a close-range Mana Volley that vaporized the head of one owler that’d lost his Mana Shield to Quinn. The scattering bolts continued and peppered the owler behind him, poking holes throughout his body. 


     The injured owler started to Self-Destruct, but Quinn appeared behind him with Vanish. She grabbed his head and twisted it around, expecting it to kill him, but she discovered the owler’s neck could turn more than 180 degrees without snapping. 


     The owler exploded in a flash of green mana that knocked the nearby monsters to the ground. 


     “Quinn!” Vincent shouted, cutting down an owler with his sword. He looked at Quinn’s half-vaporized bones before they turned to dust. 


     That would’ve killed her instantly, so at least she didn’t suffer. And if we don’t find the daiglass shard here, she’ll find it when she respawns in two weeks. 


     He glanced over to see Jim and Xan finish off the last owler. They flashed grim expressions at Quinn’s dust, but the team had learned long ago to keep going whenever one of their members died. They gathered Quinn and the owlers’ items, and then searched the passageways. 


     “The owlers obviously know we’re here,” Vincent noted. “So we might as well hurry to the top before we lose anyone else.” 


     Xan patched up their minor wounds and cast Repair Scar to remove the claw marks from Vincent’s face. Jim hurried to the breakroom to gather beer in mugs and jars while Xan worked her magic. Afterward, the three searched the first floor until they found a massive hollow space at the center of the tree. Giant glowing acorns hung from vines across the chasm, casting a white-green light that revealed dozens of floors. 


     Vincent’s eyes swept across many floors until they fell on a vibrant, multicolored platform at the top. With the way the inside of the hollow space twisted around itself, it made him realize the giant tree was made of multiple trees that intertwined. 


     “I imagine the dungeon ends where the different sections of the trees merge together,” Vincent said, eyeing the colorful platform. “That platform is our destination.” 


     “That’s so far,” Jim said, wide-eyed. “We lost Quinn on the first floor. You really think we’ll make it to the top? I don’t even see any stairs or ladders.” 


     “We’ll have to make our own way,” Xan said, equipping the Wall-Walking boots and Lich’s Cloak. She ran up a wall, and then floated to a platform on the opposite side. For a few seconds, she disappeared from their view, but then she released a rope down to them. 


     Vincent and Jim climbed the rope, and then Xan repeated the process. While she readied the rope on the next floor, Vincent eyed the passages that branched from their current platform. 


     “We’ll need to keep an eye out for owlers,” he warned Jim. 


     “I saw two flying around way up there,” Jim replied. “They haven’t spotted us yet. Or if they did, they don’t think we can climb that far.” 


     They climbed to the next floor, and Xan ran up the curved wall. After flying across to another platform, she tied a helmet to the end of the rope and then tossed it across the gap for Vincent to catch. 


     “I’ll hold it while you climb,” Vincent told Jim. 


     Jim nodded, grabbed the rope, and shimmied up. Once he’d made it up about five meters, Vincent pulled his feet off the ground and tightly held the rope. It swung him back toward the wall, and he quickly climbed to the top. 


     “At least I got something to drink,” Jim said, sipping from a beer mug while they waited for Xan. 


     “Yeah, you’ve been a bit irritable without alcohol,” Vincent joked. 


     “And I haven’t gotten laid in weeks,” Jim added. “The next couple decades will be rough without booze and women. I’m supposed to be a Rogue, not a monk.” 


     Vincent chuckled. “You’ll be fine. Think of this as rehab.” He grabbed the rope as Xan let it down. 


     Jim waited for Vincent to climb, and then followed him. “I don’t want rehab. Starting my guild was close enough to rehabilitation into a meaningful life, and even that might’ve been a subconscious ploy to get more booze and meet new women.” 


     “Yeah, but think of how much attention you’ll get from women if you save the World-Tree from Lucas.” 


     Jim’s eyes lit up. “My god, you’re right. I’ll be ultra-famous. People will buy me drinks everywhere I go. I’ll need guards just to hold back the flood of women chasing after me.” 


     Xan shook her head, listening to their discussion as they reached the next floor. “Here I am trying to grow and mature as a person, and you two old guys sound like teenagers.” 


     “Being mature is overrated,” Jim replied with a smirk. However, when he looked up, his smile disappeared in an instant. Jim grabbed Xan and pulled her to the floor. 


     An owler swooped over them, swinging a sword where Xan’s head had been. The monster landed on a perch across the cavern from them, swapping immediately to a bow and arrow. 


     Vincent aimed his finger across the chasm, lining up his shot as the owler did the same. He fired Void Gun first, and the owler collapsed and fell several stories below with a thud. 


     “Let’s quicken our pace,” Vincent said between sips of ether. “The longer we hang out in this chasm, the more we risk getting attacked.” 


     They continued higher up the tree, scaling platform after platform. On two different floors, they found stairs that went up several floors before ending at large hallways. Xan had to stop twice to drink ether after continuously using mana to wall-walk and glide. As they neared the colorful platform, Vincent saw glowing plants hanging over the side. He Scanned a few of the plants, but didn’t recognize them as any he’d seen in the game so far. 


     I should collect those plants. They might be useful for an apothecary. I’m not too experienced with mixing potions, but that’s something I can improve while we’re on the Dead-World. I’ve heard barely any plants grow on Dead-Worlds, but the few that do are rare and useful for making potions. 


     Vincent noticed shapes from the corner of his vision. Xan and Jim must’ve seen them, too, because they readied themselves by the time the three unarmored owlers dove at them. Vincent shot the first out of the sky with Mana Magnum, and then he used Zero Field to throw the second into the third. 


     The two living owlers crashed into a lower platform, knocking out their Mana Shields, and then Xan and Jim fired their own Mana Magnums. Jim’s shot delivered a killing blow, but Xan’s only injured her target. The surviving owler stunned them both with a piercing hoot, then flew upward, preparing to Self-Destruct. 


     Vincent had only sipped a little of his ether when the owler exploded, blowing their platform to pieces. He cast Zero Field on his own body and used the gravitational energy to toss himself to the next closest platform. 


     He gazed down at his friends to find that Xan had caught herself on a wall with Wall-Walking. She rushed up toward the flower-covered platform at the top, but unfortunately Jim fell a few dozen stories, smashing through several platforms. 


     >Jim: You two better kick the boss’s a— 


     Vincent saw the speck at the bottom of the chasm where Jim had plummeted to his death. Rubble fell all around him, burying the Rogue’s item crystals. Vincent raised his eyes to Xan, who waved from across the chasm. 


     >Alexandria: Just us. I don’t know how we’ll get you acro— 


     >Vincent: Look out! 


     The massive shape of feathers had approached Xan without making a sound. Its massive claw grabbed her and dragged the young woman away from her friend’s sight. 


     “Xan!” Vincent screamed. He drank the rest of his ether, sprinted toward the edge of his platform, and jumped as far as he could. Vincent cast Zero Field on himself and hurled his body high into the air. He landed awkwardly and rolled across the flower-covered platform before climbing to his feet. 


     Vincent looked around at the gaps in the twisted, fused trees just before they combined at the top of the chasm. The gaps allowed beams of skybox light in from numerous angles, and many of the plants glowed when illuminated. The old man didn’t have time to admire the plant life as his attention fell on the monster at the center of the platform. 


     The massive owl creature slammed Xan into the ground. Vincent thought it might damage the arena, but the ground below flashed with magic, indicating it had a protective field. The owl slung Xan around and tossed her toward the balcony, but the Ranger caught her with Zero Field. 


     “You okay?” he asked, noticing her bloodied head and swollen lip. 


     “I’ll be fine when this jerk is dead,” Xan replied as she equipped her new sword. 


     The plump owl monster released a shrieking hoot that hurt the players’ ears. Unlike the owlers, he looked much more owl-like and not humanoid. However, he still had long, clawed arms and legs that he used to move around the arena. His wings looked too small for his body, and Vincent wouldn’t have thought the monster could fly if the boss hadn’t floated behind Xan. 


     Elmrot the Collector (Dungeon Boss) – Monster Class: B | Ageless | Sex: Male | Respawn Time: One In-Game Month | Personality: Irritable 


     Vincent tried to chug an ether, but Elmrot spread his wings and rushed forward. Magic rippled off the boss’s wings, letting him glide faster. The two players split from each other and circled around the arena. Elmrot shot past them, turned, and then floated back onto the platform. 


     >Alexandria: I think he can only glide in a straight line. 


     >Vincent: He’s B-Class, so be careful. 


     Vincent finished his ether and pointed two fingers, but the boss released a stunning hoot. The Dungeon Boss spreads his tiny wings and magic poured onto the ground. Four pools of mana appeared, and then each pool formed into an armored owler. 


     “Dang it!” Vincent shouted, feeling himself regain control of his body as the stun wore off. He tried to aim his fingers at Elmrot, but the other owlers moved between them. 


     >Vincent: They’re smart enough to protect Elmrot. I need an opening to get him with Void Gun. 


     >Alexandria: I’ll make one. 


     She held her new verasteel sword in one hand and equipped a hardened-oiron short sword in the other. The young woman charged all four of the owlers and attacked them before they could strike. Her blades clashed with two of the owlers, but she quickly found herself overwhelmed by the four enemies. She switched to a defensive sword style that her father had taught her years ago, dancing around the attacks. 


     Elmrot hooted, and the four owlers jumped out of his way. The boss opened his mouth, and Vincent saw a flash of light just like the Mana Cannon that Zhang had used. His eyes didn’t track the ball of mana, but he saw the blast rip through Xan’s armor. The attack left a gaping semi-circle missing from the woman’s left side, and she topped to the ground with a scream. 


     Xan cast Flash Heal, an ability she’d learned a few years ago. While not very mana-efficient, it allowed her to replace a small amount of missing body matter instantly. She cried while drinking an ether, and it took three consecutive Flash Heals just to repair most of the damage. 


     While Xan tried to recover, Vincent fired Void Gun through Elmrot’s large forehead. The black bolt split his two-layered Mana Shield and tore through the boss’s skull. Elmrot toppled to the ground without another hoot, but the four owlers turned to face his killer. 


     The nearest owler leapt at Vincent with a verasteel sword. The Ranger blocked the blade and gulped down some ether, but then two more owlers joined the fray. One monster slashed through his potion bottle, and the man used Zero Field to throw the attacker into its friends. 


     The fourth owler looked at Xan as she finished replacing the missing flesh and bone that the Mana Cannon had blown away. The newly grown flesh looked red and painful, and her Mana Shield hadn’t returned yet. 


     The owler dove at Xan, but Vincent put his remaining mana into a Mana Magnum that tore through the owler’s shield and dented its armor. 


     Xan reequipped her sword and drove it through the owler’s chest plate with all her strength. It hummed the Self-Destruct note, but the skillful young woman shoved it at its allies, releasing her sword in the process. The owler exploded, engulfing its friends in mana. 


     Vincent and Xan drank ethers as the flash of burning mana died down. They saw that two of the owlers had survived with moderate injuries, but the humans quickly gunned their enemies down with Mana Magnums. 


     The surviving teammates collapsed to the ground at the same time. Vincent panted for breath, and Xan wiped sweat from her forehead. They both trembled from the adrenaline and the fear, but slowly the feeling of victory crept onto their faces. 


     Xan looked at Vincent and chuckled. “So, to hell with owl world, huh?” 


     “Yeah, I see why that innkeeper bad-mouthed this place.” 


     Xan stood and collected items before approaching Elmrot’s nesting spot. Vincent followed, and they found a chest sitting next to a large entrance where owlers could fly inside. Xan opened the chest, revealing a pile of gild and item crystals. The daiglass shard sat on top the items, and both players sighed in relief when they saw it. 


     “There’re some books in here that might come in handy,” Xan said, giving Vincent four items crystals. 


     Elmrot’s Rune Book 


     Elmrot’s Apothecary Book 


     Elmrot’s Spell Book 


     Elmrot’s Forge Guide 


     Vincent flipped through the pages of the spell book, which showed instructions on how to develop and upgrade certain spells. It also included runes on the pages that let players study the frequencies needed for them. He eyed the spells that might be useful to their team. 


     Mana Cannon’s in here. That’ll be good to learn in a couple decades. It has the Self-Destruct spell that the owlers use. That’d be useful on the Dead-World if we run out of Lotus Capsules—although, the Lotus Capsule is stronger since the explosion is based on your total mana capacity and not just the mana you have at that moment. 


     His eyes fell on one spell, and he showed the page to Xan. “Revive is in here. That’s probably the most important spell for you to learn while we’re on Eramar. Not to mention, your Class Quest requires you to Revive a player during a boss fight.” 


     Xan took the book and looked over the pages. “I’ll try to learn this. Might take a few years, since I have to attempt it on players that are actually dying. I’ve heard it only works if you time it after the light leaves their eyes, but before they turn to dust. Speaking of dust, I guess we should go retrieve Jim’s items.” 


     Vincent handed Xan the daiglass shard. “Let me collect these flowers first. I’ll use Elmrot’s Apothecary Book to learn how to make potions while we’re on Eramar. We’ll need to stock up to take on the Justiciars.” 


     Xan cradled the shard under one arm, but helped him pick flowers. She picked a rainbow-colored rose. “These are beautiful.” 


     “Yeah, this game never ceases to amaze me,” Vincent said, eyeing the flower. 


     But for everything beautiful in this game, ARKUS designs something just as horrible. I guess we should enjoy the sights on Ornrak, because once we reach Eramar, even this blasted owl world will be a happy memory. 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 23 


     Player: Lucas the Just 


     Location: Valahym (World) | Midrun (City) | Council’s Tower (Area) 


     Class: Sheriff (Moderator) 


     Vitality*: Lv 100 


     Spirit*: Lv 109 


     Resolve*: Lv 106 


     Perception*: Lv 104 


     Agility*: Lv 100 


     Strength*: Lv 99 


       


     Lucas sat in the council chair and glared at the three Justiciars kneeling on the floor. They’d spent the last three days searching every building, basement, alleyway, and even the sewer system for any sign of the four players that had crossed him. 


     “Nothing?” Lucas spat. “You’ve found nothing?” 


     Wayward Charlie looked up with a pitiful stare. “I’m sorry, sir. They must’ve left the city.” 


     “Then search the entire world,” Lucas replied. “Search the canyons, the caverns, the dungeons—the monster nests if you must.” 


     “We don’t have the manpower for that yet,” Charlie replied. “At least not until the others respawn. Even then, it will take a long time. We might be better off camping the Daiglass Tower and hoping those four get themselves killed. Surely they’ll respawn in this city.” 


     “Not if they make it to another City-World. What if they reach a city outside of my reach and influence?” 


     “We’ve had a man watching the Jump Gate. Unless they went straight for the gate after killing our men, they couldn’t have made it off-world. However, if they did, then there’s no way we’d find them. That Jump Gate connects to half a dozen different worlds. We aren’t prepared with enough Jump Crystals to check them all.” 


     Lucas huffed. “Then let the city of Midrun know there’s a bounty on Crow-Foot Jim’s head. Anyone that captures his team will gain a high position in my new empire. Not to mention, they’ll be rewarded handsomely. Additionally, anyone that gives us Jump Crystals and supplies to search the nearby worlds will gain my favor. If they won’t offer you supplies, then force players to give them to you. They’ll be too afraid to cross me.” 


     Charlie nodded. “Yes, sir. I’ll organize scout parties from any volunteers in Midrun.” 


     The men stood to leave, but a thought crossed Lucas’s mind. “One more thing, Charlie. Did you ever find the man I banned on the street when we entered? I’m about to leave for Snowcrag to unfreeze Zhang.” 


     “He hasn’t turned up yet,” Charlie answered. “Perhaps someone relocated him.” 


     “Yes, maybe they did. Go on, then. I’ll return here in a few days. Try to find those four before I return.” 


     Lucas World Teleported to Sarfin, where Justiciars already awaited his arrival. They bowed to him and explained everything they’d set up for Zhang as they followed him into the city. 


     “So, the de-buffing bracers should prevent Zhang from tearing apart his cell,” one Justiciar finished explaining. “Without them, we’re worried he could pick at the runes over time. Even some of our lesser prisoners have almost escaped after decades of prodding the runes.” 


     “I’ll give Zhang one warning about that,” Lucas said. “If he crosses me, I’ll leave him frozen forever. That’d be a fitting end for the Ice Knight.” 


     The other Justiciars flashed nervous glances, but Lucas ignored them. It’s only a threat. I probably wouldn’t do that to even my most annoying enemy. It’d be a human rights violation to keep someone frozen—unable to breathe or move—for centuries. Luckily for my enemies, I’m an honorable man. But everywhere I turn, I face cheaters, liars, and egotists that stand on self-made ivory towers. I’m the only one that deserves power like this. The only one that deserves to rule the World-Tree. 


     Lucas glanced at bowing Justiciars as he stepped into the prison building. He didn’t even know most of their names. It seemed like all the people he’d been familiar with had been promoted to higher positions that sent them farther away. 


     Every day I have more followers and fewer friends. These people are almost like NPCs to me—just mindless automatons. They do what I tell them and speak when I allow it. Do they even exist when I’m gone? For all I know, ARKUS could’ve built them out of code. They don’t even act like real people. 


     His men led him to the private holding cells where he kept his personal enemies. Lucas smiled and waved at a few. He even stopped to talk to several. Lucas always enjoyed speaking to the ones that still had the willpower left to make snarky comments back at him. 


     In a strange way, I’m closer to my enemies than my followers. Those are real people. With real motivations. Real dreams. And I crushed them all. His lips curled into a smile, and he mocked a few prisoners with threats that he would find their friends and family. 


     “If you’re lucky, I’ll put your sister across the hall from you,” Lucas told Devilblade Neville. “You two can chat all about how your insurrection in Malas failed.” 


     “One day, I’ll get out of here,” Neville shouted. “Just you wait, you punk!” 


     Lucas forced a malicious chuckle and continued into the hall. Maybe when I get his sister, I’ll have my Justiciars fake a prison break. Deactivate the runes and pretend they failed. Then I can have the fun of catching them all over again. 


     His men took him down a massive spiral staircase that led to a verasteel door covered in runes. He raised his palm to the center rune, and the door opened. The men with Lucas remained behind as he ventured into the chamber. His followers weren’t permitted beyond except under his direct order for repairs and modifications. He even kept a rune tablet in his inventory that showed him a display of his private prison in case someone got the idea to release a prisoner. 


     Lucas stopped between the two large chambers, and he glanced at the screens that showed him the occupants of both. Valery and Harper sat in one chamber, although the two were divided by a powerful barrier. He stared at the display, and his eyes fell on Harper. Lucas looked at her sunken eyes as she watched an arena fight being projected onto a screen. 


     She’s so miserable. I don’t understand why she’d rather be miserable than be with me? I could’ve given her anything the World-Tree could offer. In return, she would’ve brought a little light to this dim, boring universe I’ve conquered. Now, all I have to look forward to is playing games with these inferior creatures. 


     He reached for the button to allow communication with Harper’s room, but then his hand halted and clenched into a fist. Am I already forgetting what she said? That I disgust her. If it came from anyone else, I’d find it funny. As if I care what all these lesser beings think about me. But her—not her. I can’t bear to see that look in her eyes again. 


     Lucas sighed, stepped away from the screen, and approached the opposite chamber where Zhang stood frozen. The moderator touched the rune to open a small panel, then hit Zhang with Mod Gun. 


     Zhang collapsed to the floor and gasped for air. After a few seconds, he composed himself and glared at the rune-covered verasteel bracelets around his wrists and ankles. He tried to pry them off, but the bracers didn’t budge. Zhang equipped a hardened-verasteel longsword and slashed the wall, but a forcefield flashed and pushed back his attack. When he struck again, the barrier flashed with magic, and his sword shattered. 


     Lucas touched the communication panel. “Those forcefields turn your own magic against you. I was worried you’d have something stronger than hardened-verasteel, because then you might’ve broken it. Don’t you have basteel from the higher worlds?” 


     The Ice Knight ignored him and tried to cast a spell, but nothing happened. He equipped a dagger, cut through his own shields, and then jammed it into his heart. The room flashed with light, and his injury vanished, pushing the dagger out of his chest. 


     “I bet you keep all your basteel in daiglass storage, don’t you?” Lucas mocked. “It would’ve been interesting to see if it could cut my forcefield, but I guess you hadn’t stopped to prepare before you attacked me. You might as well give up. We have over a thousand prisoners, and the only ones ever to escape used Lotus Capsules. Although, I marked timers for their deaths and simply caught them again.” 


     “Release me!” Zhang screamed, grabbing the shattered blade and striking the forcefield. The blade cut his hand, and the magic blasted him backward, but then a flash of light healed his wounds. 


     “Release you? Oh, sure. All you had to do was ask. It’s not like any of the other thousand prisoners have ever begged for their freedom.” 


     “You can’t do this, Lucas. You have no right to hold people against their will. You had no right to take Midrun.” 


     “Blah, blah, blah. Be glad I didn’t freeze you for the rest of the update.” 


     “You’ll pay for this, you realize? This footage will be uploaded by my AI Assistant. It’ll get millions or even billions of views.” 


     “Other people have threatened me with their AI Assistants. I don’t care. That’s three centuries from now, and by that point, the people of World-Tree will worship me. I’ll keep them safe from this terrifying game. The bosses, the angels, and all the would-be tyrants out there.” 


     “You’re the only would-be tyrant I’ve seen.” 


     “No, no. I’m the good guy. I’m taking over for the benefit of everyone. You ever hear the saying that the best form of government would be a benevolent dictator?” 


     “But you’re not benevolent.” 


     “Look, man, I put you in a comfy cell with books and a viewing screen. I might even let you out under a few conditions. The first being you submit to my rule. The second being I surpass you in levels, so you’re no longer a serious threat to me.” 


     “That won’t happen. You’re already at the level-one-hundred wall when climbing becomes more difficult. Just wait till you hit the two-hundred wall and stop gaining levels for years.” 


     “I need to get strong enough to reach the upper worlds. How can I become the benevolent lord of the World-Tree when the City-Worlds at the top are out of my reach? That’s why I hope you and I can come to an understanding one day. Despite how much you’ve angered me, now that I’ve beaten you, I almost wish we could be friends. You’d make a good right-hand man, Zhang.” 


     “That’ll never happen.” 


     “You becoming my right-hand man, or us being friends?” 


     “Both. I could never be friends with a childish person who abuses their power.” 


     Lucas sneered. “There you go again, trying to put me down to lift yourself high. God, that attitude annoyed me when you weren’t in my prison. Now, nothing you say bothers me, because I own you. I won, and you lost. Good game, Zhang.” 


     “You didn’t win. ARKUS won for you. Without your mod powers, you’d be nothing. And even those powers will only take you so far. There’re limits to what you can do, and that’s why you’ll never reach the upper worlds.” 


     Lucas felt his eye twitch, but he tried to ignore the frustration building inside him. “What kind of limits? Like a power that counters mine?” Lucas paused in thought. “Those four—they were following you!” 


     Zhang raised his cold eyes. “Who?” 


     “Don’t lie to me. I remember Jim asked about you. So, you must know them. Tell me how that guy killed me in one shot. Why didn’t my Mod Gun work on him?” 


     Zhang’s body relaxed, and he slumped onto the mattress on the floor. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. They probably saw me rushing to the tower and followed to help.” 


     Is he lying? Lucas stared at the screen, trying to read the man’s cold face. But he’s my prisoner. I have absolute power over him. He has nothing to gain by lying to me. They can’t rescue him here. I won. I beat Zhang. And if I can beat him, then I can defeat anyone—even that cheater. He’ll show his face sooner or later. It’s just another game of cat and mouse. I’ll win like I always do, and then I’ll move onward. I’ll beat him. I’ll beat the angels. I’ll conquer the World-Tree. 


     Lucas felt his nerves unwind, and he smiled to himself. “So, you’ve never heard of a power that lets someone avoid getting banned? Maybe some kind of exploit?” 


     “You probably tried to ban a doppelganger.” 


     “No, this was different. Banning a doppelganger causes it to disappear. I’ve done it a few times by mistake. He also killed me with an attack made of negative energy. It went right through my Mod Shield.” 


     “I don’t know what to tell you.” 


     “Ugh, you’re no help.” 


     “What did you expect? I’m a prisoner, not your friend.” 


     “No, no. You lost, and I’ll break your will eventually, just like that woman across the hall. I’ve held her captive for over three decades, and she’s happy when I visit because it gives her someone to talk to. I even gave her my friend Harper as a companion because she’s been such a well-behaved prisoner the last couple decades. If you play along, I might get you a friend too.” 


     “Just leave me be, Lucas. Come back in a hundred years when you face your first angel. Then you’ll realize your fantasy of an empire is hopeless. That you aren’t as in control as you think. That you aren’t special.” 


     Lucas forced a laugh at the communication panel. “Oh, Zhang. It’ll be fun to watch you break. But once you lose that cold attitude of yours, I think we’ll be friends. So, I’ll see you in a few months, after I’m done turning Midrun into the cornerstone of my empire. Maybe I’ll move you and my most prized captives there once I rebuild the tower into my castle.” 


     He stepped away from Zhang’s cell and glanced at Harper on the screen. She and Valery looked to be talking to one another. Valery’s manic expression showed how happy she was to have a companion after decades of solitude. However, Harper’s face held only misery. 


     Harper will break too. One day, she’ll regret everything and beg for my forgiveness. She’ll beg me to love her again. She and all my captives—my collection—will admire me. They’ll respect me for besting them. Just like Killer Sam, who so easily joined my cause. I’m a winner. Lesser people are naturally drawn to winners like me. But my prisoners are a higher sort—more human than those mindless followers of mine. These ones will take convincing. They’ll need to be reformed. It’ll take time, but I have plenty of that. 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 24 


     Player: Noble Vincent  


     Location: Ornrak (World) | Pidge’s Run (Region) 


     Class: Ranger 


     Subclass: Mage 


     Vitality: Lv 58 


     Spirit*: Lv 68 


     Resolve: Lv 61 


     Perception*: Lv 73 


     Agility: Lv 62 


     Strength: Lv 58 


       


     Vincent and Xan had played cautiously until Jim and Quinn respawned, using the time to pick off stray owlers and gather more verasteel weapons and armor. They had even found some thinner plates for Quinn to use since she preferred speed over durability. With their new equipment and a better understanding of the owlers’ tactics, the World Knights completed two more dungeons that Vincent and Xan had spotted. 


     Vincent had also brewed up more ethers and elixirs to replenish their dwindling supply. He’d made a few mistakes following Elmrot’s Apothecary Book, but he soon found himself able to make basic ethers and elixirs with a variety of ingredient combinations. It seemed certain combinations affected the amount of potion he’d end up with, and could even change the speed of recovery by as much as a twenty percent difference. 


     While Vincent worked to make potions, Xan had scouted unexplored regions of the world, eventually spotting the World Boss. She’d only caught glimpses of the winged boss as it flew through a deep, narrow canyon that zigzagged across the entire western hemisphere. 


     “It looked like a big bird of some kind,” Xan told Jim and Quinn as their group neared the edge. “I saw it snatch up a mountain goat in an instant and then disappear through the canyon.” 


     “So, you know nothing about it?” Jim asked. “Other than that it flies and eats goats.” 


     “It looked diseased, in a way,” Xan replied. “The wings were huge, but crooked. Missing half the feathers. Blotted skin underneath.” 


     They walked along the edge of the canyon, eyeing the darkest pits and crevices. Like so many canyons they’d explored on the World-Tree, it appeared full of branching tunnels and caverns. They stayed above the canyon, however, and walked for several hours, spotting nothing more than stray goats and birds. 


     “You sure you didn’t see an owler?” Jim asked Xan. 


     “No, I’m sure,” she replied. “This thing was too big. At least its wings were.” 


     “Shush,” Quinn said, raising her hand. 


     Everyone glanced around the canyon, but Quinn turned her head to the trees. 


     “Hey, my mana detector is picking up something!” a voice called from the forest. 


     Quinn grabbed Jim and Xan by the arm and pulled them off the ledge. They fell to a path below, and she quickly dragged them to the nearest dark passage. 


     Vincent equipped his True Huntsman’s Cloak, pulled it over himself, and followed them. He stopped at the entrance of the passage and kept his cloak’s hood drawn so only his eyes weren’t camouflaged. 


     Within seconds, five men approached the ledge of the canyon. He recognized the lead as one of the Justiciars they’d fought in Midrun. 


     >Vincent: Justiciars. Everyone stay hidden. 


     >Quinn: Dang, I knew we should’ve left as soon as we respawned. It was an unnecessary risk to stay here this long. 


     The lead Justiciar held a rune in his hand. He pointed it across the canyon. “Oh, it’s detecting something strong.” 


     The Justiciars drew their weapons, and then a shape flew from the canyon at a high speed. It tore one man from the ground, shredded his Mana Shield, and ripped him in half as it flew into the air. It dropped both halves of the dead man, and Vincent watched as the top half fell to the bottom of the canyon. 


     Vincent gaped at the humanoid figure with massive wings. Its half-rotted body looked like a human stretched to twice their normal length. Despite its emaciated appearance, its elongated limbs looked strong and rigid. A cracked mask covered the top half of its face, but its wicked grin looked eerily human. It’s decayed yet angelic appearance left Vincent in such awe he almost forgot to Scan it. 


     Pidge the Fallen (World Boss) – Monster Class: B+ | Ageless | Sex: Male | Respawn Time: Three In-Game Hours | Personality: Spiteful 


     The Justiciars attacked Pidge with a barrage of Mana Magnums, however he dodged all their attacks with superhuman speed and reflexes. He swooped down, slashed through one man’s Mana Shield with a clawed hand, and then ripped off the Justiciar’s head. The man’s allies attacked at once with swords and mana. 


     Pidge didn’t seem to have a shield, but his body must’ve been solid as hardened-oiron because their attacks left only shallow wounds. One of the Mana Magnum’s left a chunk missing from his chest, but Pidge didn’t seem to notice and dove for the next Justiciar. 


     >Alexandria: What’s happening? I hear Mana Magnums. 


     >Vincent: It’s the World Boss. He’s some kind of fallen angel, and he’s wrecking the Justiciars. 


     >Jim: An angel? Aren’t they S-Class? 


     >Vincent: Not this one. He’s B-Plus. The angels of the upper worlds have crazy powerful spells, but he doesn’t seem to have much magic—like an angel stripped of his true power. 


     Pidge tore another man to shreds, even as the Justiciars peppered him with their strongest attacks. 


     >Vincent: Still terrifying as he is, however. If he caught us off guard, we’d have lost for sure. 


     >Alexandria: Should we try to jump him after he finishes the Justiciars? 


     >Vincent: Sure, we have plenty of equipment stored in the daiglass shard at the stem. If we die, it’s not a big loss. I’ll toss Quinn at the angel if she wants to try her gravity attack. 


     His friends neared the edge of the cave, but stayed behind him. Vincent kept his eyes on Pidge, watching the fallen angel tear through the last Justiciar. He waited until the man turned to dust before making his move. 


     >Vincent: Now! 


     All four players rushed from the passage. Vincent cast Zero Field and tossed Quinn through the air toward Pidge. The Fighter struck the World Boss in the chest with her spell, and the gravitational shockwave tossed them both away from one another. 


     Vincent used Zero Field to throw himself and Jim to the top of the canyon, and Xan followed using Wall-Walking. When they reached the top, they saw Pidge lying in a heap on the ground. The fallen angel’s body looked twisted and mangled, and Vincent thought he might’ve been dead until the boss snapped his bones back into place one by one. 


     Pidge stood, his spine twisting upright. The World Boss smiled at them as he twisted his wings into their proper position. 


     Vincent fired Void Gun while Jim charged his spell. The black bolt hit Pidge in his mask, shattering it to pieces. His head lolled back, but his body remained upright. 


     “Is he dead?” Xan asked. 


     Pidge’s head snapped upright, and he seemed to hardly notice the gaping hole in his face. The World Boss rushed at them far faster than the players’ speed. He reached for Vincent, but the Ranger’s Gravity Shield flashed with black and white light. 


     Pidge paused and snarled, and then Jim decapitated the World Boss with his winged void spell. The Rogue tried to circle the attack back around to hit the boss’s body, but the negative energy sparked and flew off into the sky. 


     The World Boss’s headless body redoubled his efforts to grab Vincent. His claws pushed through the flashing black and white energy and grabbed the Ranger’s arm. Pidge twisted the arm until it snapped, making Vincent scream in agony. 


     “Vince!” Xan shouted, digging her verasteel sword into the fallen angel’s side. 


     Quinn Vanished beside the angel and struck him with a flurry of Breaker blows. The boss’s bones snapped from the strikes, but he didn’t seem to notice. 


     Jim focused his hands on his runaway spell. “Come back!” he shouted, pulling his hands downward. The attack sparked and dove toward Pidge’s snarling head. It split the head in half, and the fallen angel’s body froze. 


     “Let go!” Vincent screamed, his body shaking with pain. He pulled his broken arm from the boss’s grasp, and then Pidge the Fallen crumbled into dust. 


     Xan cast Bone Reshape to put Vincent’s arm back to normal, and then she cast Healing Light to fix the torn tendons. 


     Once his arm felt numb, Vincent collapsed to the ground and sighed. He glanced at Jim as the Rogue picked up Pidge’s item crystals. “Anything good?” 


     “A Crystal Heart,” Jim replied. “I would’ve thought a fallen angel would drop two, but I guess we’re not that lucky. He dropped a memento and a mask too. Catch, Xan.” He tossed Xan an item crystal and then equipped the plain, eyeless mask. 


     Xan equipped a new ring, and Vincent Scanned both items. 


     Pidge’s Mask – Material Rating: 200 | The verasteel mask of an angel that fell from grace and lost his true power. | Flight – The user can spend mana to fly short distances. 


     Pidge’s Reminder – Material Rating: 200 | A verasteel ring that once belonged to the fallen angel Pidge. It was given as a reminder of his former life, but only to punish him for his sins.  This ring still holds a sliver of world magic. | Photosynthesis – When exposed to skybox light, the user can still regain mana without being in contact with a world. However, the user will only regain that mana at a tenth their normal rate. 


     “That’ll be useful while we’re on the branches,” Vincent noted, eyeing Xan’s ring. 


     “And this is better than the Lich’s Cloak,” Jim said, flying in a circle overhead. 


     “Can you actually see?” Quinn asked. “There’re no eyeholes. There’s not even anything holding it to your face.” 


     “It suctioned itself to my face before it disappeared from my view,” Jim explained. He pulled the mask off, and then put it back on. “It’s almost like it’s not there when I wear it.” 


     Quinn grabbed the items from the Justiciars’ dust piles. “Bleh, garbage. At least they had a bunch of potions on them.” 


     “We better leave in case they have friends around,” Vincent said, motioning for his team to follow. 


     The World Knights headed north for the stem, and several hours passed before they saw the pathway off-world. Vincent looked ahead at the crevice where he’d hidden the daiglass shard. 


     “Next stop, the Dead-World,” Quinn said. “With all the verasteel equipment we have in storage, Eramar can’t be that bad.” 


     “I don’t know,” Vincent said. “It has heavier gravity and lots of strong monsters.” 


     Xan reached into the crevice and pulled out the daiglass shard. She stepped onto the bark of the World-Tree first, and the others followed. 


     Vincent paused, hearing the rustling of branches as something tore across the nearby treetops. “What’s that?” He turned just as a shape darted toward him with speed so fast it almost looked like it had appeared before him. 


     A flash of white light stopped Pidge half a meter away from Vincent. The Ranger stumbled backward in fear and then looked down, noticing that light had appeared where the stem of the World-Tree started. 


     Pidge thrashed against the white light, his muscles bulging and his veins glowing. He looked stronger than before, and Vincent Scanned him out curiosity. 


     [Enraged] Pidge the Fallen (World Boss) – Monster Class: A | Ageless | Sex: Male | Respawn Time: Three In-Game Hours | Personality: Spiteful 


     “He’s… A-Class now,” Vincent muttered, scrambling away. 


     The fallen angel continued to thrash against the wall of white magic, but then paused. His eyeless mask gazed at them before he flew around at superhuman speed, trying to find a way to reach them. Pidge disappeared from their view in an instant, then reappeared as another wave of world magic stopped him. 


     He’s not using Vanish or any kind of teleportation. He’s simply too fast for my eyes to follow. If this is what an A-Class monster is like, I can’t even imagine the power of an S-Class. Or even S-Plus. He shuddered at the thought. 


     Vincent stood and hurried to his friends as they gaped and tried to follow Pidge’s movements. 


     “Why can’t he cross over the stem?” Jim asked. “Other monsters can leave their worlds.” 


     “I don’t know,” Vincent replied. “Maybe he’s not meant to. The game hints he’s being punished for something.” 


     “Should we try to fight him?” Quinn asked, her eyes wide. 


     “I don’t think so,” Vincent said. “A-Class is too far above us right now. Even in his previous state, it took all our void attacks combined to bring him down. Besides, we can’t risk hanging around this world for more Justiciars to appear.” 


     Quinn nodded, and their group hurried up the bark as gravity twisted around them. 


     They walked a short distance, then Vincent paused to glance at Pidge. The World Boss had finally stopped his rampage, and he floated in the air, panting with rage. Pidge saw him looking and replied with an ear-piercing scream. 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 25 


     Player: Noble Vincent  


     Location: World-Tree | Mid-Tier Branch 


     Class: Ranger 


     Subclass: Mage 


     Vitality: Lv 58 


     Spirit*: Lv 68 


     Resolve: Lv 61 


     Perception*: Lv 73 


     Agility: Lv 62 


     Strength: Lv 58 


       


     After a couple months of travel, the World Knights cautiously approached the stem of Eramar. As they eyed the peaks of crags that poked through the dark, swirling clouds, Vincent wondered what kind of horrors awaited them. They’d spent the last couple months discussing rumors of what other players had found on Dead-Worlds and how dangerous they were. 


     We’ll be killed by the end of the first day, Vincent guessed. These worlds are meant to push players to their limits. Even caravans with a dozen teams typically return with only a handful of players—assuming anyone survives the trip. 


     Their path descended into the swirling clouds that covered the world, and they saw nothing for thirty minutes. However, Vincent felt the gravity growing heavier as they neared the planet. Dead-Worlds have higher gravity. That might be good for leveling Strength and Agility, but it’ll make it tough to live here for years—or decades. 


     When they finally broke through the swirling clouds, Vincent gaped at the desolate landscape. He saw twisted, broken canyons as deep as the cavern where they’d discovered Rayazar. Steep crags dotted the landscape, sometimes poking through the swirling clouds, and winged behemoths circled the sky. Lightning storms covered a lot of the world, and it seemed with the dark clouds always overhead, a new storm could start with no warning. The land around the stem looked punctured with thousands of deep, pitch-black holes. 


     They stepped off the stem and onto the cracked landscaped. All of them noted the increased gravity, and Quinn jumped to see how high she could go. She landed with a thud and struggled not to fall. 


     “I feel about three times heavier,” Quinn said. 


     “This is awful,” Xan noted, lifting her hands up and down. She took a deep breath, and a look of strain crossed her face. “It’s even hard to breathe.” 


     Vincent held the daiglass shard tight in his hands and checked his HUD as the location changed to the Northern Pits. He glanced at his teammates. “Should we leave the daiglass shard near the stem?” he asked. “It might be dangerous to lose it in a place where we’d die the moment we respawn.” 


     “Yeah, drop it at the edge of the stem,” Quinn said, nervously eyeing the horizon. “We can set up a camp here.” 


     “Looks like we aren’t the first ones to try that,” Xan said. She pointed at the old remains of broken tents and wagons laying nearby. 


     Vincent almost hadn’t noticed the destroyed campsites with the dust covering them, but when he stared around, he saw over a dozen other sites spread around the stem. We won’t be safe anywhere on Eramar, he realized. 


     He backtracked toward the stem, found a groove in the World-Tree’s wood, and jammed the daiglass into the indentation. A minute later, Vincent returned with a bucket of dirt and covered it. Now monsters won’t spot it and think it’s something to take back to their nesting spot. Although monsters rarely venture onto stems, better safe than sorry, I suppose. 


     Vincent ran to rejoin his teammates, but before he reached them, a swarm of figures rose from the nearby pits. The Ranger noticed immediately there were two distinct kinds of monsters. The first fluttered into the air like trash bags in the wind, only much larger. A dozen of the creatures flew out at once, and Vincent Scanned one as it outstretched into a human shape for a moment before furling and fluttering into the sky. 


     Skin Flyer – Monster Class: D+ | Age: 185 | Sex: None | Personality: Mindless 


     Vincent lowered his gaze to the second set of monsters as they climbed from the pits. Two dozen of them shambled toward their group. They looked like walking skeletons that Vincent had seen in dozens of video games, only these still had organs, bloody veins, and sinew hanging off their bones. He even saw rotting hearts beating in their chests. 


     Revenant Scout– Monster Class: C | Age: 212 | Sex: Female | Number of Offspring: 54 | Personality: Sadistic 


     As the revenants shambled forward, he saw one more creature crawl out of the pit. It looked like a revenant, however it stood almost twice as tall. Its bones were covered in ice, and its frozen heart didn’t appear to be beating. 


     Draugr Brawler – Monster Class: B | Age: 351 | Sex: Male | Number of Offspring: 128 | Personality: Vindictive 


     >Jim: I’m guessing we target their brains or hearts. The little ones don’t look all that tough. 


     When the revenants were halfway to the party, their pace increased, and the monsters darted toward the players. With the heavy gravity, Vincent doubted he could run much faster than them. 


     The players readied themselves and released mana blasts, targeting the enemies’ hearts or heads. Vincent nailed a headshot, but the revenant continued forward without worry. 


     >Vincent: Headshots don’t work. Go for the heart. 


     He planted a shot in one’s heart, and it crumbled into dust. They took down about five before the revenants reached them. Vincent equipped his sword and ran it through the heart of one scrawnier revenant. Another swung its fist, hitting him in the jaw. Even with his Gravity Shield and the world’s higher gravity, the punch knocked him several steps back. Vincent stumbled and fell to the ground with his mouth hanging open in shock. 


     >Vincent: They have high physical strength! Don’t let them grab you. 


     Almost as soon as he’d sent his message, two of the revenants grabbed Jim by the arms. He used Mana Volley to blow one to pieces, but the second twisted until it broke his Mana Shield and snapped his arm in several places. Jim screamed, and then Quinn punched the revenant in the heart with Breaker, killing it. 


     Xan held her hands over Jim’s arm and used Bone Reshape to fix it. Several Light-Drain Butterflies she’d sent after revenants landed on Jim’s arm and vanished in puffs of light, but it didn’t help much. 


     >Alexandria: My butterflies didn’t drain much light from those things. They seem to be mostly brute strength. Very little magic.” 


     Quinn killed the last revenant, and then their party stared at the draugr. He hadn’t moved far from the pit, but he kept his glowing blue eyes on their team. His jaw opened, and he released a howl that echoed over the landscape. 


     Vincent hadn’t noticed the shapes in the sky diving down until they were almost on the party. “Watch out!” he shouted. 


     The skin flyers swarmed Jim and Xan first, several piling onto them. When the skin touched Jim’s flesh, the rotted-looking flyers seemed to melt onto him. One of the skin flyers pulled away, ripping Jim’s skin off with it. He screamed and fired Mana Gun through one, killing it. 


     The skin flyers attached to Xan released a corrosive spit that shattered her Mana Shield and melted her armor. One wrapped around her arm as she raised it to defend herself, and then merged Xan’s arm into its body. It ripped itself away, taking the young woman’s arm, and Xan screamed as she collapsed to the dirt. 


     Quinn Vanished and appeared next to her two teammates. She used quick Breaker strikes to kill several of the skin flyers. It didn’t seem to take much damage to their bodies to cause them to crumble into ashes, but every time she killed one, another replaced it. 


     Vincent ran to help, but the draugr sprinted toward him with superhuman speed. The large monster struck Vincent in the chest, tossing the man back several meters. His Gravity Shield slowed the impact, but the hit still knocked the air out of him. He rolled across the ground before he managed to jump to his feet. 


     The draugr smirked and charged again. 


     Vincent aimed Void Gun at the creature’s head and blew the top of his skull off. Bits of icy bone and brain matter rained across the ground, but the monster still swiped and struck the Ranger in the head. The blow knocked Vincent across the dirt, and he felt blood trickling down his scalp. 


     The draugr remained standing, even with the top half of his head missing. He unhinged his jaw and sprayed an icy breath that froze the ground. Vincent found himself stuck as the ice crawled up his arms and legs. 


     “No!” he shouted, watching his friends get torn apart by the skin flyers. 


     The draugr raised his fists and brought them down on Vincent’s head. 


     You’ve died. Respawning at Daiglass 0167.3076.0775.0729… 


     Vincent respawned, and the horrific landscape loaded around him. He watched the pits reappear and the crags beyond them. The dark, swirling clouds blocked his view of the World-Tree, but still allowed a dim light to reach the planet. He looked downhill at the spot where he and his friends had fought the draugr, the revenants, and the skin flyers. All the monsters had vanished, but he saw the dust and glowing item crystals the players had left two weeks ago. 


     Vincent equipped his True Huntsman’s Cloak and hurried to the items. He snatched them up while making sure to keep an eye on the pits. Once he collected his friends’ items, he hurried back up the hill. By that point, Xan and Jim had already respawned. 


     “Oh, my god,” Jim said, wide-eyed. “That was horrible.” 


     Xan nodded, her body still shaking. “Yeah, it could’ve gone better.” 


     Quinn respawned and shouted in fear. She paused and turned to her friends. “So, let’s try again?” 


     Vincent handed them their items, and they reequipped everything. 


     “Maybe we need a strategy?” Jim asked. 


     “No, we need to get stronger,” Quinn replied. “No strategies. No cheap tricks. Just fight, fight, fight. Try to perfect our spells too.” 


     Quinn charged her negative energy spell and rushed toward the pits. “Come out and fight me!” 


     Skin flyers and revenants replied by ascending from the pit. She dove at them and hit the group with her attack. The gravitational wave collapsed the ground at the edge of the pit, blowing apart several revenants in the process. The shockwave knocked her across the dirt, and she slid to a stop next to her friends as they chased after her. 


     The skin flyers dove at them, and the three standing players drew swords. They focused on cutting down the monsters as quickly as possible before the revenants climbed from the pit. Vincent and Xan took most of them down with quick blade work. 


     Jim nodded in approval. “You two are good sword fighters. Better than me for sure.” 


     A dozen revenants charged at their group. Instead of wasting mana, the team focused on close-range fighting. Vincent sliced through revenants until one grabbed his blade. The edge of his sword dug into its palm, but then Quinn intervened and killed it with a Breaker strike to the heart. Jim cut through one, then blasted another with Mana Volley while Xan slashed through the hearts of two more. Within seconds, they had finished off the entire mob. 


     Vincent took a few breaths. Normally, he wouldn’t tire out so quickly, but the heavy gravity of the Dead-World made everything more difficult. He eyed the nearby pit as two large shapes emerged. 


     One draugr carried no weapons, and the top of his head looked paler than the rest of his body. He must be the same one that killed me—his head regenerated. 


     The second draugr carried a verasteel longsword in her hand. With the monster’s tall, lithe body, her longsword looked more like a short sword, but Vincent had no doubt the monster was lethal with it. 


     Draugr Swordswoman – Monster Class: B | Age: 298 | Sex: Female | Number of Offspring: 96 | Personality: Proud 


     Jim charged negative energy, but the two monsters rushed their team. The brawler hit Jim in the chest, sending him flying backward, and the other swung her sword at Xan. 


     The Cleric blocked the swordswoman’s strike, but the hit knocked Xan off her feet. 


     “Xan!” Quinn shouted, Vanishing and reappearing to the draugr swordswoman’s right. She charged her boots with Breaker, and then leapt forward. With the heavier gravity, she couldn’t pull off her spin-kick to full effect, so she targeted the knees of the enemy. Her first two leg swipes cracked the draugr’s right knee, and the third shattered the frozen leg to pieces. 


     The sword-wielding draugr toppled in front of Xan, but still tried to take a swing. The young woman rolled away, and the dirt next to her exploded from the strike. By that time, Jim had climbed to his feet and readied his void spell. The winged-attack hit the draugr in the shoulder, then cut upward into the air, severing the monster’s sword arm. 


     The monster fell onto her belly and howled as she tried to crawl after Xan. 


     Vincent sidestepped a punch from the draugr brawler. The monster took several quick swipes at him, and the Ranger struggled to dodge because of the heavy gravity. Where do I need to hit to kill him? 


     He fired Void Gun into the draugr’s frozen, unmoving heart. Icy smoke sprayed from the monster’s mouth and joints. The draugr’s bones seemed to lose their iciness, and the undead creature lashed out in response, striking Vincent in the stomach. 


     Vitality Level Up: 58>59 


     Vincent landed several meters away, rolled to his feet, and chugged an ether. His icy heart was the source of his magic. Maybe without that, a headshot will work. 


     The draugr pulled his fist back as he charged, and Vincent fired another Void Gun. Once again, the Ranger’s spell blew away the top part of the enemy’s skull, but the monster still took a swing. 


     The skeletal fist slammed against Vincent’s head, knocking him to the ground. He felt blood on his scalp again, but this time, he didn’t give up. He swung his sword through the draugr’s neck, something he wasn’t sure would’ve worked when the monster’s body was frozen. 


     The draugr’s half-head rolled off his body. A glowing blue liquid sprayed from his brain stem, and the monster turned to dust. 


     “The heart first, and then the brain stem!” Vincent shouted at his friends as they sliced and punched the remaining draugr. “Destroying their heart weakens them, but the brain stem kills them.” 


     Jim downed an ether, and then launched his void attack through the draugr’s brain stem, killing her. The Rogue smirked, but then his spell sparked, turned back toward him, and sliced off several of his fingers. Jim gaped at his fingers for a second, too shocked to react, but then the pain hit, drawing a scream from him. 


     Xan cast Flash Heal on his missing fingers. He squirmed in pain, and Quinn had to hold him in place. The Fighter forced him to drink an elixir to finish the healing process. 


     Jim sighed, and his shoulders slumped. “Well, at least my Vitality leveled up.” 


     “Mine too,” Vincent replied. 


     “I leveled my Agility when I rolled away from that draugr,” Xan said. 


     “See, this will work,” Quinn told them, trying to force a smile. “Cheer up, everyone. We knew how bad this would be. At least we’re gaining levels like we’re newbies again. Let’s keep fighting nonstop, spamming spells, and stomping monsters. We probably don’t even need to stray far from the world stem.” 


     “But we need better equipment too,” Vincent noted after finishing an ether. “At least hardened or magically-enhanced verasteel. Items enchanted with abilities would be good, too, even though you can’t enchant something that’s hardened or enhanced. We need to find out if there’re dungeons in this world that we can plunder. If we upgrade our spells, level up a bunch, and get high-level equipment, we’ll defeat Lucas for sure.” 


     “Maybe we should wait a few years before trying to find dungeons,” Xan said. “It might be better to focus on levels for now.” 


     “Hey!” Jim shouted, staring into one of the gaping pits. “I already found a huge chest. Maybe if I’m lucky, there’ll be booze in there.” He slid into the pit, disappearing from their sight. 


     “Wait!” Vincent shouted. 


     They rushed to the edge. In the pit, they saw stone steps leading to floors and tunnels. Near the bottom sat a large chest with no monsters around it. Jim rushed to the chest and opened it. 


     Long, shimmering teeth protruded from the chest’s edges, and it clamped down on Jim’s neck, decapitating him in an instant. 


     “Jim!” Vincent screamed. 


     The chest’s wood stretched and splintered. It grew spider-like legs that hardened into a shimmering bone-like material similar to its teeth, and then it raced toward their party. Vincent Scanned the monster while equipping his sword. 


     Mimic – Monster Class: B | Age: 524 | Sex: Female | Number of Offspring: 16 | Personality: Curious 


     Vincent fired a hole through the mimic with Void Gun, but it didn’t slow. It lunged toward them, aiming its front legs at him. Despite the gravity of Eramar, the mimic leapt high into the air. It stabbed one of its shimmering limbs through Vincent’s chest plate and tackled him to the ground. The old man grabbed two of the monster’s limbs before it could stab them into him. He struggled to hold it back, but knew immediately the mimic was a lot stronger. 


     Strength Level Up: 58>59 


     Quinn hit the mimic with her experimental spell, knocking it back into the pit and sending chunks of wood through the air. Vincent noticed the broken shards of wood glowed on the inside, almost as if it wasn’t wood, but a material made to look the same. He sat up, gripping his chest wound. 


     The broken mimic whimpered before collapsing into dust. 


     Xan healed Vincent while Quinn retrieved Jim’s items from the pit. Once she returned, their group hurried back to the hill to rest for a few minutes. 


     “We need a perimeter,” Vincent told them. “Let’s map out the nearest pits without entering them. Figure out what kind of enemies come from where and how many we’ll typically fight at once. We should know everything we can about this immediate area by the end of the year. Then, maybe, we’ll spread out.” 


     “The hard part is trying not to lose our items,” Quinn noted. “If someone dies in an underground passage, we probably won’t get their stuff back.” 


     “In time, we’ll find better gear,” Xan said. “I’ve always heard Dead-Worlds have good loot.” 


     “We won’t do much looting until we level up more and know the full extent of this world’s challenges,” Vincent replied. “What we’ve seen so far is only the welcoming party. Just imagine what the dungeons are like… and the dungeon bosses.” 


     “Wait till you see the World Boss,” Xan said, staring in the distance. 


     “Yeah, there’s no telling how horrifying that thing is,” Vincent replied. 


     “No, I mean, there it is,” Xan said. 


     Vincent turned to the horizon. He watched a thin, towering shape as it shambled across the landscape. A few seconds passed of him wondering why a crag was moving. That’s no crag—that’s the World Boss. He used Scan, which he’d upgraded with Farsight years ago. 


     Rethin the Walker (World Boss) – Monster Class: A | Ageless | Sex: Male | Respawn Time: One In-Game Year | Personality: Restless 


     “You don’t think it’ll come after us, do you?” Xan asked. 


     “Most World Bosses won’t bother you if you don’t bother them,” Vincent noted. He paused to think of the few World Bosses they’d seen on their journey that hadn’t followed that norm. “Okay, so most don’t. But his personality is restless. Not vicious, bloodthirsty, or anything scary like that.” 


     Xan motioned for her HUD to snap a screenshot of the monster in the distance. “My dad might faint when he sees this. He’s spammed me for weeks begging me to go to Firepeak.” She faced the other way, put an arm around Quinn, and then took a selfie of the three with Rethin in the background. “I’m making that my new HUD background.” 


     Vincent smiled and shook his head. “When you two joined me, did you ever think we’d end up in a place like this, grinding for years to stop a psychopathic moderator?” 


     “I expected big challenges,” Quinn replied. “Towering monsters. Angels. Enemy players, even. Decades of traveling, leveling, and looting. But I don’t think I expected it to get this serious. Back then, it still felt like a game. It still does when I close my eyes and imagine home—imagine Ritchie and Gabriel. But then a year goes by in seconds, and I realize how lost I’ve become in this world—this game. It’s like a repeating cycle of forgetting and remembering which world feels real. I don’t even know if I care what Lucas is doing or if I’m using this as another distraction. Another challenge.” 


     “What about reaching the top?” Xan asked her. “There might be a way out if we make it to the skybox.” 


     “Maybe,” Quinn said. “Or maybe that’s a rumor people spread to feel better. Kind of like the people I meet that say their loved ones will pull their headset off any second now. I’ve gotten to where I try not to think about it as much. Thirty-five years have gone by so quickly. The next three centuries might do the same if we stay busy fighting monsters. Defeating Lucas is just a good goal for the next few decades.” 


     “It’ll help people too,” Xan said. “If we’re all stuck here together, we should all help one another. I don’t want the people of the World-Tree living under his rule for hundreds of years. If that goal keeps us busy for decades, then that’s only a bonus to me.” 


     Vincent nodded. “That’s a noble goal, Xan. Maybe you’re the one that should carry my title.” 


     “I’m happy with mine,” she replied. “What about you, Vince? You jumped into action with this plan. You must really want to help people, right? Or is it only a way to distract yourself?” 


     “A little of both,” Vincent admitted. “It was almost a subconscious decision at the time. Probably Monika’s influence. She always told me when making decisions to go with the one that makes life more exciting. What’s more exciting in this game than trying to save everyone from a crazed moderator?” 


     Quinn chuckled. “Every time you mention Monika, I can’t help but wish I could’ve met her. I bet she would’ve kicked butt at this game.” 


     “Yeah, she would’ve loved this,” Vincent replied. “The World-Tree. The monsters. All the people we’ve met. She even would’ve jumped at the chance to face this Dead-World. And she would’ve hated Lucas and what he’s doing.” 


     Vincent eyed two draugr climbing from a pit. 


     “Guess we should get back to the grind,” Vincent told his friends. “We’ve got a long, long journey ahead of us.” 


     I’m sure Monika would’ve loved it that way. 
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     Chapter 26 


     Player: Noble Vincent  


     Location: Eramar (World) | The Deep (Region) 


     Class: Ranger 


     Subclass: Mage 


     Vitality: Lv 165 


     Spirit*: Lv 174 


     Resolve: Lv 153 


     Perception*: Lv 180 


     Agility: Lv 163 


     Strength: Lv 162 


       


     Vincent drove his hardened-verasteel pickaxe into the rocks again and again. He’d lost count of how long he’d been in the tunnels of the Dead-World. It could’ve been days—or even weeks. The light of the skybox couldn’t reach him down there, but with the Darkeye upgrade to Scan, he could make out the shapes of every little rock in the passage. 


     He’d carved hundreds of tunnels over the years, although sometimes he’d discover an old passage that had been refilled by world magic. Those were the ones he’d keep an eye out for, because the stronger the world magic, the more likely he’d find the ore he’d been collecting. 


     His axe brought down a wall of stone, and his eyes caught the gleam of world magic poking through cracks in the soil below. He struck several more times until his pickaxe hit something solid. The old man smiled and continued to work and toil until he uncovered the chunk of glowing rock. 


     World Ore – A special ore left over from the formation of a world. 


     Vincent added the ore to his inventory and turned to leave, however he spotted shapes shambling through the passage. 


     They must’ve sensed the exposed world magic. His sharp eyes studied the two larger outlines. Two draugrs. Swordsmen, it looks like. He glanced at the twisted, smaller shapes. Mummers. Guess I shouldn’t be surprised, since I’m near one of their nests. 


     Vincent and his friends had been on Eramar for ten years before seeing their first mummer, a revenant that had yet to shed its skin. He’d been fascinated with the biology of Eramar’s primary species once he learned the revenants and the skin flyers split off from the same creature. He’d studied them and discovered that the strongest revenants would grow into draurgrs. The skin flyers, on the other hand, followed a much stranger and rarer mutational pattern. 


     Vincent saw another shape squirming behind the draugrs and mummers. From that distance, he couldn’t make it out, but it almost looked too big for the tunnel. He Scanned it, guessing it to be the evolved form of the skin flyers. 


     Skin Worm – Monster Class: B | Age: 523 | Sex: None | Personality: Mindless 


     Vincent eyed the split in the passage between him and the skin worm, however one of the draugrs stood in the way. He dashed toward the enemies, equipping a hardened-verasteel blade. The draugr turned to him, but Vincent shot two Void Guns, blowing chunks from its brain stem. Two of the mummers lunged at him, but he slashed through them as he hurried into the passage. 


     The Ranger sped off too fast for the monsters to pursue. At his level, Eramar’s higher gravity barely bothered him. He zoomed through the tunnels and cut down any monster in his way. However, he heard the echoing call of the skin worm chasing after him. 


     It’s caught my smell, which means it’ll chase me wherever I go. I need to lure it to an open area to fight. 


     Vincent followed the familiar tunnels until he reached an open cavern. He chugged an ether and waited for the skin worm to catch him. When the monstrous worm finally twisted and squeezed itself into the cavern, Vincent opened his palm and cast Mana Cannon. The powerful blast tore away a large chunk of the worm, and the creature cried and squirmed. 


     The Ranger gulped down a mega-ether, and then hit the skin worm with another Mana Cannon. He tried to sever the worm in the middle, knowing it would only die if enough of its body separated. 


     The worm opened its toothy flaps and sprayed a corrosive vapor in all directions as it thrashed around in pain. The spray burned through rocks and left holes in the ground, but the player avoided it with lightning-fast reflexes. 


     I hate to waste another mega-ether. I have mana left over, though, so a regular ether might be enough. 


     Vincent dodged skin tendrils from the massive worm as it slammed its body around trying to hit him. He cut through one tendril that almost got him, but the corrosive liquid inside blackened the edge of his blade. 


     Great, I lost a hardened-verasteel blade too. This thing probably only has three or four swings left in it. 


     He drank an ether as he dodged more tendrils, and then fired another Mana Cannon, splitting the worm in half. The two mountains of skin squirmed and released waves of corrosive spray before collapsing and turning to dust. 


     Vincent leapt away from the trails of vapor before drinking several ethers. 


     >Vincent: I got the last chunk of ore I needed. Killed a skin worm too. 


     >Jim: Nice. Quinn and I are going south to raid Bailer’s Paradise again. When we get back, let’s try to take Rethin one more time. If we can’t do it, we should leave either way. Our allies have already set up a caravan at Rytil, and they’re ready to jump their forces there any day now. If we don’t aid them before the Justiciars make another move, they might bail and try to go farther up the World-Tree. 


     >Vincent: We told them we weren’t leaving until we’re absolutely ready. Beating Rethin will prove that. 


     >Quinn: They can’t wait forever, Vince. The Justiciars have already taken Bellfree and Rootwater. It’s only a matter of time before they attack Firepeak. 


     >Alexandria: I agree with Vince. We shouldn’t leave until we know we’re ready. We’ve been here thirty-seven years, and we still haven’t defeated the World Boss. If we can’t do that much, then we can’t be sure we can best Lucas and his army. 


     >Vincent: We almost had Rethin last time, and we’ve all leveled up a few times since then. 


     >Jim: Yeah, but our leveling has slowed down considerably the last few years. We’ve hit our limit on this world. According to our intel, the average Justiciar’s levels are between sixty and eighty. With our superior levels, equipment, and abilities, we should have the advantage. Especially with my guild and the citizens of Firepeak willing to back us. 


     >Quinn: That’s a big if, though. They want to see how strong we are first. 


     >Vincent: Well, once they have their Rangers Scan us in person, they’ll know we’re the real deal. 


     Vincent opened his HUD to his team page. He opened the extended tab for the Party List, so he could look at their levels and notable abilities. 


       


     Player: Noble Vincent 


     -Your Notable Abilities- 


     Scan (Ranger Only | Upgraded) – Mana Usage: Minuscule | Allows the user to learn more about a target. | Upgrades – Farsight: Scan smaller targets from farther away. | Darkeye: Allows the user to see and Scan shapes in the dark. | Catalogue: Saves all Scanned information into a list in your HUD. | Quickeye: Scan multiple targets at once. 


     Void Gun (Upgraded) – Mana Usage: Medium | Releases a bolt of negative energy from the user’s fingertips. | Upgrade – Weighted Shell: This attack expands upon hitting something, dealing a larger area of damage. 


     Gravity Shield (Upgraded) – Mana Usage: Minuscule to Low+ | Replaces the user’s Mana Shield. | Generates an invisible forcefield around the user that’s made from negative energy. This forcefield slows and dampens incoming attacks, reducing the amount of damage taken. However, it saps the user’s mana reserve every time it slows an attack. This amount varies depending on the strength of the attack. | Upgrades –  Nullify (200): Attacks below the rating won’t touch the user. | Lesser Elemental Nullify: Weak elemental abilities won’t touch the user. 


     Zero Field (Mage Only) – Mana Usage: Varies | Generates a zero-frequency field that can move objects. Larger or more powerful targets (such as spells or players) require significantly more mana to affect. 


     Cinder (Mage Only) – Mana Usage: Low+ | Releases a wave of hot embers from the user’s palm. 


     Black Cinder (Mage Only) – Mana Usage: High | Releases a wave of void embers from the user’s palm. 


       


     Player: Crow-Foot Jim 


     Class: Rogue 


     Subclass: Ranger 


     Real Age: 70 


     Highest World: Eramar 


     Vitality: Lv 155 


     Spirit: Lv 159 


     Resolve: Lv 145 


     Perception*: Lv 167 


     Agility*: Lv 175 


     Strength: Lv 156 


     -Notable Abilities- 


     Void Crow – Mana Usage: Medium+ | Releases a burst of negative energy in the shape of a crow. The user can spend a minuscule amount of mana to guide its movement. 


     Mana Magnum (Upgraded) – Mana Usage: Medium | Magic Rating: 200 | Releases a strong mana bolt from the user’s fingertips. | Upgrades – Steady Aim: This ability no longer has kickback. | Sniper Dot: When the user holds this spell at the tip of their finger, a magic dot will show them where the attack will hit. | Weighted Shell: This attack expands upon hitting something, dealing a larger area of damage. 


     Mana Volley – Mana Usage: Medium | Magic Rating: 50-150 | Releases a volley of marble-sized mana balls from your hand. The attack loses strength over distance. 


     Gravity Shield (Upgraded) – Mana Usage: Minuscule to Low+ | Replaces the user’s Mana Shield. | Generates an invisible forcefield around the user that’s made from negative energy. This forcefield slows and dampens incoming attacks, reducing the amount of damage taken. However, it saps the user’s mana reserve every time it slows an attack. This amount varies depending on the strength of the attack. | Upgrades – Nullify (150): Attacks below the rating won’t touch the user. | Lesser Elemental Nullify: Weak elemental abilities won’t touch the user. 


     Vanish (Rogue Only | Upgraded) - Mana Usage: Low | The user teleports up to 5 meters away. They cannot move through walls or doors. | Upgrades – Doppelganger: For a very low mana cost, the user may leave a doppelganger in their original location. The user may control the doppelganger’s movements, but it disappears after ten seconds unless the user spends additional mana. The doppelganger also disappears upon taking any damage. | Long-vanish: The user can increase Vanish’s range to 10 meters for an additional very low mana cost. | Air-vanish: The user can activate Vanish while airborn. They may also choose to reappear in the air, on higher ground, or on lower ground so long as it’s within range. 


     Phaseshift (Rogue Only | Upgraded) – Mana Usage: Low+ | A spatial distortion causes the user to become intangible for one second. | Upgrade – Dimension Walking: The user can remain intangible, but each additional second costs a low amount of mana. 


     Gravity Bounce (Upgraded) – Mana Usage: Low | A gravitational distortion below the user’s feet allows them to jump three times as high. | Upgrade – Gravity Web: If this ability is used in the air, it creates a near-invisible web of twisted gravity that the user can cling to. The web disappears after the user jumps off of it. 


       


     Player: Quinn the Breaker 


     Class: Fighter 


     Subclass: Rogue 


     Real Age: 42 


     Highest World: Eramar 


     Vitality: Lv 168 


     Spirit: Lv 154 


     Resolve: Lv 153 


     Perception: Lv 155 


     Agility*: Lv 178 


     Strength*: Lv 183 


     -Notable Abilities- 


     Breaker (Fighter Only | Upgraded) – Mana Usage: Low | Charging a weapon or limb with this ability increases the chance that it will break an enemy’s shield, weapon, or armor. | Upgrades – Bonebreaker: Increases the chance of breaking bones. | Organcrusher: Increases the chance of damaging internal organs. | Stonebreaker: Increases the chance of damaging strong materials other than weapons and armor. 


     Gravity Fist (Fighter Only) – Mana Usage: Medium+ | For one attack, the user’s fist becomes charged in Breaker magic powered by negative energy. 


     Gravity Wave (Upgraded) – Mana Usage: Medium | The user releases a gravitational shock wave from their palm. | Upgrades – Shieldshatter: Increases the chance of knocking out magical protection. | Armorshatter: Increases the chance of breaking weapons and armor. | Bonebreaker: Increases the chance of breaking bones. | Stonebreaker: Increases the chance of damaging strong materials other than weapons and armor. 


     Gravity Shield (Upgraded) – Mana Usage: Minuscule to Low+ | Replaces the user’s Mana Shield. | Generates an invisible forcefield around the user that’s made from negative energy. This forcefield slows and dampens incoming attacks, reducing the amount of damage taken. However, it saps the user’s mana reserve every time it slows an attack. This amount varies depending on the strength of the attack. | Upgrades – Nullify (150): Attacks below the rating won’t touch the user. | Lesser Elemental Nullify: Weak elemental abilities won’t touch the user. 


     Vanish (Rogue Only | Upgraded) - Mana Usage: Low | The user teleports up to 5 meters away. They cannot move through walls or doors. | Upgrades – Doppelganger: For a very low mana cost, the user may leave a doppelganger in their original location. The user may control the doppelganger’s movements, but it disappears after ten seconds unless the user spends additional mana. The doppelganger also disappears upon taking any damage. | Long-vanish: The user can increase Vanish’s range to 10 meters for an additional very low mana cost. 


     Breaker Doppelganger (Fighter-Rogue Only) – Mana Usage: Medium | Creates a doppelganger powered by Breaker energy. The doppelganger is constantly charged with a Breaker spell that includes any upgrades the user possesses. The doppelganger requires a minuscule amount of mana to move and maintain, and it disappears upon taking any damage. 


       


     Player: Pale Alexandria 


     Class: Cleric 


     Subclass: Warden 


     Real Age: 19 


     Highest World: Eramar 


     Vitality*: Lv 170 


     Spirit: Lv 156 


     Resolve*: Lv 178 


     Perception: Lv 153 


     Agility: Lv 158 


     Strength: Lv 157 


     -Notable Abilities- 


     Light-Drain Butterfly (Cleric Only | Upgraded) – Mana Usage: Very Low | Creates a phantasmal butterfly that can drain light from players or monsters. The butterfly can sacrifice itself to provide a nearby target with either healing energy or mana gained from absorption. | Upgrades – Swarm Mind: Increases the user’s level of control and ability to give orders to multiple groups of butterflies at the same time. | Mitosis: Once a butterfly gains a very low amount of mana, it splits into two butterflies. 


     Flash Heal (Cleric Only) – Mana Usage: Low+ | Instantly recover a small amount of the target’s missing body matter. 


     Scar Repair (Cleric Only | Upgraded) – Mana Usage: Low | Restores a scarred area to the target’s default state. | Upgrade – Undo All: For an additional very low mana cost, the user may remove all scars from the target’s body. 


     Clarity (Cleric Only | Upgrade) – Mana Usage: Low+ | Allows nearby players to see more clearly in dark or clouded environments. You must spend a minuscule amount of mana every twenty seconds to maintain the spell. | Upgrade – Mapping: This spell automatically updates the area map of nearby teammates. 


     Barrier Wall (Warden Only) – Mana Usage: Medium | Magic Rating: 300 | Creates a stationary, rectangular barrier in front of you. This barrier evaporates after one minute. 


     Revive (Cleric Only | Upgraded) – Mana Usage: Medium+ | Can revive a dead player in the split-second before they turn to dust by repairing the fatal wound. Only works if the target’s brain and heart aren’t severely damaged. | Upgrade – Heartless: This spell still works even if the target’s heart is severely damaged. 


     World Fountain (Cleric Only) – Mana Usage: High | The user unleashes a beam of light to create a water fountain charged with world magic. The fountain greatly increases the rate of healing and mana recovery to anyone nearby, but it disappears after twenty minutes. 


     Light Shield (Cleric Only | Upgraded) – Mana Usage: Low | Magic Rating: 300 | Replaces the user’s Mana Shield. | Decreases the user’s rate of mana recovery by the equivalent of ten levels of Resolve. Any teammates within fifty meters gain an increase in healing equivalent to twenty levels of Vitality and an increase in mana recovery equivalent to twenty levels of Resolve. This forcefield dissipates upon taking damage. Light Shield will automatically restore itself after one minute of not taking damage, but only if mana is available. | Upgrades – Threshold (200) | Lesser Elemental Threshold. 


     Barrier Longsword (Warden Only) – Mana Usage: Medium | Magic Rating: 400 | Creates a longsword from barrier magic. This weapon cannot cut physical material, including players and monsters. 


     Light-Drain Longsword (Cleric Only) – Mana Usage: Medium+ | Creates a phantasmal longsword that the user can control. This sword can absorb a large amount of light when it touches an object. 


       


     Vincent hurried through the twisting passages as he read over the information, running by several monsters too slow to catch him. His path eventually took him to a narrow hall that led into one of Eramar’s three dungeons, Bellard’s Maze. Despite being the most annoying of the dungeons because of its puzzles and riddles, the maze had the weakest enemies. Their group had run all three dungeons many times, and it’d been ten years since anyone had died in the maze. 


     He hurried through the outer section of the maze, following the paths he knew so well. This might be the last time I’m in Bellard’s Maze. The thought almost made him sad. I once hated this place. This world. I’ve suffered so much here. And yet, this is the only home I’ve known for decades. This is my world. It’s strange how humans can adapt to anything like that. Make a hellish world like this into a home. 


     The dark, swirling sky greeted him when he finally reached the surface. He eyed the two pits to the side of the entrance, knowing his leaving would trigger the skin flyers that guarded the tunnel. Twenty of the creatures flew out at once and spiraled around one another, almost looking like a skin worm in the sky. 


     Vincent held out his hand and cast Black Cinder. Thousands of dark embers rushed from his palm and scattered through the air. Wherever an ember touched a skin flyer, it burned a small hole in their body. The embers ate through the skin flyers in seconds, and all twenty fell out of the sky in pieces. 


     He rushed away before the draugrs could finish climbing from the pits. Vincent hurried at seventy-percent speed to maintain his stamina and ran for almost three hours before reaching the base of the stem. 


     Vincent slowed as he neared four small buildings. Their party had built the structures themselves from marstone Vincent had mined over the decades. With a four-hundred rating, the marstone walls had survived numerous attacks over the years. The marglass windows only had a fifty-rating, and Vincent had replaced them so many times that some years he didn’t even care if the windows were there or not. 


     Each structure served as a house of sorts for the four players. Jim had stocked his with barrels of world mead he sometimes found deep underground. Strangely, the draugrs had developed a way of turning surplus world magic into the alcoholic beverage. Jim had reverse engineered the process, but he struggled to find sources of world magic as easily as the draugrs did. 


     Quinn’s house, the largest building, acted as more of a dojo. She filled it with sparring dummies made of different materials. Various kinds of weapons were strewn around the main room, and the four players had spent a considerable amount of time studying various weapons and fighting styles. Quinn had taught them hand-to-hand combat, and Xan showed them everything she knew about sword fighting. Together, the four had pushed themselves to new heights, and they’d developed more advanced fighting styles. 


     Xan had designed her house as a team area, including a dining room and a lounge space. The team had decorated the lounge in art they’d made themselves during times of boredom. Jim taught them everything he’d learned about painting from his one year as a failed art student. After several decades on Eramar, he liked to joke that he could ace those same art classes if he were to return. 


     Vincent approached the second-largest building. His home had been designed for practical purposes, including rooms for apothecary and rune-making. The entire back of the building had been designed for a single purpose—a purpose he considered the most vital of all the skills he’d advanced on Eramar. 


     The old man unequipped anything metal before stepping downstairs. He waved his hand, activating the massive runes carved into the walls of the forge. They glowed brighter and hotter, and the room felt as sweltering as the edge of a volcano. Vincent approached the slab of hardened-verasteel at the center of the room. He’d inscribed runes onto the slab to protect it from the forge’s power, but he’d still knocked a few chunks off the side with misplaced hammer blows. 


     Vincent placed five chunks of World Ore on the slab. This should be enough to make orosteel according to other players I’ve messaged over the years. 


     Vincent equipped his rune hammer. The hammer’s ability to absorb frequencies not only protected it from the forge’s power, but also allowed him to redirect that power into whatever he struck. It’d taken him years to learn to control frequencies through the hammer, but he’d grown so proficient at it that he could even redirect weaker mana attacks. For that reason, he always kept at least one of his dozen rune hammers in his inventory. 


     The powerful frequencies from the runes rebounded around the room. Vincent couldn’t see the frequencies, but he could feel them in his bones, the hammer, and the air. Even without years of studying frequencies, any player would’ve felt their skin crawl as the rebounding waves became increasingly powerful. 


     His hammer glowed red-hot, and the World Ores became warped as the forge’s power began to melt them. He struck the hammer against one chunk and sent sparks of magic through the air. His upgraded Gravity Shield stopped the sparks from harming him, but the heat still made him sweat. 


     Vincent worked and toiled for several hours. He changed the frequency of the forge with a wave of his hand, slowly dimming its power as he worked the metal into shape. Near the end of the blade’s construction, he used a carving rune to etch and empower an enchantment onto the orosteel. 


     Like all the oro materials, orosteel is naturally magical—it can’t be hardened or further magically-enhanced. However, it’s perfect for enchanting. Someone with my moderate attempts at enchanting over the years should be able to put a pretty good ability on this thing. 


     He’d learned a couple of enchantments from Elmrot’s Rune Book, but the enchantment he’d finally chosen came from a book he’d received after their team cleared out a nest of mimics eight years ago. 


     Vincent grabbed the red-hot blade and carried it into the next room. He dunked the sword into a barrel of enchanted water to cool it and finish the blade’s construction. Vincent even gave it a name he’d thought of months ago. 


     Song of War – Material Rating: 400 | A finely crafted orosteel longsword. You can feel magic beating within the blade. | Singing Blade: The wielder of this blade may convert mana into a vibrational frequency that projects the blade’s cutting power. 


     >Vincent: I finished my blade. 


     >Jim: Finally! You’ve been working toward that for ages. 


     >Quinn: Go kill something to test it out. 


     >Alexandria: I’m on my way, Vince. We can do a little sparring to test your sword. 


     >Vincent: Alright, just go easy on me, Xan. If you kill me, you’ll put us two weeks behind schedule. 


     Vincent stepped outside and approached the line between the stem and the ground. He waited for a few minutes until Xan approached. After their decades on Eramar, something looked different about the young woman. She walked with more confidence, and her face seemed colder at first glance. However, her more childish nature would often slip through, reminding everyone she was only nineteen outside of the game. 


     “Let’s see that blade of yours,” Xan said. 


     Vincent held out the sword. “I think I did pretty good work on it.” 


     Xan’s eyes looked over the blade for a few seconds. “Yeah, better than most of the hardened-verasteel swords you’ve made. That’s a fine blade. You best not lose it.” 


     “I know I will eventually, since losing your gear is a big part of the game. I shudder at the thought of all the stuff we’ve abandoned underground in this world. But I’ll try to make this sword last until we’ve dealt with Lucas.” 


     Xan took a few steps away. She cast Light-Drain Longsword in her right hand and summoned her Barrier Longword in the left. She took a relaxed stance, but Vincent knew how quickly she could defend and attack from that position. 


     Vincent held his blade, readying himself with an aggressive stance. Xan is our team’s best swordsman, so this will be a real test of this sword’s capability. I’ve tested the Singing Blade enchantment on a verasteel blade, so I have that down well. With my level of frequency control, it’s the perfect enchantment for me to put on a sword. 


     Vincent swung his sword, spending a small amount of mana to convert it to vibrational energy. The shockwave traveled through the air at the speed he had swung, and Xan blocked it with her barrier sword. 


     The old man kicked off the ground, moving toward the woman at high speed. Their blades clashed, and then he dipped away from a slash of her phantasmal sword. He swiped at the ground, using Singing Blade to kick an explosion of dirt into the young woman’s face. Vincent charged again through the cloud of dirt and cut through it, however Xan had disappeared from the other side. 


     With Vincent’s level of Perception, he could hear Xan’s footsteps, despite the raining dirt. He turned and blocked her phantasmal sword with his orosteel blade. Vincent pulled away, but he still felt a low amount of mana get absorbed because of the sword’s proximity to his hands. 


     Such a dangerous spell. Even if someone has heavy armor, a tap to the chest can rip away a lot of mana. 


     Xan grinned, chasing after him. She kept her phantasmal sword held back and attacked with rapid strikes of her other blade. Their weapons met several times, but then Vincent separated them by hitting the ground between them with Singing Blade. 


     Vincent dove away and sent another vibrational wave through the falling dirt. He heard the ring of Xan blocking the wave, and then the woman charged through the raining dirt with both hands on her barrier sword. 


     Their blades met again as Vincent blocked a barrage of swift attacks. Despite Vincent having slightly higher Strength and Agility, he still struggled against her higher level of skill. Xan’s attacks and defenses came almost instinctively to her, and she always seemed one step ahead of Vincent’s movements. 


     Vincent shoved with all his strength, knocking Xan back, and then he hit her with Singing Blade. The wave cut through her Light Shield, and even left scratches on the chain links of her armor. Vincent charged forward, hoping for a spar-ending strike while she tumbled backward, but Xan waved her free hand downward. 


     The phantasmal sword that had been missing dropped between them. It collided with Vincent’s chest, and he felt half his remaining mana get ripped away in an instant. He knocked the blade away, and realized too late Xan had charged at him again. 


     Xan controlled the Light-Drain Longsword to float back into her hand. She tackled Vincent to the ground with the barrier sword, then pointed both blades at his neck. “I win.” She let both blades disappear before she helped her teammate to his feet. “That was a good try, though.” 


     Vincent smiled. “If this blade can do that much against you, then it’ll be a lot more dangerous to the Justiciars. Most of them are outfitted with verasteel. Only their more elite men have hardened- or enhanced-verasteel. And most of them either have two-hundred rated Mana Shields, or they went with two layers and haven’t upgraded the strength yet. So, Singing Blade should let me pick off Justiciars with ease.” 


     “Sounds good in theory,” Xan said. “Still, we need more practice. Maybe we should raid Marquis’s Hollow. That’d be a great test of our strength.” 


     “Just the two of us?” Vincent questioned. “That dungeon is still pretty tough even with our entire team.” 


     “Come on, I think we can do it. If I need to waste Restore early on, then I’ll consider it a loss and we’ll retreat.” She held up the Divine Healer’s Pendant she’d gotten for completing her Class Quest three decades earlier. Once a day, the item allowed her to heal all of one player’s injuries instantly as well as fully restore their mana. In all their years on Eramar, it’d proven to be the single most important item the party owned. 


     “Alright, but we have to play it safe. Our allies are already pressuring us to make our move. If one of us dies, we’ll have to call off our last attempt at taking down Rethin.” 


     Xan nodded. “Alright, but if that happens, we’re coming back here after we capture Lucas. We’ve spent too many years on this world to not kill that thing. I’m basically obsessed with it now.” 


     Vincent chuckled and stared into the distance until he saw Rethin’s head poking over the horizon. “Yeah, I feel the same, Xan. That monster has been the one thing on Eramar that we haven’t conquered. I remember all the video game bosses I’ve struggled to beat over the years—the hardest games I’ve ever played. And none of those compare to Rethin. It’s a challenge I don’t want to walk away from. However, stopping Lucas is more important. If we don’t get the chance to beat Rethin this time, then we’ll come back for him. I swear on it.” 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 27 


     Player: Noble Vincent  


     Location: Eramar (World) | The Mounds (Region) 


     Class: Ranger 


     Subclass: Mage 


     Vitality: Lv 165 


     Spirit*: Lv 174 


     Resolve: Lv 153 


     Perception*: Lv 180 


     Agility: Lv 163 


     Strength: Lv 162 


       


     As the two players approached the gaping hole in the ground, Vincent’s HUD showed the area name change to Marquis’s Hollow. He glanced into the thick miasma that filled the dark hole, and then the teammates chugged potions of miasma protection. The potions lasted about an hour, but they both carried two extras. 


     Hopefully we’ll be out of here in an hour, Vincent thought. Even at our levels, this isn’t the kind of place you want to stay for long. Especially since Marquis makes changes and brings in more monsters the longer you’re there. 


     “After you,” Xan said, waving at the pit. 


     Vincent nodded and leapt into the miasma-filled darkness. He fell a hundred meters down, and his Gravity Shield slowed his impact as he landed. With his upgraded Scan, he studied the shapes in the surrounding darkness to ensure Marquis hadn’t prepared an invitation party for them. 


     >Vincent: We’re good, Xan. Marquis didn’t have anything ready this time. 


     >Jim: Woah, woah, woah. You two are raiding the Hollow by yourselves? We’re already on a tight-enough schedule. If you two bite the dust, we’ll have to take the daiglass shard and leave without fighting Rethin. 


     >Vincent: Yeah, I know. We’ll play it cautiously. 


     Xan dropped to the ground beside him, breaking her Light Shield. She cast Clarity with one hand, and a dim light glowed, revealing passages hidden in the miasma and darkness. 


     Vincent looked at the four tunnels, remembering all the times their team had wandered down them. “So, last time those three were the trap routes, and that was the correct one. I don’t think it’s ever been the same route twice, so we might as well try one of those three.” 


     “Let’s try the one left of that first. Seems like he typically rotates the passages counterclockwise. Not always, but more than half the time.” 


     Vincent nodded and walked ahead of Xan. He used his True Huntsman’s Cloak and ran to the edge of Clarity’s perimeter, so he could see ahead of them. They followed the marstone-lined tunnel, and Vincent could feel the low hum of frequencies that filled Marquis’s Hollow. The hum always put him on edge, even after more than a hundred attempted raids. The crooked tunnel moved left and right, up and down, and even became smaller and wider at certain sections. Everything about the Hollow seemed designed to unnerve the players, including the crooked masonry. 


     He sidestepped several human-shaped holes in the floor in one section and recalled the time Jim had fallen into one. The hole had descended fifty meters before growing so tight that Jim became stuck. He’d been forced to use Self-Destruct, and they’d never recovered his items. 


     Vincent eyed the shape of the first enemy, even before Clarity’s range reached it. He didn’t even need to Scan it to know the species, but he did so anyway to know the class. 


     Graven Worm Lord - Monster Class: B | Age: Unknown | Sex: Unknown | Number of Offspring: Unknown | Personality: Mindless 


     >Vincent: Got a graven up ahead. I’ll take it out with Black Cinder. 


     Vincent approached as close as he could without revealing himself. His eyes fell on the twisting shape of worms. The monstrous figure held a hardened-verasteel greatsword over its shoulder. Despite the enemy being made of thousands of worms, Vincent knew it was strong enough to swing the greatsword around like a child would a stick. 


     Vincent charged forward and raised his hand as the worm lord turned to face him. The Ranger cast Black Cinder and sprayed the cloaked pile of worms with void embers. However, the worm lord swung its greatsword in front of its body as the attack struck. The embers burned thousands of small holes through the monster’s greatsword, and even burned away chunks of worms and cloak fabric. 


     The worm lord raised its hand, and its arm stretched through the falling embers toward Vincent. It grabbed him by the neck, and he felt the sting of light draining from his body. The worm lord slammed him against the marstone wall, and Vincent’s vision went fuzzy. Before the monster could sling him again, the falling void embers poked enough holes through its extended arm that the limb destabilized. Thousands of worms fell to the ground and scattered across the passage. 


     Xan rushed past Vincent with her Barrier Longsword and Light-Drain Longsword. She blocked a swing of the worm lord’s hole-filled greatsword with her barrier blade, and then she ran her phantasmal blade through its body. A thousand worms screamed at once, and its body crumbled. 


     The worms that directly touched her Light-Drain Longsword shriveled and died on the ground, but the others scattered into holes and crevices on the walls and floors. 


     “Well, Marquis knows we’re here now,” Xan told Vincent. 


     “That’s my fault for not killing it quickly,” Vincent huffed between chugs of ether. “I might’ve already botched this raid.” 


     “Nah, we’ll be fine,” Xan said, continuing down the passage. She used the low glow of her barrier sword to light the immediate path. 


     Vincent swapped his sword for a lighting rune as he followed Xan, and soon their path led into an open cavern filled with basketball-sized holes. 


     Lithe worm lords, for sure. But is this a dead end or a puzzle room? Marquis uses land-shaping magic to change the dungeon, so it’s impossible to tell at first glance. 


     Xan held up her swords and eyed the holes. “Okay, let’s see the lithes.” 


     Vincent aimed two fingers around the room, readying himself to use Void Gun. When the lithes strike, we need to hit them fast. Otherwise we’ll both be dead in seconds. 


     Vincent Scanned the openings, hoping to spot the worms before they attacked. His eyes jumped from hole to hole, but he also listened for the slightest slither. Both players held their breath as they waited for enemies to attack. 


     “There’s no magic barrier blocking our exit,” Xan noted. “Maybe this is only a puzzle room. Or maybe the lithes won’t activate until we mess with something.” 


     “There’s nothing to mess with but the holes. And neither of us are sticking our arms in one. How many times have we lost limbs that way?” 


     “Too many to count. You’d think we would learn our lesson.” 


     Vincent aimed his lighting rune at the nearest hole, and a light flashed on the other side of the room. He turned, and the light disappeared. “What was that?” 


     “Oh!” Xan said. “I remember seeing this puzzle once. You’d gotten killed in the previous trap room. It’s the portal hole room.” 


     “Ah, didn’t you tell me about that?” 


     “Yeah, the holes have portal magic that redirects anything that moves through it. Jim fired a Mana Magnum through one, and it flew around in an endless loop. We have to find the one that’s not a portal and shoot it. Try shining your lighting rune around until we see one where the light isn’t redirected.” 


     Vincent aimed his light at one hole and then another. The light reappeared out of different spots, and sometimes it’d even reflect out of two or three at a time, casting multiple shadows off the players. After a minute of searching, he pointed the light at a hole in the ceiling, and the light vanished inside the darkness. “Got it.” He fired Mana Gun through the hole. 


     All the holes in the room glowed blue and sparked with magic. The sparks gathered at the center of the room, forming a magic doorway with a swirling vortex in the center. 


     “Hold on,” Xan said as Vincent stepped toward it. “Could be a trap.” 


     “Puzzle rooms are never traps. If it was a trap room, they’d have jumped us the moment we stepped in here.” 


     “This was hardly a puzzle. More like a minor inconvenience. There’s no reason it couldn’t be a fake puzzle that’s really a trap. You know Marquis likes to throw curveballs at us. Every time we beat this dungeon, it gets a little harder. Scan the vortex first.” 


     Swirling Vortex – A vortex of swirling magic. Attributes unknown. 


     “It says attributes unknown,” Vincent replied. He paused to think. “Maybe you’re right. The few portals I’ve encountered were always listed as portals, even if they didn’t tell you the destination.” 


     He equipped a backup verasteel sword and poked half of it into the swirling magic. When he pulled the blade out, he discovered the top half had melted away. “Oh.” 


     “Yeah, told you. Let’s go back.” 


     They turned to the exit, and a barrier appeared over the passage. 


     Xan readied her swords. “Okay, where’re the lithes?” 


     Vincent tossed an omnidirectional lighting rune to the floor and equipped Song of War. He noticed the light no longer reflected from the holes. Whatever portal magic blocked those passages is gone. Now lithes can get in. 


     Two streams of worms sprayed from holes in the ceiling. Both monsters seemed to rebound as the worms shaped themselves into long-limbed figures. They stood taller but skinnier than the worm lord in the tunnel, and they had no weapons. However, the two worm lords moved lightning fast and with liquid-like movements. Their bodies curved and reshaped as they walked. One stretched across the room and punched Vincent in the chest. 


     The blow knocked Vincent against the wall. He aimed his fingers, but then a third stream of worms emerged from a nearby hole and wrapped around his arm. He felt his strength draining as the worm lord formed. 


     Vincent used his other arm to fire three back-to-back Void Guns at the worm lord’s limbs. The Weighted Shell upgrade on his Void Gun caused the black bolt to expand when it struck, and it blew gaping holes in the monster’s arms and neck, severing its body parts. 


     Vincent swung Song of War and used a little mana to create a wave of vibrations that split the worm lord in half. Piles of dead worms fell to the ground, and the living worms rushed to the holes for safety. 


     He glanced at Xan as she fended off the other two worm lords. She’d severed an arm from each enemy, but they’d pushed her back toward the wall. Vincent swung Song of War, and a wave of vibrations hit the closer of the two worm lords and split its body in half. It tried to pull itself back together, but Xan jumped forward and swiped it with her phantasmal blade. Her blade sucked the life from hundreds of worms, and its body collapsed. 


     The last worm lord sprang at Xan and wrapped itself around her. It slammed her against the marstone floor, knocking out her Light Shield. As the young woman struggled, the creature shoved its fist into the faceplate of her helm, and worms wiggled into every crevice. 


     Vincent had seen the worm lords do that before. In fact, they’d killed him a few times by forcing hundreds of worms down his throat. Once inside, the worms would project mana that dissolved a person from the inside out. Vincent considered it one of the absolute worst ways he’d died in World-Tree Online. 


     Vincent swung Song of War and hit Xan with the shockwave. The vibrational energy blew the worm lord away, but dozens of worms had been left behind. With her arms free, Xan swiped the phantasmal sword at herself to kill the worms still stuck to her. She unequipped her helm, and worms fell to the ground. 


     Xan collapsed to her knees as she coughed out worms. “Stupid freaking worm lords. I can’t wait to leave this world so we never have to fight these things again.” 


     “Uh, Xan? Your arm” 


     Xan looked at the blood dripping from her arm and the shattered chains on her armor. “Ah, don’t worry about it, Vince. I know Zero Field doesn’t work well on those things. If you hadn’t hit me, I’d have used Self-Destruct.” Xan dissipated her Light-Drain Longsword and used its power to heal her injury, and then she used a metal-weaving rune to repair the damaged chains. 


     Vincent drank an ether and launched Void Gun through the barrier over the exit, then took a minute to drink more ethers. Vincent had brought one mega-ether, but he didn’t plan to waste it unless in an emergency. After decades on Eramar, his team had saved up over a hundred mega-potions and thousands of other potions in preparation to attack Midrun. However, they tried not to waste the stronger ones unless necessary. 


     Xan cast Clarity and led them into the passage, but Vincent eyed the crooked floor and walls with a nervous look. 


     “It’s not the same,” Vincent told Xan. 


     “The floors changed?” she replied. 


     “Yeah, I think so. Be on guard for traps.” 


     They walked with cautious steps, and Vincent kept an eye out for the different kinds of traps Marquis had thrown at them over the years. 


     Holes that go nowhere. Spike traps. Collapsing ceilings. Disintegration Darts. Nearly microscopic razor wire. Talking riddle skulls that explode if you guess incorrectly. Itching powder that turns your skin to mush. Pain runes. Mimics—so many mimics. Lava pits. Acids pits. The skin pit—I wish I could forget that one. Exploding spiders, rats, and bats. Oh, and that time we lost sight of Jim for an hour, thought we found him, and it turned out to be a bomb doppelganger. 


     A muffled cry called out ahead. 


     Vincent paused and glanced at Xan. “There’s no way that’s not a trap.” 


     “Yeah, but we still have to go that way.” 


     Vincent nodded and walked onward. The crying became clearer as they neared it. Eventually, Clarity’s field revealed a small girl that looked about ten years old. She lay in the corner with her face buried in her hands. 


     The old man stopped and stared in shock. A child? I haven’t seen a child in decades. Not since before I entered the game. This is obviously one of Marquis’s traps, but how is he capable of something like this? He Scanned the child. 


     [NPC] Alisa Bonfield – Age: 10 | Sex: Female | Personality: Shy 


     >Vincent: It’s an NPC. 


     Xan slowly approached Vincent’s side, and her eyes widened. 


     >Jim: Wait, what? In Marquis’s Hollow? 


     >Vincent: Yeah, it’s a little girl in the tunnel. She’s crying by herself. 


     >Quinn: Don’t go near her. She’s probably a monster in disguise. 


     >Vincent: I don’t know any monster that can do that. Even my Scan shows her as an NPC. 


     >Alexandria: I heard in the beta, NPCs sometimes had quests for players. Maybe she was connected to one that was never completed. 


     >Vincent: ARKUS let all the NPCs in the low- and mid-tier worlds grow old and die. 


     >Alexandria: What if she respawns? What if this NPC has been dying down here over and over again for decades, and we just never met the conditions to encounter her? 


     >Quinn: No, stop being sympathetic. Marquis is using her as a trap, for sure. Regardless of if she’s a real NPC or not. 


     “H-hello?” the girl asked. She started to raise her head, but then coughed and choked. 


     >Vincent: The miasma isn’t as thick in this passage, but it’s still killing her slowly. I’ll give her a potion. 


     >Quinn: Vince, seriously, don’t— 


     Vincent took a potion from his inventory and approached the young girl. “Hey, I’m here to help. This will protect you from the mia—” 


     The NPC raised her head, revealing her black, empty eye sockets. “Got you!” She smiled, and her jaw unhinged. A black, wormlike shape snaked from her mouth and stabbed Vincent in the chest. Even his Gravity Shield failed to stop it. A surge of magic flashed across the girl’s body and the wormlike appendage, and then she exploded. 


     Vincent felt his chest blown open as the explosion tossed him across the tunnel. The shockwave knocked Xan backward, and when she landed, the floor creaked and splinted. She rolled away just as that section of the floor dropped, revealing a pit full of hardened-verasteel spikes. 


     Vincent coughed blood and gripped his exploded chest cavity. His vision blurred, but Xan rushed to him and raised her Divine Healer’s Pendant. She used its once-a-day ability to restore his body and mana, and the injuries vanished in an instant. 


     The Ranger set up and sighed. “Deep down, I knew it was a trap. However, I’m really interested in whether that girl was an actual NPC. I mean, how did Marquis get her down here? Did she spawn here? Was it an illusion, or a kind of monster we haven’t seen before?” 


     “I don’t know,” Xan replied. “Let’s just get out of here. I wasted Restore, so we might as well turn back now.” 


     Vincent equipped a new set of armor and drank ethers. He looked around until he found Song of War. The explosion had knocked the sword away, but it had only received a couple of minor scratches. 


     >Quinn: You two still alive? 


     >Alexandria: Yeah, but I had to use Restore on Vincent after the girl exploded. 


     >Quinn: No surprise there. You two should— 


     Unable to send or receive messages at this time. 


     “Don’t freaking tell me,” Vincent huffed. He rushed down the passage and Xan chased after him. When they reached the original four-way intersection, they looked up to find that the opening overhead had vanished. 


     “Marquis closed the exit?” Xan asked, her voice full of worry. “We haven’t even been here thirty minutes yet. We’re supposed to have at least an hour before he closes it.” 


     Vincent shook his head and groaned. “Marquis makes up his own rules as he pleases. I don’t even know why we’re surprised at anything he does anymore. He must’ve realized we were leaving soon, so he’s throwing every trick he can at us—turning his usual rules upside down. Now, our only way out is through him. We’ll need to play this cautiously. Be ready for anything, Xan. Xan?” 


     The old man looked to see his friend gazing down a passage with tears in her eyes. 


     “My mom,” Xan muttered. “I just saw my mom turn and walk down that tunnel.” 


     “It’s an illusion. Another trick. Let’s not go that way.” 


     Tears streamed down Xan’s face. “But how? How does Marquis know what my mom looks like? I haven’t seen her in so long. Sometimes I forget what she and my younger sisters looks like, but then I remember I’ve only been logged in a few minutes, and it all comes back to me.” 


     “This game uses information from your social media,” Vincent replied. “Maybe Marquis accessed that data.” 


     “Yeah, you’re probably right.” Xan continued to eye the passage, but then she turned her head. “Let’s not go that way. He’s definitely trying to lure me into a trap.” 


     Vincent nodded and picked another passage at random. “Let’s try this one.” 


     They walked through the tunnel, and it led to a downward staircase. At the bottom of the stairs, they found a luxurious hallway lit with candles. Vincent eyed the red carpet and the dozens of paintings. “This is… different.” 


     Xan ended Clarity and cast Light-Drain Longsword again. She readied both her blades, and Vincent kept a tight grip on Song of War. They crept down the hallway, but kept their eyes wide for traps or monsters. 


     “There’s something odd about these paintings,” Vincent noted. He stared at the distorted figures and their blurred faces. 


     Xan glanced at one painting and paused. “This is us.” 


     “Huh?” 


     “This picture. It’s one I snapped a long time ago of you, Quinn, and myself. Only, the picture is distorted, and our faces are blurred.” 


     Vincent looked closely. “Oh, it is! This was on Jholmar, right?” 


     “Yeah, I kept that photo as the background on my HUD for a long time.” Xan continued across the hall and looked at another picture. “Hey, this one’s not distorted, but I don’t know who this is.” 


     Vincent approached the large picture in front of Xan. When his eyes fell on the woman in the picture, he collapsed to his knees. His eyes widened, and tears dotted his cheeks. 


     “Vince?” Xan questioned. 


     “I—I haven’t seen her face in so long.” Vincent stared over the woman’s reddish hair, her warm face, and the way her lips curled into a smile. “And it’s been even longer since I’ve seen this picture. She must’ve been thirty when I took it. Right before we went out for dinner. Or maybe it’s when we went to Jim’s first wedding.” 


     “Oh, this is Monika?” Xan said, looking at the picture. 


     They stared at Monika for several seconds, but then her face began to grow old. It aged faster and faster, and within seconds she decayed into a skeletal figure. Vincent heard movement behind him, but he reacted too slowly. However, Xan turned in time to block the greatsword of a graven worm lord. 


     With tears in his eyes, Vincent stood and swung Song of War at the worm lord. The shockwave blew apart its chest, sending chunks of worms everywhere. He hit it again and again with the Singing Blade enchantment to cut through large chunks at once. Vincent gnashed his teeth and roared with anger, and then, finally, the worm lord’s body crumbled away. 


     The old man stood, shaking with anger. His heart pounded in his chest as he eyed the dead worms. He glanced at Xan. “Let’s go kill Marquis.” 


     Vincent stomped down the hall as the passage twisted and turned. After another turn in the tunnel, two lithe worm lords jumped from holes hidden under paintings. However, the furious man tore through them with Singing Blade. Xan finished off both worm lords with her phantasmal blade before they could rebuild their bodies, and the two teammates continued through the hall. 


     They approached a large, wooden doorway at the end of the tunnel. Vincent eyed the doorknob, noticing something wasn’t quite right with the way it hung off the door. He hit the door with Singing Blade, and it hissed in reply. It fell over, revealing more of the same tunnel, but the door itself grew spiderlike legs out of its side. 


     Marquis is getting predictable with his mimics. 


     Vincent hit it with another shockwave, and Xan rushed forward and jumped onto the back of the mimic. She stabbed her phantom blade into it and allowed the Light-Drain Longsword to suck out the mimic’s light. The monster squirmed and struggled for several seconds, but then it collapsed and turned to dust. Xan collected its item crystals and followed Vincent as he marched onward. 


     The angered man and his teammate cut through four more worm lords before they reached the hardened-verasteel door that was covered in enchanted chains. Vincent shot Void Gun through the chains, and then he used two more shots to destroy the hinges of the door. The massive door fell inward, revealing a large crypt, but Vincent paused to gulp down several ethers. 


     With his mana full, Vincent stepped into the crypt chamber. He stared at the rows of coffins along the walls and the bones on the floor. Their team had made it to that room dozens of times, and it seemed like the only part of the dungeon that never changed. 


     One coffin opened, and a glowing skull floated into the air. 


     “Friends! Friends!” the skull cackled. “Did you like my traps? My illusions? I had some other things prepared, but you rushed here so quickly.” 


     Vincent fired Void Gun through the skull, and it shattered into pieces. The other coffins opened, and twelve more skulls flew from them. A flood of worms poured from the coffins and holes in the walls, and the worms gathered toward the skulls and formed a massive shape at the center of the crypt. 


     “Such fun,” one skull said. 


     “Always good sports,” another said. 


     “Maybe I took it a little too far this time,” one skull noted. 


     All the skulls cackled at once as the mountain of worms became a towering figure. Marquis of Worms swung its gigantic arm, but Vincent stopped it short with a shockwave. He hit it with a second strike, and the arm broke away and fell to the ground. The worms scurried to their body, but Vincent used another strike to kill thousands. 


     “Focus on the skulls,” Xan said. “I’ll stop his attacks.” 


     Vincent nodded and swung Song of War. His shockwave hit a skull and shattered it into pieces. “It’s almost too bad we’re leaving. This sword is perfect for fighting Marquis.” 


     “How rude,” Marquis replied. 


     The skulls opened their jaws and sprayed blobs of mana at them, but Xan knocked most of the globules away by twirling her Barrier Longsword. Streams of worms reached for the players, but Xan slashed through them with her phantom blade. 


     Vincent cut through three more skulls before the floating objects began to duck and weave. They replied by firing mana bolts from their eyes. Xan deflected two of the shots, but one shredded through her Light Shield. A tentacle of worms tried to sneak around from her side, but she scattered the worms with her Light-Drain Longsword. 


     “Such fun,” a skull shouted. 


     “Very delightful,” another said. 


     “Kill me next,” a third mocked as it zipped and dodged through the air. 


     Vincent replied with a well-timed Singing Blade that ripped the skull in half. 


     “Maybe we should talk about this,” one skull said, worriedly. 


     “There’s nothing to talk about,” Vince replied, shattering the skull with a vibrational wave. “You’re just another monster with limited artificial intelligence. I’ve tried talking to you before, and you just repeat the same responses to the same questions. I’d rather kill you and be done with this dungeon forever.” 


     “Such fun,” one skull replied just before Vincent destroyed it. 


     Marquis’s massive worm body surged with mana and sprayed hundreds of worms at the players. Vincent used Zero Field to repel the flying worms, and they exploded against Marquis’s own body. 


     The remaining skulls howled with pain, and then they glowed even brighter. 


     Stage two, Vincent noted, drinking his mega-ether. 


     The skulls disappeared into the mountain of worms, and several of the unopened coffins grew spiderlike legs and charged at the two players. Vincent raised his hand and cast Black Cinder. 


     The void embers shredded through the mimics, causing the monsters to shriek as they died. He spread part of the wave toward Marquis, and the embers ate through thousands of his worms. Vincent saw the dome of one skull just before his attack shattered it. 


     Xan slashed through the only surviving mimic with her phantom blade, and it fell over dead. Before the young woman turned back to Marquis, however, he hit her with a wave of mana-charged worms. 


     Vincent raised his hand at Xan and cast Zero Field with the last of his mana. He knocked away most of the worms before they exploded, though a few of the small flashes of mana still burned away chunks of Xan’s armor and flesh. She dissolved her phantom sword to heal part of the damage and cast Flash Heal on a chunk of skin missing from her arm. 


     The wall of worms collided with Vincent as he struggled to drink an ether. It slammed him against the wall, knocking out his breath and cracking parts of his armor. Tens of thousands of worms blanketed him, and he felt a crushing weight as Marquis buried him. 


     I don’t even have enough mana to Self-Destruct. 


     Vincent heard the crackle of a Mana Cannon, and he felt the weight of the worms lessen. He struggled to move his arms to swing Song of War, but then one of the skulls emerged and clamped its jaw onto his wrist. It couldn’t bite through his armor, but it did manage to stop him from struggling. The worms squirmed into every inch of his armor, and Vincent clamped his teeth together to keep them from slithering down his throat. 


     Vincent’s body convulsed from his overwhelming instinct to escape. He couldn’t break free of the mountain of worms, but he felt the weight growing lighter. The skull released his wrist, and the Ranger grabbed it as it tried to retreat. It dragged him through several layers of worms, only for a phantasmal blade to stab through it when it reached the surface. 


     Xan’s hand grabbed Vincent and pulled him out of Marquis’s body. The old man tumbled away from the monster, discovering it had shrunk to about half its original size from Xan’s repeated attacks. 


     Vincent stumbled to the nearest wall and used it to hold himself upright. He chugged an ether and fired Void Gun through the next skull that Xan uncovered with her repeated attacks. 


     “There’s only one skull left!” Xan shouted. 


     “Then get ready for his suicide attack,” Vincent replied between drinks of ether. 


     Xan slashed through the middle of Marquis’s body. The two large piles of worms fell away from one another, and Vincent eyed the white surface of the skull lodged in the right side. The skull flashed with light, and Xan leapt away as all the remaining worms charged with mana. 


     Xan cast two Barrier Walls in front of herself and Vincent before worms flew in every direction. Thousands of small explosions rocked the crypt, tearing it to pieces. Xan’s forcefields didn’t hold long, and Vincent immediately pulled his True Huntsman’s Cloak over them and covered Xan with his body, since he knew her Light Shield had faltered. 


     Explosions tore the cloak to shreds, and then chipped away at Vincent’s armor. His Gravity Shield reduced the strength of the explosions, but with so many at once, he felt his armor being ripped to pieces. His mana reserve fell empty from the repeated bombardment, and then sharp pains rained across his back. 


     When the explosions finally stopped, Vincent dropped to his knees. His body felt so numb that he wasn’t even sure if he’d been fatally wounded or not. 


     The lone, floating skull cackled. “Play with me again sometime, friends!” 


     Xan hovered her Light-Drain Longsword through the air and speared it through the skull. The skull crumbled to dust, and Xan recalled her sword to convert it into mana. Her eyes filled with worry as she looked at Vincent’s back. 


     “That bad, huh?” Vincent replied. He smiled, and then his head lolled forward. For an instant, he saw the respawn screen, but then his vision returned. He found himself once more in the crypt beside Xan as she healed his remaining wounds. “Good call with Revive. You’ve gotten really good at using it in the split-second before we crumble into dust.” 


     Xan smirked as she finished healing him. “You’ve seen how much practice I’ve had with it.” 


     Vincent looked around the destroyed crypt until he found the one undamaged coffin that had been protected by runes. He opened it, revealing the loot Marquis had gathered or spawned with since the last time they’d killed him. 


     1-Piece Gild Coin (x381) 


     5-Piece Gild Coin (x31) 


     10-Piece Gild Coin (x13) 


     Jump Crystal (x4) – This crystal flows with incredible gravitational energy. Use it at a Jump Gate to fly to a nearby world. Farther worlds may require multiple Jump Crystals. 


     Darkstalker Cloak – Material Rating: 100 | An orofabric cloak that’s darker than the night sky. | Advanced Shadow Cloaking – This cloak masks itself and its wearer in pitch-black darkness. 


     Book of Worms – A book filled with various spells, recipes, and designs for runes. It also includes a list of the Marquis of Worms’ favorite jokes and riddles. 


     Dungeon Escaper Deluxe – A world-shaping rune designed by the Marquis of Worms. You can use it to create a pathway out of his dungeon. 


     Marquis’s Souvenir – A magical mirror that makes your reflection look like a skeleton. 


     Alisa Bonfield’s Diary – The diary of a woman detailing her life from age ten to her last entry as she lay on her deathbed at age one-hundred-fifty. There are signs of magic on the pages that make you suspect some entity used the book for a dark ritual. 


     Vincent looked at the diary and skimmed a few pages. “Huh, weird.” 


     “What’s that?” Xan asked. 


     “So, his loot had a diary written by that NPC. It’s mostly emotionless notes like things that happened or people she met. It even mentions the Great Vanguard arriving at her city. This must’ve been during the beta. Somehow, Marquis got this diary and used it to create that other her.” 


     “How, though? You think a player left the diary here?” 


     “I don’t see any reason a player would have her diary, and I certainly don’t think they’d bring it all the way to Eramar. Maybe Marquis spawned with it at random. His loot has had some weird trinkets over the years. Sometimes even items that shouldn’t exist on Eramar.” 


     “That’s true. Well, hurry and use the escape rune. If I never see this crypt again it’ll be too soon.” 


     Vincent used the world-shaping rune from Marquis’s loot. The stone wall opened, and the earth shaped itself into a staircase. The rune glowed and rattled in his hands, and Vincent knew from experience that it would turn to dust once they reached the top. 


     >Vincent: Can you hear us again? 


     >Jim: Yeah, we’re heading home. What happened? 


     >Alexandria: We killed Marquis. 


     >Quinn: That quickly? That’s faster than any of our previous runs. 


     >Vincent: We only took one wrong turn, and it seems like we might’ve run past a lot of his traps. He gave the same line about getting there too quickly that he gave us last time. I think that means we were too fast for him to shuffle the dungeon around much. That stuff takes time, even for Marquis.” 


     >Jim: Nice job, you two. I guess that means we really are too strong for Eramar now. There’s only one challenge standing in our way. 


     >Vincent: Yeah. Let’s regroup at home and take down Rethin before we leave Eramar. After that, we can regroup with our allies and go after Lucas. That psycho mod has no idea what’s coming for him. 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 28 


     Player: Noble Vincent  


     Location: Eramar (World) | Black Wastes (Region) 


     Class: Ranger 


     Subclass: Mage 


     Vitality: Lv 165 


     Spirit*: Lv 174 


     Resolve: Lv 153 


     Perception*: Lv 180 


     Agility: Lv 163 


     Strength: Lv 162 


       


     Vincent and his teammates stood on a plateau that overhung the blackened, scarred wastes on the north-east corner of Eramar. He and Xan wore plated armor made of hardened-verasteel with an extra layer of chainmail underneath. 


     Quinn and Jim wore lighter armor made of thinner plates connected over enhanced difabric. The 150-rated enhancements raised the fabric to a 200 rating. Their team placed several sets of each outfit in storage to prepare for the invasion, although they’d decided to risk one set for their last attempt to take down Rethin. 


     The World Boss loomed over the scarred wastes. Every step the towering monster took made the ground tremble. The eyeless monstrosity shambled around the region like he’d done for decades. Sometimes he’d stop and reach down with his long fingers to inspect the ground. He could sense vibrations in the earth through his feet and hands, and every so often he’d grab a revenant or draugr off the ground and swallow them whole with his humanlike mouth. Though not before chomping a few times, of course. 


     The team had watched him for hours, waiting for him to near the large plateau at the edge of the region that would give them a fighting advantage. They had attacked his legs before and knew how futile it was to focus on anything other than his head or the large round shape jutting from his chest. 


     Vincent eyed the taut skin over the massive chest lump. He remembered the times he’d watched blood rain down after shooting the boss there with Void Gun. It’s Rethin’s only real weak spot. Even putting a dozen Void Guns through his head didn’t kill him. 


     The team’s plateau trembled as Rethin shuffled closer, and Vincent tossed a rune off the side. The rune hit the ground at the bottom of the slope and activated, spreading sonic waves in every direction. 


     Rethin paused and turned to the sonic-making rune. His jaw opened, and he released a long, hungry bellow. The World Boss stomped toward the plateau and leaned down. He touched around on the ground, trying to find the source of the vibrations. 


     Xan cast World Fountain and sent a beam of light into the plateau. A few seconds later, a fountain of rainbow-colored liquid sprayed from the spot and rained over the middle of the plateau. She’d originally developed the spell for them to recover mana when they returned to traveling the branches of the World-Tree, but they’d found it one of the most useful abilities for trying to fight Rethin—so long as the world magic didn’t reach him. Since the world magic was converted into the rainbow-colored rain, it didn’t push back against the rest of the team’s Gravity Shields either. 


     The players stood on the edge of the plateau as Rethin rose, towering over them. They attacked at once, bombarding the round shape on his chest with spells. Vincent used four consecutive Void Guns, and then leapt back into the rainbow rain. He could feel his mana reserve refilling quickly, but he chugged an ether to speed the process. Vincent watched as Jim carved through Rethin with Void Crow, and the two women attacked with Mana Magnums. 


     Blood sprayed from Rethin’s chest, coating the closer players. The monster’s mouth opened with a pained howl, and he swiped his massive arm at the plateau. Xan and Quinn had readied themselves to jump away while Jim used Phaseshift to pass right through the arm. The sluggish monster took a few seconds to catch its balance and twist itself back around, but during that time, the players weren’t able to target its weak spot. 


     Vincent drank another ether, and then jumped forward out of the rain. He stood with Jim near the edge as the monster’s nostrils flared, trying to find its attackers. It crouched low, and its chest lump vanished from their line of sight. The colossal enemy grabbed the ledges of the plateau and took a deep sniff. Its nostrils flared again, and then Rethin bellowed at them, releasing a wave of miasma. 


     We already used our miasma-protection potions, so that’s no good. Show us your blasted weak spot! 


     Vincent took a shot at Rethin’s face with Void Gun, and the World Boss snarled in response. The monster raised his hand high, and both men leapt out of the way as the hand smashed apart that section of the plateau. 


     Great, this was the last good plateau to fight him at. If he destroys the rest of it, we might not even have a way to fight him if we ever return. 


     Jim finished an ether and sent a Void Crow flying into the World Boss’s throat, causing Rethin to recoil. The monster screamed and slammed his arms against the plateau, knocking tons of rocks through the air, but his deft assailant used Phaseshift and retreated. 


     Vincent stopped incoming rocks by casting Zero Field. He threw his hand forward and launched the stones back at the boss’s face, cracking several of the monster’s teeth. 


     Rethin snarled again and reached for Vincent. The boss’s massive hand covered the old man’s entire field of view, but then Quinn dove forward and punched the hand with Gravity Fist. The gravitational wave stopped the hand, and even managed to snap several bones in Rethin’s palm. 


     Because she used the spell in the air, the shockwave tossed Quinn backward. She landed and slid across the plateau as she fired a Mana Mangun at Rethin’s face. Quinn stopped under the rainbow rain and drank an ether. 


     Rethin reached out his arm, preparing to swipe across the entire length of the plateau. The World Boss had done this several times in the past to end a fight, but their team had prepared a way to stop it. 


     Vincent stepped forward and dug his feet into the ground as the world boss swung its gargantuan arm. He cast Zero Field, and Quinn hit the arm with a Gravity Wave at the same time. The two spells slowed the massive arm, but it still continued at Vincent as he raised Song of War. 


     Xan jumped to Vincent’s side with Barrier Longsword and Light-Drain Longsword ready. Together, the two players stopped the arm’s momentum, and Xan drained part of Rethin’s strength with her phantom blade. 


     The World Boss pulled his hand away, and the two players hurried back to the fountain. They knew Rethin would be desperate since his swipe failed, so they each downed a mega-ether. The World Boss slowly stood and towered over the plateau again. He raised his hands into the air and interlaced them into a massive hammer. 


     “Run!” Vincent screamed at his friends. “He’s going to crush the entire plateau!” 


     The players panicked and hurried off in different directions. Quinn Vanished repeatedly until she dipped over the side of the ledge. Jim Gravity Bounced into the air, and then used the Gravity Web upgrade to bounce again. Vincent and Xan sprinted in opposite directions at full speed. 


     Vincent reached the ledge as the titanic fists smashed into the center of the plateau. The attack split the plateau, crumbling a large section, but it also hurled debris in every direction. The force knocked Vincent over the side, and he felt his Gravity Shield slow the barrage of rocks as they struck him. He used Zero Field to slow himself before hitting the ground, and his shield absorbed the rest of the impact. 


     The old man climbed to his feet and saw Rethin thrash around, throwing dozens of boulders and pieces of the plateau in all directions. Eramar’s increased gravity made the falling rocks even more dangerous, but Vincent instinctively dodged the large chunks of stone. Tons of rocks rained around him, and he stopped one jutting rock with Zero Field before it speared him. 


     When the falling rocks stopped, Vincent raised his eyes to see Jim in the air, still trying to attack Rethin. Soon after, a large shockwave hit the boss in the leg, dropping him to his knees. 


     Quinn toppled him. I need to help. 


     Vincent gulped down an Agility Potion and ethers as he rushed around the plateau. He reached Rethin last and found the giant monster struggling to fend off his aggressive team. Between Xan’s dozens of Light-Drain Butterflies and floating blade, Quinn’s attacks on Rethin’s legs, and Jim’s assault from the air, it seemed they’d finally pushed the boss to his limits. 


     We might win this! We might actually win. 


     The World Boss released a piercing roar that sent a shockwave through the air. The vibrations stunned Vincent’s teammates and even knocked Jim from the sky. Rethin stuck out his chest, and the taut skin over the weak spot ripped. As the skin tore, a waterfall of blood rained down. The skin opened, revealing the weak spot to be a gigantic eye on the World Boss’s chest. 


     Vincent could see chunks of matter missing from the eye where they’d spammed their earlier attacks. So, it was an eye all along. Should’ve realized it. Now that it’s exposed, it might be easier to finish him. 


     The eye turned its gaze to Quinn and Xan on the ground. It glowed with magic, and the ground around the two women shook. Magical static filled the air, and small rocks even floated off the ground. In the split-second that the rocks rose, Vincent Scanned the static-filled air. 


     Vaporize – Mana Usage: Very High | Magic Rating: 100-800 | The user generates a field of static mana. After two seconds, the static charge reaches a high enough frequency to unleash a devastating wave of mana. 


     The two women must’ve realized something was about to happen, and they both moved away at once. Quinn Vanished, and Xan rushed and tried to dive behind boulders. 


     A wave of mana shot from the eye and scorched the ground where the two women had been standing. Rethin even turned the beam mid-blast, leaving a large, banana-shaped crater in the ground. The outer layers of the beam seemed to have grazed Xan, and she collapsed toward a pile of rocks. Parts of her armor had melted from the attack, and it looked to Vincent like she’d lost an arm. 


     Vincent aimed his fingers at the eye and fired three more Void Guns. Blood poured from the eye where he shot it, but Rethin roared and charged another Vaporize. Vincent could feel the static on his skin as rocks lifted in the surrounding air. He dove behind nearby boulders as the attack fired, melting a section of the broken plateau. Lava rolled down the slope toward Vincent’s half-melted cover. He raced away while chugging a second mega-ether. 


     I thought we were so close. After all these years, I thought I knew everything Rethin could do. Who would’ve guessed he had such a devastating spell? 


     His heart pounded as he heard the World Boss’s footsteps. However, the boss came to a stop before he found Vincent, and the old man heard another Vaporize striking the other side of the plateau. 


     My friends are still fighting. I can’t give up. Maybe if I get close and hit the eye with Black Cinder? 


     He drank another ether, and then stepped away from the slope and the fallen boulders. His eyes fell on Rethin, but the boss faced the other way as it fired another Vaporize. Vincent sprinted toward the enemy, knowing Rethin could sense movement on the ground with his feet. 


     Got to hit him fast. I’ll only get one chance with this. 


     Vincent leapt onto a boulder as he neared Rethin. He jumped to a taller rock and then to a higher ledge, but Rethin turned to face him. The gargantuan eye narrowed on him, and static filled the air as Vincent dove at the World Boss. He cast Zero Field on his own body to launch himself far higher than he could ever jump. 


     Vincent raised his hand and cast Black Cinder with all his remaining mana. He thought he saw the twinkle of Vaporize activating, but then the eye twitched as void embers ripped thousands of holes through it. The massive beam missed Vincent and incinerated a pile of boulders at the base of the plateau. 


     The old man collided with the World Boss’s stomach and rebounded. With no mana left in his body, his Gravity Shield couldn’t stop his descent. He hit the ground and felt his shoulder dislocate from the impact. 


     A waterfall of blood fell from the eye and onto Vincent and the ground. He curled himself into a ball as the World Boss stepped backward with pained bellows. A few stray void embers burned into the ground around Vincent, but luckily none fell on him. 


     Rethin stumbled backward, paused, and then bellowed one more time. His pupil shrank with pain, and then the eye hardened and turned into dust. The rest of the giant monster crumbled from the head down, but it took almost thirty seconds to dissolve entirely. 


     Vincent stood and gasped as Rethin died. “We actually won?” 


     “No freaking way!” Quinn shouted, hurrying from the rocks. It looked like she’d lost most of her hardened-verasteel plates in the attack, and her body appeared beat up from the flying rubble. 


     Jim leapt from the broken plateau and stumbled at the bottom. “Forgot I was out of mana.” He stood, dusted himself off, and drank an elixir. 


     “Where’s Xan?” Vincent asked as he snapped his dislocated shoulder back into place. “Did she survive?” 


     “Over here!” Xan shouted, limping from a gap between two boulders. She’d healed most her wounds, but she’d wrapped her severed arm in difabric bandages with healing enchantments. “Just took a concentrated numbing pill, so the pain isn’t too bad. Feeling pretty good, actually. Oh, hey! The big dude is dead.” 


     “And we didn’t lose a single party member,” Vincent noted. “This is it. We really are ready to face Lucas and his Justiciars. Jim, send messages to our allies at Firepeak and the camp on Rytil. Tell them we’re leaving right away—we can meet them on Rytil in a few weeks.” 


     Jim grinned. “Already on it.” 


     Vincent walked to the crumbled remains of Rethin. In a giant pile of ash, he saw the twinkle of item crystals. 


     Beholden Eye – An undead eye full of dark magic. You can spend a high amount of mana to sacrifice this eye and cast Vaporize. 


     Blood of the Ancient (x6) – A disgusting potion that increases all your stats by twenty levels for thirty minutes. Cannot be stacked with other level-enhancing effects. 


     Jump Crystal (x3) – This crystal flows with incredible gravitational energy. Use it at a Jump Gate to fly to a nearby world. Farther worlds may require multiple Jump Crystals. 


     Crystal Heart – A crystalline and still-beating heart taken from a majestic or divine being. You can feel tremendous magical energy with each pulse. 


     Unique Token (Soulbound) – A mysterious token only rewarded to players that kill a World Boss that’s never been defeated before. | NOTE: Your party members will automatically receive a similar token when you pick up this item. 


     “Check these out,” Vincent told his teammates. He held up the item crystals for them to see. 


     “Nice,” Quinn said. “The potions will be super useful, and the Beholden Eye could either be used to knocked down the wall at Midrun or kill a bunch of Justiciars at once—both good choices.” 


     “This is interesting,” Xan said, holding her copy of the Unique Token. She turned the silver coin in her fingers, eyeing the pictures of Rethin on both sides. One face showed his head, and the other displayed his gargantuan eye. “It’s like a trophy for being the first ones to kill Rethin. Just think, there’s hundreds of millions of players in this game, and we’re the only ones ever to defeat him. Really puts into perspective how special our journey has been.” 


     “Let’s head to the stem and grab all our stuff,” Quinn said. “See our homes here for the last time.” 


     Vincent nodded, and the four friends journeyed back home. As they walked, Vincent took in the sights and sounds of Eramar. The dark, swirling sky. The skin flyers in the distance. The smell of miasma and rot they sometimes passed. The twisted, scarred terrain. 


     This was my home. For thirty-seven years, this was my home. I should hate this place and all the horrors it threw at us, but the truth is, I’ll miss it. We had almost as many good times as bad ones. Great adventures. Triumphant victories. I’ll never forget this place, no matter how many other worlds I visit. 


     As their houses appeared on the horizon, Vincent’s sharp eyes caught movement. He saw the outlines of humans circling around and searching the buildings. He held his hand out to stop his teammates. “There are people at our houses.” 


     “Visitors?” Xan asked. 


     “Justiciars,” Vincent replied. “Our allies would’ve told us if they were sending anyone here. The Justiciars have been searching all the low-tier worlds for anyone that tried to escape Lucas’s control. It was only a matter of time before they searched the nearby mid-tier worlds as well.” 


     “How many?” Quinn asked. 


     “At least fifteen,” he replied. “There might be more in the houses, though.” He took a few seconds to Scan several men and their armor. “Most have stats in the seventies and eighties. Verasteel armor, but only a couple have hardened, enhanced, or enchanted.” 


     “Weaklings,” Quinn said. “I say we use them as practice. We haven’t faced human players besides each other in decades.” 


     “Then Lucas will find out we’re here,” Jim replied. “We know he’s had people searching for us for all these years. Maybe we should wait till they leave. Or try to sneak past them.” 


     “We can’t give them time to find the daiglass shard,” Vincent said. “Let’s just take them down. It doesn’t matter if Lucas knows we’re here if we’re leaving. He won’t expect us to come after him directly.” 


     “He might surmise we’re here to level-grind,” Quinn noted. “I’m sure the paranoid mod has been waiting for us to reappear and try something.” 


     “Let’s just wreck them,” Xan said. “Don’t give them time to Scan our stats or learn anything about our abilities now. You all have Darkstalker Cloaks, right?” 


     All four players equipped Darkstalker Cloaks over their armor to mask themselves in darkness. 


     “Hang on,” Jim said. “On the off chance they do Scan us, we might as well freak them out.” 


     Void-Foot Jim has suggested a party name change: The Void Knights. 


     “You changed your name?” Vincent asked, glancing at Jim’s new title. 


     Jim smirked. “Yeah, just now. I thought it sounded cool.” 


     “Ooh, I like that idea,” Quinn replied, thinking. “Got one.” 


     Abyss-Breaker Quinn has voted for a name change: The Void Knights. 


     “Okay, but I’m changing mine back next year,” Xan replied. 


     Alexandria the Ashen has voted for a name change: The Void Knights. 


     Vincent thought for a few seconds. “Okay, how about this?” 


     Name Change: Vincent the Eldritch 


     Vincent the Eldritch has voted for a name change: The Void Knights. 


     Your party has been renamed: The Void Knights. 


     Vincent pulled the cloak’s hood over his head and equipped Song of War. “Alright, team. Let’s go get them.” 


     As they rushed toward their houses, the Justiciar farthest from the buildings turned and squinted as the shadows approached. He started to shout, but Vincent used Singing Blade to decapitate him from a distance. Several other Justiciars noticed, screaming for help as they equipped their weapons. 


     Vincent rushed toward a group of nine Justiciars and cast Black Cinder. The void embers shredded through the men’s armor and burned holes through their bodies. Six dropped dead almost instantly, and three others retreated with dozens of holes in their bodies. They shouted in pain and drank elixirs, but Vincent picked them off one by one with Singing Blade. 


     Quinn created two Breaker Doppelgangers and charged several other men. She and her copies moved much quicker than the Justiciars and snapped their bodies with lightning-fast Breaker strikes. 


     Jim used Gravity Bounce to launch himself above the buildings. He held himself in the air with Gravity Web, and then cast Void Crow. The dark bird flew through several men as they rushed out of the buildings to find out what was happening. 


     “Retreat!” a man that appeared to be the lead Justiciar shouted. Even in heavier armor, he looked terrified at the shadowy figures killing all of his men. 


     Xan circled around the group, charged behind the lead Justiciar, and hit him in the back with her Light-Drain Longsword. The Justiciar gasped and struggled to escape, but Xan stuck again, draining so much of his life energy that he dropped dead. 


     Quinn watched two Justiciars run out of her house, and she used Gravity Wave to smash them against the marstone wall like insects. 


     Jim picked off the last couple of Justiciars as they tried to retreat for the stem, and then he dropped back down to the ground. “Is that all of them? It shouldn’t have been that easy, right?” 


     Quinn looked at her hands. “Are we really that strong? They couldn’t even fight back.” 


     “Taking on the Justiciars might be easier than we thought,” Jim said with a chuckle. 


     Vincent heard a panicked breath nearby and turned to see one last Justiciar at the entrance of the Ranger’s house. He Scanned the man, discovering he was also a Ranger, and immediately shot him through the head with a well-aimed Void Gun. 


     Jim, Quinn, and Xan turned to Vincent, then glanced at the man he’d killed. 


     Vincent sighed. “He was a Ranger. I’m sure he Scanned us, so in two weeks, Lucas will know we were here. He might’ve even heard Jim mention taking on the Justiciars.” 


     “My bad,” Jim said. 


     Vincent smirked at his oldest friend. “You know what? That just means we might actually have a challenge waiting for us after all.” He walked toward the stem and grabbed the daiglass shard. “Let’s go, team. We have a moderator to overthrow.” 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 29 


     Player: Lucas the Chosen Lord 


     Location: Valahym (World) | The Lord’s Castle (Area) 


     Class: Sheriff (Moderator) 


     Vitality*: Lv 123 


     Spirit*: Lv 130 


     Resolve*: Lv 128 


     Perception*: Lv 129 


     Agility*: Lv 125 


     Strength*: Lv 123 


       


     Lucas stood at the edge of the balcony on the extended section of the castle. The massive building that had once been the council’s tower looked unrecognizable from what it had been three decades ago. Every few years, Lucas would get bored of the castle and have his workers build new sections or refurbish the inside of everything but his personal dungeon—only he, Erik, and Sam could enter that hallowed ground below the castle’s floors. Erik had even learned advanced rune-making, so he could modify and repair the runes that protected Lucas’s beloved collection. 


     The lord watched the parade on the streets below. Colorful flags and holographic runes showed symbols and visuals of the cities and worlds under Lucas’s rule. People of various nations made floats, hovering with runes, that displayed different aspects of their culture both outside and inside the game. 


     He paid more attention to the floats of newer, more complex cultures that had developed in the game’s worlds. The millions of players trapped in the game had already lived an entire lifetime since the update, and with that lifetime came new kinds of art, music, philosophies, sports, and activities. 


     Lucas’s rule had softened in more recent years, bringing a lot of the cultural developments out of hiding. However, he’d never lifted his restrictions on travel. Only his Justiciars and people permitted by his officials could move between worlds. Except for those few that still defy me, Lucas noted. 


     But why do they still defy my rule? I’ve protected the people of these worlds—brought order that they so desperately needed. My laws might be harsh, but that harshness was necessary to secure order. Just look at this marvelous parade in my honor and those strange bubbles of culture that have thrived under my rule. Can those lawless mid-tier worlds outside of my control say the same thing? I doubt it. But we’ve already captured two, and soon we’ll march on the others. They’ll hate me at first, but one day, they’ll worship me like these people. 


     The parade continued for another hour, and the lord felt himself growing bored. He drank a few glasses of wine brought to him by his various mistresses. Each one vied for his attention, but lately he had become bored of them. 


     I just want to go see my collection. They’re the only people that interest me anymore. 


     He moved away from the balcony, and his mistresses gazed at him in confusion. “You all keep watching. I’m going to the dungeon.” He ignored their stares as he walked toward the staircase. 


     Killer Sam stood by the steps and nodded as Lucas approached. “You’ve spent a lot of time in your dungeon lately, boss.” 


     “Everything else bores me,” Lucas commented, walking down the staircase. 


     Killer Sam followed with a relaxed pace, his hands in his coat pockets. “You’ve been delaying the attack on Firepeak for a while now. Our forces are ready anytime you are.” 


     “The problem is, it’ll be such a long trip,” Lucas replied. “It’s been years since I’ve left my collection for that long.” 


     “They’re only prisoners. You can always have Erik look after them.” 


     “They’re more than prisoners—they’re trophies. They’re the challenges that I’ve faced in this game. People that stood against me. The only real people in this game, it feels like. Other than you, Erik, and a few others, of course. The rest of my followers feel like NPCs. I don’t even care that they worship me.” 


     Sam tilted his head with a curious look. “Maybe you’ve spent too much time in the dungeon. It would be good for you to take a vacation. See the World-Tree beside little one-day trips. There’s hundreds of millions of people out there, all different in their own ways if you take the time to know them.” 


     “I’ve tried. They either fear or worship me. Or they’re soulless like those whores on the balcony.” 


     “Boss, you chose those women. You can send them away at any point and pick from thousands more that would love to live here.” 


     “The next set will be the same. Women are all the same, except for the ones in my collection. Like Harper. She was always different.” 


     Sam paused for a moment. “Have you talked to her?” 


     “I’ve tried, but she won’t respond. Valery has been very talkative lately, so I talk to her a lot, since Harper is in the same cell. I like to imagine Harper’s part of the conversation.” 


     “Uh-huh.” 


     Lucas smirked. “I know it sounds weird, Sam.” 


     “I didn’t say that.” 


     “You were thinking it, but that’s fine. It shows why you’re different from those mindless followers. Harper second-guessed me too. Only, she had to go and make things difficult. If she hadn’t been so spiteful, she wouldn’t be in my collection right now.” 


     >Erik: My lord, are you watching the parade? 


     >Lucas: No, I’m heading to my collection. 


     >Erik: May I meet with you in the great hall first? The men from the Eramar expedition have respawned, and I’d like you to hear what one man has to say. 


     >Lucas: Fine, I’ll meet you there. 


     >Erik: Thank you, my lord. 


     Lucas stepped into the great hall and walked toward the massive throne that overlooked the room. 


     “I thought you were going to your collection?” Sam asked. 


     Lucas sat and motioned for a nearby servant to bring him wine. “Erik wants to meet with me first. The scouts to Eramar respawned. You really called it when you said they’d wipe the moment they got there. I should’ve sent you with them, but then again, I don’t want to waste your time searching a Dead-World for signs of unregistered travelers.” 


     “It would’ve been more interesting than sitting around here. Besides, I think it was a good idea to at least check. If Firepeak was gathering resources to prepare for the invasion, then that’s a good place to find rare materials.” 


     “In the end it won’t matter. We only need to break their city-barrier and wall. Once we’re inside, they’ll forfeit like the others. They don’t want to get banned.” 


     Sam scratched the stubble on his chin. “There’s always someone willing to take that risk. Like the ones that killed you all those years ago.” 


     Lucas’s blood felt cold at the memory. “Stop bringing that up. They merely caught me off guard. Those four probably ran for higher worlds and never looked back. I’m sure they don’t want to risk confronting me again.” 


     “I still have to wonder how you weren’t able to ban any of them.” 


     “I’ve told you a hundred times that I missed my shot.” 


     “Sorry, boss, I don’t mean to bring up your mistake. It’s just weird because I’ve never seen you miss a shot since then. Even way back when we fought each other, I remember you had amazing aim. If I hadn’t reacted in time, I wouldn’t be trapped in this game. Also, we never found the guy you banned when we entered Midrun. That’s always seemed odd to me.” 


     Oh, I had forgotten about that guy. Someone probably dragged him away, so it’s not my fault if he’s still frozen. 


     “Where is all this doubt in me coming from all the sudden?” Lucas questioned. 


     “I don’t doubt you, boss. Curious things like that just stay on my mind for a long time.” 


     “Is it because you’ve been talking to Valery a lot?” 


     Sam’s relaxed posture shifted for a moment. “I wouldn’t say a lot.” 


     “I’ve seen you on the rune monitor, and Erik has made mention of it. Sam, I don’t mind you talking to my collection—you’ve earned that privilege ten times over. However, don’t let Valery get inside your head. I’ve held her as prisoner for seventy years, and she’s never quit trying to convince me to free her. She’s a snake, Sam. She’s fun to talk to, but you need to remember she’s only playing friendly because she’s caged. If she ever escaped, she’d ban you in a second and wouldn’t even bother to put you in a cell. She’d leave you to suffocate for centuries.” 


     “You think so?” 


     “I have no doubt.” 


     “Haven’t you let people suffocate for long periods of time?” 


     “Only a few months at most, and they had to be punished for defying me.” 


     Erik entered the great hall with a Justiciar following him. They approached Lucas’s throne and bowed to their lord. Erik raised his head first to speak. “My lord, the team that wiped on Eramar were attacked by darkness-cloaked figures of incredible strength and speed. They thought their assailants were monsters, but this man says otherwise.” 


     Lucas’s heavy gaze fell on the other Justiciar. “Tell me.” 


     “My lord,” the man said, keeping his eyes on the ground. “The four figures—they were players! Powerful ones, at that. They’d built houses on Eramar as if they’d lived there for years. One man said something about taking on the Justiciars. I Scanned him and discovered he was named Void-Foot Jim. I think he might be the same fugitive Crow-Foot Jim that we never found.” 


     Lucas gaped at the Justiciar. “Void? He added void to his name? Did he—did he use attacks made of negative energy? Like black bolts?” 


     “They did far worse than mere bolts.” 


     The lord tightened his fists and slammed one onto his armrest. His eyes filled with panic and darted back and forth as his thoughts raced. 


     They’ve been training. Preparing to face me again. But for thirty-seven years? And they wiped out that entire squad of Justiciars so easily that only one realized they were human. But where are they even respawning? Even if they were as strong as Zhang, they couldn’t stay there forever. Unless— 


     Lucas turned to Erik. “Do you recall, decades ago, when we inspected the city after its capture?” 


     Erik seemed unnerved by Lucas’s change in demeanor, and it took him a few seconds to respond. “Uh—yes. What about it, my lord?” 


     “Do you recall that strange notice about the tower?” 


     “You mean when several citizens claimed the tip of the tower had broken off? Such a thing is not possible. You said yourself it must’ve always been that way.” 


     That negative energy attack cut through my Mod Shield. Which means, it can cut daiglass. How did I not realize this back then? They broke a piece of the tower off to use as a portable spawn point. Those cheaters! How could ARKUS allow them to abuse its rules so blatantly? I can’t ban them, so I’ll just have to capture them somehow. Surely, they’re planning to attack me directly.  It’s the only reason they’d be power-leveling for all these years. They’ll try to capture me and throw me into my own dungeon. 


     Lucas gripped his armrest, and Erik grew nervous. 


     “My lord,” Erik said. “What’s wrong? These four players can do nothing to you.” 


     Sam stared off in thought and then muttered. “Did they chip the tower with negative energy? That’d explain how they killed you before you were able to ban them. Why wouldn’t you want us to know that, boss?” 


     Lucas glared at Sam. “Stop asking questions. All these questions! All that matters is that we stop them.” 


     “Four people can’t capture Midrun by themselves,” Sam noted. “Even if their powers are impressive.” 


     Erik gasped. “My lord! You might recall our spies discovered Firepeak had placed an outpost on Rytil. If that outpost is a caravan of representatives from dozens of teams, then they could team jump an entire army to Rytil at the same time. They’d only be weeks away from us.” 


     “Then we need to attack that outpost at once!” Lucas shouted, rising to his feet. “Destroy it, so they won’t be able to organize an attack. Then those four will have to decide to attack us or not on their own.” 


     “So you’ll lead the assault, my lord?” Erik asked. 


     Lucas blinked, and his anger seemed to fade. He crumpled back into his throne and shook his head. “No—no, I can’t. I can’t leave my collection unattended. What if they try to free the prisoners while I’m away? We can’t risk it.” 


     “Ban them, my lord,” Erik replied. 


     Sam gaped at Erik. “Excuse me?” 


     “Ban your collection and lead the assault,” Erik told Lucas. 


     “Ban them?” Lucas said. “My beloved collection? I mean, they’ve all been banned before. I suppose they’re used to it.” 


     “No, wait,” Sam said, raising his hand to get Lucas’s attention. “I’ll lead the assault. There’s no reason for you to waste your time, my lord. I’ll destroy the caravan. During this time, you can prepare for the real invasion of Firepeak.” 


     “I suppose I could use that time to World Teleport my best men from various worlds,” Lucas replied. 


     “And we can recall our nearest scouting parties,” Erik added. He paused and glanced at Sam. “Maybe I should go, too, my lord.” 


     “Nah, I don’t need your help,” Sam replied. “Lucas will need you to organize things here. Especially if he’s World Teleporting all over the place.” 


     “That’s true,” Lucas replied. “However, just to be safe, I’ll ban my collection regardless. At least until we’ve captured that pesky team.” 


     “Boss!” Sam cried out. “Are you sure that’s necessary? It could be months before we capture them. Years, even. You really want to keep your prisoners frozen for so long?” 


     Lucas sank into his throne, but his heart sank even further. If they break into my castle while I’m away, they might free my entire collection. Turn them against me. Valery alone could undo my entire empire. The others are just extra trouble. It’s the only way. At least until that team is imprisoned. I can’t let my entire empire unravel because of my own carelessness. 


     “It must be done,” Lucas said, standing. “You were right earlier, Sam. I’ve been too preoccupied with my collection. I need to ban them all until this problem is solved.” 


     Sam’s grizzled face flashed a look of horror. “Boss—” 


     “Silence!” Lucas shouted. “Whatever you’re about to say, keep to yourself. Go collect the men you’d like to use to attack the caravan. Leave, before I change my mind and let Erik lead them.” 


     “Y-yeah,” Sam replied. He slouched and left the great hall. 


     “You’ve made a wise decision, my lord,” Erik said, bowing. 


     “Shut up,” Lucas said, walking toward the enhanced-verasteel vault door behind the throne. He held his palm to the scanning rune, and the door opened. 


     Lucas entered and walked with heavy steps down the long staircase. He passed two floors of cells, knowing that it would take him almost two hours to ban the prisoners of his collection. I’ll start with the most important ones. As hard as that will be. 


     The Sheriff reached the bottom floor and waved his hand at another scanning rune. He used a special rune key to bypass a second gate, and then he entered the chamber. His eyes looked at the large cells on both sides of the room. Zhang first. Talking to him always cheers me up. 


     He approached the cell on the right and stared at the screen to find Zhang reading a book. Lucas activated the communication rune and leaned forward. “Hello, Zhang.” 


     Zhang looked up from his book. “Hello, Lucas.” 


     “Do you remember our conversation the other week? The one where I asked you if you could ever forgive me?” 


     “Yes. We’ve had that conversation several times, but I distinctly remember the one from last week. I told you that I would only forgive you if you released all your prisoners at once.” 


     “That’s right. You also said that you thought there was something good deep inside me, and that it was the only reason you haven’t given up on the idea of freedom.” 


     “It would be easy to give up hope,” Zhang replied. “To settle in and accept that I’ll never escape. In a way, it would’ve made these last few decades easier. But some time early in my capture, I realized you had an emptiness in you. A kind of void that drives you to do these things. I hoped you would find an answer to that emptiness. I still hope for that.” 


     “Void,” Lucas muttered. “Void. Why did you choose that word?” 


     Zhang raised an eyebrow. “Whatever you’re saying, the auto-translator chose. I simply used the best word to describe that emptiness in you, Lucas. There’s a reason you’d rather come down here and talk to your prisoners instead of basking in the worship of your followers. You have a hole in your heart. The longer you ignore it, the more damaged you become. I’ve told you this before, but I think there’s a point of no return you’re approaching. There’s a line you’ll cross when you’ll have no chance to save yourself—when that hole gobbles up your heart for good. When that time comes, I won’t speak to you anymore. Even if I have to sit in here alone for centuries.” 


     “You won’t speak to me? You say that like you have any power in here. You’re part of my collection. Even the ones that hate me most jump at the chance to talk to me, to stave off loneliness for even a minute.” 


     “Except Harper.” 


     “Yes, of course. She’s the exception. But I know she’ll forgive me, eventually. You, too, Zhang. You said there’s something good in me deep down, right? But everything I’ve done, I’ve done with good intentions. To protect my empire and the people trapped on this World-Tree. They’re happy being controlled. I just came back from a parade in my honor, you understand? So, you don’t have to look deep within to see the good in me. If you understood that, I could release you. If you could be my ally like Sam and Erik. I suppose I was only bringing up that conversation on the off chance that you’d changed your mind. That you’d seen that I was the good guy all along and that you’d ask for my forgiveness. Because then I wouldn’t have to do this, old friend.” 


     Lucas opened a panel to the room and froze Zhang with Mod Gun. He sighed and pressed the communication button. “I’m sorry, Zhang. I really am. You’re one of my favorites, you know that? However, there’s a threat approaching. There are bad people that want to destroy my empire and take everything away from me, including my collection. So, until they’re captured, I must ban all of you. I’m sure you’ll forgive me one day. You’ll forgive me for everything I’ve done, and maybe you’ll even help me conquer the higher-tier worlds. Won’t that be great, buddy?” 


     Lucas stepped away from Zhang’s cell and approached the one on the opposing wall. He looked at the screen of the cell divided by a barrier. Valery and Harper talked to one another from their two sections as they watched arena battles projected from another world. Lucas opened a panel and froze Valery before she could react. 


     Harper glanced at her frozen cellmate. She sighed and lowered her eyes to the floor. 


     “Listen to me,” Lucas said, pressing the communication button. “Harper, please speak to me for a moment.” 


     Harper remained silent. 


     “I’ve run into an unexpected problem,” he explained. “Because of that, I need to ban you. Possibly for a few months.” 


     The woman he’d once loved raised frightened eyes to the screen. “Please, don’t,” she begged. “Not for months. I couldn’t take it. I’d rather die a hundred deaths.” 


     “Oh, now you speak? It’s a little late to beg for forgiveness, Harper.” 


     “There’s no reason to ban me. I understand why you’d ban Valery, but I can’t do anything to you. Don’t ban me again, Lucas. Just kill me. Have your Justiciars keep a death timer. Or better yet, I’ll blow out my own brains every time I respawn. I’ll kill myself over and over until this update ends. That’s no lie, Lucas. I’d rather die repeatedly than suffocate for months. I want out of this game. I want to escape you.” 


     Lucas’s heart felt heavy in his chest. “You’ll forgive me one day, I pro—” 


     “Stop saying that!” Harper screamed. “You’ve said it to us a thousand times. You keep trying to convince yourself that people will forgive you. That they’ll understand you. You’re a monster, Lucas. You’re worse than any creature in this game. You’re just a monster that’s lying to himself. You want to believe you’re good, but if you were good, you wouldn’t torture people by banning them and keeping us imprisoned for decades. You tortured me because I didn’t love you, but that’s why I don’t love you. That’s why I hate you. You’re a monster, Lucas.” 


     “Zhang said there was good in me,” Lucas said. “He’s slowly coming to my side, and you will too.” 


     “I won’t,” she cried. “I’ll never be on your side. I’ll never forgive you. I’ll never stop hating you. I just want to be free of you. Please, let me die, Lucas. Let me escape this game the only way I know how. Your Justiciars can wait for me every two weeks. They can kill me if I don’t kill myself. If you really loved me, if you had any heart at all, you’d let me do that.” 


     “But then how will you ever change your mind about me?” Lucas asked, sadly. 


     “I won’t. I’ll never change my mind. You can’t force me to change my mind, and you’ve only made me hate you more by trying to control me. Zhang isn’t coming to your side. He’s probably realized how mentally ill you are. He knows there’s something wrong with you, Lucas. You’re sick in the head, and that’s why I need to escape you.” 


     Harper slammed her head on the floor, but the runes lit up and healed the wound. She punched herself in the temple and tried to snap her own neck, but the runes triggered and put her in a momentary stasis. When the stasis ended, Harper collapsed on the floor and cried. “Let me die!” she shouted. “Free me of your sickness.” 


     Lucas gaped at the woman as she screamed and cried on the floor. He opened a panel, and her entire body tensed. 


     “No!” Harper screamed, but then the Mod Gun struck her. 


     Lucas stared at her immobilized body for several seconds. He blinked multiple times, trying to figure out what to say. “You’ll forgive me one day, Harper.” 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 30 


     Player: Vincent the Eldritch 


     Location: World-Tree | Middle-Tier Branch 


     Class: Ranger 


     Subclass: Mage 


     Vitality: Lv 165 


     Spirit*: Lv 174 


     Resolve: Lv 153 


     Perception*: Lv 180 


     Agility: Lv 163 


     Strength: Lv 162 


       


     The thirty-five-meter-long branch wyrm twisted its body upward, and mouths formed along its sides. As the mouths contorted and ripped open, they sprayed green fireballs, and a hundred explosions rocked the valleys and hills of the branch. The wyrm’s body dripped with acidic green blood that left puddles in the grooves of the World-Tree. 


     Vincent dodged the falling fireballs and the explosions left after their impact as he rushed back under the fountain Xan had placed a minute ago. In the last few weeks, their team had killed four other wyrms, and they’d grown familiar with their strategy of hit-and-run tactics. 


     He watched Jim assault the wyrm from the vantage point of a Gravity Web. When the wyrm tried to snake toward his direction and arc its body upward, Quinn hit it with Gravity Fist and knocked it backward. Xan’s Light-Drain Butterflies continued to sap its strength, and its next barrage only had half as many fireballs. 


     Vincent waited for enough of his mana to return, and then hurried along the grooves of the branch. He’d gotten used to his newfound speed and jumping capability away from Eramar’s heavy gravity, and he rushed with superhuman quickness toward the wyrm. Vincent eyed the puddles of acid, making note of where he should land in the split-second before he leapt. He flew across the air and gave himself a little boost with Zero Field. 


     Vincent cast Black Cinder as he passed by the wyrm. The thousands of void embers shredded through the wyrm’s flesh, and it cried out in pain. With so many other rips and holes in its twisting, inconsistent shape, the additional damage caused its side to rupture. A flood of acidic blood poured out as Vincent landed on higher ground. 


     The wyrm’s body coiled in on itself, and the entire party rushed away, already knowing what it planned to do. Vincent ran at full speed along a valley and had covered a considerable distance before the wyrm exploded. The blinding flash of green magic could no doubt be seen on the world hanging on the nearby stem. Vincent even worried at times that wyrm explosions could be seen on other worlds by players eyeing the branches. 


     A shockwave from the explosion raced along the valley and tossed Vincent fifty meters away. He chugged part of an ether and cast Zero Field to stop the rain of acidic blood that always followed the explosion. 


     Once the raining acid passed, Vincent hurried toward the stem where he’d tossed the daiglass shard when the wyrm had appeared. He didn’t see a point in searching the remains, because the wyrms dropped no item crystals. The only reason they bothered to fight them was for the challenge alone. 


     His friends appeared on different sections of high ground between the valleys, and they all regrouped at the daiglass shard. Vincent noticed Xan and Jim had holes in their armor from the acid, but no one had sustained any serious injuries. 


     “That was our best fight against a wyrm yet,” Vincent noted. “Climbing to the upper worlds should be easy.” 


     “Yeah, but the wyrms are more frequent the higher you go,” Xan noted. “Not to mention, we’ve yet to face a trunk wyrm. That’ll be the real test of our power and teamwork.” 


     They walked down the stem toward the desert world, Rytil. Vincent felt a sweltering heat touch his face as he descended the stem and stepped onto the sand. Their party switched to lighter gear to keep cool, and then continued onward. 


     “The first world we’ve visited in decades, and it’s a desert,” Jim bemoaned. He took a bottle of world mead from his inventory and gulped it down. 


     “You’re drinking right now?” Xan asked. “We’re only an hour jog from the camp.” 


     “Guess I’m nervous to see everyone,” Jim replied. “We’ve been on Eramar for so long. I feel like my social skills have dried up. Oh, my god, it’s been so long since I’ve even seen a party. Or a naked woman.” 


     “You can worry about partying and getting laid after we defeat Lucas,” Vincent told him. “Once we’ve accomplished that goal, I think we’ve earned ourselves a vacation. Maybe we can take a few years to relax.” 


     “Yeah, I want to spend time with my father and sister,” Xan said. “I haven’t seen them in so long. My dad is waiting at the camp, and I’m so excited to see him.” She flashed a happy smile. 


     “River says she’ll jump to Rytil when we get there,” Jim told them. “Her mom doesn’t know she added herself to a party that has a representative at the caravan. That granddaughter of mine is eager to help us take back Midrun.” 


     “I heard that from my sister,” Xan told him. “Athena was the one that added her to their party. It seems those two have become really close in recent years.” 


     “Oh, really?” Jim said. “That’s good to hear. We’re all just one big family, huh? Us four, our relatives, even the ones outside the game you’ve told me so much about. I’d love to meet them in the real world one day.” 


     Xan smiled. “That’d be great! We could have a big family get together. Mine. Yours. Quinn’s. And Vincent, of course.” 


     “I love that idea,” Quinn said. 


     “Me too,” Vincent said. “Let’s try to remind one another from time to time. We still have a long, long way to go to reach the end of the update. If escaping at the top is only a rumor, anyways.” 


     “Oh!” Xan shouted, coming to a stop. 


     “What is it?” Vincent asked. 


     “My dad—he says they’re under attack! Hundreds of Justiciars landed at the Jump Gate and went straight for their campsite. He says their caravan is pinned down and trying to defend their position.” 


     “Then let’s hurry!” Quinn shouted, taking off in a superhuman sprint. 


     The four players chugged Agility Potions and rushed toward the eastern hemisphere. They kicked up clouds of sand and dust behind them as they ran, and it took over twenty minutes of travel until they saw the crags where the camp lay hidden. 


     Vincent eyed the three hundred or so Justiciars at the bottom of the hill. The rocks and crags offered the camp a vantage point, and the defending side had buffered their fortifications with barriers. However, the Justiciars had taken their time, blasting holes in their defenses and chipping away their cover. Hundreds of mana bolts and other spells flew back and forth between the two groups. 


     >Vincent: I’ll bury the daiglass shard between these two cactuses here. Our goal should be to get Xan to the top of the camp where she can use World Fountain. That’ll give our side a massive advantage. 


     >Alexandria: The only problem is that the camp is surrounded by all sides. It’ll be tough to get through so many. I’ll tell my dad to let his people know we’re here, so they don’t attack us by mistake. 


     >Quinn: The Justiciars haven’t noticed us yet—they’re completely focused on the crag. I say the four of us plow through this side and kill as many as possible while Xan rushes for the rocks. 


     >Jim: Yeah, we can clear a path. It’ll be easy. Remember the fight on Eramar? Let’s hit hard and fast. 


     Their party swapped to better armor, and then they sprinted toward the campsite. Vincent ran ahead, but several Justiciars turned and saw them approaching. Before the Justiciars could react, however, Vincent cast Black Cinder and spread the void embers in a path toward the campsite. The void embers burned holes through three dozen Justiciars and killed twenty in seconds. 


     Jim used Gravity Bounce to launch himself into the air, and then climbed higher with Gravity Web. He cast Void Crow and sent it through the crowds of Justiciars, slicing off limbs and decapitating several men. Many of the Justiciars saw him and angled their shots in his direction, but Jim used Phaseshift to dodge the first barrage. 


     Quinn created two Breaker Doppelgangers and charged through the path of destruction that Vincent had caused. She cast Gravity Wave in both directions, knocking dozens of men off their feet. She and her doppelgangers rushed toward the nearest standing men and shattered their armor and bones with lightning-fast Breaker strikes. 


     Xan ran toward the campsite, but sent ten Light-Drain butterflies to already injured enemies. By the time she reached the top and cast World Fountain over the camp, her butterflies had tripled in number thanks to their Mitosis upgrade. 


     Vincent watched the crowds of Justiciars carefully, knowing the strongest of them would counterattack. One of them launched a massive fire spell at their group, but Vincent shoved it away with Zero Field. The fire spell hit a group of Justiciars that Quinn had knocked over with Gravity Wave and exploded into a dozen smaller flames. 


     Many Justiciars equipped swords, hammers, axes, and spears. They charged the Void Knights, and Vincent equipped Song of War. He Scanned dozens of men at once with his Quickeye upgrade, and then hit the strongest four men with quick swipes of his Singing Blade before the crowd reached them. 


     Vincent readied his blade and sliced through the first Justiciar that reached him. He guessed the man must’ve lost his Mana Shield already, but Vincent didn’t have time to reflect on it. He, Jim, Quinn, and Quinn’s doppelgangers sliced and punched their way through the crowd. They struck much faster than their enemies, giving the Justiciars little room for counterattacks. However, the doppelgangers took hits and dissipated in the first few seconds. 


     Vincent felt his mana draining as swords and mana bolts struck his Gravity Shield. The attacks slowed, and his hardened-verasteel armor stopped him from taking any real damage. However, he knew once his mana ran out, and his Gravity Shield stopped slowing attacks, he wouldn’t survive for very long. 


     He roared, slashed, and even elbowed his way through the Justiciars. He cut down ten men, but twenty more took their place. Mana Magnums left dents in his armor, and fire spells burned through his cloak. His mana reserve emptied, and one of the stronger Justiciars stabbed an enhanced-verasteel spear into his side. 


     Vincent screamed and snapped the man’s spear with Song of War. He slashed through the Justiciar’s shield, and then decapitated the man with a second swing. Another blade cut through the back of the Ranger’s armor, and then an explosion hit him in the shoulder. 


     A Mana Cannon! 


     Vincent toppled backward and felt the blood pouring from the hole in his shoulder where the spell had struck him. He expected a killing blow to follow, but then he heard the clamor of a larger battle growing closer. More Justiciars turned toward the campsite where the caravan had launched a counterattack led by Xan and a man Vincent recognized from screenshots to be her father, Lloyd. 


     The Light-Drain butterflies had multiplied into a swarm of dozens that gathered onto Vincent. They sacrificed themselves to heal his injuries and refill part of his mana reserve. He stumbled away from the fighting and chugged an ether. 


     “You,” a grizzled voice called out. A man in hardened-verasteel armor stepped forward. 


     I think he’s the guy that shot me with the Mana Cannon, Vincent thought, Scanning him. 


       


     Player: Killer Sam 


     Class: Fighter 


     Subclass: Ranger 


     Real Age: 36 


     Highest World: Sullo 


     Vitality: Lv 142 


     Spirit: Lv 140 


     Resolve: Lv 138 


     Perception*: Lv 151 


     Agility: Lv 146 


     Strength*: Lv 155 


       


     Sam equipped a greatsword and charged at Vincent. Their blade clashed several times, but Sam seemed to be testing Vincent more than trying to harm him. The grizzled man flashed a smirk. “Are you the one that killed Lucas all those years ago?” 


     Vincent stared at the man. I’ve spent so many years on Eramar with monsters wanting to kill me. However, I’m not getting that same blood-thirsty vibe from this man. Isn’t Killer Sam supposed to be one of Lucas’s closest companions? 


     “I am,” Vincent replied. 


     Sam leapt forward again, and their blades met. They pushed against one another, but Vincent’s higher strength gave him a slight edge. 


     “Did you also free a banned man on that day?” Sam whispered as he leaned toward the blades. 


     Vincent held back his strength just enough for the two men to be on an even level. “I did.” 


     The enemy relaxed his muscles and pulled away from Vincent. “Add me to your party.” 


     “What’s that?” Vincent replied, blinking with confusion. 


     “Add me to your party,” Sam repeated. “I’ll use an advanced mapping rune to show you where Lucas keeps a moderator named Valery prisoner. Lucas is keeping her banned until your team is captured, but if you free her, she can ban Lucas.” 


     “Why would you do that?” Vincent asked. “Aren’t you one of Lucas’s companions? How can I trust you? Besides, if they check your player profile, they’ll realize you betrayed them.” 


     “Who even checks profiles anymore?” Sam replied. “We’ve been here over seventy years, and everyone knows about me. I’m an opportunist that only joined Lucas because it was an easy opportunity. I’ll betray him now because I know the tides are turning against him—I’d rather be on the winning side. Besides that, I quite enjoy talking to Valery. I want to see her freed. Now hurry, my side is losing this battle. Add me to your team, then kill me. I’ll even disable my shield.” 


     Vincent hesitated and stared at the battle. He could see their side had overwhelmed the remaining Justiciars. Vincent reached out his hand, and Sam accepted the party invitation. 


     “Kill me now,” Sam said, raising his greatsword. “Make it look good in case people are watching.” 


     Vincent swung his sword and used Singing Blade to create a shockwave that knocked Sam’s weapon out of his hands. He jumped forward and ran Song of War through his new teammate’s heart. 


     Sam nodded with approval before he crumbled into dust. 


     >Jim: So, uh, mind explaining why that guy you just killed is on our Party List, Vince? 


     Vincent turned to the remaining battle. The last of the Justiciars had scattered in all directions, and a few even gasped at Vincent after they saw him kill Sam. Vincent eyed Xan and Quinn chasing after Justiciars, but Jim floated on a Gravity Web and stared down at him. 


     >Vincent: He said he’ll turn on Lucas. He told me Lucas is keeping another moderator banned and imprisoned. But Sam claims he’ll use an advanced mapping rune to show us where she is. 


     >Jim: And you trusted him just like that? The dude could use our chat logs to spy. 


     >Vincent: I didn’t get that kind of vibe from him. He claimed he’s an opportunist, and he seemed rather straightforward and honest. 


     >Jim: Man, I don’t know. He could be trying to distract us from targeting Lucas directly by convincing us there’s another moderator. I think I would’ve heard of such a thing by now. 


     >Lloyd: Excuse me, but I can confirm that man’s claim. 


     >Jim: Oh, Xan added her father too? Hey there, Lloyd! 


     >Lloyd: Hello, Jim. I didn’t mean to intrude before we meet in person, but there’s a man named Jake that joined our cause. He used to be a moderator, but he told me there was a second moderator that hadn’t lost her powers. However, she disappeared from the game after she went to meet Lucas. Jake believes Lucas banned her and has been holding her captive since the update started. 


     >Jim: For that long? That’s sick. 


     >Lloyd: Yes, but if Killer Sam is being honest, then that presents us with a tremendous opportunity. The hardest part in this entire ordeal is trying to capture Lucas and throw him into an anti-spell chamber. He’s made it easier for us by building a dungeon under his own feet, but if we can free the other moderator, Valery, then she can ban Lucas and restore order to the World-Tree. 


     >Vincent: Then I’ll give Sam a chance to keep to his word. It takes advanced mapping runes to create maps for players far away, but if he’s being honest, he must already have something like that in daiglass storage. So, I’ll keep track of his two-week spawn time. When he respawns, I’ll give him a few hours to map her location. Until then, let’s not use party chat. That way, we won’t give him any useful information. Several hours won’t be enough time to sort through decades of backlogs that are mostly our team joking and bickering, if he turns out to by lying to us. 


     The party chat fell silent, and Vincent approached the hundred and fifty survivors of the attack. He felt awkward stepping into such a crowd after decades on Eramar with only his friends, but he found the new people excited to see him. 


     “You’re the void guy, right?” one man asked. 


     “I heard you killed Lucas once,” a woman said. 


     “Are you really unbannable?” a cloaked figure asked. 


     “It was so cool how you killed so many Justiciars with one spell!” an armored man shouted. 


     “Everyone!” a man yelled. Even from a distance, Vincent recognized the tall, gray-haired man as Lloyd. “Everyone! Don’t crowd our new friends. I know you’re all excited to meet them. However, we need to gather everyone and head to the Jump Gate. Let’s bring our army here, and then we can begin our trip.” 


     Vincent Scanned Lloyd as he approached. 


       


     Player: Blade-Master Lloyd 


     Class: Fighter 


     Subclass: Mage 


     Real Age: 52 


     Highest World: Arkfyr 


     Vitality: Lv 78 


     Spirit*: Lv 85 


     Resolve: Lv 75 


     Perception: Lv 73 


     Agility: Lv 76 


     Strength*: Lv 90 


       


     “I see from your levels, you’ve really been preparing,” Vincent noted. 


     “Most of us have been training constantly,” Lloyd replied. “Although, your team far surpasses even our best people.” 


     “Dad!” Xan shouted, running to her father. She threw her arms around him and lifted him off the ground. “I had to hold back the urge to hug you the entire fight.” 


     “And I the same!” Lloyd replied with tears in his eyes. “My, you’ve grown so strong. I was just telling Vincent about how hard we’ve been training. Yet, your group has grown by leaps and bounds I can hardly imagine. Your levels are about double mine, aren’t they?” 


     “Yeah, about that,” Xan said, placing her dad on the ground. 


     The entire camp had cleared, and most of the players headed for the Jump Gate. Jim and Quinn regrouped with their team, and once Vince retrieved the daiglass shard, they all followed the caravan. They talked to Lloyd about his plans for the upcoming war, and he explained how they’d been gathering equipment and potions. 


     “Although, we don’t have anything as good as the equipment you gathered on Eramar,” Lloyd noted. “Our best-outfitted and leveled players are Jake, Keanu, May, Athena, and River.” 


     “My granddaughter’s gotten that strong?” Jim asked, smiling. 


     “She and my oldest daughter have been training like crazy,” Lloyd said. “When they’re not sparring, they gather a group of friends to explore nearby worlds. Their team has killed several World Bosses and conquered at least a dozen dungeons in the last couple of years.” 


     “Wow, I didn’t know that,” Jim replied. “When we chat, we usually just talk about boring stuff. I tried to tell her about my brewery on Eramar once, and she didn’t call me for over a year.” He chuckled, and then rubbed the back of his neck. “I guess I’m still a boring grandpa despite how cool I am.” 


     They reached the Jump Gate, and groups of ten people took turns team jumping a hundred or so players at a time. Two young women arrived with one of the teams and approached their group. Vincent recognized River, although she looked slightly different from her real-life appearance. She’d made herself about a half-foot taller in the game and had given herself more muscle tone. Beside her walked a voluptuous woman who was even taller. Other than the woman’s fair skin and blonde hair, Vincent wouldn’t have guessed her to be Xan’s sister if he hadn’t seen previous screenshots of her. 


       


     Player: River Will Drown You 


     Class: Fighter 


     Subclass: Warden 


     Real Age: 21 


     Highest World: Magrog 


     Vitality*: Lv 94 


     Spirit: Lv 81 


     Resolve: Lv 79 


     Perception: Lv 85 


     Agility: Lv 77 


     Strength*: Lv 98 


       


     Player: Athena the Fair 


     Class: Mage 


     Subclass: Cleric 


     Real Age: 23 


     Highest World: Magrog 


     Vitality: Lv 79 


     Spirit*: Lv 96 


     Resolve*: Lv 90 


     Perception: Lv 83 


     Agility: Lv 84 


     Strength: Lv 83 


       


     “Xanny!” Athena shouted, running to her sister. The women met and hugged one another. Xan lifted her sibling off the ground like she had her father. “Xan, you’re so strong!” 


     “You’re like a feather,” Xan said, spinning her sister around. She placed Athena on the ground, and the two sisters laughed. 


     “Sup, gramps,” River said, nodding at Jim. 


     “Hey, River,” Jim said, holding out his arms. 


     River raised an eyebrow. “You know I don’t do hugs.” 


     Athena smirked, grabbed River’s arm, and dragged her toward Jim. “Oh, don’t act like you’re too edgy to hug your grandfather.” 


     River sighed and gave Jim a side-hug with one arm. “I guess it’s nice to see you again after, I don’t know, forty years? So, you’re crazy strong now, right?” 


     “My Agility is one-seventy-five,” Jim replied, grinning. 


     “That’s it?” River replied. “I would’ve thought you’d hit two hundred or something.” 


     Athena shook her head in disappointment. “Come on, River. Don’t act like you aren’t impressed.” 


     “Eh, we’ve done pretty well ourselves,” River said. “Show them that thing you’re working on, Athena. You figured out their trick all on your own.” 


     “Oh, yeah!” Athena said, turning to Vincent. “My sister told me vague details about how you developed your power, so I tried to figure it out on my own. I’m pretty far from an actual spell, but this is what I’ve gotten so far.” 


     Athena created a ball of mana and compressed it into a tiny speck of void. She flicked it at Vincent, and it chipped one of the hardened-verasteel links in his armor. “See, we’re pretty cool too. Now let us on your team, old man.” Athena held out her left hand and used her other to pull River’s arm forward. 


     Vincent chuckled and added both women to their Party List. 


     “Your sister’s a feisty one,” Jim muttered to Xan. 


     “Don’t get any ideas, gramps,” River told Jim. She grabbed Athena’s hand and pulled her away from the group. “She’s taken.” 


     “Those two will be a great help in this war,” Quinn noted. “Especially when they have so much experience fighting together. Teamwork makes all the difference in PvP.” 


     “We should outfit our best people with hardened-verasteel armor,” Vincent said. 


     “We have lots of good potions too,” Xan said. 


     “Although, we might need to talk to your granddaughter about her player name, Jim,” Vincent noted. “I mean, River Will Drown You? What kind of player name is that?” 


     Jim sighed, and Quinn shook her head at Vince. 


     “Boss!” a voice shouted. 


     Their group turned to see Big Keanu hurrying from the Jump Gate, Mayfield May following close behind him. 


     Keanu shook Jim’s hand. “Been too long, boss. Hope you’re ready for this war.” 


     “Oh, we’re more than ready,” Jim said. “What about you?” 


     “You got Scan,” Keanu said. “Check out our stats for yourself.” 


       


     Player: Big Keanu 


     Class: Warden 


     Subclass: Rogue 


     Real Age: 29 


     Highest World: Arkfyr 


     Vitality*: Lv 109 


     Spirit: Lv 93 


     Resolve: Lv 88 


     Perception: Lv 90 


     Agility*: Lv 105 


     Strength: Lv 94 


       


     Player: Mayfield May 


     Class: Mage 


     Subclass: Rogue 


     Real Age: 28 


     Highest World: Arkfyr 


     Vitality: Lv 87 


     Spirit*: Lv 110 


     Resolve: Lv 96 


     Perception: Lv 90 


     Agility*: Lv 104 


     Strength: Lv 87 


       


     “Not bad,” Jim said, grinning. “If we sparred, you could probably graze me with an attack or two—you know, if I go easy on you.” He held out his hand and added both of his guildsmen to their Party List. 


     “We might need to borrow that daiglass shard of yours and take a vacation to Eramar when this is over,” May said. “I wouldn’t mind doing some long-term power-leveling like you four.” 


     “Speaking of which,” Vincent said. He waved his hands and raised his voice. “Can I have everyone’s attention? All of you need to set your respawn point to this daiglass shard. That way, if we lose anyone on the journey to Midrun, you’ll respawn with us.” 


     Lloyd touched the shard first. “Not to mention, if we’re defeated, we might be able to use this shard to wage repeated attacks until we finally overcome them.” 


     “Lose?” River said, approaching to touch the daiglass. “We won’t lose.” 


     “That’s right!” Keanu shouted, reaching through the cramped crowd to touch the shard. “We’ll defeat the Justiciars for sure!” 


     Vincent felt suffocated by the crowd, so he passed the shard to Xan. He slipped to the edge of the crowd to take a break, but noticed a bearded man had followed him. Vincent Scanned him, wondering who’d be following him instead of setting their spawn. 


       


     Player: Jake-Jake 


     Class: Sheriff 


     Real Age: 34 


     Highest World: Styxis 


     Vitality*: Lv 136 


     Spirit*: Lv 128 


     Resolve*: Lv 125 


     Perception*: Lv 135 


     Agility*: Lv 132 


     Strength*: Lv 140 


       


     “So, you’re Jake,” Vincent said. “I wanted to talk to you. Lloyd says you can confirm there was another moderator that didn’t lose her powers.” 


     “Yes, my friend Valery,” Jake replied. “I’ve spent decades trying to figure out what happened to her. I’m certain Lucas banned her and put her in his dungeon.” 


     “Can we move farther from the crowd?” Vincent asked, staring at the nearby people. 


     “Yeah, sure,” Jake said, walking toward a sand dune. “Did Lloyd already tell you about Valery’s disappearance?” 


     “He did, but someone else told me about her first,” Vincent replied. “Lucas’s left hand, Killer Sam.” 


     Jake’s eyes opened with surprise. “So, Lucas did have something to do with her disappearance? But why did Sam tell you? Lucas has gone to great lengths to keep her existence a secret for seventy years.” 


     “Sam wants to free Valery,” Vincent replied. “He joined Lucas originally because he’s an opportunist, but realizes Lucas’s rule is running out of time, so he wants to turn to our side. And he says he likes talking to Valery. He might’ve formed a friendship with her, but he says Lucas is keeping her banned until my team is captured.” 


     “That psycho,” Jake spat, turning red with anger. “He can’t keep her frozen for months. That’s torture.” 


     “When Sam respawns, he’ll create a map of where Valery is being held for my team.” 


     Jake held out his hand. “Add me.” 


     Vincent added Jake to the Party List. 


     >Jim: Holy crap, eleven players? One more and we’d be maxed out. 


     >Vincent: Listen up, everyone. For those of you that don’t know, I added Killer Sam to our party. He and I have a deal, but until we know he’ll keep to it, we shouldn’t relay any important information over party chat. 


     >Athena: Don’t worry. By the time Sam respawns, Xan and I will have the backlog filled with useless junk. Lots of gossip and singing. 


     >Quinn: Xan sings? Since when? 


     >Alexandria: No—shush, Athy. 


     >Athena: She and I are terrible singers, so we only sing together. But since she’s grown out of her shell in the last few decades, I’m sure I can get her to sing for everyone. 


     >River: I already regret joining this party. 


     >Jim: Yeah, I’m setting the party chat to mute until we reach Midrun. 


     Vincent smiled and looked at the army gathered at the Jump Gate. Crowds of people talked and eyed the powerful players that had joined them. Vincent guessed at least a thousand people had rallied behind their cause. 


     There are a lot more people than I expected, but from what I’ve heard, it’s still less than Lucas’s forces. We’ll have to best them with better skills, levels, equipment, spells, and tactics. And unlike those Justiciars who are only following orders, these people are fighting with a purpose. All of them could have focused on climbing the World-Tree to escape Lucas’s reach, but they want to stop him. Most of them want to help their friends and family who are still living under Lucas’s rule. And some of them are only in it for the challenge—and a challenge it will be. 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 31 


     Name: Lucas the Chosen Lord 


     Location: Valahym (World) | Midrun (City) | The Lord’s Castle (Region) 


     Class: Sheriff (Moderator) 


     Vitality*: Lv 123 


     Spirit*: Lv 130 


     Resolve*: Lv 128 


     Perception*: Lv 122 


     Agility*: Lv 125 


     Strength*: Lv 123 


       


     Lucas stood on the balcony and watched his soldiers march through the streets. Since the failed attempt to destroy the caravan, the Justiciars had done everything they could to prepare for an invasion. Most of his officials didn’t consider the enemies a real threat, but Lucas had demanded their forces treat the caravan as a grave danger. Friends of Justiciars in Firepeak informed them that hundreds of players had jumped off-world right after the failed attack. The forces hadn’t returned, and rumors spread that an army was on its way to attack Midrun. 


     But why? Why would an army attack me? I understand Zhang’s foolish friends with their immunity. But all those other people? Hundreds? A thousand, even? And they dare throw themselves at Midrun, knowing my power? It makes no sense. Why risk it? Why not focus on building their defenses at Firepeak? Why not run for the upper worlds? Why do they stand against me? Those fools. Are they so jealous of my accomplishments? Do they hate me because I’m so great? Because I conquered the cities they fled from like cowards? 


     Lucas gripped the balcony’s railing. In his mind, he could vaguely remember the faces of the four players that had arrived at the council’s chambers on the day he conquered Midrun. He could remember the man that had slain him. 


     Do all those people really believe in those four? That they can make a difference? If they were on Eramar for all that time, they couldn’t have coerced many followers. Those people joined them of their own accord. So, they must believe they can defeat me. They really believe in them. Not even my own Justiciars think of me that way. They fear me. They worship me. But they don’t trust me like that. No one would risk getting banned for me—except maybe Erik. I’ve been trapped in this game over seventy years. For half that time, I’ve been a king. And yet, I have no close friends. No loved ones. My collection is the closest thing to companionship I’ve felt, and now I can’t even talk to them. 


     A notification from Erik showed on Lucas’s feed. My special guests have gathered. With their help, this whole problem will be dealt with. Then I can unban my collection. And then I’ll—I don’t know. Capture Firepeak? The upper worlds? Add more people to my collection? Get Harper to forgive me? 


     He sighed and headed for the staircase. Maybe Zhang is right. Maybe there’s a hole in my heart. But there wouldn’t be one if I just stopped caring. Stopped giving them chances. If I had tortured Harper for all these years—truly tortured her—she would’ve broken by now. She would’ve been mine. I can make her love me. I only need to put her in her place. 


     Not just her—I need to put everyone in their place. That’s why these fools think they can overthrow me. Because I’ve been too kind—given everyone too many chances. They should beg me to forgive their transgressions. That’s right! I’ll make them grovel. Anyone that ever crossed me. Even Harper. 


     Lucas stepped into the great hall. He eyed Erik and the nine figures standing in line. Fynn the Wolf Lord. Farah of the Thorns. Jackal-Heart Ryan. Titus the Butcher. Bombardier Quinton. Grinning Gwendolyn. Ekon the Paladin. Wayward Charlie. Lightning-Lance Javier. And Killer— 


     “Where’s Sam?” Lucas asked, glancing around the room. 


     “He says he’ll be here shortly,” Erik replied. 


     “Good,” Lucas said. “He already knows why I’ve brought you here, anyways. You are my ten best men, and I want you to be my generals for this siege. All of you will be added to my party, so we can communicate freely during the battle.” 


     “My lord,” Erik said. “Technically, Fynn isn’t one of your men.” 


     Lucas glanced at Fynn the Wolf Lord. The bounty hunter with long gray hair and a furred coat stood in a relaxed position off-center from the rest of the line. He nodded at Lucas, and the moderator did the same in reply. 


     “Fynn and I have an understanding,” Lucas told Erik. “He made a fortune coming down from a higher world to assist with our last invasion. I’ve already offered him the same amount to help with this war—along with a bonus if he captures those four players from Eramar: Void-Foot Jim, Alexandria the Ashen, Abyss-Breaker Quinn, and double for Vincent the Eldritch.” 


     “My lord, that’s a sizeable fortune,” Erik replied, wide-eyed. 


     “I don’t care,” Lucas said. “We’ll raise the taxes on our worlds to double—or triple—so we can prepare for future invasions. All that matters is that I conquer the World-Tree. If people are unhappy, they can join the Justiciars and fight for me. Besides, regular citizens don’t need gild. They can’t starve in this game and only exist to serve my empire.” 


     A couple of the generals nodded in approval, but Fynn smirked. 


     Smile all you want, Fynn, but I don’t plan on paying you. I’ll simply ban you after the war because you’re too strong to let roam free. 


     “For such a mighty payment, I’ll even use my best gear this time,” Fynn said. “Basteel armor, and a folded basteel blade.” 


     “I warn you,” Lucas said, “they have an attack that bypassed my Mod Shield. And I don’t just mean the Threshold. But if they reach you, they’ll hopefully be out of mana and potions. I want different pairs of generals protecting different sections of the city. Fynn will stop them from entering the castle.” 


     “Wouldn’t it be safer to attack them together?” Jackal-Heart Ryan asked. “Preferably with you in the lead to ban their best people?” 


     “No, no,” Lucas said. “I’m not abandoning my castle, and I’m not leaving my collection unguarded. Don’t let them reach this castle, understood?” 


     “Why pay me a fortune just to put me in front of the castle?” Fynn asked. “Do you really think they’ll get that far? Their army is rumored to be only about a thousand people. Even if those four have cheap abilities, they shouldn’t make it that far.” 


     “That way, they’ll be out of mana and potions when they reach you,” Lucas said. “Those four are our main focus. If we all attack at once, they’ll use their cheating spells to destroy us. If we’re defeated, the rest of my army will fall. I’d rather force them to burn through resources before they reach the real challenge.” 


     Fynn shrugged. “Whatever.” 


     “I think it’s a great plan,” Farah of the Thorns replied. The woman brushed her long, wavy hair away from her eyes. “I presume I’ll be with Fynn, correct?” 


     “Of course,” Lucas said. “You two made a formidable team last time.” 


     “Ooh,” Grinning Gwendolyn muttered. “Sounds like Farah has a crush.” The scrawny young woman snickered. “So, who’s my partner, boss? I assume you’re going the whole duo route.” 


     “Yes,” Lucas said. “You and Quinton will set up an ambush on the streets leading to the castle.” 


     “Aw, man,” Gwendolyn groaned. “Can’t I be with someone cooler? Like Javier?” 


     Lucas shook his head. “Javier and Ekon will ready our men at the barracks. If our enemies break the wall, the two of them should be able to clean out all but their strongest people. Titus and Charlie will oversee the wall’s defense, but I do expect it to falter somewhere. Our enemies are persistent and have spent years preparing for this assault.” 


     “What about me?” Ryan asked. 


     “You, Sam, and Erik will stay with me,” Lucas replied. “You’ll help inside the castle—assuming the enemies make it this far.” 


     “That’s a big assumption,” Farah replied. “I wouldn’t be surprised if they got past the rest of these dolts, but Fynn and I are certainly in the top hundred players in the game. We were early beta testers, after all. I’ve been all the way to Styxis and only came back down because of that frustrating Demon Lord.” 


     “Demon Lord?” Lucas questioned. 


     “An Exotic Boss that started to wage war against Styxis shortly before I left,” Farah explained. “I never even made it to the angels because of him and his forces. These pests of yours can’t compare to his minions.” 


     “You’ve never seen enemies like this,” Lucas replied. “They might not be on your level, but they have spells that use negative energy. They’re exploiting ARKUS’s holy design to try to remove his chosen lord from power. They know they could never defeat me fairly.” 


     Fynn raised an eyebrow. 


     “Negative energy?” Farah questioned, looking surprised. “That’s just like the Demon Lord. That monster was like nothing else in this game. How could a player harness that same power?” 


     “Not getting cold feet, are you?” Fynn asked. 


     “Never,” Farah replied, clenching her fists. “It’ll be good practice before I return to Styxis. Oh, Lucas, is there any chance you can let me torture them for information on how they developed those powers? Once I’ve captured them, of course.” 


     And let more players learn to defeat me? Never. I’ll ban you too. 


     “Certainly,” Lucas lied. “That will be my reward for your loyal service.” 


     The gate behind Lucas’s throne opened, and Sam stepped into the great hall. Everyone turned to him. 


     “About time,” Erik muttered. 


     “My apologies, boss,” Sam said. “I was checking all the runes to make sure they were all at one hundred percent for the big battle. You never know when a stray attack could break the floor of the castle.” 


     “Ah, you have my thanks,” Lucas replied. “I’ll consider that part of your repayment for failing to destroy the camp. You can earn the rest of my forgiveness by acting as one of my generals. You and Erik will stay with me in the castle, but I’ll have you send private messages between different groups as we coordinate our defenses and possible counterattacks. Oh, and you’ll need to join my Party List like the other generals.” 


     Lucas held out his hand. 


     “Maybe I should form a party with the men working directly under me,” Sam replied. “That way I can keep track of multiple reports at once.” 


     Lucas reached closer. “No, I like my way better. I want a direct line of communication with my generals at all times.” 


     You’ve received a private chat invitation from Grand Chancellor Erik. Do you accept? (Yes/No) 


     Lucas paused and agreed to the chat invitation. 


     >Erik: My lord, look at Sam’s player profile. His Party List! 


     Lucas checked Sam’s player profile, glancing at the team listing, and blinked in confusion. 


     Sam is one of my loyal followers. He’s almost like a friend. One of the few people I actually respect that not’s in my collection. He—he’s a traitor? 


     Lucas curled all his fingers but his index and fired Mod Gun. 


     Sam smirked as Lucas pointed and simply replied with a snort just before the Mod Gun froze him. 


     The other players in the room tensed, except for Fynn the Wolf Lord. He glanced at Lucas and then Sam. “Oh, he betrayed us.” 


     “You didn’t have to ban him!” Ryan shouted at Lucas. 


     “Did you know?” Lucas asked, turning to Sam’s closest friend. “Sam joined their team. He must’ve been up to something in my dungeon. Did you know anything about it?” 


     “I didn’t,” Ryan replied, looking frightened. “I’ve barely had time to talk to him since he respawned this morning. Are you sure he’s a traitor? Maybe he joined them to gather intel.” 


     “He would’ve told us,” Erik said. “My lord, should we ban Ryan too?” 


     “Woah, woah!” Ryan said, holding up his hands. “I’m not involved with whatever Sam was up to. If you don’t believe me, you can put me on the front line and have the other generals watch me.” 


     “You don’t know anything?” Lucas asked. “Any reason he would’ve betrayed me?” 


     “I don’t know,” Ryan said, trying to think. “He once told me he likes talking to Valery. Maybe he got the hots for her and thought he could free her?” 


     Lucas looked at Sam. “My dear companion, why didn’t you say you had a crush on Valery? I could’ve put you in a cell with her. Only, I’ve recently realized how soft I’ve been. I’ve given people too many chances. I’ve been too nice. So, unfortunately, I won’t be putting you anywhere near her. In fact, you’ll stay frozen for a hundred years. When you’re a broken, tortured husk, I might give you the opportunity for redemption.” 


     “Come on!” Ryan shouted. “Please, don’t do that. Sam’s the reason you captured Zhang—he’s the reason you have this city. Please, don’t torture my friend—” 


     Lucas hit Ryan with Mod Gun the moment the cooldown finished. 


     “What did I say?” Lucas muttered. He glanced around the room. “I’m too nice. All Ryan had to do was keep his mouth shut, and I would’ve let him join the frontlines like he offered. Erik, drag them to the dungeon.” 


     “Yes, Lord Lucas,” Erik said, bowing. He grabbed the two frozen men and dragged them away. 


     “Excuse my asking,” Fynn said, despite the other generals looking too nervous to speak. “What do you think Sam hoped to accomplish by adding them to his friend list? You think he was planning a trap?” 


     Lucas forced a smile. “It must’ve been some foolish plan to incapacitate me and force me to unban Valery. Don’t worry about it. You all can leave now. This betrayal has left me in a bad mood.” 


     Fynn nodded and left the great hall, and the others followed after him. 


     Once Lucas found himself alone, he stared around the great hall. He looked at the towering, glossy walls and chandelier overhead. His eyes fell to the white floor tiles, and a smile spread across his face. 


     >Lucas: Erik, this foiled conspiracy has given me an excellent idea. I think we should set a trap ourselves. Do we have plenty of premade rune panels from our dungeon reconstruction last year? 


     >Erik: Oh, we have thousands of runes in storage, my lord. I know how much you like crafting rune systems. 


     >Lucas: Then you’ll believe me when I say, this will be my best one yet. 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 32 


     Name: Vincent the Eldritch 


     Location: Vatar (World) | Tumbling Hills (Region) 


     Class: Ranger 


     Subclass: Mage 


     Vitality: Lv 165 


     Spirit*: Lv 174 


     Resolve: Lv 153 


     Perception*: Lv 180 


     Agility: Lv 163 


     Strength: Lv 162 


       


     Vincent eyed the buildings of the Justiciar outpost that surrounded Vatar’s Jump Gate. It looked like Lucas’s men had abandoned it in a hurry weeks ago. 


     “They didn’t even bother to defend this spot,” Lloyd noted. “They must have gathered all their forces to Valahym in preparation of our attack.” 


     “Those cowards,” Keanu said, grinning. “These Justiciars act so bravely when people are too afraid to fight back. But now that we’ve united against them, they’re hiding behind their walls and cannons, cowering and hoping their moderator will protect them.” 


     “Or they’re thinking strategically,” May said. “They know this little outpost won’t slow us. They might as well gather all their people together.” 


     “Everyone, stop!” Vincent shouted, raising one hand. 


     The army came to a halt. 


     “Move close together!” Vincent screamed. “Wardens, put up barriers around the crowd.” 


     Barriers raised over the army, and everyone whispered in confusion. 


     “You see something?” Quinn asked her friend. 


     Vincent’s sharp eyes focused on the subtle lines racing across the steps of the Jump Gate. “There are trip runes on these steps. They’ve set up a trap of some sort.” 


     “A trap?” Lloyd questioned. 


     “Look at the buildings,” Jim said, peering around. “I Scanned three explosive runes, but there’s probably more. They shouldn’t break our barriers, but if we hadn’t been prepared, it could’ve picked off a couple hundred of our weakest soldiers.” 


     “Everyone, steel yourselves!” Vincent shouted. “The buildings are about to explode.” 


     The army raised their shields, cast additional barriers, and equipped heavier armor. Vincent placed his foot on the nearest trip rune, and all the buildings of the outpost exploded with flashes of different-colored mana. Shockwaves rocked the army, but they held their ground, and their barriers held steady. 


     “Wardens to the front!” Vincent yelled. “They might’ve prepared more traps.” 


     “What if they’re waiting with an army at the Jump Gate?” Xan asked. “They might expect our strongest people to jump first.” 


     “That would be foolish of them,” Vincent replied. “They’re better off taking advantage of Midrun’s defenses. The Beholden Eye alone could kill a hundred men if they’re exposed.” 


     “Not to mention we’d have an amazing vantage point to fire down on them while descending,” Jim noted. “It’d be a ridiculous gamble to center the entire fight at the Jump Gate. But just in case, we should have as many people jump at once. Put forward our strongest players and best Wardens.” 


     “Agreed,” Vincent said. 


     Lloyd nodded, and then organized groups of Wardens and their most powerful players. They gathered about a third of their army on the Jump Gate, and Lloyd counted down for the jump. 


     “3-2-1.” 


     Vincent activated his Jump Crystals a split-second before everyone else. He hovered into the air and watched as the next third of their army hurried to position themselves. His eyes stayed on Valahym as he flew into space, and he equipped the Beholden Eye on the off chance the Justiciars tried such a trap. 


     If I see Lucas, I should take him out first and mark the exact moment of his death on my HUD. If Sam was truthful, then we know exactly where Valery is being held. 


     Vincent checked the highly detailed map that Sam had sent them. Sam’s advanced runes had even let him tag specific places. He’d marked all the notable captives in Lucas’s dungeon, including Zhang. The foe-turned-ally had even mapped half the castle and the surrounding area. However, Sam’s last message to them still left Vincent nervous. 


     Sam’s last message said he’d been found out. He’s still on the party list, but has sent nothing else, which means he was either put in a cell or banned. If Lucas guessed what he was doing, he could’ve moved Valery. But that depends on if he figured out I can free people. Even if he didn’t, he knows we’re planning something, which means he’s had time to think of a plan himself. 


     Vincent glanced at the map again. But what if we don’t attack the castle directly? Some of his tunnels are close to the surface. If I save the Beholden Eye, I could use it to break into the dungeon without going through the castle. Unless Lucas plans to fight on the battlefield, we might free Valery and Zhang without engaging him directly. 


     Vincent hesitantly unequipped the Beholden Eye as he neared Valahym. Instead, he readied a mana-storage rune, hoping he could pull off two Black Cinders if they encountered an army at the Jump Gate. However, as he floated downward, he caught no sight of an army. 


     Also abandoned. But I should check for traps either way. 


     He landed on the Jump Gate and Scanned everything in sight. He saw no signs of traps and gave a sigh of relief as the army landed safely. Vincent stepped off the platform and eyed the city in the distance. He couldn’t help but notice the grass and scattered trees where there’d once been only a wasteland. 


     Plugging the world magic fractures worked. In another century, this world will overflow with life again. 


     “There it is!” Quinn said, joining his side. “I’ve waited decades for this battle. I’m almost afraid it’ll be too easy.” 


     “Don’t worry about that,” Lloyd said. “Lucas has had many years to build up his defenses. It’s a good thing you four have so many friends and allies, because I doubt your original plan would’ve ever worked.” 


     “I’ll find a spot to place the daiglass shard while the rest of the army lands,” Vincent said. He rushed around the Jump Gate and ran toward the nearby valley. After a few minutes, Vincent found a deep canyon out of sight of the gate and buried the shard under the shadow of a young tree. He ran back to the Jump Gate to find the army ready. 


     Vincent joined the Wardens and stronger players in the front, and they marched toward Midrun. They weren’t even halfway there before the rune cannons opened fire. The Wardens raised their forcefields, and the army continued forward. 


     “They’ve upgraded their cannons,” Vincent said, Scanning them. “Looks like they added a layer of momentum runes to give them more distance and power.” 


     “Well, their aim sure sucks,” Keanu said, eyeing explosions that missed the army. 


     “They sacrificed aim for range and damage,” May noted. “Typical Justiciars. All bite and no thought.” 


     As they marched closer, the rune cannons’ fire became more concentrated on the army. Vincent could see they’d greatly increased the number of cannons since their original visit. However, their army kept their forcefields steady, and every soldier had a hundred ethers or more with them. 


     “This is too easy,” River said, helping maintain a forcefield. 


     “We haven’t even got to the hard part,” Athena said. “You need a top-off?” 


     “Yeah, I could use ten percent,” River replied. 


     Athena nodded and held a hand toward River. Her palm glowed with light that spread over River’s body. 


     Mana Gift (Cleric Only) – Mana Usage: Varies | Gives a within-reach player a portion of the user’s mana, however 5% of that mana is lost as a conversion cost. 


     “Thanks,” River said. 


     Athena smiled. “No problem, babe.” 


     The bombardment grew more intense as they reached the city-wide barrier, and Vincent used his high Perception to watch the blinking cannons closely. He waited till he saw a gap in the explosions before reaching past his side’s forcefields to shoot Void Gun. His spell split Midrun’s barrier, and his army’s Wardens set up forcefields in the gap before it sealed itself. They pushed against the barrier, widening the gap, and the Jiminy World Crickets poured past the forcefield. 


     As they came closer to the city, Vincent cast Zero Field on mana balls hurtling toward his army. He redirected them back at the city wall and hit it several times before he needed to refill his mana with ether.  After another series of repelled attacks, he eyed the holes and cracks he’d left on the massive wall. “One powerful spell ought to bring it down now.” 


     “I’ll take care of that,” Quinn said, holding up her fist. 


     They approached too close to the wall for the cannons to target their army, however hundreds of Justiciars spammed spells from atop the wall. The Crickets’ forcefields wavered as arrows, spears, fireballs, lightning, ice, and mana rained down on them. 


     “Xan, use your fountain,” Vincent said between gulps of ether. “It’s the only way we’ll be able to fight from this position.” 


     Xan nodded and cast World Fountain. Her light beam split the earth, and rainbow-colored water rained on their army. Their forcefields held steady through the attacks, and the army barely needed ethers to maintain their defenses underneath the World Fountain. 


     “Xanny, you’re the best!” Athena said, smiling. “This spell gives us a huge advantage for the siege.” 


     Quinn rushed at the damaged wall and struck it with Gravity Fist. A section of the wall exploded inward, and even crashed onto a defense tower. Wardens protected Quinn from the falling rubble, but a thousand tons of stone fell onto Justiciars inside the city 


     “The Jiminy World Crickets are here!” Jim screamed, raising his fist. 


     The invading army launched their first attack on the nearby squadrons of confused Justiciars by bombarding them with spells. Vincent and Lloyd rallied their people to gather at the missing section of the wall, so Justiciars high above didn’t have a good angle on them. With the World Fountain restoring their Wardens’ mana, they found it easy to defend the new bottleneck. 


     Squadrons of Justiciars rushed across the streets from different directions, and Vincent could tell they’d prepared for the enemy army to break the wall. The first hundred Justiciars fell to their bombardment, but soon more than a thousand had gathered at strategically placed barricades. Just as many Justiciars positioned themselves in nearby towers and attacked with long-distance spells. 


     The Void Knights gathered together and targeted the nearest tower with combined Mana Cannons, collapsing the tower in seconds. They replenished their mana using ethers and the rainbow rain, and then they destroyed the next closest tower. 


     By the time they’d toppled the third closest tower, the number of Justiciars on the nearby streets had doubled. The enemies gathered their own squadrons of Wardens and pushed closer. 


     “Okay, this is getting rough!” River shouted, struggling to keep one of the team forcefields in place. 


     >Vincent: Jim, Quinn, Xan. We need to make our move before they bring down our forcefields. Use your Blood of the Ancient potions. 


     >Keanu: Hold on, I’ll buff you too. 


     Keanu held his hands out toward the four strongest players. An orange light flashed over them one by one, although he had to pause and drink an ether to get all four. 


     Triple-Plated Barrier Armor (Warden Only | Upgraded) – Mana Usage: Medium | Magic Rating: 100 | Creates three layers of barrier over the shields of a within-reach player that lasts ten minutes. | Threshold (100) | Weaker Elemental Threshold. 


     >Athena: I have a buff that won’t cancel out his, although it only lasts three minutes. 


     She waved her hands at two, drank an ether, and cast the spell on the next two. Light danced across the four players bodies. 


     Light-Absorption Buffer (Cleric Only) – Mana Usage: Medium | Creates a field of light absorption around target player for three minutes. This field absorbs the strength of incoming mana attacks, lowering their magic rating by 50. 


     It lowers magic attacks by 50? Vincent noted. That means my Gravity Shield’s Nullify will even stop Mana Magnums for one minute. The only problem is it still uses my mana to Nullify them, so I can’t let myself get overwhelmed. 


     Vincent and his three closest friends drank Blood of the Ancient potions. The potion tasted terrible, and he gagged trying to choke it down, but he felt the thirty-minute buff take hold as his levels increased by twenty for all his stats. 


     With level 200 Perception, Vincent felt like he was watching the war in slow motion. He followed mana bolts whizzing through the air and Scanned enemies before they could even cast their spells. He eyed the tightest-packed group of Justiciars and knew he should target them. 


     Vincent took off from the protective barriers, eyeing a gap in the crossfire. He darted at superhuman speed for one of the broken towers, planning to use it for cover. He equipped a mega-ether in one hand, and then leapt over the rubble, throwing himself high into the air with Zero Field. 


     He felt the barrier armor chip away from mana blasts as hundreds of Justiciars shot at him. However, his Gravity Field stopped the next few attacks. Vincent flew over an entire squadron of Justiciars and cast Black Cinder. He landed, chugged half the mega-ether, and then cast Black Cinder once more on the other side of the squadron. 


     Thousands of void embers rained on the Justiciars, putting holes through their bodies. A hundred men died at once, and a hundred more were left with holes in their limbs. Their screams almost drowned out the explosions and whizzing mana. 


     Vincent took off in a superhuman sprint the moment he finished casting his second Black Cinder. He circled around the burning men, using them as cover from the next closest squadron. The men had no qualms about firing through their own allies, however, and they gunned down dozens of injured soldiers in their attempts to hit Vincent. 


     The Ranger finished his mega-ether as he rushed toward the broken wall. He felt his mana draining quickly as stray shots pelted him. His ears caught the boom of Quinn’s Gravity Fist tearing through a crowd of Justiciars, and he eyed Jim’s Void Crow cutting down a dozen men. 


     The army of Jiminy World Crickets saw their opportunity and charged forward, leaving their cover and rainbow rain behind. They rallied behind the other three Void Knights and tore through the weakened army of Justiciars. Most of the Crickets had their shields still up and magic nearly maxed, and they slaughtered the mana-fatigued enemies. 


     Vincent took refuge under the rainbow rain and eyed the hundreds of Light-Drain Butterflies as they swooped onto the next squadron of Justiciars, weakening them before the Crickets attacked. 


     Two heavily armored men dropped from the broken wall, and Vincent Scanned them as they landed. 


       


     Player: Titus the Butcher 


     Class: Fighter 


     Subclass: Warden 


     Real Age: 49 


     Highest World: Zelik 


     Vitality*: Lv 113 


     Spirit: Lv 95 


     Resolve: Lv 94 


     Perception: Lv 91 


     Agility: Lv 103 


     Strength*: Lv 121 


       


     Player: Wayward Charlie 


     Class: Warden 


     Subclass: Mage 


     Real Age: 30 


     Highest World: Zelik 


     Vitality*: Lv 124 


     Spirit*: Lv 119 


     Resolve: Lv 109 


     Perception: Lv 101 


     Agility: Lv 99 


     Strength: Lv 97 


       


     Six more Justiciars landed nearby the two men, and then the two stronger ones cast a spell that created a dome around Vincent and the Justiciars that stopped the rainbow rain from pouring onto them. 


     Battle Dome (Warden Only) – Mana Usage: High (Teammates that cast this spell together can split the cost between them) | Mana Rating: 600 | Creates a dome that prevents players or monsters from entering or leaving, but only lasts three minutes. 


     “We got you!” Titus the Butcher shouted as he equipped a greatsword. “You ain’t getting anywhere near Lucas.” 


     “Now, hold on, Titus,” Wayward Charlie said. “He’s still extremely strong. All of us together might lose if we don’t play it safe. Let’s hit him with magic first.” 


     The Justiciars pointed their hands at Vincent and fired a barrage of Mana Magnums, but Vincent rolled away, equipped Song of War, and sprinted in a circle around the dome. With his incredible speed and reflexes, the Justiciars failed to land their shots. 


     Vincent ran along the forcefield, and then darted toward the Justiciars, but Charlie raised his hands, and a glowing stone wall rose between them. Vincent stopped himself at the wall, but then the stone swung downward, smashing against him. The force of the blow smashed the wall into pieces and slung Vincent across the ground. He felt the last bit of his mana trickle away as his Gravity Shield nullified the damage. 


     He caught himself as he rolled across the ground and then kicked off the dirt, launching himself back at the group. All but the two strongest players seemed surprised as Vincent raised Song of War. 


     Titus jumped forward and blocked the blade with a greatsword. Song of War chipped its edge, and the man struggled to stop Vincent’s momentum. The other Justiciars rushed at Vincent with counterattacks, but the Void Knight leapt away and put several meters of distance between them. 


     “He’s too fast!” Charlie grumbled. 


     Vincent equipped a mega-ether, but before he could touch the bottle to his lips, the Justiciars fired on him again. He dodged their attacks with quick steps and took sips between attacks. 


     “Stop him!” Charlie shouted, firing more spells. “Don’t let him recover his mana!” 


     Vincent dashed toward Charlie, stopped halfway as the man raised a barrier, and fired Void Gun. The shot split the barrier, put a hole through Charlie’s head, and even blew the arm off the Justiciar behind him thanks to the Weighted Shell upgrade. 


     Titus roared, raised his greatsword, and charged at Vincent. “Just die already!” he screamed. The uninjured Justiciars equipped swords and followed their leader. 


     Vincent blocked Titus’s attacks with ease. He danced around the enemy and waited for an opening before slashing through the man’s double-layered mana shield with one swipe. Vincent sidestepped one of Titus’s attacks, then lopped off the Justiciar’s arm. 


     Titus screamed in pain as his allies slashed at Vincent. They swiped and stabbed and tried to circle around him. However, the Ranger always turned or knocked away their attacks a moment before they would’ve struck. After mere seconds, he’d removed their mana shields with quick taps of his orosteel blade. 


     Too easy, Vincent thought, watching their sluggish attacks. It’s not even my higher levels giving me the biggest advantage. It’s from years of sparring with Xan, who could take down all these guys in a sword fight even if they were her level. 


     Vincent decapitated one Justiciar, ducked another’s attack, cut off that man’s legs, and then jumped up to slash through another man’s chest. He stabbed one man in the heart as the Justiciar raised his sword, and then Vincent sidestepped an attack right as he heard footsteps behind him. He spun and hacked the man in half. 


     Titus’s jaw fell open as he watched his men die one by one. “Y-you monster! I won’t let you near my lord. I’ve done too many terrible things to Lucas’s enemies to see him overthrown.” He equipped a small item to his hand and popped it into his mouth. 


     A Lotus Capsule, Vincent figured. He paused and smirked as Titus charged forward. My group practically invented that strategy. 


     Vincent stayed calm as the man rushed toward him, and his eyes stayed on Titus’s jaw muscles. Just as the muscles tightened, Vincent threw himself backward. He scraped the tiny bit of mana he had to cast Zero Field and throw himself faster as Titus’s body turned to mana. 


     Titus exploded with a flash that spread across the dome. 


     Vincent collided with the barrier, but the explosion didn’t reach him. He chuckled to himself as he watched the remaining Justiciars be devoured by their ally’s flames. Vincent stood, drank the rest of his mega-ether, and then knocked out the barrier with Void Gun. 


     As soon as the forcefield came down, his allies flooded back into the gap in the broken wall. 


     “Fall back!” Lloyd shouted. “Get beneath the rain!” 


     “What happened?” Vincent asked. 


     “The enemies prepared a counterattack,” Lloyd said. “We lost almost a third of our people.” 


     >Vincent: Party count! Who’s alive? 


     >Jim: Check. 


     >Athena: Present. 


     >Alexandria: Doing great. 


     >Quinn: Me too. 


     >Keanu: I busted up that hardened-verasteel armor you gave me, but I’m okay. 


     >River: Like fifty people died around me, but I’m only psychologically scarred. 


     >Jake: I’ve barely broken a sweat. 


     >Lloyd: You know I’m still here. 


     Vincent paused for a few seconds as the remains of their army gathered and their Wardens tossed up more barriers. 


     >Keanu: Crap, I don’t think May survived. Her group was caught by those two strong guys. One of them broke my armor. 


     >River: The same two that killed everyone around me? Not going to lie, I bailed out of there like a chicken. 


     >Jim: I see them. They’re standing in front. 


     Vincent pushed his way to the front of the crowd. He saw the lines of Justiciars that had formed together to push back the Jiminy World Crickets. Two men stood at the front of the lines. One wore knightly armor and wielded a longsword, and the other wore lighter armor and carried a spear. Both men drank potions as Vincent Scanned them. 


       


     Player: Lightning-Lance Javier 


     Class: Mage 


     Subclass: Fighter 


     Real Age: 25 


     Highest World: Chata 


     Vitality: Lv 115 (+10) 


     Spirit*: Lv 138 (+10) 


     Resolve: Lv 121 (+10) 


     Perception: Lv 117 (+10) 


     Agility: Lv 119 (+10) 


     Strength*: Lv 131 (+10) 


       


     Player: Ekon the Paladin 


     Class: Fighter 


     Subclass: Cleric 


     Real Age: 96 


     Highest World: Karrak 


     Vitality: Lv 128 (+10) 


     Spirit: Lv 130 (+10) 


     Resolve*: Lv 137 (+10) 


     Perception: Lv 126 (+10) 


     Agility: Lv 129 (+10) 


     Strength*: Lv 142 (+10) 


       


     Those potions buffed them, Vincent noticed, eyeing the +10 beside their stats. Must be pretty good stuff. Blood of the Ancient is the only other potion I’ve ever seen that boosts all your stats. 


     Ekon raised his hand and shouted something, and the army of Justiciars halted their attacks. Hundreds of people drank ethers, and then Ekon slammed his hand downward. The army fired a massive barrage of attacks all at once, and the Jiminy World Crickets’ forcefields shattered one by one. 


     Javier raised his spear and lightning danced across it. 


     Lightning Breaker (Figher Only | Upgraded) – Mana Usage: Medium | Charges a weapon or limb with electric Breaker energy that can bypass armor. | Upgrades – Bonebreaker: Increases the chance of breaking bones. | Organcrusher: Increases the chance of damaging internal organs. | Stonebreaker: Increases the chance of damaging strong materials other than weapons and armor. | Chain Lighting: Spend a low amount of mana to have this attack spread to nearby enemies when you hit a target. | Thunderous Shockwave: Spend a low amount of mana to increase the chance of Breaker effects. 


     Ekon waved a hand over himself, chugged a potion, and then waved a hand at Javier. Light danced over their bodies, leaving a whitish aura. 


     Walking Dead (Cleric Only | Upgraded) – Mana Usage: High | Creates an aura over a within-reach player that lasts one minute. This aura prevents a player from dying unless their brain or heart is severely damaged. | Upgrades – Heartless: Destroying the target player’s heart won’t kill them. | From the Grave: Critical wounds regenerate while this aura is in effect, however the target won’t regenerate severed limbs. 


     Ekon and Javier rushed toward the Jiminy World Crickets. Ekon cut down one of the weakened barriers with his longsword, and then Javier rushed into the crowd. He stabbed the nearest player with his spear and activated Lightning Breaker’s upgrades. Electricity danced across a dozen players, shattering many of their bones and armor. Several of the Wardens fell, and most of their barriers collapsed. 


     Jake struck Ekon with a Mana Cannon, knocking out his two-layered shield. Nearby players, including Keanu, fired on Ekon with Mana Magnums that dented and then tore through his armor, but he ignored them and attacked the round-bellied man. Keanu must’ve lost his shields during the retreat, because Ekon’s hardened-verasteel sword tore through his light armor and skewered him. 


     Vincent rushed toward Javier, but the man seemed to ignore him and strike another group with Lightning Breaker as mana bolts from Justiciars barraged their army. Quinn reached him first and smashed through his shields and armor with Gravity Fist, throwing him across the battlefield. 


     Javier slowly stood, his body obviously broken and twisted. He equipped a new spear as his spine snapped back into place, and then he charged another group. River met him halfway and blocked his attack, but the chain lightning still hit nearby allies. 


     Vincent glanced at Jake to find he’d decapitated Ekon, but Ekon’s body still fought. Once it knocked out Jake’s shields, it thrust its sword through the man’s chest. 


     Jake’s eyes opened wide, and he glanced at Vincent. 


     >Jake: Save my friend. Please. 


     The former moderator turned to dust by the time Vincent approached close enough to see Ekon’s head. The head chuckled on the ground until it saw Vincent approaching. He fired Void Gun through the head, and it turned to dust. 


     >Vincent: You need to destroy Javier’s brain! Ekon used a spell— 


     >Jim: I saw. 


     Vincent looked through the crowds and flying mana bolts in time to see Jim’s Void Crow slice through Javier’s skull. The powerful Justiciar had knocked River to the ground, but she’d held him back with a forcefield. The crow ripped through his brain, turning Javier to dust. 


     “Get the shields back up!” Lloyd shouted at their army. 


     Vincent looked around, noticing they’d lost all but a couple hundred soldiers. It’s too late for forcefields. We need to take out that army, or we’ll be forced to retreat. Their mana barrage is slowing down, so this might be our chance. 


     >Vincent: Regroup at the front. The enemies are running low on mana. 


     He rushed through the crowd while drinking a mega-ether. Jim, Quinn, and Xan met him there, and they all fired Mana Cannons at the Justiciars. They drank mega-ethers and shot a second round as Lloyd, River, and Athena joined them. Mana bolts pounded the Void Knights’ shields and armor, but they held steady until the rest of their army joined in their counterattack. 


     Explosions ripped through the Justiciars as many of them struggled to drink potions. 


     >Vincent: Give me cover—I’ll go in. 


     Vincent downed another mega-ether and rushed for the broken tower left of the Justiciars. A few mana shots hit him, and he felt a spot of blood on his side. However, his friends forced more of the enemies into cover with repeated attacks. 


     Jim spammed Mana Cannons thanks to his skill at chugging potions, Quinn blasted the Justiciars’ cover apart with Gravity Waves, and Xan swarmed enemies with dozens of Light-Drain Butterflies. 


     Vincent drank two normal ethers to finish restoring his mana while in cover. He traded Song of War for a mana-storage rune. 


     At max mana with the Blood of the Ancient’s bonus levels, I’d only need to drink part of a mega-ether to get off two Black Cinders—three if I can draw mana from this rune fast enough. 


     He waited until his teammates gave him an opening, and then sprinted toward the opposing army. They’d been reduced to only a few hundred men, and most of them seemed focused on hiding behind cover or drinking potions. A few saw him and unleashed spells, but Vincent sidestepped all but one Mana Magnum, which dented an armor plate. 


     Vincent leapt onto a broken wall that many Justiciars had taken cover behind. He released his first Black Cinder, and then dove away as they fired off attacks. He rolled across the ground, trying to keep momentum as the dirt exploded from flying spells. 


     The old man jumped to his feet, ducked, and sprinted around groups of Justiciars. A few more attacks struck his side, but he ignored them and chugged a mega-ether. A mana bolt shattered the bottle, but he’d already drunk enough. He pivoted and blasted the army with a second Black Cinder. 


     Groups of Justiciars to his right emerged from their cover, having drank potions. One fired a Mana Cannon that ripped through Vincent’s armor and bloodied his chest. The Ranger tumbled back, but managed to catch his footing. He saw his allies charging from the corner of his eye, and they forced the Justiciars back with mana blasts. 


     Vincent gathered mana from the rune before he unleashed a third Black Cinder on the cowering Justiciars. Dozens of men melted away from the embers, and dozens more found their hands, arms, legs, and shoulders full of holes. The men screamed and burned, and many tried to flee. However, the Jiminy World Crickets circled around the Justiciars and gunned down any man that stood from cover. 


     Xan ran up to Vincent and healed his wounds, but the old man was distracted by the mass destruction they’d caused. Several blocks of the city had been torn to pieces by their battle, and dust covered everything. He looked at his hands and noticed that even he was covered in blood and dust from players he’d slain. 


     >Athena: We’re winning! This war is good as done! 


     >Lloyd: This isn’t close to over. Lucas probably wanted our void users weakened before they reached him. They’re the only ones that can stop him, and he knows that. The rest of us are mere cannon fodder. Besides, we know from our intel that Lucas has stronger Justiciars than these. He has elite soldiers and a few high-level players that might challenge Xan and her friends. 


     >River: Ugh, that lightning guy was bad enough. You’re telling me he wasn’t even their best guy? 


     >Lloyd: Not even close. I get the feeling Lucas put him to the front to clear out our weakest soldiers. 


     >Vincent: I noticed that too. He didn’t even try to fight me. His spells were better developed for clearing out groups of weaker enemies. They only wanted to whittle away at our army, so their stronger people can focus on us. 


     Jim and Quinn regrouped with Vincent and Xan. They all swapped to undamaged armor, healed, and refilled their mana. Their army had scattered to hunt down fleeing Justiciars, but they soon gathered to collect potions off their dead enemies. Vincent guessed about a hundred Crickets had survived the first part of the war. 


     He peered around at the streets full of dust and couldn’t even guess how many had died between both sides. Thousands. Their deaths might not be permanent, but they suffered all the same. I can only hope this war will be worth all this pain. 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 33 


     Player: Lucas the Chosen Lord 


     Location: Valahym (World) | Midrun (City) | The Lord’s Castle (District) 


     Class: Sheriff (Moderator) 


     Vitality*: Lv 123 


     Spirit*: Lv 130 


     Resolve*: Lv 128 


     Perception*: Lv 129 


     Agility*: Lv 125 


     Strength*: Lv 123 


       


     Lucas watched the holographic projection of the battlefield on the large, rune-plated table he’d placed in the great hall. He tapped his fingers impatiently as the battle went back and forth. Several times, Erik cheered, thinking their side had the advantage, but Lucas remained quiet even as the battle turned in favor of the Jiminy World Crickets. 


     Fynn and Farah stood beside the table, waiting until they needed to step outside of the castle. They both paid attention to the fighting styles of the four players that Lucas wanted them to target. 


     “I like her butterflies,” Farah said, watching Alexandria the Ashen drain the light from dozens of Justiciars. “And that handsome guy Jim is pretty smooth on the battlefield. What do you think of them, Fynn?” 


     The Wolf Lord’s eyes narrowed on Vincent as he charged toward a crowd of Justiciars and released waves of black embers that ate through their shields, armor, and flesh. “I see why you wanted to weaken them first. If we sent all our best men at him at once, he’d slaughter everyone with those void spells. We need to think this through strategically.” 


     “Any ideas?” Farah asked. 


     Fynn equipped a long crystal, activated it, and tossed to Lucas. “Catch.” 


     The rows of elite Justiciars in the great hall turned their head with nervous jerks, wondering what he was throwing at their lord, but Lucas remained calm as he caught the item. 


     “That’s a rare Checkpoint Crystal,” Fynn told him. “I only have one left, and it’s one-use only, but from what I’ve seen I think I’ll need it. If I die, all the items on my body will be transported to that crystal, and I’ll respawn after a few seconds.” 


     Lucas nodded, but his eyes stayed on the holographic projection. He watched as Vincent stared at the dust on his hands. 


     What’s he thinking? I know nothing of this mysterious nemesis of mine. Just that he’s a friend of Jim. Why does he think he can stand against me? What’s so inspiring about him that would make these people risk facing me? Whatever the reason, they’ll regret it soon enough. I’ll punish them all—especially him. 


     He watched the remnants of the enemy forces continue toward the streets where Gwendolyn, Quinton, and their chosen support team waited in hiding. 


     “This’ll be good,” Farah said. “I’ve seen what Gwen and Quint can do, and I would’ve loved to have them on my team when I was on higher worlds. Their little trap is particularly devilish.” 


     “Well, you two should go prepare,” Lucas said, finally speaking. 


     Farah pouted. “I wanted to watch.” 


     “Go now,” Lucas commanded. He looked at the rows of Justiciars, fifty-six players in total. “My elites, I’d like all players primarily classed as Wardens, Mages, Clerics, or Rangers to go with these two. Provide them whatever support you can. However, Fighters and Rogues will remain with me.” 


     Farah raised an eyebrow. “You have something planned?” 


     “Yes, I do,” Lucas said, smiling. “But don’t worry about that. Focus on wearing down our enemies. No matter how much they’ve prepared, they’ll only have so much equipment and so many potions.” 


     Farah’s glossy lips curled into a smile. “Wear them down? That’s pretty much my specialty.” She looked at the thirty-two soldiers that had gathered. “Come along, boys and girls. I want Wardens to the front and Clerics to the back. Let’s draw this fight out as long as possible.” She walked out of the great hall, and the men marched behind her. 


     Fynn glanced at the holographic projection, and then left without saying a word. 


     “That’s good thinking, my lord,” Erik told Lucas. “Players with magic or long-range builds won’t be much use for what you have planned.” 


     Lucas looked at the projection without replying. He watched explosions dance across the screen as Gwendolyn and Quinton set their plan into motion. Buildings crumbled, and members of the enemy guild died left and right. However, Lucas’s eyes stayed on Vincent. 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 34 


     Player: Vincent the Eldritch 


     Location: Valahym (World) | Midrun (City) | Town Center (District) 


     Class: Ranger 


     Subclass: Mage 


     Vitality: Lv 165 (+20) 


     Spirit*: Lv 174 (+20) 


     Resolve: Lv 153 (+20) 


     Perception*: Lv 180 (+20) 


     Agility: Lv 163 (+20) 


     Strength: Lv 162 (+20) 


       


     Vincent and the remnants of their army had been running down the street toward the diaglass tower when the enemies struck. Jim shouted that he saw a Justiciar on the rooftop, and then forty enemies leapt toward them at once. With Vincent’s superhuman sight and reflexes, he caught the glimpse of a Lotus Capsule between one person’s teeth. 


     >Vincent: Run! 


     The explosions sounded all around Vincent, shaking the city street, as enemies fell into their army and detonated themselves. He hurled himself away from a Justiciar that tried to tackle him, and watched them explode, killing several nearby Crickets. Two more Justiciars ran from an alley toward Vincent, but he fired Void Guns through their heads. 


     He heard the flutter of someone using Vanish behind him. Few players would’ve caught the subtle sound over the explosions, but with his high Perception, he noticed many details others would miss. He turned, felt someone touch his side, and found the person had Vanished away. 


     A flash of light came from Vincent’s side, and an explosion knocked him off his feet. His Gravity Shield and hardened-verasteel armor withstood the damage, but the blast had shaken him. He rolled to his feet as a flickering person appeared in front of him, touched the ground, and Vanished once more. The ground exploded, knocking him toward several Justiciars as they self-detonated in the crowd. 


     The multi-colored explosion of mana shattered parts of his armor, but his shield drained small amounts of his mana to lessen the damage. Several smaller explosions tore apart the surrounding ground, and he realized they’d come from a different source. 


     Vincent ran for the nearest alleyway, but explosions ripped the buildings apart before he reached it. He saw the angle of the shots and turned to Scan the two enemies on a rooftop: a scrawny girl that barely looked old enough to play the game, and a slim, slick-haired man that carried two large, portable rune cannons. 


       


     Player: Grinning Gwendolyn 


     Class: Rogue 


     Subclass: Mage 


     Real Age: 18 


     Highest World: Loxus 


     Vitality: Lv 126 (+10) 


     Spirit*: Lv 153 (+10) 


     Resolve: Lv 142 (+10) 


     Perception: Lv 133 (+10) 


     Agility*: Lv 159 (+10) 


     Strength: Lv 127 (+10) 


       


     Player: Bombardier Quinton 


     Class: Ranger 


     Subclass: Mage 


     Real Age: 22 


     Highest World: Einrale 


     Vitality: Lv 133 (+10) 


     Spirit*: Lv 149 (+10) 


     Resolve: Lv 141 (+10) 


     Perception*: Lv 155 (+10) 


     Agility: Lv 135 (+10) 


     Strength: Lv 132 (+10) 


     Vincent launched a Void Gun at Quinton, but the slick-haired man sidestepped it and fired back with his portable rune cannons. The old man raced across the street as buildings exploded from the shots. Pieces of rubble flew at him, but his Gravity Shield nullified the damage. He felt his mana running low and equipped a mega-ether. 


     Gwendolyn appeared in front of him and tagged his mega-ether with crystalized mana before disappearing. 


     Vincent tossed the potion away from himself, but quickly Scanned the spell stuck to it before it exploded. 


     Hard-Mana Grenade (Upgraded) – Mana Usage: Medium | Magic Rating: 100-300 | Creates a dense crystal of hardened mana that explodes after three seconds. The damage of the explosion greatly diminishes beyond one meter. | Upgrades – Sticky Bomb: The user can spend a minuscule amount of mana to give this spell a clinging effect. | Timer Tamper: The user can set the timer of this spell anywhere between half a second and thirty seconds. 


     “Yoo-hoo!” Gwen called, reappearing nearby with a smile. “Try again, pal.” 


     Quinn appeared in front of Gwen and struck her in the stomach with Gravity Fist. The wide-eyed girl flew into a building below Quinton’s feet, demolishing it. The man jumped off the collapsing building to a nearby one, and he blasted at Quinn with his rune cannons. 


     Quinn Vanished twice in a row, disappearing into the clouds of smoke that filled the street, and Quinton turned to Vincent as the old man equipped another potion. The younger man aimed his rune cannons and fired multiple shots. 


     Rune-covered shells fell from the cannons with each shot, and Vincent knew the man only had so many attacks in his weapons. He dashed back and forth across the street, dodging the attacks, but also keeping himself in Quinton’s sight. 


     Keep wasting your ammo on me. I need to keep as many of my friends alive as possible. 


     As Vincent dashed back across the street, Gwendolyn appeared, tripped him, and tagged him with three Hard-Mana Grenades she’d gathered in one hand. Vincent’s eyes widened as he tumbled across the street. 


     She’s still alive? 


     Quinton aimed at Vincent and bombarded him as the crystalline mana exploded. The attacks ripped apart Vincent’s armor and his chest cavity. It fractured most of the bones in his body and tore his limbs to shreds. His mangled body hit the ground next to a cloud of dust, and he gaped at Gwendolyn and Quinton on the rooftop. The copy of Gwendolyn that had tagged him winked and disappeared just after he Scanned it. 


     Mana Doppelganger (Rogue Only | Upgraded) – Mana Usage: Medium | Creates a doppelganger strengthened by mana. The user can spend a minuscule amount of mana every ten seconds to move the doppelganger and maintain it. The user may channel their spells through the doppelganger at a 10% cost increase. The doppelganger can’t use shields, however, and all its weapons and armor are treated as if they have a 100 Magic Rating and no Material Rating. | Upgrade – Recycle: If the user dissipates this doppelganger before it takes lethal damage, they’ll get back a low+ amount of mana. 


     The light went out in Vincent’s eyes as Xan emerged from the nearest dust cloud. His vision faded, but then returned as she cast Revive. Xan equipped her Divine Healer’s Pendant, used her once-a-day Full Restore, and finally pulled Vincent away as mana blasts ripped apart the ground. 


     Vincent picked up his speed, and the two players split apart. Xan hurried back to the cloud for cover, but Vincent stayed in the open. He got ready to fire at the players on the rooftop, but then they jumped away from Jim’s Void Crow. The crow circled around, trying to swoop at the players again, but Gwendolyn used Vanish, and Quinton’s reflexes seemed too sharp to get caught by the attack. 


     Quinton jumped from rooftop to rooftop and searched around until he found Jim holding onto a Gravity Web high above the buildings. The Rogue leapt to safety just before the enemy fired on him. 


     Vincent launched Void Gun at Quinton, but the Justiciar sidestepped the spell. 


     “Look out!” Lloyd shouted, jumping between Vincent and Gwendolyn as she reappeared. She tagged Lloyd, twirled around his sword slash, flipped him off, and then Vanished. Lloyd looked down at the shards stuck to his chest. “Crap.” 


     “Dad!” Athena shouted, right before the blast tore her father to pieces. She ran to him to use Revive, but he turned to dust before she reached him. 


     “Too slow,” Gwendolyn mocked as she appeared beside the Mage-Cleric. She went to tag Athena with mana crystals, but a spherical barrier appeared around her, trapping her. 


     “Got you!” River said, stepping from the cloud of dust with her hands held up. “Now, choke on your own explosion.” 


     “I’m not the real one, idiot,” Gwendolyn said, flipping off River. She stuck out her tongue, and then exploded. 


     Quinton fired a few shots at their group, and they scattered in different directions. He couldn’t focus his attention for long, however, as Jim finished a mega-ether and fired at the building. 


     “How do you drink potions so fast?” Quinton shouted, leaping across the rooftop and firing back at Jim. 


     “I’m an alcoholic!” Jim replied, shooting Mana Magnums at Quinton. With his Steady Aim and Sniper Dot upgrade, he chipped away at Quinton’s shield and even broke one of his light armor plates. 


     Quinton swapped his rune cannons for two fresh ones, turned, and fired the rounds until the cannons glowed red hot. The man that had seemed calm-natured and focused so far, despite all the destruction he’d caused, roared as he blasted at Jim. The building below Jim’s feet crumbled, but Jim’s Air-vanish upgrade let him disappear even as the roof disappeared under his feet. 


     Quinn jumped onto the building from behind the gunman and Vanished toward him, but he noticed and leapt away. He aimed in mid-air, but she swatted him with Gravity Wave. The attack slammed him into a tower across the street, demolishing several floors. 


     Vincent had watched the battle, allowing it to look like he’d let his guard down, but he kept his ears open. He heard a light flutter in the distance, and then another behind him. With his superhuman reflexes, he angled a finger over his shoulder and fired a blind Mana Magnum that tore through one of Gwendolyn’s doppelgangers. 


     “Wow, you’re good,” the doppelganger said before fading. 


     The first flutter came from that alley. The real her is hiding over there somewhere. 


     Vincent sprinted toward the alley. Another Gwendolyn stepped around the corner and flashed a bewildered look before he cut through her with Song of War. Vincent turned the corner to find the real Gwendolyn sitting against the wall of a building. She held a rune tablet in her hands that displayed a view of the street where they’d been fighting, and several empty potion bottles lay on the ground. 


     “Uh oh,” Gwendolyn said, turning her head to Vincent as he raised his fingers. She Vanished the full distance the spell allowed, but looked surprised when Vincent didn’t fire right away. 


     Vincent turned and fired Void Gun through her chest, and the young woman collapsed to the dirt. She grabbed at the gaping hole in her chest and gasped. 


     Gwendolyn gave Vincent a tearful look that made him feel guilty. “Spare me, and I’ll help you.” 


     “Kind of a cliché response from someone so full of surprises,” Vincent told her. “It’s really too bad you took Lucas’s side.” 


     “I—I just thought it was fun,” she said. “This is still a game, you know?” 


     Vincent swung Song of War and used Singing Blade to decapitate Gwendolyn from a distance. He sighed and hurried back to the street as he drank a mega-ether. His eyes tracked Quinn, Jim, River, and Athena as they neared a building where Quinton had taken refuge. The injured Justiciar only had one of his rune cannons, and it looked like Jim had sliced off his other arm with Void Crow. 


     “Come on, all of you!” Quinton shouted, looking more desperate and ragged by the second. “This isn’t over yet. You lot still have plenty of potions and equipment, don’t you? Well, so do I. We can keep fighting all day.” 


     “Jeez, just give up!” Jim shouted. “Be a good sport about this, kid. You know you chose the wrong side.” 


     “Chose?” Quinton asked, panting and glaring. “You think I chose to work for that psycho? Lucas froze my sister and won’t give her back unless I work for him.” 


     “We can free her!” Xan replied. “My friend can break people out of bans.” 


     Quinton took several sharp breaths, and he stared off in thought. “No, no. You’re lying. Don’t lie to me! I’ll save my sister—whatever it takes!” He unequipped his rune cannon and swapped it for something that his hand mostly covered. “I knew I couldn’t beat your team. So, I had to wait until my friends wore you down. Now, we’ll all die together.” He pressed a button on the object in his hand, and a light flashed from it. 


     All the nearby still-standing buildings glowed with the light of runes, and even the street shone with magic. River grabbed Athena and formed a barrier around them, and then a hundred explosions flashed across several streets. 


     The entire neighborhood vanished in a multi-colored bombardment. Vincent saw the light of an object glowing below the dirt near him just before the object exploded, and he cast Zero Field with both hands to slow the explosions before they reached him. 


     Waves of mana, pressure, heat, and frequencies bashed Vincent from all directions. Dirt, wood, rocks, and steel followed as Quinton’s trap shredded the entire neighborhood. Every building vanished one by one, including the one below Quinton’s feet. 


     Vincent steeled himself against the waves of mana that crashed against him. He felt his mana draining rapidly as his Gravity Shield struggled to stop the attacks. His armor’s plates melted, and the chains were torn to shreds. He swapped to new armor halfway through the consecutive explosions, but even his next set was demolished in a split-second. 


     Even as the explosions subsided, and the flashes of light dissipated, a roaring dust storm blocked Vincent’s view of the city. He couldn’t see his friends, enemies, or even Midrun’s massive walls. Everything disappeared in a dark cloud caused by the destruction. 


     The old man felt the sting of melted metal on his body and swapped his armor yet again for another set, but his body still ached and burned all over. He could feel shards of metal stuck in his flesh, and bones broken from the shockwaves. 


     Vincent collapsed and struggled to drink two mega-elixirs. He cried and punched the ground with his fist to distract himself from the pain while the potions healed the damage. 


     My higher quality sets of armor are all gone. This one is still hardened-verasteel, but it’s an old set that’s not as well crafted. I’m running low on mega-ethers too. At least I have plenty of mega-elixirs to spare. But—who’s even still alive? 


     >Vincent: Who all made it? 


     >Alexandria: Check. I Revived Jim, but he’s still hurt. A little shell shocked too. 


     >Jim: I—I’m okay. Phased through half of it but ran out of mana. Could use a drink, though. 


     >Athena: I Revived River too. She shielded me from most of the blasts, but we wouldn’t have survived without that armor you gave us. The armor’s all melted by the way. 


     >River: Ugh, everything hurts. All I feel is pain. 


     >Vincent: Quinn, are you there? Quinn? 


     >Quinn: N-need Cleric. P-please. 


     Vincent drank a mega-ether, and then cast Zero Field on the towering cloud of dust. He used his spell to push nearby clouds away from his sight. The potions slowly healed him as he shambled across the destroyed terrain. 


     Oh god, it hurts so bad. I think most of the bones in my body are broken, but I need to get a Cleric to Quinn before she dies. 


     He shoved away a wall of dust and found Athena kneeling by an injured River. Vincent grabbed Athena and pulled her away. “Drink an ether and follow me. You need to heal Quinn before she dies.” 


     “What about River?” Athena asked, glancing back with a sad stare. 


     “I’ll be fine,” River moaned. “Besides, the team needs Quinn more than me.” 


     “I think Quinn was this way,” Vincent said, shoving away more clouds of dust with Zero Field. He struggled to force himself to walk as he pushed more dust aside. After a few seconds of searching, he moved a cloud to reveal Quinn lying face down on the ground. She’d lost her hands and feet in the explosions, and a pool of dirt-soaked blood had formed beneath her. 


     “Quinn!” Vincent shouted, hurrying to her. 


     Quinn replied with a pained groan. 


     Vincent rolled over his friend, but then he grimaced at the blood and damage she’d taken. “Athena, get ready to Revive her the moment she dies. Please, don’t miss it.” 


     “I’ll try,” Athena said, nervously. “Just need to hit her when the light leaves her eyes.” 


     Quinn blinked twice, and then her eyes lost their light. All the tension left her muscles, and she fell limp in Vincent’s arms. 


     “Now!” Vincent screamed. 


     Athena cast Revive, and Quinn’s eyes widened. She gasped, and the most critical of her injuries disappeared. However, her hands and legs hadn’t rematerialized. 


     “There you are,” Xan cried, limping through the dust. She hurried to Quinn and used several Flash Heals to restore her missing limbs. She paused to drink an ether, and then continued. 


     When Quinn got her first hand back, she weakly equipped a mega-elixir and struggled to drink it. Athena helped speed the healing process by using a spell to undo the blood loss. By the time the two women had Quinn fully healed, the clouds of dust had settled. 


     River and Jim shambled to the group, and everyone equipped fresh armor. Xan even gave her sister and River light sets of hardened-verasteel armor. 


     “We’re all that’s left,” Jim muttered, gaping at the destroyed section of the city. “We six have to stop Lucas on our own. If we fail—” 


     “We won’t fail,” Quinn interrupted. 


     “Yeah, but if we do, we’ll all respawn and try again,” River said. “Only, the Justiciars won’t have time to rebuild their city and defenses.” 


     “But we’ll be out of good potions and equipment,” Vincent noted. “Don’t get me wrong, we still have a lot of secondary equipment in storage and no telling how many lower-class potions. But we’re using our best stuff on this attempt.” 


     “They are too,” Quinn said. “You think these people will have time to set up traps like this again? Not to mention all the armor and potions they’ve wasted? Even if they pick up item crystals across the battlefield, most of the equipment is damaged, and we took loads of potions off their bodies that we’ll burn through.” 


     “This is exactly what we didn’t want—a war of attrition,” Athena noted. “Just two sides grinding against each other, endlessly. Until one side loses the will to fight.” 


     “Grinding is our specialty,” Quinn noted. “Getting torn apart just now was nothing compared to what we endured on Eramar. This is practically a vacation.” 


     “She’s not wrong,” Xan said. “We four will do this all alone if we must. We’ll knock down wall after wall, building after building. We’ll dissect this city and every challenge it has for us until there’s nothing left but victory.” 


     “Jeez, Xan,” Jim said with a worried look. “You’ve become too much like Vincent. After this is over, we need to have a party with weeks of binge-drinking to get Eramar out of our system.” 


     “I’m all for that,” River said. 


     “Then let’s go!” Athena shouted. “If there’s one thing Lucas hates, it’s people enjoying themselves. So, let’s defeat him and bring parties back to the World-Tree.” 


     Jim stood tall, and his old confidence shone on his face. “Yeah, for the parties!” 


     “For the parties,” Athena mimicked. 


     “And for the people!” Xan added. 


     “For the fun of it,” Quinn said. 


     “You mean for the challenge,” Vincent corrected. “But yes, to save the people and the parties too.” 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 35 


     Player: Vincent the Eldritch 


     Location: Valahym (World) | Midrun (City) | Town Center (District) 


     Class: Ranger 


     Subclass: Mage 


     Vitality: Lv 165 


     Spirit*: Lv 174 


     Resolve: Lv 153 


     Perception*: Lv 180 


     Agility: Lv 163 


     Strength: Lv 162 


       


     Vincent felt the Blood of the Ancient buff wearing off as their team marched through the empty streets leading to the castle. The district looked different than Vincent remembered, as Lucas had apparently rebuilt sections of the city for his own purpose. The moderator’s closest allies and officials had built stylish, high-class manors under the shadow of the castle, but Vincent also saw reinforced guard towers that would’ve been intimidating if they weren’t empty. 


     Lucas created a little bubble for himself and his allies in Midrun. He’s been funneling resources from other worlds for his own purpose, but for some reason I hear he spends all his time in his dungeon. I would’ve thought he’d bask in a lavish lifestyle like the others who live here, but it seems he’d rather keep to himself—when he’s not subjugating people or torturing them. 


     The massive castle engulfed their view as they approached it. It’s almost like Lucas spent the last decades building up this castle. Just to make himself feel more important, I suppose. 


     “Let’s fill up on potions,” Vincent said, drinking his second Blood of the Ancient. 


     Quinn drank their last Blood of the Ancient while Xan gave Athena and River six potions each. Jim and the younger women drank from the bottles to raise all their stats by ten levels for twenty minutes. 


     They stepped into the elegant courtyard that had been filled with plants from many worlds. Vincent gaped at the different flowers and exotic vegetation that only existed on the World-Tree. Just imagine all the potions I could make with this stuff. 


     His eyes followed the trail to the gate leading to the great hall. The gate had been closed and sealed with runes, and a group of Justiciars stood before it. He Scanned the thirty-two soldiers at once with Quickeye. All the soldiers had stats in the eighties and nineties, and a few in the low hundreds, but two individuals stood out to Vincent: a gorgeous, longhaired woman in sleek clothes, and a man in black armor with a wolf’s helm. 


       


     Player: Farah of the Thorns 


     Class: Cleric 


     Subclass: Mage 


     Real Age: 56 


     Highest World: Elfry 


     Vitality: Lv 153 (+12) 


     Spirit*: Lv 189 (+12) 


     Resolve*: Lv 194 (+12) 


     Perception: Lv 170 (+12) 


     Agility: Lv 159 (+12) 


     Strength: Lv 151 (+12) 


       


     Player: Fynn the Wolf Lord 


     Class: Ranger 


     Subclass: Fighter 


     Real Age: 43 


     Highest World: Cryasal 


     Vitality: Lv 173 (+15) 


     Spirit: Lv 161 (+15) 


     Resolve: Lv 158 (+15) 


     Perception*: Lv 199 (+15) 


     Agility: Lv 169 (+15) 


     Strength*: Lv 195 (+15) 


       


     “Woah,” Jim said. 


     “Yeah, they’re really strong,” Vincent said. “That guy’s Perception is one-ninety-nine, not counting his potion buff.” 


     Jim gaped. “That’s not what I meant. That woman—she’s stunning!” 


     Farah equipped a red fan and waved it at her face. “Aw, you’re charming. It’s too bad I have to kill you.” She waved the fan at the air, and a shockwave raced out. 


     Vincent equipped Song of War and stopped the shockwave with one of his own before it hit his oldest friend. “Don’t get distracted, Jim.” 


     “Y-yeah,” Jim replied, equipping a spear. 


     “To be fair, she is really pretty,” Athena said, readying her High Wizard’s Staff. 


     River equipped her Brave Warrior’s Sword. “Well, she’s about to be pretty dead.” 


     “Oh, you bunch sure like to talk,” Farah said, waving her fan at herself. “Men, ready yourselves like I asked.” 


     A third of the Justiciars cast barriers to split the courtyard in half, and nine in the back equipped Divine Healer’s Pendants to their offhand. 


     “Now, hold still,” Farah said. She equipped a blue fan to her other hand and waved it at the Justiciars. Dots of light flew from her fan at all the men and stuck to their bodies. Vincent Scanned both of her fans, but he also targeted the specks of light as they implanted under the skin of their enemies. 


     Scarlet Nightmare – Material Rating: 400 | An elegant fan made of orosteel. | Singing Blade: The wielder of this fan may convert mana into a vibrational frequency that projects the fan’s cutting power. 


     Azure Dream – Material Rating: 400 | An elegant fan made of orosteel. | Efficiency 20: Spells channeled through this item cost twenty percent less. 


     Banelight Seed (Cleric Only) – Mana Usage: Low | Releases a phantasmal seed that sticks to a player or monster. The seed slowly absorbs mana unless removed and sprouts into a Banelight Flower when the host dies. 


     “Hey, little girl,” Farah shouted across the courtyard. 


     Xan looked around. “You mean me?” 


     “Yes, you!” Farah shouted. “I saw your butterflies on a holo projector. You’re one of the few players I’ve met that’s figured out light’s greatest secret—whatever light gives, it can take. Although, I don’t think you’ve developed your powers quite as far as I have.” She held up Azure Dream, and phantasmal vines wrapped around her body and surged with mana. 


     Banelight Vine Armor (Cleric Only | Upgraded) – Mana Usage: High | Magic Rating: 300 | Creates phantasmal vines over the user’s body. These vines can absorb light from whatever they touch to regenerate themselves. | Upgrades – Light Transfer: These vines can pull light absorbed by other spells the user controls, however they lose 10% of that light as a conversion cost. | Banethorn: The user can create 300-Rated mana thorns from light they’ve absorbed. These thorns can be fired at high speed for a very low mana cost. 


     Vincent eyed the Wolf Lord as he equipped a black blade. That sword. His armor. Are they really made of basteel? He Scanned the man’s armor and sword. 


     Basteel Wolf Armor Set – Material Rating: 500 | A high-quality set of basteel armor with a stylish wolf helm. | Note: Basteel cannot be magically enhanced or enchanted. 


     Wolf’s Reign – Total Rating: 600 (Material Rating: 500 | Density Rating: 100) | An elegant short sword with a wolf-head hilt. The blade is made from basteel that has been folded ten times, making it harder and heavier. 


     >Vincent: Nobody engage that wolf-helmed guy directly. His armor is five-hundred rated, and his sword is six-hundred. 


     Vincent’s team gaped at him, but he kept his eyes on Fynn. I didn’t expect anyone this strong to be working for Lucas. Hopefully, we’ll be able to land a void attack on him before he does too much damage. In fact, it’s in our best interest to go aggressive and quickly take out those two. Farah’s a little slower, so I might get her from this distance. 


     The old man raised a finger and shot Void Gun across the courtyard. Farah tilted her head to the left, and the attack clipped part of her vine armor and a lock of hair. 


     “Uh, rude much?” Farah commented, growing new vines over the side of her head. “Men, ready your potions.” She raised her hand and cast Mana Cannon twice. 


     Vincent stopped one blast with Zero Field, and Xan blocked another with Barrier Wall. As the attacks exploded halfway between the groups, Jim launched a Void Crow at Fynn. 


     The man in basteel armor swapped his sword for a large block of hardened-verasteel. He tossed the block in the crow’s path, and the spell cut through it before evaporating. 


     “As I thought,” Fynn said, equipping his short sword once more. “I watched the projections of your team closely to see if there was a limitation to your void attacks. This game might not have visible damage numbers, but I’ve always assumed ARKUS does the math in the background. Negative energy is the equivalent of infinite damage, but only over a certain amount of mass. Once the negative energy deletes that amount of mass, it evaporates.” 


     “This guy just carries around huge blocks of hardened-verasteel?” Jim muttered. “How many inventory slots did that take up?” 


     Vincent ignored his friend’s comment, because he had his own question for Fynn. “You learned all that by watching us on a holo projector?” 


     Farah chuckled. “Don’t let Fynn’s armor and demeanor fool you—he’s more brains than brawns. I looked him up outside the game before the update and discovered he was a successful computer engineer. He even worked on the team that created the neural processors that ARKUS’s developers used. Fynn and his team probably made a killing off the patent rights—and it also earned them early access to the game’s beta.” 


     “So, why would someone like you work for Lucas?” Vincent asked the man in black armor. 


     When Fynn didn’t reply, Farah sighed and spoke for him. “He wants the gild. Lucas is paying him a vast fortune to fight you.” 


     “You’re after money?” Vincent questioned. “Strange, I would’ve thought someone so smart would be revolted at the harm Lucas is doing.” 


     “Who says I’m not?” Fynn replied. “But it doesn’t matter if Lucas is controlling everyone when the angels above are so much worse. If anything, Lucas is stopping people from facing that horror. But if I earn vast fortunes, then I can use those resources to build my own army to fight the angels. Maybe even reach the top and escape this game.” 


     “You think it’s possible?” Vincent asked. “To escape?” 


     Fynn fell silent once more. 


     >Quinn: Stop with the chatter. They’re only wasting our time. I’ll clear out the weaklings, and you all focus on the stronger two. 


     Quinn held her hand forward and knocked out the Justiciars’ forcefields with Gravity Wave. She created three Breaker Doppelgangers and sprinted across the courtyard. The Justiciars tried to pull up more shields, but she and her doppelgangers smashed through them. 


     Jim used Gravity Bounce to leap above the battlefield, and then he held himself in midair with Gravity Web. He fired two Mana Magnums at the ground in front of Farah, kicking clouds of dirt into her vision. 


     Vincent fired Void Gun through the dust clouds, hitting Farah in the chest. The negative energy tore through her phantasmal vines and left a gaping hole where her heart had been. 


     Farah’s eyes widened, and she tumbled backward, but a nearby Justiciar cast Revive before she turned to dust. She caught her footing, knocked the dust clouds away with her blue fan, and then sent a shockwave at Jim with her red fan. 


     Jim bounced away from the attack, pivoted in the air, and sent a Void Crow toward Farah. She extended several vines from her arm, but his crow ate through them. The void spell tore through the entire length of vines, but evaporated before it reached her. 


     Xan cast Barrier Longsword and Light-Drain Longsword, and then approached Fynn. She took a defensive stance with her barrier sword ready to block and her phantasmal blade ready to strike. 


     Fynn took a relaxed pose and kept his vision on the rest of Xan’s team. 


     “You don’t consider me a threat?” Xan asked, noticing his pose and lack of attention. She jumped forward, and her barrier sword met with his basteel blade. His blade dug into her barrier, chipping it, but then she swiped with her other weapon. 


     Fynn backstepped away from the blade, but it neared close enough to steal a small amount of light. His helm focused on her, and he grunted. “You’re a pesky one, aren’t you?” He leapt forward, slashing at Xan. She narrowly sidestepped and glanced his armored hand with her phantom blade, stealing a little light. Fynn pushed forward more aggressively, and Xan’s barrier sword cracked as he struck it with a heavy-handed swing. 


     “It doesn’t matter what tricks you have,” Fynn told her. “My equipment and levels are too far above you.” He swung through her blade, shattering the barrier and knocking out her Light Shield. 


     Xan rolled away from a potential killing blow, jumped to her feet, and hurled the Light-Drain Longsword at the man. He sidestepped, but the blade stole more light. Fynn charged at Xan, sidestepping a stray Void Gun shot from Vincent, and drove the sword at the young woman’s chest. 


     Xan equipped two hardened-verasteel longswords, crossed them, and pushed the basteel blade over her head. She shoved Fynn off his balance and slashed through his double-layered Mana Shield. The Wolf Lord caught his footing and brought his blade down, but Xan dipped away, pivoting so the edge only chipped an armor plate. She sidestepped another swipe, and then jumped away to put distance between them. 


     A chuckle echoed from Fynn’s helm. “Alright, you’re pretty good.” He glanced at his allies as Quinn and her doppelgangers tore through the Justiciars. “Dang, they didn’t last long.” 


     As the Justiciars turned to dust, the seeds implanted in their bodies flashed with light, leaving behind human-sized phantasmal flowers. Phantom vines spread from the flowers, locking them into the ground, and a long thorn protruded from each pistil. 


     Only ten Justiciars besides Farah and Fynn remained, and Quinn pushed them back toward the gate. However, Farah raised her fan, and the phantom flowers shot down Quinn’s doppelgangers with high-velocity thorns. 


     Quinn sidestepped one spike, but two more dug into the chains of her armor. She retreated to her group, and River put up a barrier. The flowers fired at Xan, though she was able to dodge the thorns as she retreated. 


     Farah launched a Mana Cannon at Xan, and the ground exploded below the girl’s feet. Xan tumbled forward, but Jim landed beside her and carried her back to the team. The Cleric’s armor had been shattered by the attack, and the broken chains were stained red with blood. Athena healed her sister, and Xan swapped to another, lighter set of armor. 


     After Farah drank an ether, she and Fynn cast Mana Cannons. River, Xan, and Vincent stopped the attacks with a combination of Zero Field and forcefields. The other ten Justiciars joined in with Mana Magnums, and Farah’s flowers launched more thorns. The attacks broke through the Void Knights’ defenses, shattering River and Athena’s shields, and tearing into everyone’s armor. 


     Xan held up her hand, and the Light-Drain Longsword she’d thrown raised off the ground. The phantom blade struck Fynn in the back, hit two other Justiciars, and then flew back to her hands. She gathered the mana from the light it had drained and cast World Fountain at the edge of the courtyard. The rainbow rain fell on their party, slowly healing their wounds and recovering their mana. They chugged potions, and then fired back on the Justiciars with Mana Magnums and void attacks. 


     Vincent took out two Justiciars with Void Guns, and Jim decapitated three more men with Void Crow. More flowers sprouted from their dust, but several of the other flowers withered and vanished as they ran out of mana. 


     “Use mega-ethers!” Farah shouted at the few remaining Justiciars. “I’ll drain as much as possible.” She downed a mega-ether herself, and then cast two Mana Cannons at the Void Knights. As she absorbed more mana from the Justiciars, she launched two more Mana Cannons. 


     The bombardment of mana tore through the Void Knights’ newly cast forcefields. One blast hit Athena and knocked her off the ground, leaving a trail of blood from the spot she had been standing to where she landed. By the time Xan turned to shout her sister’s name, Athena had turned to dust. 


     River roared, dropped the barrier she’d just made, and gulped down a mega-ether. She fired Mana Magnums at Farah, but the shots barely scratched her vines. Farah replied by forming thorns along her armor. She fired three thorns at River that ripped through the girl’s body. One struck her in the head, and she turned to dust before she hit the ground. 


     >Quinn: That’s it! I’m tired of that woman. I’m going for the kill. 


     >Vincent: Wait— 


     Quinn dashed across the courtyard, kicking dirt below her feet as she ran at superhuman speed. The Justiciars and flowers fired at her, though she dodged all but one shot that struck her shoulder. 


     Farah’s eyes widened as the woman approached at high speed. Out of desperation, she launched all her thorns at once. Quinn Vanished through most the attacks, but one hit her in the stomach. 


     Quinn pulled her arm back, readying Gravity Fist, but she saw Fynn in the corner of her eye as he swung his basteel blade at her neck. She raised her other arm, charging Breaker in the split-second before his blade struck. His black blade tore through her arm, but a combination of her Gravity Shield and Breaker slowed it from taking off her head. 


     Quinn turned and punched at Fynn with Gravity Fist, but he sidestepped the attack. The gravitational shockwave still knocked the man across the courtyard and even snapped the body of a Justiciar that had been standing a few meters behind him. 


     Vincent, Xan, and Jim charged forward, but Farah fired first, hitting Quinn at point-blank range with Mana Cannon. The attack shattered her armor and knocked her toward her allies. Xan caught her, restored the missing flesh with repeated Flash Heals, and then worked on Quinn’s missing arm. 


     The two men continued toward Farah. Vincent swung Song of War, hitting her arm with a shockwave before she could raise Scarlett Nightmare to do the same. Jim released a Void Crow at her, but her vines pushed against the ground, moving her away from the attack. She tried to hurry to the nearby Justiciars, but Jim had his Void Crow circle around. The attack hit her in her slender frame and ripped her body in half. 


     Farah gasped as the top half of her body fell. The last few Justiciars rushed to save her, but Vincent cast Black Cinder and wiped out the rest of the group. 


     Farah watched the dark embers float toward her as she lay in the garden. “What a beautiful attack.” She marveled at the embers until one poked a hole through her skull. 


     Vincent heard quick footsteps and turned as Fynn leapt at him. The old man slowed the basteel blade with a shockwave from Song of War, then blocked it. Fynn shoved Vincent back before turning to swipe at Jim as the Rogue raised his hand to cast a spell. The basteel blade cut off Jim’s hand, and he stumbled away with a pained shout. 


     Vincent used the last of his mana to fire Void Gun, and it hit Fynn in the head. The attack shattered Fynn’s basteel helm and left his slim, cold face covered in blood. 


     It didn’t kill him? Vincent tried to fire again, but found himself out of mana. That basteel—it’s denser than any metal in this game. Of course, my Void Gun couldn’t eat all the way through it. 


     Fynn pressed forward with Breaker-charged slashes. Vincent blocked the attacks, but he didn’t have the mana to slow them. Three strikes chipped Song of War, a fourth cracked it, and then Fynn snapped Vincent’s blade in half and sent the old man tumbling to the ground. 


     The Wolf Lord angled his heavy blade and jumped forward to finish off Vincent, but a phantom sword hit him in the chest and held him back. “No!” Fynn shouted, his voice straining. “I’m so close.” He swung through the phantom blade, destroying it, but Xan stepped between the two men and jabbed Fynn in the chest with a second Light-Drain Longsword. 


     Fynn struggled to raise his heavy basteel blade. He tried to break through Xan’s new sword, but she stepped away and let him fall to the ground. Fynn’s bloodied face turned to Vincent, and he stared at him with wild eyes. “The angels—I have to beat the angels. I can’t lose so easily.” 


     Xan angled her blade beside Fynn’s throat, and her spell devoured his remaining light. The Wolf Lord’s eyes turned soft. “Well played, but this isn’t over yet.” Fynn crumbled into dust, but he left no item crystals behind. 


     No crystals? But his gear wasn’t soulbound. Vincent couldn’t focus on the question for long, however, because fatigue threatened to overwhelm him. He and his friends scrambled for the World Fountain on the other side of the courtyard. 


     Jim chugged two mega-elixirs with his remaining hand. “Please tell me there’s no one as strong as them.” He watched his fingers slowly regrow and winced at the stinging pain. 


     “Probably not,” Vincent said. “Lucas is trying to wear us down as much as possible before we reach him.” 


     “Well, they did a good job of it,” Quinn said, rubbing her regrown arm. “I’m out of mega-potions and quality armor.” 


     “Me too,” Jim said. 


     “I have a few mega-elixirs left,” Xan said. “No mega-ethers, though.” 


     “Take my last mega-ether,” Vincent said, handing her the item crystal. “So long as I have regular ethers, I’ll be able to unban everyone, and I have hundreds from looting Justiciars.” 


     Quinn glanced at the gate and the large door a few meters behind it. “So, this is it? At long last, we’ll have our battle with Lucas. We only need to kill him, right? Then unban Valery and let her ban him when he respawns.” 


     “Actually,” Vincent said, staring at the map Sam had made, “I was thinking of using the Beholden Eye to burn a hole straight into his dungeon. I don’t want to give them a chance to move her if they haven’t already done so. If we kill Lucas, but his Justiciars take her away before we get to the dungeon, then we might never find her.” 


     “He’s watching everything we do with holographic projectors,” Jim noted. “I see viewing runes all over the courtyard. If Lucas sees us free Valery, he might panic and run away. Then we’ll never get him.” 


     “We can do both,” Quinn said. “I’ll fight Lucas to distract him, and you three can free Valery.” 


     “I can free Valery alone,” Vincent said. “You three should try to subdue Lucas—or kill him if he’s too well-protected. All it takes is one Gravity Fist or Void Crow. Just target him immediately.” 


     Jim and Quinn nodded. 


     “And I guess I’ll be their support,” Xan said. “I don’t have Gravity Shield, so I might get banned. But if Quinn and Jim charge him the moment they see him, it shouldn’t be a problem.” 


     “I might be able to knock you out of being banned with Gravity Wave,” Quinn noted. “I guess we won’t know for sure unless we’re forced into that situation. But hopefully we’ll capture or kill Lucas quick enough that it won’t matter.” 


     “You three go on ahead,” Vincent said. “Tell me if you see him, and then I’ll burrow into the dungeon while he’s distracted. If all goes well, you’ll have him subdued when I bring her to the great hall.” 


     “Let’s do this,” Quinn said, running to the gate. She smashed it open with Gravity Wave, and Vincent’s three friends hurried to the great hall. 


     Vincent followed his map to the spot where the dungeon reached the closest to the courtyard. He equipped the Behold Eye and readied himself as he waited for his friends to respond. 


     >Quinn: Lucas is here, but so is— 


     >Vincent: Hello? Quinn? Jim? Xan? 


     There’s no way they died so quickly. Lucas must have runes to disable communication in the castle. Maybe he added it after he discovered Sam had betrayed him. I’ll just stick to the plan and trust my team. 


     Vincent activated the Beholden Eye, and the item dissolved in his hand. Static filled the air, and rocks lifted off the ground at the spot he aimed at. A massive wave of mana fired from his palm and blasted the ground. The wave ate through ten meters of dirt and even left a hole in the floor of the dungeon. 


     I wonder if this is a spell I can learn later? Vincent thought, in awe of the power. 


     He dropped into the dungeon and gaped at the cells along the hall. People stood frozen and wide-eyed in almost every chamber. 


     Lucas froze all these people? That’s sick. I’ll free them later, but right now I need to focus on finding Valery as quickly as possible. 


     Vincent followed the map on his HUD to a stairwell. He hurried to the lowest level, tore through the hinges of the gates with Void Gun, and then approached the two large cells as he drank ethers. The Ranger stared at the screens, noticing Valery and another woman in the nearest cell. Sam’s map showed the other woman’s name was Harper, and it also noted that Zhang was in the cell across the hall. 


     Vincent stared at the control panels by the gate. How do I open this thing? Whatever, I’ll just blast it. 


     He fired Void Gun at the hinges of the sealed door, and then opened it. Vincent raised a hand at Valery and cast Zero Field. White and black lights flickered as he pulled her out of stasis. 


     The woman gasped as she fell to the ground. She stared with wide eyes at her trembling hands before raising her gaze to Vincent. “You’re a moderator?” 


     “No, I’m a cheater,” Vincent replied. He disabled the barrier that split the cell with Void Gun, and then cast Zero Field on Harper. 


     Harper fell to the ground, panting for breath and trembling. “That monster. I can’t believe he froze us for so long.” 


     Valery stood from the ground and stepped to the dividing line where the barrier had been for most of her captivity. She blinked at it, then crossed over to hug Harper. “We’re free! Harper, we’re free!” Tears flowed down Valery’s face, and she whimpered on Harper’s shoulder. “I—I can’t believe this day has come. Am I hallucinating?” 


     “You’re not,” Harper said, crying too. “But you need to get it together. Lucas might come for us. Isn’t that right, whoever you are?” 


     “That’s right,” Vincent said. “Right now, my friends are fighting him. Two of them are immune to his bans like I am, but they still need our help. Valery, I need you to ban Lucas.” 


     Valery looked at him, breaking into a half-laugh half-cry. “Ban Lucas? Ban him?” She wiped the tears from her face. “I don’t even remember what it’s like to cast a spell.” She shaped her hand into a gun and fired Mana Gun at the wall. “Oh, okay. I got it. It’s all coming back to me.” 


     Valery paused and sniffled as her crying came to a stop. “It’s so strange. I’ve been held captive for decades, but now that I’m free, I remember I’ve only been logged in for a short while. This lifetime of captivity was only a few minutes. My brain can’t reconcile these two different sets of times.” 


     “Everyone has those same thoughts,” Vincent said. “The game messes with your perception of time. We’ve been here decades, yet also for minutes, but now’s not the time for your existential crisis. We need to stop Lucas. Whether his reign has been years or minutes, and whether his crimes are real or virtual, he’s caused too much suffering. You need to ban him and end this.” 


     “He’s right,” Harper said. “You need to stop him, Valery.” 


     Valery nodded and tightened her hand into a fist. “Gladly.” 


     Vincent stepped across the hall to the other chamber. He drank ethers, and then broke the hinges with Void Gun. “Let’s free Ice Knight Zhang while we’re at it.” 


     “This’ll be a chance to practice my shot after so long,” Valery said, approaching the entryway. She hit the Ice Knight with Mod Gun from several meters away. 


     Zhang fell to the floor and gasped for breath. “Move away from the door!” he shouted, trying to stand. “The runes—I noticed a long time ago there’s another layer.” Zhang stumbled toward the door, but then the runes on the walls glowed with magic. 


     Vincent grabbed Valery and pulled her away as a mana explosion tore apart the room. The shockwave threw them across the hall and even knocked Harper off her feet. 


     The old man gaped at the destroyed room, but he saw no sight of Zhang. He eyed the viewing runes throughout the dungeon. 


     Lucas figured out what we were up to. It took him a while, though, so my friends must’ve put up a fight. But if they haven’t captured or killed him by now, then something’s gone wrong. 


     “We need to hurry,” Vincent told the women. “Lucas knows we’re here, and he knows Valery is free. We need to get to the great hall before he retreats.” 


     Vincent pulled Valery to her feet, and the three players rushed for the staircase. 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 36 


     Player: Lucas the Chosen Lord 


     Location: Valahym (World) | Midrun (City) | The Lord’s Castle (District) 


     Class: Sheriff (Moderator) 


     Vitality*: Lv 123 


     Spirit*: Lv 130 


     Resolve*: Lv 128 


     Perception*: Lv 129 


     Agility*: Lv 125 


     Strength*: Lv 123 


       


     Lucas watched with an intense gaze as the Void Knights fought Farah and Fynn. Shortly after Fynn died, the Checkpoint Crystal activated, and Fynn reappeared beside Lucas. 


     “You lost so easily?” the moderator questioned as the Checkpoint Crystal crumbled. 


     “You know how dangerous their powers are,” Fynn replied. “And they were even more skilled than I expected. Take this.” Fynn gave Lucas and Erik potions to increase all their stats by fifteen for fifteen minutes. He drank one himself and equipped Wolf’s Reign. 


     “Everyone, get ready,” Lucas commanded Erik, Fynn, and his last twenty-four elite Justiciars. 


     Lucas equipped the rune-covered gauntlet he’d created just for the war. It allowed him to control many of the rune systems around the castle. He waved his hand, and runes activated that split the table in half and pulled the halves to the sides of the hall. 


     It’s only the four of them left. I’d hoped one or two would die on the way here, but I suppose this will only save me the trouble of hunting them down later. These fools have no clue what’s waiting for them. If it was merely a head-on fight, I’d be a lot more worried. But I can’t fail with this gauntlet. 


     Quinn ran into the great hall first, and her eyes fell on Lucas. Jim and Alexandria followed, but Lucas kept his eyes on the entrance.  


     Where is he? Vincent’s not with them? 


     Quinn roared as she charged across the room, and Lucas sighed and activated his gauntlet. The walls across the great hall shimmered with light, and he felt the anti-spell runes affect his body. 


     Fynn leapt between Quinn and Lucas. The woman threw her punch, but Fynn blocked it with his basteel-armored hand. The woman pushed herself away and jumped back three meters. 


     “What the—” Quinn said, pausing. “Gravity Fist didn’t work.” 


     “Haha!” Lucas shouted. “I’ve decked this room with anti-spell runes to stop your abilities. And the best part—I can still use magic if I channel it through my gauntlet.” 


     Lucas pointed his finger at Quinn and struck her with Mod Gun. Just as he expected, a flash of white and black surged over her body. 


     Target Unavailable 


     “Their shields must drain their mana with each attack,” Fynn said. “Once they run out of mana, you can ban them as you please.” 


     “We’ll see about that,” Quinn said, taking off toward them in a sprint. 


     Fynn readied himself, but then the woman leapt over him. She equipped the Brave Warrior’s Sword in midair, landed behind Lucas, and decapitated the moderator as he turned to face her. Erik gasped and swung his sword, but Quinn parried and jammed her blade into his stomach. 


     A flash of white light glowed across the room, and Lucas’s head rematerialized on his body. As Quinn pulled her sword from Erik’s stomach, the hole in his body vanished. 


     “Uh, what?” Quinn said, putting distance between her and the Justiciars. 


     “Revival runes,” Lucas said, smiling. “Just like the training rooms at the Moderator Academy. Even if you destroy my brain, this room will restore me. And the entire thing is powered by slowly absorbing everyone’s mana. Eventually, you’ll run out, and I’ll ban you. My men are just here to speed the process. Attack them!” 


     The Justiciars split into two groups. One went after Quinn, and the other group rushed toward Alexandria and Jim. The two Void Knights near the entrance turned to find the gate had closed and sealed over with magic when Lucas activated his trap. They equipped hardened-verasteel weapons, and then faced the Justiciars. 


     Lucas watched the battle play across the room. The three enemies were fierce, and they had no problem dodging, parrying, and blocking attacks from multiple enemies at once. The younger woman, Alexandria, seemed the most skilled and used two swords to fend off Justiciars. 


     Alexandria decapitated one man, ran her blade through another, and then threw her sword at an approaching Justiciar. She took the longsword from the man she’d stabbed, blocking an attack from someone that had tried to sneak behind her. She turned his blade away, knocked out his Mana Shield, and then took off his sword hand with a quick swipe. However, all the men healed and readied their weapons. 


     “An endless fight,” Lucas mocked. “You can kill them over and over. It doesn’t matter.” He pointed his finger at Alexandria, knowing from the projections she didn’t have the same kind of shield. As he fired, Jim jumped in the way, and the attack flashed white and black. “Ah, so close. Maybe next time. I have all day.” 


     Alexandria knocked back the nearest Justiciar, and then handed Jim a mega-ether. “Don’t forget to keep up your mana. He can’t ban you two if you have mana for your shield.” 


     Jim nodded as he drank from the bottle, and Quinn ran around the side of the room, drinking an ether. She decapitated a Justiciar that tried to stand between her and her friends, and then joined Alexandria and Jim. 


     “This is taking too long,” Fynn said, walking toward the Void Knights. “I’ll speed the process.” 


     It doesn’t matter how long it takes. It’s hopeless. Unless Vincent interferes. Where did he even go? Lucas raised his gauntlet, and a holographic display showed the courtyard. He’s not there—but what’s that hole in the ground? Oh, my god. 


     Lucas flipped through displays of the dungeon until he saw the lowest floor. But—that’s impossible! His eyes remained fixated on Valery. She’s not banned? That cheater! I can’t let him free Zhang too. Luckily, I rigged the dungeon a long time ago just in case. 


     He activated the bombs in Zhang’s room, killing the Ice Knight. That’ll be a problem in two weeks when he respawns, but what about Valery? She might ban me if—no, I need to calm down. My plan will work. I’ll open the gate for them and trap them in here. Valery won’t be able to ban me. With this gauntlet, I’ve ensured victory. 


     Lucas eyed the scene across the room as Xan blocked Fynn’s attacks. He broke sword after sword, but the woman seemed to have an endless supply. She even knocked out Fynn’s shields and decapitated him after several seconds of them going back and forth. Fynn recovered and ran his short sword through her chest, but she, too, healed. 


     Lucas subtly raised his finger and froze Alexandria with Mod Gun. A triumphant smile ran across his face. “Got her!” 


     “No!” Quinn shouted, trying to reach her friend. Several Justiciars impaled her with spears and swords. Lucas guessed she must’ve run out of mana because her negative energy shield stopped slowing the attacks. A dozen Justiciars held her back, and she gritted her teeth and growled. “So, this is how it’s going to be, huh? Let’s see how strong your runes are.” 


     Quinn shoved herself forward as the blades skewered her entire body, ripping her insides apart. She continued until she reached one Justiciar’s hilt, equipped something in her hand, and grabbed the man’s jaw. Quinn forced his mouth open, shoved something inside, and then knocked him back with an uppercut to the jaw. The man’s entire body flashed with mana, and an explosion tore twelve Justiciars to pieces at once. 


     Lucas held steady through the shockwave, but his eyes opened wide. “What was that?” 


     “Lotus Capsule,” Fynn huffed, eyeing the blood, guts, and slabs of flesh that had been thrown across the room. 


     The room flashed with light several times, but only two of the twelve men recovered. The others turned to dust as Quinn ripped their broken blades and spears from her mangled body. She’d lost most of her skin after the explosion shredded her armor, and blood poured from her mouth as she showed a smile. Once she removed the last blade, a flash of white light restored her to normal. 


     Quinn charged once more toward Lucas, and he saw the flicker as she equipped another Lotus Capsule to her hand. Erik jumped between them, but Quinn knocked him aside with a neck-breaking swipe of her arm. 


     Fynn equipped a basteel hand-axe and hurled it across the room. It reached Quinn as she grabbed Lucas by the jaw and sliced off the hand holding the Lotus Capsule. Erik jumped to his feet, having healed, and cut off the arm that held Lucas. 


     Lucas stumbled backward and watched the cooldown timer on his Mod Gun reach zero. He pointed his finger at Quinn as her arms regenerated, then banned the ferocious woman. 


     The remaining Justiciars grappled and piled on top of Jim. He yelled and struggled, but couldn’t break their hold. 


     “You lose, Jim,” Lucas said, forcing a smile despite his panicked nerves. 


     Jim smirked. “No, kiddo. You’re going to lose.” The Rogue forced his hand to his mouth and bit into a Lotus Capsule. His body exploded with a flash of purple mana that sent a wave of Justiciar chunks across the great hall. The runes flashed multiple times, but none of the men came back to life. 


     Lucas blinked, realizing only he, Erik, and Fynn remained. “What did that fool think that would accomplish? I suppose he’s lucky to escape getting banned, but I have all the time in the update to catch him again. Oh, I almost forgot.” 


     The moderator held up his gauntlet and activated the holographic projection. He watched Vincent, Valery, and Harper approach the gate to the great hall. “Men, let’s welcome our next set of guests.” 


     Lucas opened the gate behind the throne, and his last three enemies rushed inside. 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 37 


     Player: Vincent the Eldritch 


     Location: Valahym (World) | Midrun (City) | The Lord’s Castle (District) 


     Class: Ranger 


     Subclass: Mage 


     Vitality: Lv 165 (+20) 


     Spirit*: Lv 174 (+20) 


     Resolve: Lv 153 (+20) 


     Perception*: Lv 180 (+20) 


     Agility: Lv 163 (+20) 


     Strength: Lv 162 (+20) 


       


     Just as Vincent aimed his fingers to shoot the hinges of the vault-like door, the mechanism unwound and opened itself. He didn’t pause to reflect why and rushed into the room with Valery and Harper beside him. His eyes fell on the gruesome scene of blood and dust that covered the great hall. He noticed right away that Xan and Quinn were banned, but Vincent didn’t see Jim among the remaining players. 


     Valery pointed her fingers at Lucas, who seemed to have dropped his guard for whatever reason. Her arm muscles tensed as she pointed harder and more desperately. “I don’t understand! Why isn’t it working?” 


     A smile formed on Lucas’s face, and he squeezed his gauntlet. 


     The door slammed shut behind Vincent, and he glanced up in time so see the shimmer of a forcefield. He tightened his hands, trying to feel his mana reserves, but a buzzing frequency blocked him. 


     An anti-spell room? Just like the ones Marquis sometimes used as traps. 


     Lucas raised his gauntlet-covered hand and pointed at Valery. “Any last words? Because I’ll never unban you after this.” 


     “No!” Valery screamed, tears forming at the corners of her eyes. “I won’t go back into that dungeon!” She pointed her fingers even harder and screamed in horror when nothing happened. 


     A faint shimmer ran across the air and hit Valery. Most players wouldn’t have seen it, but Vincent’s sharp eyes tracked the shot as it left Lucas’s finger and hit the woman. Valery must’ve glimpsed it, too, because she let out a cry before becoming still like a statue. 


     “Lucas!” Harper cried. “You need to stop this.” 


     “Oh, now you want to talk?” Lucas said. “It’s too late for you too. I’ll unban you in fifty years once your will is broken. You’ll love me then—I assure you of that.” 


     “Kid, you have some issues,” Vincent said, equipping a hardened-verasteel blade. 


     “Kid?” Lucas said, his face growing flushed with anger. “I’m a god. You ought to kneel at my feet and beg for forgiveness.” 


     Low-tier mods have a minute between shots. I need to get that gauntlet off him by then. 


     Vincent charged forward, but Fynn met him halfway. Their blades collided, and the basteel chipped the hardened-verasteel. Fynn slammed his shoulder into the old man, knocking him back, and then slashed through Vincent’s neck with the tip of his blade. 


     A flash of light sealed Vincent’s wound, and he paused to think. Revival runes? That means I don’t have to worry about fighting Fynn at all. 


     Vincent ran forward again, and Fynn raised his blade. The old man ran past and ignored the enemy as the Wolf Lord lopped off one of his arms. Before he reached Lucas, his arm had been restored in a flash of light. Erik jumped between them, but Vincent cut down the man with a quick swing. He struck again and severed Lucas’s gauntlet-equipped arm. 


     Got it! 


     Lucas stumbled backward and chuckled. A flash of white light restored his arm, and the gauntlet reappeared with it. “You moron. Did you really think I wouldn’t anticipate you’d go for the gauntlet? One rune I attached to it brings it back to me. It’s also protected by a forcefield made by absorbing energy from the room, so you won’t be able to break it, either. You lose, cheater. And you lose because of my wits—not just my mod powers.” 


     Fynn’s basteel short sword pierced through Vincent’s back and emerged out his chest. He coughed blood, and then Fynn slung him away from Lucas. 


     I need to keep my mana refilled. He can’t ban me if my Gravity Shield still works. 


     Vincent retreated across the hall and gulped down ethers. With the buzzing frequency in the air, he found it difficult to even tell when his mana felt full. 


     Harper’s eyes filled with worry. “You don’t have backup coming, do you?” 


     “In two weeks,” Vincent replied. “At least one person will respawn with void powers, but he can’t unban people.” 


     A grimace fell over Harper’s face. “Is there a way you can kill me without the revival runes saving me?” 


     “Yeah,” Vincent said. He equipped a Lotus Capsule and tossed it to Harper. 


     “Not this again,” Lucas muttered. He pointed his finger at Harper. 


     Vincent stepped in front of the shimmer, and his Gravity Shield stopped the ban. “Can you do me one favor, Harper? If you’re going to kill yourself, try to blow up Lucas’s gauntlet.” 


     Harper placed the Lotus Capsule between her teeth. “I’ll try.” 


     Vincent equipped another Lotus Capsule to put in his mouth. I don’t want to abandon Quinn and Xan, but if I can’t beat him, I’ll have to do the next best thing and destroy his gauntlet. That’ll leave him trapped in this great hall until his men break him out. In two weeks, we might be able to spring another attack before the Justiciars are ready. We’ll even have Zhang next time. 


     “Get ready,” Vincent muttered to Harper. 


     The Ranger dashed at superhuman speed at the Wolf Lord. He equipped a second sword as Fynn brought Wolf’s Reign down toward his head. Vincent tilted his head to the side, allowing Wolf’s Reign to bisect him between his neck and shoulder. 


     Pain surged through Vincent’s body, but he forced himself to cross his swords and decapitate Fynn. He tossed the Wolf Lord’s body aside as a flash of light restored them, and then Vincent ran alongside Harper. 


     Erik gripped his longsword and stepped in front of Lucas. He raised his blade, but Vincent kicked off the ground toward him at a much higher speed and cut through both of his forearms. The man screamed in pain, and his body tensed until his arms reappeared. 


     Harper darted past Erik. As she neared the moderator, he unequipped the gauntlet and smirked. Harper slid to a stop, and a look of dread crossed her face. 


     “Really, Harper?” Lucas mocked. “You thought I’d let you blow up my gauntlet? Like I’m too stupid to think of that too? Unlike you—you don’t even realize what’ll happen if you blow up yourself. I’ll mark your death timer, and in two weeks when you respawn, I’ll ban you. Maybe you’ll kill yourself once or twice. Ten or twenty times, even. It doesn’t matter. Eventually, I’ll ban you.” 


     “Just let me die, Lucas,” Harper begged. “You can have this world—the entire World-Tree. Just let me go. You don’t love me. You’ve never loved me. You’re sick in the head and obsessed with me. You’d be happier if you just forgot about me. If you’d leave your collection behind and find some meaning in your—” 


     Lucas reequipped the gauntlet and shot Harper with Mod Gun before she could close her teeth on the Lotus Capsule. “Blah, blah, blah. I don’t care, Harper. I’m tired of the people in my collection trying to give me inspirational and heart-felt speeches. As if I’d free them because they tugged my heart strings. I just don’t care. You’re right, though. I don’t love you. Not as you are now. You’re the one that disgusts me, Harper. But luckily for you, I’m nice enough to rehabilitate you. And in fifty years, when I unban you, you’ll fall on your knees and worship me. And maybe—just maybe—I’ll forgive you.” 


     Fynn slashed through Vincent’s armor and kicked him in the chest. The old man rolled across the floor and forced himself to stand. 


     Maybe I should try to blow up one of the walls instead? If the anti-spell runes cut out, Quinn’s shield will kick on and likely free her. Or should I bomb Fynn, so he won’t have that basteel next time? No, the basteel wouldn’t be much of a problem if it wasn’t for this anti-spell room and this buzzing frequency. Maybe I can catch Lucas off guard and destroy his gauntlet? I have a few options, but none of them are ideal. 


     Fynn ran at Vincent and skewered the Ranger-Mage. He hacked at the old man, decapitated him, and even split him in half. Every time, a flash of white light restored Vincent, and he’d stumble away to drink an ether. Luckily, he’d gathered hundreds of them over several battles. 


     After numerous deaths, he almost grew numb to the pain, but then the Wolf Lord would kill him in a new way. He gouged out Vincent’s eyes, slit his throat, and even cracked his skull with the flat side of Wolf’s Reign. Every dozen or so deaths, Fynn would try a different tactic to break Vincent’s will. 


     The old man’s Blood of the Ancient effect wore off, and he drank more potions to boost his levels. Sometimes, Fynn slashed through the potions before he could down them, and Vincent would swap to another. His ether count dropped to two-hundred, then one-hundred, and then fifty after hundreds of deaths. 


     After several hours of dying repeatedly, Vincent collapsed to the floor. His hands felt the energy field, and he could see the light of runes racing across the floor. Even with the constant buzzing frequency, he could still feel the power of the runes somewhere below the surface. 


     It’s almost like my forge back on Eramar. 


     The old man laughed and forced himself to stand once more. Though he carried no scars, the physical and emotional toll had left him drained of his strength. Vincent stood in a slouch, and sweat dripped across his body. Every muscle ached, and the buzzing frequency even gave him a headache. Despite all that, he couldn’t help but laugh and smile at his enemies. 


     “What’s so funny?” Fynn asked. 


     “You want to defeat the angels, right?” Vincent asked. 


     The Wolf Lord narrowed his eyes. “More than anything.” 


     “You’re a smart guy,” Vincent told him. “However, if you want to win at this game, you need to get a little creative. Maybe one day, you and I can even work together. How’s that sound?” 


     Fynn tilted his head with a curious look. “So, you’ve finally decided to blow yourself up?” 


     Vincent equipped a mediocre set of enhanced-verasteel armor and one of his rune hammers. He activated the runes, and the hammer glowed red-hot as it absorbed the buzzing frequency that bounced around the great hall. 


     The old man leapt forward and smashed Fynn in the head, splattering his skull with the power the hammer had absorbed. Vincent took his Lotus Capsule and shoved it into Fynn’s mouth as the Wolf Lord’s head restored, before striking Fynn in the jaw with the hammer. 


     The Wolf Lord’s body flashed green, and then the explosion tossed Vincent across the room. He unequipped the melted, shattered armor, and the burns on his body disappeared. 


     “How’s that possible?” Erik shouted, gaping at the hammer. “You can’t activate enchantments in an anti-spell room.” 


     “It’s a rune hammer,” Vincent replied. He held up his hammer and felt the surge of power as it absorbed more bouncing frequencies. “Similar to Lucas’s gauntlet.” 


     And while Lucas is skilled with runes, I’m a master of frequencies. He felt the power reverberating off his hammer, and Vincent tried to channel that power. He compacted it around the edge of the hammer, making it glow brighter and hotter. A little more. Just a little more. 


     Lucas glared. “Erik, force him to use his mana. He can’t drink potions forever. Eventually he’ll run out.” 


     “He’ll slaughter me,” Erik said. “I can’t fight someone that strong.” 


     “Just go!” Lucas shouted. “I’ll cover you. I have other spells too.” 


     Vincent sidestepped a Mana Magnum fired by Lucas as Erik ran at him. The old man shattered Erik’s longsword with his hammer, and then smashed his brains across the room with a second swipe. When Erik restored, Vincent dropped the hammer on his head again. Rapid mana blasts pelted Vincent, but he ignored them as he smacked Erik around. 


     With each strike, Vincent forced the frequencies trapped in the hammer to grow denser and more powerful. He felt the handle quiver with power, but he knew the hammer could handle it, because he’d designed it himself to withstand intense pressure and frequencies. 


     Erik screamed, cried, and flailed between each death. He tried to equip new weapons, only to have them smashed to pieces or knocked aside. He went through several suits of armor until he ran out. Vincent chugged ethers between kills, and after mere minutes, the Grand Chancellor fell to his knees and cried. 


     “Please, stop,” Erik begged with snot running from his nose. “I can’t take anymore. I give up.” 


     “Erik, I command you to rise and fight!” Lucas screamed, his face turning red. 


     “I’m s-sorry,” Erik cried. “Just make the pain stop.” 


     Vincent took a deep breath and relaxed his body. As he exhaled, he concentrated the powerful frequencies reverberating through the hammer until it felt like he was holding nothing. The hammer’s hotness vanished in an instant, and the pale shimmer of a gravitational distortion appeared around it. 


     Erik glanced at the hammer, and then turned his tearful eyes to Vincent. The old man held out his other hand and sent the Grand Chancellor a team invitation. Erik blinked in confusion and accepted it. 


     “Rise, Erik!” Lucas shouted. “Don’t make me ban you too.” 


     >Vincent: Don’t rise. Let him shoot at you, and I’ll redirect it. If you promise to cooperate, I’ll let you walk away from this mess. 


     Erik gaped at Vincent. 


     “Erik!” Spit flew from Lucas’s mouth as he screamed. “Are you a traitor, too, just like your brother? I guess it runs in your wicked family.” 


     Lucas raised his finger, and Erik’s body tensed with fear. The Grand Chancellor closed his eyes as Lucas cast Mod Gun. 


     Vincent saw the shimmer, stepped forward, and struck it with his hammer. The gravitational wave flashed white and black, and then the shimmer flew back at Lucas. He saw the shimmer in the last split-second before it hit, and his face froze with fear. 


     Erik whimpered, stood, and then stared at Lucas. “You—you banned him? You actually did it?” He looked at Vincent with terrified eyes. “Please, please don’t hurt me. I did what you told me to. I’ll do whatever you ask. I’m so sorry. I’ve done some many terrible things. To so many worlds. To my own broth—” 


     “I don’t care,” Vincent interrupted. 


     Erik’s body trembled. 


     “Whatever you’ve done, I don’t care about that,” Vincent told him. “You, Fynn, and all the Justiciars. I just want this war to end. I want the people of the World-Tree freed. You understand me?” 


     “Y-yes. I—I’ll send out a mass message to all Justiciars once the runes blocking communication are disabled. I’ll tell them Lucas was banned and let them know the Justiciars are to cease operations. Not all of them will listen, but I’m sure—” 


     “Valery will take care of that,” Vincent said. “The World-Tree will have a proper moderator for the first time in seven decades. And my team will help her if we need to—once we have that vacation I promised them. But first, I need to free everyone.” 


     But what will we do with Lucas? Keep him frozen? He deserves as much, but I don’t like the idea. We could place him in an anti-spell chamber, but his most loyal Justiciars will never stop trying to free him. If only I could get rid of him for good. But I’ve heard attacks and spells don’t work on banned people. Then again, my void powers interfere with mod powers. 


     Vincent approached the frozen moderator. He still saw the fear in Lucas’s eyes, but he felt no pity for the man. “How does it feel to be the frozen one? You’ve done so many horrible things to so many people, you realize that? You’re one of the worst dictators in human history. Five hundred million people held hostage to your cruelty. Those people won’t forget that when this update is over. The world won’t forget what you’ve done, Lucas, and they won’t forgive you.” 


     Vincent grabbed the gauntlet and hit several switches until the runes deactivated, and he felt his mana returning. 


     He pointed two fingers at Lucas’s head. I wonder if this will work? Worst-case scenario, Valery and I camp out at the daiglass tower in two weeks and ban him again. 


     Vincent fired Void Gun, and the negative energy disintegrated the top part of Lucas’s head. The bottom of the frozen man’s head lolled backward, but his body remained standing. 


     Erik gaped at the body. “He’s not turning to dust? I don’t understand.” 


     “You turn to dust to prepare your body to respawn,” Vincent noted. “You can’t respawn if you’re banned. The game won’t let players leave because of the time-dilation, but if he’s dead, the time-dilation should wear off. It might take days or weeks in our time, but I’ll keep watch of him until he vanishes, and I know for good.” 


     Erik gasped. “You’re saying—he’s free from the game?” 


     “From his point of view, he’ll soon return to his bedroom or parent’s basement or wherever that psycho was when the update started.” 


     The Grand Chancellor collapsed to his knees. “Freedom. You’ve discovered a way to free anyone from this game.” 


     Vincent paused at the comment. “Yeah, I suppose I have.” 


     Across the hall, Quinn’s shield flickered, and a flash of black and white freed her from her ban. She fell to her knees and gasped once, but then jumped to her feet. Quinn hurried to Vincent and hugged him. “You did it! You defeated Lucas! And more importantly, you’ve discovered a way to escape this game. We can leave, Vincent. We can go home.” Quinn paused, and tears touched the corners of her eyes. “I can see my husband and son again.” 


     Vincent cast Zero Field on Xan, Valery, and Harper. All three collapsed and caught their breath. 


     “We can go home?” Xan shouted, running to Vincent. 


     Harper approached, but then grabbed Erik by the throat. “I won’t forget that you worked for Lucas.” She sighed and released the man. “But if you keep to your word, I’ll try to forget you.” 


     Erik nodded. “I’m sending a guild message right now.” 


     Quinn grabbed Vincent’s arm. “Send me home, Vince. Please, I need to see my family again.” 


     Xan frowned at Quinn. “But what about the other worlds? We have to make sure the Justiciars will truly give up before we escape.” 


     “I don’t care about that,” Quinn said. “I started this journey on the off-chance I could escape at the top. But there’s a way to escape right now.” 


     “We don’t even know if it works,” Xan said. “We can’t be sure that the time-dilation wore off for Lucas.” 


     “That’s true,” Vincent noted. “I didn’t think it through—I just wanted him gone. But for all I know, he’s trapped in darkness for the next three centuries.” 


     “I can only hope so,” Harper said. “I hope he can’t breathe. I hope he’s suffering.” 


     Quinn released Vincent’s arm and sighed. “Sorry, you’re both right. I just got excited to see my family again. I miss them so badly, but three hundred years of darkness is too big a risk. Besides, it’s only been minutes in real-time since I saw them. I just need to keep reminding myself of that.” 


     “It’s difficult, isn’t it?” Valery said. “Imagine what it was like for me. Seventy-two years as a captive. But when I stop to think about it, it only feels like six minutes have actually passed.” 


     “That’s right,” Xan said. She turned to Quinn and smiled. “Just think, the next twenty-four will go by in a flash. When you log off, it’ll feel like you saw your family less than an hour ago.” 


     Quinn nodded and wiped away her tears. “Yeah, you’re right.” She put an arm around Xan and Vincent and hugged them. “I guess another twenty-four minutes of adventuring with my best friends isn’t so bad. Maybe we’ll even reach the top.” 


     “Ooh, screenshot!” Xan said, taking a picture of them with Lucas’s frozen body in the background. 


     A few seconds after Xan took her picture, Lucas’s body flickered and vanished. 


     Valery stared at where the moderator had been. “No dust? Does that mean he’s out of the game? Or is he trapped in darkness?” 


     “Guess we’ll find out in hundreds of years,” Harper said. 


     “You don’t want to kill yourself over and over to escape?” Valery asked. “You told me you would if you were ever freed.” 


     Harper smiled, and tears twinkled in her eyes. “Lucas isn’t here anymore. The World-Tree is free of him. I’m free of him.” She looked at the Void Knights with tearful eyes. “Thank you so much. You three—you’re real heroes. Not just virtually, you’re actual heroes.” 


     “When I log off, my AI Assistant will upload hundreds—maybe thousands—of videos of my time here,” Valery told the Void Knights. “The world will know what you’ve done. Not just my viewers, but Zhang’s too. That guy gets several million views per video. You three will be famous for stopping Lucas. Would you mind telling my viewers why you put yourselves in danger to do all this?” 


     “I just wanted to help,” Xan answered. 


     “I don’t even know,” Quinn replied. “I’ve made up countless reasons over the years, but really, I just didn’t want to keep climbing the World-Tree without my friends.” 


     Vincent shrugged. “I guess what Xan said.” He paused and reflected. “But also, I liked the challenge. I’m an old gamer, and I’ve beaten many video games, but I’ve never gotten to overthrow an actual tyrant before. Besides all the dying, it was pretty fun.” 


     Vincent chuckled and put his arms around his friends to take another picture. This is definitely going on my HUD as my new background. 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter 38 


     Player: Vincent the Eldritch 


     Location: Valahym (World) | Midrun (City) | Town Center (District) 


     Class: Ranger 


     Subclass: Mage 


     Vitality: Lv 165 


     Spirit*: Lv 174 


     Resolve: Lv 153 


     Perception*: Lv 180 


     Agility: Lv 163 


     Strength: Lv 162 


       


     Vincent stood a short distance from the daiglass tower with Xan and Quinn. Valery, Harper, and Erik stayed closer to the daiglass, and most of the players Vincent had freed from the dungeon made a circle around the structure. As hundreds of Justiciars spawned, Erik yelled at them to surrender and that Lucas had lost. A few of the hardheaded Justiciars tried to grab weapons from daiglass storage, but Valery banned them on the spot. 


     Sam and Ryan stood on the opposite side of the tower, making sure no one would grab weapons and run away. Vincent had found them in a dark cell in an unused section of the dungeon while freeing Lucas’s captives. 


     “I’ll free you later,” Valery said to Titus the Butcher’s frozen body as two former prisoners dragged him away. “Once you’ve realized you’ve lost and calm yourself down.” 


     Vincent had placed the daiglass shard in a safe place at the castle, and members of the Jiminy World Crickets spawned, saw his mass message, and then hurried to the tower. It didn’t take long for May, Keanu, and Jake to rush over. 


     “Valery!” Jake shouted, running to hug his friend. “I never gave up searching for you, old friend.” 


     Valery hugged him in reply. “I know. Vincent told me.” 


     “Is that Sam guy here?” Jake asked. “I need to thank him. He risked his own freedom to help us.” 


     “He’s on the other side of the tower,” Valery said. “I’ve thanked him plenty in the last two weeks. He doesn’t say much, but he seems to like my company.” 


     Jake chuckled. “You owe that man a date or something.” 


     Valery smiled. “I’ve considered it, but he’s very reserved. Maybe I’ll bring him with me to clean up the worlds, which will let us get to know each other better.” 


     As time passed, the crowds of respawning players slowed. They had trouble rallying the largest group of Justiciars to quiet and listen, and Erik ended up screaming at several men to silence them. Many of the Justiciars held their head low in defeat and simply wandered away. A few, however, almost seemed happy to escape Lucas’s rule. 


     “Many people joined because it was easier to oppress than be oppressed,” Keanu noted. “It’ll be difficult to fix this city along with all the others, but the fact that they’re playing along for now is a good sign.” 


     “Despite how serious their crimes are, it might be best to treat this like it’s a game for once,” Vincent said. “Just tell them good game, well played, and move on with our lives.” 


     Grinning Gwendolyn respawned, gaped at Valery and the Void Knights, and then laughed. “So, we lost? Oh well. We’re all good, right?” 


     Xan glared at the girl. “Just get out of here.” 


     Gwendolyn replied with a nervous chuckle before she ran away. 


     “Brother!” one of the captives Vincent had freed shouted. The young woman ran toward Quinton as he respawned. 


     “Delilah?” Quinton replied. He covered his mouth and tears ran down his face as his sister hugged him. Quinton stared at Vincent. “You did it? You really beat Lucas? Oh, my god. I’m so sorry.” 


     “Forget about it,” Vincent replied. “Just take your sister and go live your life.” 


     Quinton nodded, hugged his sister, and cried. 


     “Xan!” Lloyd shouted as he approached to hug his child. “My magnificent daughter! You and your friends actually saved the World-Tree from that tyrant.” 


     “Don’t forget that you helped,” Xan told her father. “You organized our army, Dad. We probably couldn’t have won without all that help.” 


     Vincent smiled, and then eyed the tower. He waited until Farah and the first half of the elite Justiciars appeared. 


     Farah looked around at the disappointed Justiciars, the happy Crickets, and then the Void Knights. 


     “You lost,” Vincent said. 


     Farah shrugged. “Whatever. It was fun regardless. So, where’s your handsome friend?” 


     “He’ll respawn soon enough.” 


     “Tell him I’ll see him around.” Farah waved and walked away. 


     Many Justiciars departed, and the crowd greatly diminished before Athena and River arrived. Athena hugged her sister and father, and Xan told them how the battle had played out after the two women died. 


     “That’s amazing!” Athena said when Xan finished her retelling of the events. “Xanny, I’m so proud of you. And River, your grandfather is so cool.” 


     River smirked. “Yeah, he’s something, alright.” 


     The remaining elites appeared, and Erik rallied them together to explain what had happened. The men glanced at the Void Knights with furious looks, but then Valery approached to ensure they wouldn’t cause problems. The Justiciars fell silent and nervously agreed to the terms of surrender. 


     A few minutes later, Jim strolled toward the tower with a wild grin on his face. “I knew you’d take care of it, Vince. But how’d you do it?” 


     “Rune hammer,” Vincent replied. “Once I got a feel for the frequencies of the room, I zeroed them out and redirected his Mod Gun.” 


     Jim shook his head. “So, you reflected the final boss’s attack? After all this time, you’re still an old-school gamer, Vince.” 


     “Everything seems in order here,” Lloyd noted, staring as the last few Justiciars dispersed. “That’s the last of them, right?” 


     “There’s one more,” Vincent said. “Fynn. But he won’t respawn for a few hours.” 


     “A few hours?” Jim asked. 


     “He killed me hundreds of times before I realized my rune hammer would work,” Vincent explained. He looked at Jim, Quinn, and Xan. “I’d like to talk to Fynn, and I don’t mind waiting a few hours. You all can go if you like. I know you’re excited to start your vacation.” 


     “Yeah, I’d like to spend time with my family,” Xan said. She spread her arms out and forced her three friends into a hug. “But I love you three. You’re the best friends I’ve ever had!” 


     “Aw,” Jim said. “I love you three too.” 


     “Ugh, the sappiness,” Quinn muttered. 


     “You know you love us,” Xan said, smiling. 


     “Yeah, yeah,” Quinn replied. “You know I do.” 


     “I love you three,” Vincent said. “Now, go off to your much-deserved vacations.” 


     The four friends broke away from one another. Xan walked toward Athena, Lloyd, and River. Jim strolled in one direction, and then spotted Farah leaning against the wall of a nearby building. Quinn touched the daiglass tower to trade out items before leaving. 


     Vincent’s heart felt heavy as he watched his friends leave. 


     All that time on Eramar, I almost always knew where they were. Or at least where they’d respawn. But now, everyone’s heading in their own direction. Quinn will likely go to Firepeak to see her cousin—maybe search for a higher-level arena. Xan will stay with her family. Jim will probably party nonstop. What am I going to do for my vacation? Party? Visit old acquaintances? Help ensure the Justiciars are dismantled for good? 


     Vincent sat by the tower and thought to himself for a long time. He weighed his options for how to spend the next few years, but for the first time in decades, he seemed to have too many choices for the path he could take. 


     The future is too hazy now. Everything is simple when I have clear-cut goals. Make a negative-energy spell. Climb the World-Tree. Power-level. Defeat Lucas. But now—just relax? I need an objective. An enemy. Something to conquer. A challenge to distract me until my friends are ready to climb the World-Tree again. 


     Fynn appeared in front of the daiglass tower, and his eyes scanned the empty street until they fell on Vincent. 


     Vincent stood and approached the Wolf Lord with his hand extended. “Good game.” 


     Fynn stared at him for a second, and then shook his hand. “Same to you. I guess you did something creative, didn’t you?” 


     “Something like that,” Vincent replied. “My offer’s still on the table for us to work together. I know you want to climb the World-Tree and defeat the angels.” 


     “We’ll see,” Fynn replied, adding Vincent to his friend list. “For now, I need time to rethink my priorities. I should never have allowed myself to become part of something like the Justiciars. It’s easy enough to say now that I’ve lost, but I mean it sincerely. Give me some time to think things over, then maybe I’ll join your team.” 


     “Don’t worry about it. My friends and I are taking a vacation. They want to enjoy time with friends and family for a few years.” 


     “And what will you do?” 


     Vincent paused, trying to think of an answer. “I’ll find something to distract me until they’re ready to climb again.” 


     “Then let’s agree to meet again in a decade or two. Maybe on Styxis. It’s the highest City-World of the middle tier, so it’s a good place to prepare ourselves to fight the angels.” 


     “Alright, I’ll see you there. One day.” 


     Fynn nodded, took some items from storage, and then left. 


     Vincent sighed, looking at the empty streets. The light of the skybox dimmed as it turned to night, and he smiled at the glow of different colored worlds above. 


     What a beautiful sight. I didn’t get to enjoy this view on Eramar, and I barely thought about it on our way to fight the war. For the first time in a long time, I can sit back and enjoy the view of all those worlds up there. All those places I’ve yet to explore. I remember when I couldn’t make a choice, Monika always said to go with the decision that added more excitement to my life. So, I should use my vacation to explore out-of-the-way worlds barely seen by humans. 


     The old man smiled and imagined all the adventures that awaited him on the World-Tree. 


    

      


    


  




  

     Epilogue 


     Lucas screamed into the darkness. He cursed Vincent, Erik, and even ARKUS itself. Minutes passed, and Lucas curled into a ball on the floor of the infinite dark plane. He cried and punched the ground, but his body seemed weak. He felt as if he’d lost all his levels. All his power. Finally, his body crumbled away, and he lost himself for a moment. 


     You’ve been permanently banned. Thanks for playing. 


     “Wha—what?” Lucas said. 


     He could feel the headset over his face and his hands on the armrests of his gaming chair. His body felt so different from the virtual one he’d known for decades. It felt heavier—weaker. 


     “No!” he shouted. “Let me back in. Please, ARKUS.” 


     Lucas touched the side of the headset, flicking the power on and off. However, the game only greeted him with a ban message. Tears rolled down his face, and Lucas grabbed the headset and slung it across his messy room. He buried his face in his hands and cried. 


     Already, his entire experience in the World-Tree felt compressed. Like he’d lived it on fast-forward. He could remember his breakfast with his parents that morning better than he could many of his adventures. But select moments stood out in his mind. Certain moments felt just as real as when he’d experienced them in the game, but many of those memories left him feeling dread at all the enemies he’d made. 


     “I was supposed to be a god!” he yelled, throwing junk off his desk. 


     “You’d better stop that screaming,” his mother shouted from the hallway. “Your father will be home soon, and he’ll be pissed to find you playing that game instead of applying for jobs.” 


     “Leave me alone,” Lucas grumbled. 


     His mother stomped down the hall, muttering that she couldn’t wait for his father to get home to deal with him. 


     Lucas gaped at the augmented-reality feed projected by his contacts. The update hadn’t even ended yet, but AI news outlets had started to report on the millions of people trapped inside World-Tree Online from the small number of players whose friends or family had noticed something wrong and pulled off their headsets. 


     His eyes stayed glued to the HUD as the first image of his game avatar appeared with a headline claiming him to be a virtual tyrant. Then one article after another appeared, detailing the countless horrible things he’d done. 


     One article on a major news outlet read: WORLD-TREE ONLINE PLAYER COMMITS HUMAN-RIGHTS VIOLATIONS AGAINST PEOPLE TRAPPED IN THE GAME. 


     Lucas sank into his gaming chair as his social media accounts exploded with accusations and threats. One of the largest news outlets in the world picked up the story with a live discussion titled: SHOULD WORLD-TREE ONLINE TYRANT SEE JAIL TIME FOR TORTURING PLAYERS AND SUBJUGATING MILLIONS? 


     Lucas gripped the sides of his head and screamed. He cried and kicked his desk, but his body was so weak, he barely caused it to budge. A screen appeared, asking if he wanted to order antidepressants. He shouted, waving away all the screens, and sobbed for some time before looking at his notifications. 


     A flood of news and notifications poured across his HUD as the rest of the five-hundred-million players finally broke free of the game. Lucas’s social media flickered lightning-fast with incoming messages. Hundreds of death-threats and tens of thousands of angry rants. 


     He glanced at notifications from friends and saw a message from Harper: Even with centuries to reflect, you still disgust me. 


     Lucas tried to reply, but he found himself blocked. 


     “Lucas,” his mother’s worried voice sounded the hallway. “Why is the internet blowing up with accusations about you? What’s this about people being trapped in that game? And you tortured them?” 


     “Go away!” Lucas screamed. 


     “My friends that were playing said you did horrible things,” his mother replied. “The police department even sent me a message to ask if you’re home right now.” 


     “Just go away,” Lucas cried. 


     His mother fell silent, but he had no doubt she was flipping through her augmented-reality feed in a panicked frenzy. 


     Lucas glanced at the new headline from one of the AI news outlets he followed: POLICE BOTS TO DETAIN WORLD-TREE ONLINE TYRANT FOR CRIMES AGAINST HUMANITY. 


     Tears streamed down Lucas’s face, and he heard the distant sound of police sirens. He skimmed over his messages, hoping that even a single of his Justiciars would say they remembered him fondly. That they would speak out on his behalf. That he’d been the ruler the World-Tree needed to maintain order. 


     His eyes fell on a message from Zhang that had been auto-translated from Chinese: I forgive you, Lucas. Not because of who you were, but because of the person you could’ve been. I’ll keep in touch while you’re imprisoned. 


     The sirens reached his street, and soon a banging noise sounded at the front door. His mother screamed and cried for him, but Lucas didn’t move from his gaming chair. “I—I’m sorry,” he sobbed. “I’m so sorry.” 


    

      


    


  




  

     Author’s Note 


     Thank you for reading World-Tree Online. If there’s enough interest from readers, I’ll write sequels that explore the rest of Vincent’s time in the update. So, make sure to leave a review on Amazon if you want to see more of his journey. 


     You can subscribe to my mailing list to stay up to date on new releases: http://eepurl.com/dyr-3H 


     If you enjoyed World-Tree Online, you might also enjoy my previous series: Greatborn 


     Once again—thanks for reading! 
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