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Noctem is a dream come true. Dreams don’t last forever. Nightmares might.The first three books
in the Pixel Dust series, over 1,400 pages of fantasy adventure!Existing within a virtual world
shared across millions of users while they sleep, the online game, Carpe Noctem, offers a life of
magic and adventure. For a scruffy gunslinger like Max, and a snarky fairy like Kira, it’s
home.Unfortunately, Noctem’s creator, and unhinged genius, has been fired. On his way out, he
slapped a doomsday button to bring the system crashing down and send the global economy
into ruin.To save their second home, Max and Kira will need to assemble a party of misfits to
conquer a quest of nightmares, and discover the secrets that lurk within the game.If they fail,
they’ll lose more than they can imagine… but winning has its own price.What readers are
saying:“It's one of the best LitRPG's that I've ever had the pleasure of experiencing! Party Hard
is tightly written, fun, and it has a lot of action.” ★★★★★“A novel that draws you in, gamer or not.”
★★★★★“The character development in this story is simply outstanding, and the setting offers a
surprisingly fresh take over the more standard GameLit fare. An absolute must-read.”
★★★★★Buy the 3-book boxed set today to read David Petrie's Party Hard, Pyramid Game, and
Auction of Souls!

From Publishers WeeklyWhen murder attempts are made on a corporate dynasty of old Earth,
the wealthy taMings send offplanet for help. Their shanghaied bodyguard is Cat, a half-human,
half-alien telepath whose psychic powers were blocked when he used them to kill in self-
defense. Given a temporary cure so that he can protect idealistic Assembly member Lady
Elnear taMing, Cat discovers secrets that endanger his own life. The stuff of yesterday's
headlines, these include revelations that scion Daric taMing is a drug dealer and holier-than-
thou evangelist Sojourner Stryger a closet sadist. Vinge again displays her talent for weaving a
complex web of relationshipspersonal, political and socialbut the mass of detail slows this
romantic melodrama to a crawl rather than giving life to its bland characters.Copyright 1988
Reed Business Information, Inc. --This text refers to the paperback edition.From Library
JournalHired by the powerful taMing dynasty to protect its Security Council candidate from
assassination, a half- human telepath known as "Cat" uncovers a larger conspiracy that
threatens to destroy the remnants of individual freedom in a world controlled by interstellar
corporations. Political intrigue, shifting loyalties, and fully realized characters add uncommon
depth to this sequel to Psion . Highly recommended for sf collections as well as for mature young
adult readers. JCCopyright 1988 Reed Business Information, Inc. --This text refers to the
paperback edition.About the AuthorJoan D. Vinge has won two Hugo Awards, one for her novel
The Snow Queen. Author of ten novels and a number of film adaptations, her books have been
bestsellers here and abroad. She lives in Madison, Wisconsin.--This text refers to the paperback



edition.Review“First-rate suspense! One of the top science fiction books of the year.” ―Seattle
Times/Post-Intelligencer“Intense, fast-paced intrigue.” ―Locus“Joan Vinge makes a welcome
return to large-scale science fiction . . . a well-told, entertaining tale.” ―Chicago Sun-
Times“Outstanding.” ―C. J. Cherryh--This text refers to the paperback edition.Read more
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PIXEL DUST OMNIBUSBooks 1-3 in a GameLit Fantasy AdventureDAVID PETRIECopyright ©
2020 by David PetrieAll rights reserved.No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or
by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems,
without written permission from the publisher, except for the use of brief quotations in a book
review.This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the products
of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or
dead, businesses, companies, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.NEWSLETTERDon’t
miss out on future releases! Sign up for the Mountaindale Press to stay up to date. And as
always, thank you for your support! You are the reason we’re able to bring these stories to
life.CONTENTSParty HardPyramid GameAuction of SoulsAfterwordAbout David PetrieAbout
Mountaindale PressMountaindale Press TitlesCONTENTSAcknowledgmentsPrologueChapter
1Chapter 2Chapter 3Chapter 4Chapter 5Chapter 6Chapter 7Chapter 8Chapter 9Chapter
10Chapter 11Chapter 12Chapter 13Chapter 14Chapter 15Chapter 16Chapter 17Chapter
18Chapter 19Chapter 20Chapter 21Chapter 22Chapter 23Chapter 24Chapter 25Chapter
26Chapter 27Chapter 28Chapter 29Chapter 30Chapter 31Chapter 32Chapter 33Chapter
34Chapter 35Chapter 36Chapter 37Chapter 38Chapter 39Chapter 40Chapter 41Chapter
42Chapter 43Chapter 44Chapter 45Chapter 46Chapter 47Chapter 48Chapter 49Chapter
50Chapter 51Chapter 52Chapter 53Chapter 54Chapter 55Chapter 56Chapter 57Chapter
58LogsEpilogueAppendixACKNOWLEDGMENTSParty Hard is a ridiculous story full of action
and heart, but it wouldn’t have happened without help and inspiration.I’d like to thank my
awesome beta-readers, Kevin Eaton, Cindy Koepp, Caite Liddell, Paul Campbell Jr., and Brad
Penney. Also, a big thanks to my friend and comrade Chris Bowden, for fighting by my side
throughout every zombie apocalypse, alien invasion, and war-torn city, that fostered my love of
video games over the years. Most of all, a special thank you to my wife, Samantha, for
supporting and encouraging me. I have accomplished more in the time since she entered my life
than I ever did in the years before. So to all of you, I say thanks and party
on.PROLOGUECrimson light pierced through the overcast sky as Milo collapsed. His knees hit
the stone with a solid thud as pebbles dug into his palms.He couldn’t believe it.It had only been
minutes since he’d fallen asleep on one of the cots in Neal’s parents’ basement. Hadn’t it? He
checked his watch. It didn’t work. Just a row of zeros blinking in rhythm with his heartbeat. It
made sense. It wasn’t real.Cool, dry air filled his lungs. It tasted clean and real. He breathed it in,
letting an earthy scent fill his nostrils.Tears welled up in his eyes until they stained the gray stone
beneath him. He couldn’t help it. Emotions swelled in his chest, overflowing.He was just so
happy.“Do you need a moment?” Neal crouched down beside him. He held a rectangle of black
glass the size of a tablet computer. Dark circles hung under his eyes, like he hadn’t slept in
days.Milo didn’t even dry his tears before throwing his arms around his business partner. He
might have only met the man a few months ago after a class at MIT, but he didn’t care. The
occasion called for a hug. “Oh my god, you did it. I could kiss you.”“I’d prefer that you didn’t.” Neal
wedged the pane of black glass between them like a spatula separating a pair of pancakes.Milo



let him go. “How does it work?”Neal took a step back, regaining some personal space. “We’re
dreaming… sort of.”“What do you mean sort of?”Neal hesitated, as if thinking of a way to dumb
things down. Milo would have taken offense, but he’d gotten used to the man’s condescending
attitude. Besides, no matter how smart he was, Neal would always be smarter. That much was a
fact.The genius cleared his throat. “The Somno system is actually quite simple.”“Somno?” Milos
asked.“Yes, it’s Latin for sleep.” Neal continued without waiting for approval. “The system
connects us together in a shared dream space. Beyond that, the user’s brain does most of the
heavy lifting. When you logged in, the Somno showed your mind a series of images that it then
referenced to texture this virtual environment.”“But what about taste and smell?” Milo kicked at a
few loose pebbles. “Why does it feel so real?”“That’s where the system backs off, letting your
mind fill in the rest. It can override the senses when need be, but it’s best to leave that up to the
user’s brain whenever possible.”Milo stared out across the blank expanse, the horizon curving
ever so slightly in the distance. “What happens if I walk to the edge of the environment?”“There
is no edge.”Milo felt his jaw go slack. “How is that possible?”Neal raised his head to the sky. “I
call this testing environment, the Sphere. It has no end other than the clouds above. It is a blank
world. “Milo exhaled slowly. “You’re wrong.”Neal arched an eyebrow. “Pardon?”“It’s more than a
blank world. It’s a blank canvas. It can be anything we want. And everyone will come to play in
it.”Neal scoffed. “Play in it?”Milo’s heart raced at the possibilities. A lifetime of Dungeons and
Dragons, video games, and comics flooded back to him. It was a lifetime of stories.“You’ve
created a system that can give back the time that we lose sleeping. I don’t know about you, but
most would kill for an escape like that. There are people working two jobs just to get by. A game
using this system would change their lives.“People could create their own stories here. Stories
where they can be more. Where they can live out their fantasies.” He spoke so fast that he almost
stumbled his words. “This place is literally the stuff dreams are made of. We have a responsibility
to make something of it. To give a new world, to the world.”Neal stepped backward. “And you
could build a business on that? One that could support my work on the system? That is your
job.”Milo sighed. Dreams and noble intentions aside, he did need to be realistic. The debt had
already started piling up, and it had only been a few months.“So can you sell this?” Neal probed
again.Milo unleashed a wild grin. “I already said so. Everyone will want to play our game. We
won’t even need to charge much.”Neal didn’t even smile. He just gave a slight nod. “And what will
you call this game?”Milo thrust a finger toward the crimson sky. “Dreamland!” He held the pose
for a moment, then let his hand fall back to his side. “Too juvenile?”“A bit,” Neal answered with a
straight face.“You’re probably right.” Milo sighed. “You said Somno was Latin for sleep, right?”“I
did.”Milo smiled as the name came to him. “Then it has to be Carpe Noctem.”Neal shook his
head. “I see what you did there.” He tapped at the black pane glass he held. “If that is all for now.
I still have work to do in here.”“Oh, okay.” Milo deflated as lines of text began running across the
tablet.Neal looked up for a moment. “I haven’t fully worked out the logout commands yet. So I’m
just going to shock you a little.”“Wait, what–”Milo shot upright in his cot as an exposed wire lit up
his scalp. It took everything he had not to hurl the experimental headpiece across the basement.



A part of him actually thought Neal had been joking.He took several deep breaths.The genius
still lay in the cot beside him. Neal hadn’t even said goodbye before kicking him out. No matter.
There were more important things to worry about.Milo reached straight for his backpack and
pulled out his D&D binder. The image of a twenty-sided die was drawn on the cover. He flipped it
open to last session’s character sheet. The name Alastair Coldblood was scrawled across the
top corner. It was a dumb name, but he’d been playing the character since high school.
Sentimentality demanded he keep it.A smile spread across his face. There was so much work to
do.The next few years past by in a blur as Milo’s life was consumed by interviews, tech demos,
and investor meetings. He and Neal pushed forward fueled by ambition and the desire to create.
Well, that and hot pockets.Eventually, Checkpoint Systems, proprietor of the Somno Unit, was
born.Milo took the stage as the public face of the company, while Neal stayed in the lab creating
a system to run a game like no other. Together, they worked around the clock, risking everything
in the process.It had all been worth it.Pre-orders came in by the hundreds of thousands, and on
day one, they were already on top of the gaming industry. That was when Milo put aside his
character sheet and logged in as Alastair Coldblood.Now, three years after launch day, and
nearly a decade after Milo’s first trip into the Sphere, Noctem still thrived. With their system
giving back eight to ten hours a night to its users, how could it not? It was a dream come
true.Unfortunately, the same couldn’t be said for one of its inhabitants.Alastair buried his face in
his hands, going over the events of his day as Milo Parker, CEO. He had logged in to escape the
relentless phone calls from the press. If he was honest, he did owe the world an explanation. It
just wasn’t the one that he wanted to give. After all, it wasn’t every day that he fired his partner,
the man who made all of Noctem possible.“Why did you make me do it?” Alastair mumbled
through his hands as the image of Neal being escorted out of his lab by security still hung in his
mind. The genius’s middle finger aimed in his direction the entire way out. The gesture had been
so uncharacteristic of Neal that it was hard to believe it had even happened.Alastair slumped
over the railing of the balcony attached to his virtual office. It was his only refuge, or so he
thought. Even perched high atop the Citadel’s gothic towers in the bustling city of Valain, it
seemed he couldn’t escape judgment. The crowd gathering below made sure to remind him of
that as the flickering light of their torches added little to the view.Alastair glanced down at the
GM band on his arm. With the abilities it granted him, it wouldn’t take much more than a few
swipes of his hand to destroy the whole lot of them. He shook off the impulse. That would
probably be going too far. He did seriously debate on summoning a light rainstorm to make the
night uncomfortable for them, though.A sigh escaped him. He wasn’t really mad at them. In fact,
it was quite the opposite. Alastair wanted to skip his next few meetings and go down there to tell
them the truth.Unfortunately, that would just get him in more trouble with his legal team. Instead,
he let out another sigh and resigned himself to being the villain of the day as he squinted at the
flickering lights below.He reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a small leather-bound
book. A rectangular piece of glass rested in an indented space built into its rear cover. He
popped it out and held it in front of his right eye, activating an enchantment that allowed him to



focus closer on the scene below.His fingers fumbled in surprise, almost dropping the tiny
window over the edge. Recovering his grasp, he clenched his hand around the item as his
expression changed to one of utter indignation.“Oh, come on, people. Really? Pitchforks? Isn’t
that a bit much!”It had happened.The gathering below had become a full-fledged angry mob
complete with torches and farming equipment. There was even a man holding up a paper sign
with the words ‘Coldblood is Cold Blooded’ written in heavy red calligraphy.He knew the people
outside couldn’t hear him vent his frustrations from the distance above, but that didn’t stop him
from yelling at them anyway.“Where the hell did you even get pitchforks? Those aren’t even
available to players! You probably looted them from some poor farmer. Now his family will starve,
you monsters!” he spat the words with as much disdain as he could muster.Then finally, he
chuckled.He had to respect the effort.The fact that someone had made a paper sign in the first
place was impressive. Sure, there were several types of books and scrolls that anyone could buy
throughout the world of Noctem, but getting a sheet of what looked like card stock at poster size
was a long process.First, they had to chop down a tree for some wood, then break it down into
pulp, and finally refine it several times before it would even function as something akin to paper.
Not to mention that they would also have to make the ink for writing on top of all that. The range
of crafting skills needed for the endeavor was immense.Actually, now that he thought about it,
Alastair wasn’t even sure how to craft ink.Crushed berries maybe?He would have to look into
that later.Anyway, the point was, a lot of work had gone into creating a stupid sign making fun of
his already ridiculous name.Alastair lowered his head to the railing in defeat.He hated the
situation. Even more, he hated that he could do nothing about it other than attend meetings and
work with his publicist to try to turn things around.That was when a system chime sounded in his
ear.Alastair glanced at the spine of the book in his hand where an icon of a feathered quill
overlapping a scroll faded into existence.Back during testing, they had originally used a system
similar to augmented reality to display the game menu. In practice, though, they found it too
distracting to have people wandering around with a bunch of glowing text boxes hovering about
their heads. They had tried making the windows invisible to other players, but that just left them
waving their hands around in the air like a bunch of mimes. And really, nobody liked mimes.In the
end, they decided to center Noctem’s system messages and menus around a physical journal
item. For quick access, a player’s own skin was used to display information woven into complex
tattoos of digital ink.He opened his journal and placed the rectangular piece of glass, which they
had called an inspector, back into the indent in the rear cover. Then he flipped to the page that
showed his inbox. Columns of text ran down the paper, displayed in a delicate cursive script that
he’d chosen in his preferences as his default font. At the top of the list was a message in bold,
seemingly written with a heavy pen to indicate that it was unread.The sender read, Neal
Carver.The subject was HARD FEELINGS, all in caps.Alastair groaned as soon as he saw the
name, expecting nothing good. He touched the line with his finger and the text faded away as if
staining the paper in reverse. It reformed a second later to show the selected message.There
was no text, just a decorative icon of a frame with a triangle inside representing a video



attachment. Alastair tapped it and flipped back to his inspector, which among other things, was
the only screen that players had access to in-game.He popped the piece of glass out again, this
time tossing it into his office where it floated into the air, ignoring gravity altogether. Thanks to an
upgrade that came with his GM band, the glass grew to the size of a large monitor. His eyes
narrowed into slits as Carver’s face took over the portal.A minute later, his jaw dropped as the
horror of the video’s contents slammed into him. His forehead burned, and his legs shook as he
raised one hand to his mouth in disbelief.He took a step backward as if trying to get away from it.
The window followed, tracking his movement and reinforcing the video’s message.Escape was
impossible.The video ended and he held out his hand, prompting the pane of glass to return to
normal and float back to him. He slapped it back into his journal, shoving down the fear and
nausea bubbling up inside him. Alastair took three deep breaths and gradually calmed down,
calling back some of the determination that he had gained over several years of building a
company.Closing his journal, he raised his caster. The elegant bracelet hugged his right wrist, a
small chamber attached underneath. He snapped it open, revealing a glowing crystal. Its deep
crimson light reminded him of the sky from his first trip with Neal into the system’s virtual
environment.Alastair swiped the caster up to open his spell-craft menu, which appeared before
him as a curved field of glowing glyphs. He spun the rows of symbols from left to right, aligning a
teleportation spell into the vertical selection column. From the top down, each glyph identified a
different aspect of the incantation. As soon as each row settled into place he swiped down with a
decisive flourish, activating the spell and striking a rather cool pose that had become habit for
him.Threads of energy climbed and swirled around him before expanding into a solid sphere.
The shell dispersed in seconds, flaking apart into shimmering particles that glowed brighter just
before vanishing.The light faded, and he was gone.CHAPTER ONEMaxDamage24’s eye
twitched in sync with the discordant sound of a harp having its strings plucked in random
order.“You’re doing that on purpose, aren’t you?”Kirabell didn’t answer. Instead, she continued to
walk ahead of him in a comical manner, raising her legs higher than necessary and plucking
away at the small instrument with each step. It reminded Max of an old cartoon. She wasn’t so
much playing a song as she was adding background notes to her movement.Max kicked at the
dusty ground, knocking a small rock off the edge of the wide ledge they traveled. An echo
sounded as it bounced down the wall of Hunter’s Canyon. “Could you knock that off? It’s
annoying.”She glanced back with a mischievous grin. “It wouldn’t be fun for me if it wasn’t.”He
retaliated by dragging out a loud groan for as long as he could, his voice droning on for almost a
full minute.Kira plucked her next few notes louder.Unsatisfied with her reaction, he gave up
trying to beat her at her own game and turned his attention to his journal, holding the book at an
angle to catch the light of Noctem’s eternally full moon. “I have a message from someone that
needs help with the Fire Tomb. We’re way over-leveled, so we could pop on by and do a quick
run through to give them a hand.” He raised his eyebrows and held his journal to face her as he
pointed to the message like it was a prize on a game show.“Nope,” Kira chirped without even
looking back.Max flipped the book back around and tried again. “We haven’t done that last quest



for the Devil Born expansion yet. We could check that out.”“Nope.” Kira plucked another string
louder than the rest.“Or maybe we could—”“Nope!” she cut him off. “Tonight is farming night, and
we have Northern Scalefangs to murder.”Max let out another groan and dragged his feet in
protest, allowing his arms to dangle limply at his sides. “But they suck and take so many bullets!”
he complained, putting in as much effort as he could to sound like a guy who had been forced to
go shopping. Kira was his sidekick after all, so he wasn’t used to following.She stopped short
and turned to face him, forcing him to stop as well. She held her harp at her hip with one hand
and poked him in the chest with the other. “You’ll wish we spent the night farming scalefangs
when I get killed by something stupid because I don’t have the materials to craft bone charms.
But at least I’ll have the comfort in knowing that I won’t be alone in my grave - because your ass
will be joining me soon after if I’m not there to keep you alive, so to avoid that, we will need the
Bones of Predatory Beasts and lots of them.”“Yeah, I know.” He craned his neck to look down at
her finger stabbing at him and held in a laugh. The fact that she was almost a foot and a half
shorter than him hindered her attempt to seem intimidating.She spun back around, her silver
hair flipping around her head so that a few locks landed across her face. She blew them away
with a huff and shoved the rest behind a slightly pointed ear bearing a pearl earring. “Might I
remind you that this arrangement was your idea.”“Yes, dear,” he said in a tone appropriate for
responding to a nagging girlfriend just as a scalefang shot out of a small opening in the rock wall
to the side of the sloping path that they traveled. Its scaled form, the size of a large dog, lunged
at Kira; its eyes trained on her throat. The creature’s mane of feathers fluttered as it moved.On
reflex, Max drew his pistols and pumped three rounds into the beast before it could make
contact. Smoke and flame roared from their muzzles as the scalefang landed with a thud at
Kira’s feet. He swept one gun around the scene, following its iron sights with one eye to secure
their perimeter while making a point of keeping his other gun trained on the dead beast just in
case. Satisfied that they were safe for the moment, he slid his weapons back into the drop leg
holsters he wore strapped to his thighs.Kira released the breath she’d been holding almost as
tightly as she clutched her harp against her chest. “I knew I kept you around for a reason.”Max
watched her for a moment as she glanced around at the other openings in the canyon wall
further down their path. “Maybe you should put that harp away and pay attention to your
surroundings,” he jabbed as if to say ‘I told you so’.She groaned as she tapped a small tattoo of
a keyhole that sat just below her caster on the underside of her left wrist. From it blossomed an
elegant design of filigree that spread, wrapping around her forearm to form what most players
referred to as their stat-sleeve. The design varied from player to player depending on what they
had chosen. In Kira’s case, she had picked something delicate. Max, on the other hand, had
chosen a skull surrounded by flames that he thought looked badass. Either way, it framed their
party’s status readout with style. Kira ran her eyes over the numbers.MaxDamage24Hit points:
2,960 out of 2,960Skill points: 275 out of 275KirabellHit points: 50 out of 50Mana: 1,420, out of
1,420She frowned at the readout and flipped her arm to the other side where her menu options
ran down her forearm woven into the pattern of curled line work. Her class emblem, a small



feather, capped off the design where it ended on back of her hand. She tapped an option that
read ‘inventory,’ and the design shifted to display a short list which showed everything she
carried on her person in the small item bag she wore attached to her belt. Below that was a
longer list that contained everything stored in her virtual inventory. At the bottom, near her elbow,
she touched a word that read ‘transfer.’ The harp she held in her other hand dematerialized as if
it had been made of nothing but air. The words Harp of Ending appeared on the list. Afterward,
she continued walking, only glancing back to Max for a moment. “You coming?”He shrugged
and got moving.The path they traveled ran down the side of Hunter’s Canyon - the bottom of
which was lined with a number of caves to explore. Most were filled with northern scalefangs,
obviously. Max used to like the place back when his level was down in the mid-forties. It had
been a great area to grind, but ever since Checkpoint Systems had decided to add an event
called The Culling to the area, it had become more of a pain in the ass. Sure, it had been fun the
first few times, but considering that the event called every scalefang out every two hours to
attack anyone on the canyon floor, it had gotten old fast. Not to mention that it spawned an
annoying boss named One-Eye who was missing one of his eyes, again, obviously.Kira stopped
short and spun around. “You hear that?”Max held his breath and listened. The sound of shouting
mixed with growling drifted up the stone walls toward him. “The hell?”Together they stepped to
the edge of the path and peered over the side to find a party chipping away at a pair of
scalefangs that they had lured out into the open.Kira blew out a low whistle. “That’s kinda risky.
Didn’t the message boards say that The Culling was overdue? The place should be empty.”Max
whipped out his journal. “Crap! We better not have missed it. I’m so not waiting another two
hours.” He flipped to his inspector in the back, bringing up a simple text screen without bothering
to remove the glass window from the cover. He exhaled a second later. “Nope, still says
overdue.”Kira looked back down at the party below. “Maybe they’re here to farm like us.”“No way.
Look at their gear.” Max pointed down at a man wearing a set of plate armor covered in golden
spikes. “No self-respecting high-level would be caught dead in something that flashy.”Kira tilted
her head for a second, then shrugged. “Maybe they just don’t understand fashion?”Max looked
at her sideways, pointing with his eyes at her outfit. It consisted of a gray dress with high slits on
the sides that would have displayed her hips if she hadn’t added a pair of short pants that
covered her legs down to her knees. The mismatched garments left her looking like she wasn’t
sure if she was trying to be elegant or punk rock.She glowered back at him, clearly receiving his
nonverbal jab. Then she looked down at her outfit and nodded, accepting his point. She
shrugged it off and spun back to the scene below, her item bag bouncing on the heavy leather
belt that hung from her waist.Max rested his hands on the butts of his guns. “Well, fashion sense
or not, they’re going to die down there.”Almost as soon as the words left his mouth, a low growl
echoed through the canyon followed by a dozen shorter growls emanating from the caves that
lined the rock walls. Then, in unison, dozens of drooling mouths emerged from the shadowed
openings and closed in on the unsuspecting party. The Culling had begun.Max watched as the
players below were forced into a tight group, its members taking hits left and right. Their healer



began panic-casting their strongest spells to keep them alive which never ended well since it
painted a target on the mage’s back from the overuse of their magic.“Yeah, they’re doomed.”
Max nodded, folding his arms across his chest.Kira spun back to him. “We can’t just watch.”Max
attempted to hold his ground, her huge blue eyes glistening at him in the moonlight. He let out a
sigh. “Fine,” was the only word he could get out since she was gone before he even had time to
close his mouth. A swirl of lingering sparkles circled around the spot where she’d stood as a faint
trail of magic followed behind her. “Don’t get yourself killed!” he called up to her as she darted
twenty feet into the air above him.She redirected and shot back down past him without saying
anything.“Show off,” he mumbled to himself.It would have been easy to mistake her for a run of
the mill Flight magic user, but Max knew better. Her agility and the sparkling trail that followed
her every move as she plummeted toward the ground made it clear what she was - a fairy. The
difference between the average Flight spell and hers was that it wasn’t a spell at all. The soft
hum of wings was barely audible, and they were only visible during brief moments where the
moonlight caught them at just the right angle. Max remembered Kira telling him once that
learning to use the four individually controlled dragonfly wings had been like learning how to use
a set of new appendages with no instinct for them. Now, he had to admit she’d been getting
good, especially considering that she’d spent her first few weeks after unlocking the ability
crashing into everything from the ground to other players. Hell, thanks to the learning curve, few
in Noctem had even seen a fairy in flight.Max shook his head and stepped away from the edge.
There wasn’t time to hang around and watch. Kira’s fifty hit points weren’t going to go far down
there in the fray. He had to get moving. That was when a low chittering came from behind him.
His breathing froze as quiet footsteps approached his back, the ruffling of feathers meeting his
ears. It wasn’t Kira he should have been worried about. He was just as good a target as any.“I
don’t have time for this.” He spun, drawing his pistols on reflex as a pair of reptilian jaws streaked
toward him in the dark.Below, Kirabell couldn’t help but grin as she tucked her wings back, using
them to guide her descent. Wind rushed through her hair as she let gravity take her. She could
never get sick of that feeling. She flexed the virtual spellwork that ran through her body, and it
twitched like a muscle tethered to her mana, sending her wings into motion. She leveled off and
darted toward the party who were still clinging to life in the chaos.A mixture of surprise and
confusion met her from the ground as she passed by overhead. She snapped open a caster and
tossed out a couple of Pulse spells that she always kept ready in her quick-cast queue. The spell
delivered almost no real damage, but it carried enough force to shove the beasts away from her
landing zone. She didn’t want them pouncing on her the moment she touched down. That would
be embarrassing.Kira darted back up in a spiral that sent the canyon spinning around her. She
tensed the imaginary muscle in her shoulders and released a wave of magic into her skin that
erupted from her wings in a burst of shining energy like a sprinkler watering a dying lawn. The
sparkling dust fell like rain across the lucky party. The act cost twenty percent of her mana, but
because she couldn’t open her spell-craft menu while airborne, it was the only way to get their
health out of the red fast enough. She cut off the flow of mana, and her wings winked out of



existence with a sound like wind chimes in the breeze. She dropped. “Make a hole!”Eyes
widened as the players all dove to the side to give her some space.Kira twitched her spellwork
one last time, flicking a single point of mana into the magical constructs that grew from her back.
Her wings only blinked for a fraction of a second, but it was more than enough to break her fall.
She came to a graceful stop as if she’d weighed nothing at all, which was close to accurate
since, as a fairy, Kira was not only small but also weighed about half as much as a normal
person her size.The instant her bare feet made contact with the ground, she swiped open her
spell-craft menu and set up her strongest area effect heal. She combined it with a heavy
protection bonus, sending a cloud of energy through the group that brought each of them back
up to full health and boosted their defense stats. It was a powerful mix of spells that she almost
never used together, not because it was hard to set up on the fly, but more because it was as
bad as panic-casting in terms of how much attention it drew. But that wasn’t the problem right
now. One thing at a time.A few scalefangs chittered and squawked as they prowled closer. Kira
responded by emptying the three remaining Pulse spells from her quick-cast queue to buy a few
more seconds. Of course, it would have been nice if the party surrounding her had helped out a
bit, but they were too busy staring at her with their dumb mouths hanging open. They acted as if
she was their savior, like she was some kind of high-level badass that had already rescued them
simply by showing up. Kira glanced at the fifty hit points inked across the underside of her wrist
and swallowed. They didn’t know how wrong they were.She took in a breath and tried to live up
to their expectations. Of course, she started by stumbling her first step. It was always hard to
adjust back to using her feet after flying. She shifted what little weight she had and clutched at
the small bone charm that hung from her item bag. A sigh escaped her, putting an end to the
illusion that she knew what she was doing. Sure, if she had Max to lean on, things would have
been different. But alone, well, there was a reason why not many players chose to play as the
fairy race, though that didn’t matter right now. The first wave of scalefangs was already closing
back in, outnumbering the group three to one.Kira gave up on trying to impress, settling for
limping along until Max could get his ass down to her. “I didn’t fly down here just to get killed.
You’re gonna have to do some fighting here, people!” She held out her hands to draw attention to
the fact that she wasn’t even carrying a weapon, not that she could anyway with her body being
too weak to even lift one, let alone cause any damage. Just another drawback to being a fairy,
but that didn’t mean she was out of options.She raised both arms, revealing not one but two
casters. They snapped open in unison, a tranquil white glow coming from both that almost
seemed soothing. At least it would have if the group wasn’t about to be torn apart by ferocious
slobbering mouths. Numerous sets of teeth lunged at her all at once. She avoided three with
some quick footwork. Considering she could be one-shotted by everything in the world, she’d
gotten good at dodging. She set up another five Pulse spells at the first opening and dropped
them all into her queue. They were gone in under a minute since she was still receiving the focus
of every scalefang in the canyon.She glanced around the party, checking the emblems on their
hands to see what classes might be helpful to her. Their leader seemed to be a Blade, though he



wasn’t doing much damage, probably due to his low level. Let’s change that. She swiped a
caster up and set up an Infusion spell with a spark element that carried a buff to his strength stat.
The annoying thing about northern scalefangs was that they had the ability to change their
elemental affinity. She didn’t have time to check, but she assumed at least some of them would
be weak to spark. Infusing the Blade class with it was better than nothing. The spell activated
with a swirl of yellow energy that trailed around his body. It got her a thumbs-up in
return.Eventually, a Shield class player, the one whose gaudy gear made him look like a golden
blowfish, got his act together. He slammed his armored fist against his chest to activate his Taunt
skill and yelled a string of obscenities at the scalefangs that would have made a sailor blush. The
words he used didn’t matter, but the skill added more weight to them regardless, drawing the
attention of a couple enemies.Kira cringed at the man’s use of vocabulary. It wasn’t that she was
bothered by swearing. Sometimes she loved it. A well-placed F-bomb or an interesting
combination could be pretty funny, if timed right. More often than not, though, it showed a lack of
creativity and throwing away such a great opportunity like a Taunt seemed like a waste. Even
worse, most of the scalefangs ignored the player altogether, still focusing on her.Jaws snapped
shut, missing Kira’s toes by less than an inch as she hopped out of the way. She might have
stood a better chance if she had at least picked a combat mage class such as a Venom or a
Cauldron. But had she picked either of those? Nope. She had gone with Breath mage, which
could heal, and that was pretty much it.“Any time now, Max,” she grumbled through her teeth as
she swiped open her spell-craft menu and set up a Mirage with one hand while casting another
Pulse at a hungry scalefang with the other. Two transparent versions of herself appeared,
bracketing her on both sides and mimicking her every move. They were taken out after a couple
more attacks, buying her precious little time. That was when a drooling mouth clamped down on
her left arm.A dull, simulated pain spread through her wrist, followed by a numbness that
radiated from her elbow to her hand to keep it bearable. She pivoted, using the beast’s
momentum to swing her attacker off. She looked to her forearm where teeth marks glowed red
across the digital ink of her stat-sleeve before fading away. The bone charm at her side did the
same, taking the hit for her and leaving her feeling vulnerable without it. It was an item that only
worked once, meaning that the next hit would be her last.“Crap!” She regretted her decision to
jump into the situation alone. Without some reliable back up, it was only a matter of
time.MaxDamage24 shoved with one hand at a scalefang as it pinned him to the ground. The
beast’s jaws scraped against the underside of the pistol he gripped in his other hand. He would
have shot the thing, but the angle was off, leaving the muzzle of the gun sticking out the side of
the creature’s mouth like a cigar. Oh well. At least it wasn’t biting him. There had been a second
scalefang, but he’d pushed that jerk off the ledge. Granted, he’d also dropped his other gun in
the process. Now it was laying on the ground just out of reach.He shoved again at the beast
above him, its over-muscled neck holding steady as it pushed back in an attempt to eat his face.
A droplet of drool fell from its tongue. It would have landed in his mouth if Max’s scarf hadn’t
slipped up over his chin a moment before. He blew a puff of air at the fabric with a frustrated



grunt to clear it away from his face. Then another drop of drool fell.“Blah! Right in my mouth.”
Max spat right back at the creature.The scalefang didn’t seem to care.“Get off me, you damn
lizard thing!” he growled through his teeth. He was glad Kira wasn’t around. She’d never let him
live down such a bland insult, or for that matter, the fact that he had been caught off guard a
minute after he’d jabbed her for not paying attention to her surroundings. Thinking of her, he
glanced at his party readout roasting in the tattooed flames on his wrist. She didn’t have time to
wait for him.Max wasn’t any stronger than he was in the real world. Sure, his stats were high
enough but that only affected his weapon damage. He reached for his other gun, fingertips
falling just short. He groaned. He almost would rather it be further away, as if it was teasing him
by being so close, yet so far. In the end, he ignored it and opted to punch the scalefang in the
neck. It let out a growl, but his bare fists couldn’t do much more than chip damage. He cursed
Noctem’s developers for prioritizing the game’s realism over giving players enhanced physical
capabilities to match their character build. Although, it could be worse. He could be Kira. She’d
hit him more than enough times to know how limited a fairy’s physical strength was.He punched
the beast again hoping to make it flinch. Then he got a brilliant idea. He shoved his wrist into the
creature’s mouth and held it in place while he yanked his pistol free. Teeth clamped down,
illuminating his arm in a glow of crimson puncture marks.“Bite me.” He shoved the gun into the
thing’s side and fired.The scalefang reeled backward, letting Max roll out from under its weight.
He snatched his other pistol from the ground and fired twice to put down the threat.Max stood as
the red glow faded from his wrist, and he spat out his scarf which had somehow gotten back in
his mouth during the struggle. The light scrap of fabric hung halfway off his shoulder, leaving him
looking disheveled. He pulled the accessory off and stuffed it down the front of his leather armor
to keep the bump to his dexterity that it provided. He could equip it properly later. Right now, he
had to get moving.Max raced down the canyon’s zigzagging path, catching a glimpse of the
party below. Kira was at its center, dodging scalefangs and casting every spell she could to stay
alive. He still had some way to go when she took a hit. He checked his stat-sleeve for her health,
hoping she still had a bone charm equipped to take the damage for her. He exhaled when he
saw her meager fifty points, right where they belonged, but even with that, he couldn’t slow
down. No, worse. He had to move faster. The next attack would kill her.He examined the path,
finding a place where it doubled back further down. He was still over thirty feet above the canyon
floor, but the ledge below was halfway in the middle. It sparked an idea. He glanced at his own
health and ran the numbers, estimating the fall damage against his defense and remaining
health. He nodded to himself, then took a running leap.His boots hit the ledge with a crunch of
crumbling rock, and he lost track of which direction was up for a moment. Then it was obvious.
The ground met his feet with a sudden jolt of simulated pain that faded as he tucked his body
into a ball. From there, damage registered all over. He rolled, working with the momentum until
he found his footing and slid to a stop on one knee between Kira and a few hungry mouths. He
drew his pistols in the same motion and opened fire.A cacophony of sound and smoke erupted
from his hands, his eyes darting between enemies to make each bullet count. It was his turn to



catch the scalefangs by surprise. Swirls of smoke trailed around him until his magazines ran dry,
the slides of his pistols locking back empty. The first wave of The Culling was finished; lifeless
reptilian bodies littered the ground around him. He stood motionless for a moment, still aiming
his guns in opposite directions. A satisfied smirk grew on his face while his dumbfounded
audience took in the scene. He gave Kira his most annoying wink. “Sorry, I had to do my class
justice. Wouldn’t be much of a Fury if I didn’t know how to make an entrance.”She narrowed her
eyes back at him.He responded with a bow, twirling the tip of one empty gun as if it were a top
hat. Having made the right impression, he stood back up and tossed one pistol into his other
hand to hold it next to its twin and ejected their magazines. He shoved in a fresh pair just as the
next group of scalefangs got into position.“Nice of you to show up. Did you log out and use the
bathroom on your way down?” Kira spouted in an obvious attempt to hide how relieved she must
have been as she took up her position at his side.“Yeah, that’s exactly what I did, you jackass,”
he replied through a thick layer of sarcasm.“That’s good. I’d hate to repeat that night you ate all
those tacos before logging on,” she added with a musical laugh at the end that was entirely out
of place in such a tense situation.“God, you’re never gonna let me live that down, are you?”She
laughed again. “Nope, it was hilarious. I’m just glad I don’t have to do your laundry.”Noticing the
party’s unease at their banter, Max got serious again. “You ready for this?”“It’s what we came for.”
She turned back to the party. “We’re gonna need some space for this. Before I landed, I released
enough pixie dust to give you all a few minutes of Flight. You should have a little left. Use it to get
clear.”The group did a double take at their stat-sleeves to find a tiny feather icon next to each of
their names. Before Max could say good luck, they were already gone. He let out a low whistle.
“Damn, they cleared out fast.”“Yeah, I’m kinda glad I didn’t mention the effects of my pixie dust
earlier.”Max brushed a lock of dirty blond hair off his cheek with a thumb. “Did you ever think you
would use the words ‘pixie dust’ in a serious conversation?”Kira snorted. “No. No, I did
not.”Then, almost on cue, the next wave of scalefangs began to close in, now outnumbering
them ten to two. Kira and Max turned to face each other and stepped in close, their backs to the
creatures.He gave her a smirk. “May I have this dance?”She rolled her eyes as hard as possible
and swiped her hands up to open her spell-craft menu for both casters at once, surrounding
herself with glowing glyphs on either side.Both Max and Kira were level one hundred and
fourteen, but that didn’t mean they were strong enough to survive with only the two of them.
They could win if they had a party of five or six, but alone, it would take some strategy.Max held
his guns up in front of his forehead and breathed the words, ‘Custom Rounds’ followed by, ‘Low
Velocity.’ He didn’t need much range for what was coming, but the fifteen bullets in each
magazine weren’t enough to kill a wave of scalefangs before being overtaken. There was no
margin for error and reducing the recoil on his guns would help him land his hits. Of course, he
could have used the same skill to add an element to his bullets, but he couldn’t change them a
second time, and besides, that wasn’t his job.Kira spun the rows of glyphs without needing to
look, skipping past the one that started Infusion. That spell would have worked to buff Max’s hits,
but it was too slow, and the scalefangs’ ability to change their affinity made them versatile. She



needed to be, too. Her fingers aligned three low-level spells instead, Flame Touch, Spark Touch,
and Wind Touch. Most players forgot about this little group of spells as soon as they got new
ones because they required the caster to actually touch a player’s weapon. She dropped two of
each into her queue and finished off with a Guidance spell which let her see the elemental
weakness of each target as a colored aura around them.Max swept the scene with his eyes as
the feathered lizards closed off any possible route of escape. He took a breath and raised his
pistols to a pre-planned height to allow the fairy to reach them with her short stature.Kira turned
to face the creatures and reached back over her shoulders, tapping each gun with her fingertips.
Then it started.A scalefang lunged as the pair darted in opposite directions, causing it to stumble
between them. Then turning in unison, Kira pointed at it with her right hand, telling Max to use
his right gun. He fired a single round, ending the creature. He looked back to his partner. She
had already selected two more targets for elimination before the ejected bullet casing hit the
ground.The scalefangs swarmed, leaping two and three at a time as Max dodged and ducked
attacks. Kira matched him, weaving past without ever getting in the way. She pointed. He fired.
Together they took out the closest threats to make some room. They left alive the ones that didn’t
match their current set up. Kira ducked past him, close to his side. He responded by lowering
one pistol for her to touch on her way by and she spun across his back like a dancer to update
his other weapon. With both guns set to spark, he cleaned up the last of the wave, electricity
arcing off each kill.Max ejected his near-empty magazines as a new wave of enemies moved
into position. Normally, he would keep firing until they were spent, but he had to make efficient
use of the moment available. He didn’t bother reloading; there wasn’t time to get a new mag from
his pouch. Instead, he held both pistols sideways so that the openings at the base of their grips
faced the same direction. He didn’t even have to wait. Kira was already sliding in two fresh
magazines from the stock she carried as a backup.From there, Max continued to fight while Kira
pranced around him, speeding up as his confidence grew which led to an almost cocky attitude.
“Hey, scaly dumbass,” he called as he took out another.“Oh, if you’re doing wisecracks you can
do better than that.” Kira pointed out a new target.He fired. “I think that one had a reptile
dysfunction.”“Really? A dick joke?” Kira slapped one hand to her face and pointed to another
scalefang with her other.“Toothy handbag?” Max fired.That one got a snort out of her.“Feathers
McBiteface?” he offered, pulling a trigger.The fairy laughed and twirled past him, becoming more
excessive with her movements for added style. She leapt backward and materialized her wings
to float over his head. At the same time, he raised his guns for her to update. Shimmering
particles fell from her wings, mixing with the swirls of smoke that drifted around him. It was
impressive, but her landing put her in the path of a lunging scalefang, which forced Max to dash
between them to take the hit.He grunted with the impact and lost his balance, going down on
one knee hard enough to take damage to his leg. He took a few more hits before regaining his
stance. His health plummeted. Kira cast a frantic mid-level heal in an attempt to fill him back up
without drawing too much attention. He recovered, but the near loss reminded him of what they
were up against. From there, he quit screwing around and pushed on with renewed focus,



leaving few openings for the rest of the beasts.The whole fight, which seemed to last forever,
only took about a minute. After which, he was left standing with her at his back in the middle of a
circle of corpses. There was no blood, as that would have been more graphic than what the
game intended for its audience, but the sheer number of bodies still gave the scene a macabre
feeling.Max took a moment to catch his breath as the same deep growl that signaled the start of
the event echoed from the largest cave in the canyon. They both looked in its direction, making
contact with a single massive green eye that glowed in the dark of the shadowed entrance. A
glance at the shifting ink on his wrist showed him the boss’s health bar as it appeared, running
down the edge of his forearms to the side of his party status.One-Eye stalked into the bright light
of the moon, his size being several times that of the scalefangs that they had finished off. His
feathered mane fanned out like razor blades. Despite being nothing more than a construct of the
system, his low growl seemed full of contempt and rage for the ones that had put his brothers to
death. He charged. Max and Kira did the same.The fairy darted into the air, casting a Pulse with
both casters. White puffs of energy hit the beast in the face and neck, bursting on impact. His
massive scaled body faltered for a moment. He recovered and spun his head to face the fairy for
a killing blow as she landed on the ground in front of him within reach. It would only take seconds
for him to end her. Then the sound of a bullet being chambered came from beside the huge
scalefang.The boss hadn’t seen Max approach since Kira’s distraction had kept the beast’s blind
spot turned toward him. There was no time for it to turn or run. Instead, it just froze. For a
moment, Max almost pitied the artificial beast, but only for a moment. He unloaded one pistol
into the scarred indent where the creature’s missing eye should’ve been, landing several critical
hits before switching hands and emptying his other gun for good measure. Max ejected the
magazines while saying one line as the beast fell. He kept his voice low as he quoted a bad
action movie, “Rest in pieces.”Kira hopped over to him, grinning like a goon. There was a sharp
contrast to the intensity she had carried just seconds before.Max chuckled at the sudden
cheerfulness. It suited her better. Although, he would never actually tell her that.“That was quick.
Didn’t have to wait around at all,” she stated, drawing a small doodle on the dusty ground with
her foot.Max’s heart lifted, excitement rushing into him. “That’s true. We still have a few hours
before logout. We could do something else … something that’s actually fun.”Kira navigated
through her stat-sleeve’s options again, this time selecting the word ‘loot’. It redrew itself into a
list of the items gained by the fight.Five scalefang scalesTwelve scalefang teethOne large
clawFifteen bones of predatory beasts“Nice! This should cover me for a couple of weeks at
least.” Kira bounced on the balls of her feet as she tapped ‘collect all’. The bodies faded to
bones which would disappear as well over the next hour, erasing the evidence of the last few
minutes of scalefang murder from the landscape.Max checked his progress bar in his journal,
finding his level hovering at ninety-five percent, even after the 51,634 experience points gained
from the fight. Most of the time, he didn’t bother looking because the bar took so long to fill, but
he had been close to advancing for the last few days. He also needed the upgrade points to rank
up his Custom Rounds skill. His attention was drawn away when he noticed a Blade class player



standing behind them. It was the leader of the party that they’d rescued.“Umm, thanks.” The
Blade seemed to be making an effort to stand tall.Kira returned to drawing on the ground, so
Max did the talking as usual. “No problem, we were here anyway.”The Blade’s eyes shifted from
Max to Kira, then down to her drawing. “Oh.”“Why were you here with The Culling overdue like
that?” Max asked as he pulled his scarf out from where he had stuffed it earlier and held it out
straight so he could fold it back into a triangle.The Blade’s eyes snapped back to him, and he
scratched at the back of his head. “A friend told me that it had already happened, so we were
trying to get a level.” He gestured toward the rest of his party hiding up on one of the ledges.“I’d
probably have a chat with that friend. I think they just tried to get you killed.” Max wrapped his
scarf around his neck and tied it back on.The Blade’s eye widened. “Oh, damn! You might be
right. Anyways, my name is DarkAssassin. Thanks for the rescue.”Max shot Kira a look, hoping
she’d refrain from snorting or making a joke about the kid’s name. As it was, he was pretty sure
her mind was already shortening it down to DarkAss. “No problem, I’m Max, and this thing here
is Kira.”She waved and went back to drawing.Assassin gave her an awkward wave back. “I have
to ask. How the hell did you do that?” He looked past them at the bones on the ground.“It’s a
farming spot for us. We come here a lot.”“Sure, but I mean, the Fury class isn’t really known for
being that strong, and there’s no aim assist or anything, so how did you learn all the …” Assassin
finished the question by making finger guns and shooting them in all directions.Max laughed at
the gesture. It had been a while since he’d had a chance to brag, so he decided to give the guy a
lesson. “It’s true that Fury isn’t a popular class, but it is versatile and can deal respectable
damage, provided you can hit your targets. That’s the part that’s easier said than done. I mean,
stats like strength and dexterity matter for damage output, but if you want to run, jump, aim, or
dodge, the system can’t help you there. That would mean the game would have to control your
movement somehow, and honestly, I don’t think the technology has come that far. So, you have
to do all that on your own, like in the real world.”“Yeah?” Assassin raised his eyebrows, clearly
expecting some kind of sage advice to come next.“Now, the higher your level gets, the harder
the enemies get. Which means that the only way to play at higher levels is to learn to fight. In
short, git-gud.”Assassin’s eyebrows fell back down. “Oh.”Max rested his hands on his guns.
“Sorry. Wish I had something better to tell you. Just keep playing. Eventually, things will just click
into place.”Kira stepped in, now finished with her drawing - which looked like a cartoon purse
with a mouth. She’d written the words ‘toothy handbag’ beside it. “Tell your Shield thanks for
protecting me while we waited for this ass to take his sweet time getting down here.”“Hey! I ran
as fast as I could,” Max said before realizing something important. “Actually, why the hell didn’t
you just dust me up before jumping down here? I could have just flown down with you.”“Ahhhh
…” she started to say, but then she closed her mouth and shrugged while making a sound that
suggested the words ‘I don’t know.’DarkAssassin gave her a look that seemed to ask the same
question, but he said nothing.After that, they said their goodbyes and sent him on his way,
getting a friend request from the player almost as soon as he was out of view.Kira groaned as
soon as she opened it. The kid had replaced each S in his name with the number 5, making him



DarkA55a55in. “I hate it when people use numbers in the place of letters.”“Oh, god. Not this
again,” Max sighed.“I mean, it’s so hard to read.” She held her journal close to re-read the friend
request. “The only thing worse is when they alternate between upper and lower case ‘cause
that’s completely illegible.”Max rubbed the bridge of his nose with his fingers as if he had a
headache. “I know. I’ve heard this rant so many times.”“Well, it merits repeating. Is it too much to
ask to just come up with something original enough not to require alternate spellings and
numbers?” She walked backward in front of him.Max sighed again. “Anyways, what you want to
do next?”She shrugged, falling back into sidekick mode. “I don’t care. You pick.”He opened his
journal and held it so they both could see as she slid up to his side. “Let’s see if that guy still
needs help with the Fire Temple.”“Tomb,” she corrected.“What?”“I thought it was the Fire Tomb
that he needed help with.”“Temple, Tomb, what’s the difference?” Max argued.Kira leaned her
head to one side. “Well, one is a place of worship, and the other is a place to lay the dead to
rest.”He groaned. “Thank you, Miss Dictionary.”“Hey, you got a new message.” She leaned in
close so their shoulders touched and pointed to a line of text at the top of the page.“That’s odd; I
must have missed the system chime during the fight,” he said, looking at the page.The subject
column read one word: Important. If that wasn’t enough to encourage him to open the message,
it was also written in red ink to signify that the sender had marked the contents as urgent.“That’s
odd. The sender’s unknown,” Max commented.Kira scrunched up her nose as if smelling
something. “That’s fishy.”“Better not be spam.” Max selected the red text and read aloud. “Meet
me in the back room of the Hanging Frederick tavern in the city of Valain. Bring the fairy. Cannot
wait until tomorrow. Must be before logout. I have a mission for you. I repeat, come ASAP!”“I hate
when people say ASAP. It makes me feel like I’m at work reading emails. Also, I do have a name.”
Kira squinted her eyes as if somehow glaring at the unknown sender of the message.Max
tapped a finger on the back of his journal. “Might be interesting, though. I mean, it’s piqued my
curiosity.”She chuckled. “What’s that they say about cats?” She drew in a breath then frowned.
“Oh, yeah. Curiosity kills them.”Max snapped his journal shut. “True, but I don’t think I’ve heard
anything about it killing fairies.”“I guess so.” She opened her spell-craft menu and set up a
Teleport. “I didn’t wanna do the Fire Tomb again anyways. It’s too easy.”CHAPTER TWOWater
poured from the mouths of the decorative stone dragons that frolicked in the fountain at the
center of the large circular park in the heart of the city of Valain. An orange sphere appeared,
sparkling flakes dissipating from its surface to reveal Max and Kira standing casually as if they
were used to it, which they were.Max began making his way in the direction of the tavern,
holding his journal open to a map of the city. A line highlighted the path to the new waypoint that
came in the anonymous message. That was when he realized that his partner was no longer by
his side. With a quick glance, he spotted her buying some form of meat on a stick at a strip of
food stands lining the side of the park.How the hell did she get over there so fast? he wondered.
“Hey!” he called to her.She turned in his direction, chewing on a skewer of chicken.Max tried to
look annoyed, but in truth, it was a kind of adorable in an unintentional sort of way. He chuckled
to himself before calling to her again, “ASAP doesn’t mean, ‘After you buy all the food in the



park.’”She pulled the skewer from her mouth, taking a bite in the process. “That’s what they get
for saying ASAP. I have to rebel a bit.”Max joined her, understanding from experience that there
was little point in arguing. She forced one of four sticks of food into his hand. He grumbled but
took a bite without further protest. Then they sat in silence, just enjoying the atmosphere and
watching players pass by.Amongst the six major cities in Noctem, Valain was easily the largest.
And since it was the only city under the direct control of Checkpoint Systems, it - and the
territories that it ruled over - remained peaceful no matter what was going on in the game. Even
when wars broke out between one house of players and another - which was more common
than one might think.Like most of the cities in the game, Valain had an overall fantasy look to it
but with larger buildings covered in Gothic architecture that towered overhead like skyscrapers.
Though Noctem might have been a world of magic, the city also had elements of technology and
present-day life mixed in. A stroll through its medieval streets would find taverns full of players
taking time off from questing as well as cleverly disguised nightclubs and malls catering to the
less adventurous inhabitants of the world. After all, some people just used the system to take
back the night while they slept which had always caused a crowd in the heart of the city.Airships
drifted through the sky, transporting people across a world that begged to be explored. Joining
them was a number of private transport shuttles, mostly carrying the city’s workaholics who
spent their nighttime hours making deals and racking up more money than Max would ever see
in his lifetime.In fact, business was booming in the city of Valain, so much so, that it had become
something like Noctem’s unofficial capital of commerce with corporations renting entire buildings
of virtual space for their online operations. With a system like Somno out there, things like
international travel had become a thing of the past. Hell, Max had even heard of large
corporations holding entire trade shows and conferences right there in the city. Not that he would
ever be invited to one. Thanks to Checkpoint, it was all kept hidden within the well-designed
towers that reached high into Noctem’s sky. Business was good and all, but that didn’t mean it
was allowed to interfere with the game. That would have gone against everything that Carpe
Noctem seemed to stand for.Amidst all the activity, Kira finished off her three skewers and stood
before Max could finish his one. She left him on the bench while she stretched out her limbs. It
might have seemed needless since her body wasn’t actually real, but the way the system
interacted with the user’s mind included subtle things such as stiff shoulders and sore legs.She
raised her arms above her head and leaned to each side, inadvertently allowing the slits on both
sides of her dress to shift upwards to show a perfectly formed hip just above the low waistline of
her pants. Her delicate pale skin peeked out to say, hey!Kira’s age was a little hard to judge,
standing at only four and a half feet tall, but depending on who you asked, most would put her
around twenty. She was cute, that much was obvious. Granted, that wasn’t really saying much,
since most of the users, especially the ones in the city, had designed their avatars to be easy on
the eyes. This, of course, created an overall population that was pretty damn hot, but it also
made the more unique characters like her stand out.The features of the fairy race made Kira
seem a little more magical than the rest, with her large eyes and slightly pointed ears adding



something special into the mix. On top of that, the fact that she weighed so little compared to
others infused her movements with a subtle grace that just didn’t exist in the real world. Combine
all that with her somewhat goofball personality, and she gained a sort of perfect storm of appeal,
making it seem like a night with her in your bed might be more fun than most could imagine. A
fact that had proved dangerous for Max, as it was occasionally hard for him to stop staring.He
watched absentmindedly as her back arched exquisitely. She stretched her arms behind herself
and let out a quiet sound, a little moan to express her transition into relaxation. That was when
Max caught himself eyeing her bare skin visible through the opening in the back of her dress
meant for her wings, in what most would call an inappropriate manner. At least he wasn’t
drooling. Unfortunately, he realized he was leering a second too late, averting his eyes only to
meet hers as she looked down at him over her shoulder. Her hair hung down, hiding half of her
face and giving her a look that inadvertently radiated sex appeal.“Don’t make it weird, bro. Don’t
make it weird.” She shook her head at him.Max sunk into the bench, bringing one hand up to
rake through his stylish yet messy hair as if trying to hide. His skin prickled hot.She laughed at
his discomfort.Then he sat up and slapped one hand down on the bench. “You know what? No.
You’re the one making it weird, always wiggling that thing around in front of me.” He gestured to
her rear as the thing in question.She tilted her head and placed a finger to her chin. “True, but as
you remember, you chose this body for me as part the deal. So, the root cause of said weirdness
is still definitely you.”The weirdness was due to the fact that in their twenty-seven years of life,
they had been friends for almost all of it. Also, both of them were men. Not that there would be
anything wrong with them finding love in each other’s arms, but Max didn’t think of her like that,
and he was pretty sure she didn’t either. It wasn’t on the table for them. They were bros, and that
was just how it was.Back when MaxDamage24, whose real name was Wyatt Mathews, told
Kirabell, also known as Seth Hase, that he wanted to get Carpe Noctem when it came out, they
both decided that if they were going to play it, they were going to be the best. In the past, they
had gravitated toward teamwork-based shooters. Over time, they’d learned each other’s tactics
inside and out. So much so that they appeared to be able to read each other’s minds as they
worked together in perfect sync. Hell, their friends even complained when the two of them were
placed on the same team against them, claiming that it wasn’t fair. So, when they read that
Noctem would offer a range of experiences, from fun and simple quests to near impossible boss
fights referred to appropriately as Nightmares, they were sold.In the year before the game came
out, Wyatt got a head start by looking over all the pre-release information to learn everything he
could about their new world. The first thing they’d needed to decide had been the best
combination of races and classes to give them the maximum potential possible - even if it meant
that it might be difficult in the beginning. After all, they were far from casual gamers.In the end, it
took some convincing and a number of spreadsheets, but they settled on a human Fury and a
fairy Breath mage. The convincing needed was due to the fact that fairies only came in female,
meaning Seth would have to explore his feminine side since he had always preferred support
classes. He’d tried to back out the deal a couple of times, but Wyatt had simply told him that ‘he



was being a baby’ and ‘not to worry about it.’ Eventually, launch day came, and Kirabell was
born. After that, it was too late to go back.When they had spawned in together in their new forms
three years ago, the first thing Kira had said was an awkward, “This is new.” Her words had been
followed by a burst of uncontrolled giggles at the sound of her own voice, which neither of them
ever expected to be so pretty. Max still remembered the judgmental stares they received as she
rolled around on the ground amongst the other new players at the spawn laughing her dumb
little ass off.She wasn’t the only one to choose to play as the opposite sex. That had always
been common in most MMOs, but since players actually had to inhabit the body they designed
rather than just look at it on a screen, it did change things.For some, Noctem meant giving
people an outlet where they could live as the gender that they felt matched their identity. For
others, it was just part of living in a fantasy world and making it as different as possible. Of
course, there were also those that chose it for, well, less pure reasons. Granted, most of them
got bored with it once the novelty wore off. Kira though never seemed to care about the
difference, aside from getting used to being so short. Max had always assumed she had
decided not to overthink it. That seemed to allow her to continue her dual existence as both a
well-adjusted adult male and an adorable fairy mage.As for relationships, Kira didn’t seem
interested in dating while online and therefore avoided most of the issue altogether. Besides,
back on Earth, Seth had always done okay at attracting women.Unfortunately, the same couldn’t
be said for Max, who had been single longer than most. As impressive as he was on the
battlefield, he seemed equally inept when talking to women in both worlds. A fact that made it
even more painful to pal around Noctem with his bro in the form of a magical
enchantress.“Arrgggg!” Max exclaimed, jumping up from the bench. “You know what? I’ve been
single for like three years now, so at this point, I don’t care. This whole thing you have going on
here is hot.” He waved his hand in a circular motion to indicate her general area, highlighting
what he referred to as ‘this whole thing.’Kira smirked, cracking a slight smile.He continued, “Now
obviously, I don’t consider you an option because that would be weird. But yeah, I’d totally hit
that. And by hit that, I mean, I would wreck that.”Kira raised an eyebrow. “You done? Got that out
of your system?”“Yes, thank you very much,” Max responded, almost politely.“Okay then.” A grin
crept across her face. “Wanna touch my butt?” she joked in a sing-song tone as she pushed her
rear in his direction.Max feigned annoyance to humor her. Then, without warning, he slapped her
square on her left butt cheek. The fairy let out a surprised squeak, making his victory clear, and
he started walking. “Come on; we’re late for a meeting,” he added as she lagged behind,
straightening her dress and stalling while she waited for the bright shade of pink to fade from her
face. Max stopped to glance back. “You coming or what?”Finally, she jogged to catch up, taking
her place by his side. “You will pay for that.” She stared straight ahead. “Oh yes, you will pay.”“Oh,
I know.” He smirked.CHAPTER THREEMax took a look at his map, examining the line that
showed the shortest path to the tavern. He tilted his head to the side, making a dissatisfied
groan before pulling out his pen and drawing in a few edits to alter the line. As leader of his two-
person party, his map changes appeared in Kira’s journal as well. It was a detail that didn’t



matter much since, besides farming, which Max hated, she tended to follow his lead and trust
his judgment.The custom path set by Max was almost twice as long as what the system’s
navigation had suggested moments before. He hoped that by taking a detour they could avoid
some of the crowds that gathered in certain parts of the city, the worst being the entertainment
district. The area was essentially a long street lined with clubs, bars, and other distractions. For
those users who didn’t care about questing and just wanted to take advantage of a few extra
nighttime hours, it was the place to be. Well, to be more accurate, it was party central. With no
risk of a hangover in the morning, the area could get pretty crazy, which was why Max and Kira
avoided it at all costs.It wasn’t that they didn’t like fun. There was just something about the crowd
there that made them feel a little uncomfortable. It certainly didn’t help that last time Kira had set
foot in the area she had been forced to activate her cage, which was a failsafe option that
forbade other users from touching her by creating an invisible barrier just above her skin. Players
under eighteen had this option locked in active status at all times to prevent certain activities that
might be considered inappropriate. Hence why it had been referred to as a cage.Most of the
party-people in question never ventured beyond the city’s walls. Hell, most of them were below
level ten and didn’t even own a set of armor, so their impact on the game was minor, to say the
least. They were background characters, not adventurers. Similar to the world’s businesses,
Checkpoint had gone through the trouble of designing Noctem’s cities in a way that kept that
part of the world hidden as well, which made the crowds easier to avoid. Hidden or not, they did
still serve a valuable purpose, which was consuming virtual content like it was going out of
style.The economic setup of the game world was pretty impressive. It offered two distinct types
of products and operated on a dual currency system that kept everything balanced. On one side,
all equipment and items that influenced the game could only be bought with virtual credits that
could be earned by simply playing. The other side of things allowed any transaction having no
bearing on it could be purchased at a reasonable price with regular money. Checkpoint taking a
percentage, of course.If a user wanted to see a movie, buy a beer, or purchase a new outfit for
the club, they would pay for it just like they would anything in the real world. With no way to
exchange one currency for another, having a dual currency system also ensured that players
would never be left struggling to afford important things like crafting items.That didn’t mean that
it was impossible to purchase game items outside the system, the demand eventually giving rise
to a number of websites where users could post requests for help in exchange for real money.
Sometimes it was something simple like needing to purchase a transport shuttle to get around.
Other times, it was something more complex like escorting users through high-level territories. It
was a system that had funded a road trip up the East Coast for Max and Kira just the year before.
It had been fun. They saw a deer.Now, the pair traveled away from the bustling streets of
commerce and toward the dim corners of Valain on the outskirts of town. Being a virtual world,
users were never in danger anywhere in Noctem, but since the game allowed for player versus
player combat as well as friendly fire, fights were not uncommon. Player-killing happened from
time to time, but for the most part, it tended to gravitate toward the places in the world where that



kind of behavior was encouraged. So as long as you didn’t make a habit of provoking people,
you could walk around most places without much worry. Nevertheless, the outskirts were rather
spread out and getting around could be inconvenient. In the end, it was a place that didn’t draw
much of a crowd, allowing the real players to enjoy their adventures without distraction. For Max,
it felt like home. He belonged there, and he knew it.The outer districts branched out into a maze
of side streets and alleyways. Lamplight flickered, casting a soft silhouette of the pair across the
cobblestone path as they progressed toward the waypoint. Gone was the decorative stonework
of the city’s high-rises, and in its place loomed simple wooden buildings with rickety shutters
covering their uneven windows. Threads of light spilled from cracks here and there, lending an
air of added mystery to their already intriguing night. Random barrels and crates cluttered the
edges of the winding street, making the place seem like a functioning town with its own
purpose.A lagopin, which was a sort of cross between a rabbit and a bird but larger, plodded
past them, pulling a cart full of freshly cut hay. The sweet grassy odor filled Max’s senses. Its
driver, a hardened looking man, leered at him from under the brim of a floppy hat as he took up
most of the narrow street, forcing them both to stand aside to let him pass. The animal in front
shook its head as if to scratch an itch, its long ears flapping back and forth while it rustled its
stubby wings. For a moment, Max feared he might have to stop Kira from petting the fictional
animal, but she refrained.The night air was crisp, feeling several degrees colder than it did in the
city’s center. Kira wrapped her hands around her arms and shivered but held in any complaint.
Instead, she padded along, her feet bare on the stone covered ground while Max strode
comfortably, dressed in his armor and scarf. Obviously, it would be ridiculous for a fairy to wear
shoes, or at least, that seemed to be what the developers thought since they had made the race
unable to equip any.Soon after, the pair arrived under a dangling wooden sign bearing an image
depicting a stick figure game of hangman, the blank spaces below filled in with the words The
Hanging Frederick.“Well, that’s ominous,” Max said matter-of-factly as he glanced around.Not a
soul was in sight. Apparently, it wasn’t a popular spot. The door creaked as he pushed it open,
causing them both to cringe at the sound. Inside, they were greeted with what they expected, a
dim room with few patrons. Exposed beams ran along an uneven ceiling which was held up by a
series of rough wooden pillars bearing a number of mismatched carvings. The walls were
decorated with pictures of all kinds, ranging from wanted posters and maps to landscape
paintings, each one in a different style of frame. Most weren’t anything fancy, but the collection
did give the place an eclectic feel.A couple of parties occupied the tavern, taking a moment to
unwind after a night of exploration and progress. Occasional laughter peppered the air while a
lone guitar player sat on a stool in a corner singing a slow, acoustic version of ‘Space Oddity.’
Max wished they had come across the establishment sooner. The atmosphere was perfect.The
obvious focal point of the room was a long dusty bar that ran along the full length of the space. A
burly man stood behind, wiping a mug made of dark wood with a filthy rag. As Max and Kira
approached, they triggered the NPC to cease his cleaning, if that was what you wanted to call it.
He leaned on the bar and said in a gruff but friendly manner, crafted to match the atmosphere,



“‘Ello, my young travelers. What can I get you on this fine evening?” His accent could only be
described as old-timey, and his words regarded them as welcomed guests.“Yes, We’re-” Max
started to say but was cut off by his partner.“Could I get some food?” Kira asked, stepping on
Max’s words and somehow sounding polite and rude at the same time as she glanced at the
haphazardly carved menu hanging on the wall, a dagger sticking out of it as if placed there to
add items later.The bartender stuttered for a moment like his programming was trying to figure
out who to address. He started again, algorithm clicking into place, “What can I get for such a
lovely young lady?” He lowered his head closer to Kira’s height, ignoring Max altogether.“Turkey
leg, please.” She placed her right hand on the bar to allow a transaction of ten credits to process
as she bounced on her toes. She elbowed Max in the ribs to inform him that the tavern worked
off in-game credits rather than dollars, which was almost unheard of. Most food items fell into the
category of luxury items, so discovering a place that worked off credits was a rare find. It was the
sort of secret that you only shared with your most trusted friends, which was probably why it was
so quiet. Max would have to thank whoever had sent the urgent message that brought them
there.“You just ate like ten minutes ago.” Max rubbed his side where she had elbowed him.Kira
shrugged as if it couldn’t be helped, and the bartender walked away through one of two doors
behind him, returning a moment later with a smoked leg of meat wrapped in wax paper. She took
it from him with enthusiasm and raised it to her face, leaving Max to continue his conversation
uninterrupted.He turned back to the bartender and started again, “Hi, we’re supposed to meet
someone in the back room.” He hoped there would be some kind of prompt in place to let them
past the bar.“What can I get for you?” the bartender repeated since Max hadn’t waited for him to
speak first in the interaction. The man’s tone was gruffer than the one he used when addressing
Kira. Pretty young women must get better treatment from his algorithm.Max grumbled to himself
and repeated his inquiry, growing impatient with each passing moment. “We’re supposed to
meet someone in the back.”There was either no prompt to proceed, or Max hadn’t used the right
words because the bartender skipped back to the beginning of his dialog loop, repeating his
question in the same unfriendly voice. “What can I get for you?”Max placed his hands on the bar
and lowered his head as he let out the heaviest sigh ever produced by a human being.A snicker
came from Kira.He looked at her sideways then up at the man again with narrowed eyes. “Okay,
pal. My friend and I got a message to come here. You gonna let us back there or not?” He
pointed to the door behind the bar.The bartender paused for a moment as his algorithm tried to
understand Max’s words, giving the appearance that he was considering it. Then he spoke,
“What can I get for you?”“Arrrggghh,” Max growled, giving new input to the NPC without meaning
to.“What can I get for you?” the man repeated.Max stepped away from the bar and walked in a
small circle before returning.“What can I get for you?”He tapped his fingers on the counter, then
tried a different approach. “Hello, my good sir. I hope this evening finds you well. My compatriot
and I were asked here to this fine establishment for a clandestine meeting with persons
unknown. Would you be so kind as to allow us access to your back room?” He finished with a
slight bow which he held while awaiting a response.“What can I get for you?”“Okay, that’s it!”



Max ground his teeth hard enough the break a filling if he’d had any. For a moment, he let his
hand travel to his pistols, the ridiculous urge to shoot something running through his head as he
fingered the grips. He refrained. Instead, he hoisted himself onto the bar and stood upright on it
before jumping down on the other side.The bartender didn’t seem to notice the intrusion, though
several heads looked up at him from across the tables of the tavern as the lone musician ceased
an acoustic rendition of ‘Safety Dance’ so that he could gawk properly.“What are you looking
at?” Max barked. “Go about your business.” He gestured a shooing motion with both hands, then
turned away from the onlookers and banged on the unused door behind the bar. “Okay, we’re
here. Let’s get this show on the road,” he called out.Silence answered back, and Kira stopped
chewing for a second to listen. Then a quiet click-clack came from the lock.Max twisted the
knob. It turned. “You coming?” he asked, looking to Kira.She swallowed a mouth full of turkey
before climbing onto a bar stool and hoisting herself onto the counter with an awkward motion,
one hand still holding the large leg of salty meat. She slid her rear across the bar, dusting its
surface with her dress, then dropped to the other side to join her partner.Max shook his
head.“What?” she asked indignantly.“Nothing. Let’s go,” he said with a smirk as they passed
through the door and into a large shadowed room.Something was off. The space was somehow
larger than it should’ve been. In fact, it was larger than the tavern itself. Decorative stonework
lined the walls making it feel disjointed from the wooden beams of the previous space. It was as
if the room wasn’t even part of the same building, like he had walked through a door and into a
different part of the city, which might have been possible. He wasn’t sure.A long stone table
stretched into the empty space with several high-backed chairs lining its sides. A few small
lanterns ran down the table’s imposing surface, causing the shadows cast by the chairs to reach
across the floor and up onto the walls, the gaps of light and dark making the room feel like the rib
cage of a giant skeleton.A lone hooded man rose from the furthest chair at the head of the table.
He seemed to glide toward them without a sound in the darkness as he approached. The
shadow of his hood twisted the features of his face in the dim but hard light of the lanterns.The
door slammed behind them, making Max aware of the presence of two additional figures lying in
wait. They were surrounded.Stupid, Max thought, walking into a room without thinking. So very
stupid.The air grew thick with tension the second he realized the trap they had just stepped into.
Max’s mind fired up to process the situation, his artificial muscles twitching in anticipation. That’s
when the man in front of them pushed back his hood. Max recognized his face from many of the
presentations he’d watched online from gaming conventions.“Thank you for accepting my
invitation,” greeted Alastair Coldblood.CHAPTER FOURFlesh tore on impact, leaving bits of skin
remaining on the stunned face of the smaller of the two figures blocking the door.Max stood,
guns drawn, his eyes darting in assessment of the trap.In front stood Coldblood, human, a
Cauldron class. Slow compared to other mages but capable of handing out far more destruction
than any other. Max knew the man’s capabilities. Hell, he was famous. Everyone did.Behind
them on the left was a tall male, his face hidden by the hooded robes of a Venom, the fastest of
the offensive mage classes. Dangerous with debuffs and damage-over-time spells. From his



height, he was probably an elf. Decent mana with moderate health. An armband on one arm
marked him as one of Checkpoint’s Game Masters.To the right, a woman was still recovering
from being struck in the face with a turkey leg. She had a medium build. Human. And no
armband? Interesting. One of her hands was covered by a gauntlet, Shield class gear. Max had
seen it before on other Shield players. It required around level one hundred and ten to wield.Max
tightened his grip on his pistols. They were out-numbered and outgunned.“Who the hell throws a
turkey leg?” the Shield spouted with disgust after being hit without warning by an airborne meat
projectile.It hadn’t helped that Kira had yelled, “Distraction!” when she threw it.“I mean who does
that?” The Shield continued to wipe her face, the grease leaving a dull sheen on the brown skin
of her cheek.A few locks of black hair clung to her face, their strands peppered with bits of
smoked turkey. She pushed them to one side where she ran her fingers through, removing the
foreign matter before letting them fall back into place. The rest of her hair was tied back and fell
down her neck in a mass of loose curls that trailed off into wisps at their ends. The sides were
cut short with a single braid hanging on either side just before her ears in a way that made her
look like a viking raider. Her brown eyes burned with shock and indignation, but she repressed
any further complaints.A moment passed where nobody moved as if everyone was unsure of
how to proceed. Max did the talking, trying to sound calm despite the situation, “Am I to take
from the fact that none of you have drawn on us yet, that we are not in any kind of trouble?” He
would have batted his eyelashes, but he didn’t think that would help.“Have you done anything
that would get you in trouble?” Alastair sounded like a teacher in high school fishing for
information.It rubbed Max the wrong way. “How ‘bout we skip the pleasantries, and you just tell
us why you called us here.”“Fair enough; have a seat. I’ll explain.” Alastair motioned to the chairs
on one side of the table.“We’ll stand if you don’t mind. Not looking to get too comfortable,” Max
stated, keeping one gun on Alastair and the other on the hooded Venom mage behind them.Kira
stood at his back, casters glowing, ready to throw a couple Pulse spells at the Shield, who now
seemed to be having trouble maintaining eye contact with anyone.“Sure, it’s a free world.”
Alastair shrugged, holding both palms up to the ceiling. “Although, I would recommend sitting
before you hear what I have to say. And by all means, keep the gun on me if it makes you feel
better.” He pulled out a chair and sat down opposite them, ignoring the weapon pointed in his
direction as if Max was no threat to him at all. His dark, shoulder-length hair fell forward as he
took his seat, red streaks running through it like blood trickling from a wound. He pushed it back
with a ring-covered hand, his snow-white fingers slipping through his locks with a practiced
elegance. He looked back to them, his eyes encircled by crimson streaks of eyeliner that traced
angular points outward and down his nose, making him look like a cross between Ziggy Stardust
and an evil Kabuki actor. His demeanor was calm, which annoyed Max as the mage continued,
“To answer your question, I called you both here to request your services in completing a
quest.”“Why the hell would we want to work for you?” Max spouted, knowing all about the
controversy that surrounded the man. After all, he hadn’t been living under a rock.“Good
question.” Alastair leaned his head to the side and smirked. “For starters, this quest pays two



hundred thousand U.S. dollars each.”With that, guns were slid into holsters just as fast as they
had been drawn and casters snapped shut. Max stepped forward, pulling out a chair and sitting
like he was at home.Kira bowed to the Shield. “I sincerely apologize for assaulting you with food,”
she said, sounding polite, almost out of character for her.The shield hesitated as if unsure of
how to react to the fairy standing before her with her head lowered, enchanting blue eyes
looking up at her through a few silver locks of hair. Max thought he saw a hint of a smile on the
woman’s face.After another pause, she nodded, adding an awkward, “It’s okay. We’re cool.”Kira
smiled back before hopping into a chair next to Max and pulling up close to the table. She
leaned her face on one palm. “So what kind of quest are we talkin’ about?”Alastair held up a
hand. “Let me start by saying that to move forward, you both must accept a standard non-
disclosure agreement, which has just been sent to your inboxes. You can do so by placing your
hands on the table and stating your approval.”“We’ll bite.” Kira placed her palms flat on the stone
without bothering to open the message.Max at least pretended to skim the contract before doing
the same. “We thoroughly agree to keep our big mouths shut.”“Yup,” added Kira.Alastair relaxed
in his chair. “Okay, now that’s out of the way, here comes the part that you needed to be sitting
down for.” He exhaled and leaned forward on the table, letting his character’s persona slip a little,
giving Max a glimpse at the man underneath. “One hour ago, I received a video message from
Neal Carver, who you are probably aware was just let go from Checkpoint Systems.”“I bet he
didn’t have anything nice to say, what with the backstabbing and all.” Max leaned one elbow on
the table, resting his chin on his hand to mirror Kira.Alastair rolled his eyes. “One common
misconception about him and me is that we were the best of friends back when we started this
company.” He spoke quickly as if he had already explained it several times.“That is what people
say,” Max commented.“Well, people are wrong. The truth is that we had a business relationship
and that was all. I was just a nerdy kid that he used to get money so he could work on whatever
project he wanted. I was a means to an end to him.”“Scandalous.” Kira placed both hands over
her mouth and spoke in a voice that to Max sounded like fancy lady gossip. He suppressed a
chuckle.Alastair spoke louder as if defending himself, “I did everything I could to support him
when I saw what this system could do. And I’d do it again in a heartbeat. Noctem … was … worth
it.” He jabbed his finger at the table with each word for emphasis.Max lifted his chin from his
hand and sat up straight. “Did that have something to do with the recent split?”“Yes and no.”
Alastair tilted his head from side to side. “I know the media has been portraying me as a ruthless
CEO that cuts people loose when they’re no longer useful. But officially, the legal department
and I were forced to make the decision to let him go over what the paperwork calls ‘creative
differences.’” He held his fingers up to form air quotes. “The ‘creative differences’ being that I
didn’t want to kill anyone.”“Wait. What?” Max sputtered, dropping his hand from his chin.“Yeah,
that was my reaction too when I found out what he did.” Alastair leaned against the armrest of his
chair. “Neal tried to run an unauthorized test trial last week on some volunteers. Ultimately, he
put their lives at risk.”Kira leaned forward. “How?”“From the beginning, his goal has always been
to push the limits of the system, and we indulged him as long we could. But he kept pushing for



more and going beyond what was reasonable. Eventually, we had to shut down his department.”
Alastair paused as if remembering something. “Neal didn’t handle that well. But his feelings
aside, the system has come far enough. From a business standpoint, we don’t really need any
further development right now. That was why he tried to bypass us by doing things off the record.
He put a group of people in the system and disabled the safeties that bring users out after ten
hours.”“How many hours were they in?” Max asked.“Over twenty-six.”They both leaned forward
in their chairs as Alastair continued.“We found out and put a stop to it in time, but they could
have died from the combination of being in too long and the mixture of sedatives he gave them
to keep them under. Which was precisely why I wouldn’t sign off on trials like that. Neal is not a
doctor and does not know what the hell he is doing when it comes to medicine.”Kira looked
worried. “How long does someone have to be logged in before it becomes
dangerous?”“Currently, we know it’s safe to stay in the system for sixteen hours. That’s how long
we tested in the official trials using only light sedatives. We didn’t go beyond that. There wasn’t a
need to,” Alastair tilted his head as if thinking of what to say next. “But in theory, prolonged use
could cause the brain to think it doesn’t need a body. And that would be bad. Heart failure and
what not.” He raised a judgmental eyebrow at them. “This shouldn’t really be news since it’s in
the health and safety warnings that come with the system.”Both Max and Kira claimed that they
had read the booklet, which was clearly a lie ‘cause really, no one ever read those things.Alastair
rolled his eyes. “In the end, Neal forced our hand, and we fired him. We’ve been keeping the
situation quiet and paid out plenty in settlements to the subjects of his unauthorized trial. But
obviously, it all kind of backfired on me public image-wise, since no one knows the real reason
for his termination.”“That’s one way of putting it. You have an angry mob with pitchforks out
there.” Max left out the fact that the two of them had stolen the farming equipment from a nearby
village earlier that night and handed them out to the protesters before heading off to farm
scalefangs. Kira had insisted it would be funny. It was kind of funny when Max thought about it.
They didn’t care enough about the issue to actually protest with the others, but at least they had
contributed in their own way.“I can live with a mob outside my door, but that will be for nothing if
Carver gets his way. That’s why I need you.” Alastair held out both hands as if pleading.“Okay,
you have us here,” Max started.“How can we help?” Kira finished.“We expected some kind of
response when we fired him. We just didn’t expect this.” Alastair opened his journal and took out
his inspector, flicking it out into the air between them. The small glass rectangle expanded to
several times its size and the mage leaned back in his chair as if his part was done. Then he
swallowed hard.The image of what looked like a basement filled the portal. Above, there were
exposed wooden beams with some of that pink foam insulation packed into the spaces between.
Below, a cement wall lined with shelving full of bins contained discarded computer components.
The angle of the scene was turned up a hair, like a view from a laptop webcam. In the center of
the screen sat a man. Max didn’t recognize him, which surprised him. Did he really not know
what the creator of the world that he spent a third of his life in looked like?He was thin with
glasses and short, dusty blond hair. His eyes were set deep in their sockets, exacerbated by



dark circles as if he hadn’t slept in days. He wasn’t ugly, just unkempt. Kira shuddered as if some
detail about the man bothered her. Max noticed it too, though he couldn’t put his finger on what it
was. He just seemed empty somehow.“Hi, Milo,” Carver said in a tone that was hard to read. It
wasn’t angry, but it wasn’t friendly either. “Looks like I’m back in the old lab, huh? Sorry, the
media seems to be giving you a hard time. Well, I guess I’m not that sorry.” He paused a moment
before starting up again. “I’ll get right to the point. I’m grateful for the opportunities that you
created for me. You gave me what I needed to create a system that I hoped would help people,
and so far, it has. Through it, we’ve found new ways to treat coma patients and gave others with
conditions such as locked-in syndrome a way to interact with the world. But I know it can do
more. Fortunately, with the money you helped me make, I now have the resources to branch off
on my own. And, as I said, I am grateful,” his expression hardened, “but you know I never meant
for this system to be used for something as childish as Noctem. It’s always bothered me that I
had to humor your fantasies to get things done. Now that I don’t have to, I can’t let my system
continue to be misused any longer.” He let his face soften. “However, I know you love this world
and its players. So, while I may not like it, I can’t take it away from you without giving you a
chance to save it. With that in mind, I figure the best thing to do is to give you what you want.
One last adventure.” He gave a halfhearted smile. “I figured that you would cut me loose
eventually, so I’ve prepared a little something. Years ago, I added a quest to the game that would
become active if I was ever locked out of the system and unable to deactivate it. If this quest is
not started by a standard party of six within twenty-four hours, the world of Noctem will end.” He
paused to let his words sink in. And sink in they did.Max and Kira gasped. Even the Shield class
player standing behind them took a step back.Carver continued, “Well, to be more accurate, it
will be taken apart by…” He hesitated as if searching for the right words before dumbing them
down, “let’s call it a virus. I mean, it’s not really a virus, but that’s probably the best thing to call it
so that you and whoever you find don’t have to think too much about it. Anyways, I built it into the
core of the original system. I’m sure that given time, you could rebuild, but without me, that will
take years. And by then, the damage will be done. Don’t bother trying to remove the virus; there
are plenty of fail-safes in place to ensure the system is destroyed completely. Your people would
take weeks to clean it out, and you just don’t have that kind of time.“Now, I know what you’re
thinking - you have an army of Game Masters with near god-like powers at your disposal. This
will be easy.” Carver smiled. “Let me put that thought to rest now. The quest will not, I repeat, will
not, accept any character that has equipped a GM armband at any point since its creation.” He
paused again. “Your champions will have to come from the players, the very people you made
me create this world for. And don’t bother trying to find me, either; I’ll be long gone before you
see this.” He held up a note card with a set of numbers on it, some kind of location code. Max
didn’t recognize it. “Here’s where you can start the quest. You have twenty-four hours to get
ready. Good luck.” He reached forward with his other hand and stopped the recording, leaving a
blurry image of the last frame on the screen. The note card still held up, telling them where to
go.“Holy crap!” Max and Kira blurted out in unison.“This is bad,” she added.“Yeah,” agreed



Max.“Like real bad,” she added again as if once wasn’t enough.Max slapped the table. “How
could he just throw all of this away?”“He doesn’t understand.” Alastair sighed, sinking into his
chair like someone had let the air out of him. “He never has. Games do help people. Especially
now, when everyone spends too much time working. We need fantasies.” He seemed
heartbroken.Max found himself feeling bad for the vampiric-looking mage. It must have been
hard to face the fact that someone he had worked with for so long had never cared about
him.“Wow.” Kira’s face fell, the color fading from her cheeks. “All this. Gone.”“Yes. Again, that’s
why I need you.”“Why us?” Max shifted his tone from one disbelief to suspicion.Alastair
answered with two words, “The Nightmares.” He didn’t need to say more.Considered the hardest
bosses in Noctem, the Nightmares were infamous. They were battles where one wrong move
could get your whole party wiped, Checkpoint’s way of catering to the more hardcore players.
Granted, everyone else hated them. Not only were they brutal, but they also seemed to have
been designed to represent mankind’s deepest fears, which added a psychological element that
most found disturbing.They were optional, of course. Although, that didn’t really matter when
they were the only way to get your hands on some of the most powerful items in the game. Items
that could bend the rules of the world in strange and unexpected ways. Sure, some of them only
worked once or came with a heavy cost to balance them out, but that was what made them
interesting. Still, most players didn’t have the patience or skill to suffer through the most
torturous experiences that modern gaming had to offer, a fact that got a lot of people
frustrated.Max snorted at the ridiculousness of what he was hearing. “Nice try, but we aren’t
even on the leaderboards for any of the Nightmares.”Alastair chuckled. “That’s true. I’ve seen a
recording of your first attempt at one. You both ran around screaming with your arms flailing in
the air before getting killed in one hit. It’s a favorite clip amongst some of the developers. They
made a blooper reel.”“Oh great.” Kira folded her arms. “‘Cause that really makes us want to
help.”“Sorry, it was pretty funny. But the reason I mentioned it was that you kept trying. And, over
time, you got better - which was the point. The Nightmares were the only feature of the game
that Neal cared about. He’d even designed them personally. At the time, I was just glad that he
was taking an interest, even if his reasons had less to do with the game.”“And those reasons
were?” Kira asked.“I already said, to make you better. It was an exercise to see how fast the
brain could learn and adapt. That’s why they’re so hard; he wanted to push players beyond their
limits within the safety of a virtual environment. The results were pretty impressive. And the
players retained most of the skills they learned in game when they logged out, even showing
improved reaction times and decision-making skills. We call it The Nightmare Effect. There was
even some serious interest in what kind of military applications it had.” Alastair held up his hand
as both Max and Kira began to argue. “Don’t worry, that was the one thing that both Neal and I
had always agreed on. Neither of us wanted to see what we built used to train people to kill.
When that idea came up, we shot it down right quick. But all that aside, when you two went from
the screaming idiots that you were to well-oiled Nightmare killing machines, it got our
attention.”“So what? We weren’t the first.” Max waved his hand to brush away the absurd turn the



conversation had taken.“Do you know why neither of you made the leaderboards?” Alastair
asked as they both stared at him blankly in response. “You didn’t because we removed the
original item limitations on the fights to satisfy some of the complaints we got about the
Nightmares being unbalanced. Once we did that, most groups just went in with an item bag full
of elixirs since they heal everything and boost their stats at the same time. Then they just
chugged their way through each fight, making it more about brute force than skill.”“But that would
take months of farming,” Max argued.Kira looked up to the side, remembering. “Yeah, we’ve only
had one elixir between us, and we hoarded it for over a year before using it since it was so hard
to get.”Alastair nodded. “You’re right. The crafting recipe and level needed to make elixirs is
huge. And we did that on purpose, so they would be hard to use like that. The thing is, most of
the players above you on the leaderboards come from the top houses in Noctem, all of which
have about thirty players farming supplies for them nearly non-stop. With that in place, they have
a stockpile ready to go for each expansion. It may take them a couple tries before they get lucky,
but they can get through a Nightmare pretty quick compared to players that don’t cheat the
system. So while it’s true that you two may not be high in the rankings, you at least fight the way
Neal intended for you to. And that is kind of impressive.”Max scoffed at his words. “There have to
be other parties out there that do the same.”Alastair considered it a moment. “True, but after
studying fight recordings, the two of you are the most consistent. Even when your party changes,
you still create a level of teamwork that most leaders can’t manage. Not to mention the fact that
you’ve completed many without losing a player and that you’ve even made it through the more
recent ones on your first try.”“Yay us!” Kira circled one finger in the air.Alastair ignored her.
“Anyway, that’s the reason I picked you. I need people that can lead a party into any situation. I
need this because I don’t know what to expect.” He leaned forward. “I underestimated Neal on
this, and now I don’t want to take any chances.”Max turned to Kira, raising his eyebrow to ask
how she felt about the quest.She tilted her head to the side and frowned, which Max understood.
She’d never liked responsibility and placing the fate of an entire world onto their shoulders was
too much pressure.He nodded in agreement. He didn’t love it either. Still, there was an offer of
payment, and that was something they both could use. He raised his other eyebrow to join the
first and pointed to Alastair with his eyes.Kira leaned her head to the other side. The frown faded
somewhat. She was still unsure.He shifted his eyes around the room to indicate the world they
would be fighting for and added a smile to remind her that they both loved it.Finally, she nodded
with a smile of her own.Max turned back to Alastair. “Okay, we’re on board.Alastair’s brow
furrowed like he wasn’t sure how they had come to that decision without words. “Thank you.”Max
slouched back in his chair. “Can’t make any promises, but we like this game, so we’ll certainly try
our best.”Alastair’s face fell as if he’d said something wrong. “I hope so. After all, the fate of the
real world will be in your hands as well.”Max gave him a puzzled expression as Kira cocked her
head to the side like a confused pet hearing a recording of its human’s voice.“Okay, maybe that’s
a little overdramatic,” Alastair bobbed his head, “but businesses have already begun to grow
dependent on our system to run globally twenty-four hours a day. Not to mention the fact we are



dumping enormous sums of money back into the economy through the sale of the non-game
content purchased here. And since most of what we sell is user-created, all of that money goes
to regular people who will actually spend it, not corporations who will horde it. My family wasn’t
wealthy growing up, and my parents sacrificed a lot to get me into MIT, so this is actually a part
of the company that I’m particularly proud of.”Max pointed at the man. “Didn’t you drop out of
MIT?”Alastair cringed. “Yeah, that didn’t go over well at the time. But that’s beside the point. I’m
not going to say that Checkpoint is going to save the economy or anything, but it’s helping. There
are plenty of studies to back that up. At the very least, if we lose this system, around a million
people will lose their jobs since we employ a staggering number of the world’s programmers. We
have to just create enough content to keep up with the demand of our users.”“Shit,” Max said,
unable to come up with a better response.Kira summed things up a little better with an
obligatory, “No pressure.”“Sorry, but you have to understand how serious this is,” Alastair added
before giving them a weak smile. “At least your team will be paid well.”“True.” Max leaned back in
his chair. “Speaking of which, we’re only two players, so where are we supposed to get the rest
of our party for this?”“I was hoping that you two would be able to help with that. You must have
some friends in mind that you work well with.” Alastair placed his hands down on the table in
front of him. “This won’t be an easy quest, so trusting your team may be the difference between
success and failure. I don’t want to jeopardize the mission because you don’t know your team
well enough.” He paused, running his finger along the edge of the stone surface. “That being
said, I’m not above trying to put at least one of my people in the group.” He stood and gestured
to the Shield class still standing by the door. “That’s where Farnsworth here comes in. She works
in the creative department at our headquarters, but her character is unrelated to the company,
so she’s never been a GM. She’s a great Shield, which is a class you’re going to need.”The
woman approached the table with confidence, probably putting in the effort to compensate for
the somewhat embarrassing way that they had met only moments ago. She ruined it by
hesitating with her mouth open as if she had forgotten how to speak. After an awkward pause,
she got out the words, “Call me Farn. Most people do.”Max stood as she offered her hand to
shake. He took it, and an icon of digital ink flashed below the skull tattoo on his wrist indicating
the addition of her contact information to his journal. He kept his attention on Alastair. “Okay, so
we have a Shield. Now we, what, just invite the rest?”“Sounds like a good place start.” Alastair
walked around the table to their side. “You’re in the eastern time zone, meaning you only have a
few hours at best before logout, right? Can you get it together by then?”“Yeah, I think so.” Max let
go of the Shield’s hand.“Great.” Alastair held out his hand to pass along his profile info. “Contact
me if you need any form of support. I’ll do anything I can.” He shook Kira’s hand as well before
opening his inventory tab and selecting an item from the list on his forearm, its edges framed by
a tattoo of decorative bones. A small rune stone materialized in the palm of his hand. He handed
the new spell glyph to Kira. “Take this. You won’t need to spend any upgrade points to learn it,
and it will give you a new teleport destination that will take you to a command center that regular
players can’t access. Once you have your team together, take them there, and I’ll brief them after



they agree to the non-disclosure. Try not to say too much about the mission before then.” He
turned and walked toward the door as the tall Venom mage next to it, who had yet to say a word,
took his place at his employer’s side, making him look like a henchman.“Time is of the essence,
obviously, so I’ll take my leave for now. Good luck. Now get going.” Alastair slid back into his
character’s personality just before an orange shell of energy encompassed the two, leaving the
three remaining adventurers in an awkward silence.Kira clasped her hand around the rune, and
a warm glow showed through her skin as the stone was consumed by the system, adding it to
her character data.Max turned to Farn. “Okay, we don’t know you—” he stopped abruptly upon
realizing how nervous she looked. A spattering of dark freckles ran across her nose and cheeks,
blending with her skin as they spread down her face. They drew his eyes to hers, even if she was
still avoiding making contact. He started again in a more pleasant tone. “Can we count on you to
have our backs when things …” he searched for the right words, “hit the fan?”She stuttered
before answering, “Of course. As long as no one throws any more turkey legs in my face.”A wry
smiled cracked across the fairy’s face as she opened her spell-craft menu. “I make no
guarantees.”CHAPTER FIVEKirabell stood in the middle of the new party of three as they looked
up at the Everleigh Club, which was located on Cresswell Street, just a short walk from the
teleport point in the City of Lucem. People drifted around her on all sides, creating an exciting yet
somehow relaxed atmosphere that, upon contact, was down-right infectious. Unlike Valain, with
its suffocating entertainment district, Lucem was an entire city devoted solely to fun. The colorful
streets were filled with theaters, casinos, arenas, and clubs. The sheer spectacle of the place
gave everyone a reason to visit. Kira appreciated the effort.Above hung the Grand Archway, its
impressive length stretching across the sky as far as she could see, all stone and silver.
According to the rumors, on top of being Lucem’s palace, the arch could also project a shield
around the entire the city in the event of an attack. Although, there was no way to know if it was
true - since the city had never been threatened thanks to a player, named Leftwitch, who had
conquered it back when Noctem first launched. As Lady of the House of the Silver Tongues, she
turned out to be a brilliant negotiator, keeping her territory neutral. Not all of Noctem was as
lucky. The city of Torn seemed to have a new ruling house every month, but that was beside the
point. Lucem was a place for everyone to play, and no one wanted to disrupt that. It didn’t hurt
that it was also pretty to look at.Kira didn’t go out for a night on the town much for obvious
reasons, but if she did, this would be the place. Strings of lanterns ran this way and that, while
every window shined down on the people below. Even the buildings, while nowhere near as tall
as the ones in Valain, were magnificent. Each one looked like its own individual piece of art,
woven into the tapestry that was the city as a whole as if there had been some kind of
architectural renaissance. Although, as wonderful as the place was, Kira still might have avoided
Cresswell Street where pots of red flames painted the buildings in a pink glow that made her
skin feel hot.“I thought we were getting a Coin?” Farnsworth asked.Max stood with his hands
resting on the butts of his guns. “Oh, we are.”“So why are we outside a brothel?” She grimaced
as she looked up at the Everleigh Club.Max spun to face her, his hands moving up to his hips.



“Because the best Coin class player we know happens to work at a brothel.” He held out his
hand to her. “Shall we? I hope you like nudity.”Farn backed away with an awkward step. “Thanks,
but no. I’ll wait outside if that’s okay.”“Suit yourself. Let’s go. The women await,” he said,
excitement in his voice as he turned in Kira’s direction.It was clear to Kira that he was trying his
best to imitate what movies had taught him about how cool guys should act. She cringed a bit
but held in any jokes she might have had to make at his expense. He was already embarrassing
himself all on his own. She followed his lead anyways but walked backward to keep her focus on
Farn. It was obvious the new addition to their party felt uncomfortable. “Sorry. We won’t be long.”
Kira gave her reassuring smile, getting a weak nod from the Shield, who had only stopped
stuttering her sentences a few minutes ago on the walk there.The Everleigh Club was a large
five-story building containing a bar and stage area in its lobby. Kira’s ears were greeted by music
and the sounds of festivities from within as soon as she stepped through the entryway, which
had a strong art nouveau look to its design. She was also scanned by an invisible barrier that
confirmed and logged her identity to ensure that she was of legal age to enter such an
establishment. At the same time, the scan began processing a cover charge of twenty-five
dollars that was subtracted from her bank account upon entry and deposited it in the club’s
before she was even through the threshold. Unfortunately, that was when she realized that she
should have just waited outside and saved her money. Max didn’t need her help anyway. Then
again, the crumbling facade that he wore to look confident while walking into the place told her
otherwise.When Noctem was originally released, it revolutionized how the world did business in
many ways. The adult entertainment industry was no different. With no threat of danger or
disease, few cared about streaming videos online anymore when an evening beyond their
wildest fantasy had become so easily within reach. Driven by temptation, legislation was passed,
and a new golden age of adult entertainment was born. It also created a new, high-paying job
market with massive demand. Student loans got paid, and people got their heads above water
instead of drowning in debt. That was, as long as they were willing to seek a somewhat different
kind of employment.Kira hid a grin as a bead of sweat betrayed Max, forming at the edge of his
forehead from the sight of barely clothed women. They were everywhere! To the left a burlesque
show, to the right waitresses serving drinks in an almost nonexistent skirt. His eyes kept moving
as if both trying to avoid staring as well as take in the view at the same time. It was obvious he
didn’t know where to look. Needless to say, it was not the kind of place that he frequented. He
may not have been mister popular in either world, but she knew he would never feel comfortable
paying for that sort of company. Not to mention the fact that she also knew that he didn’t have
that kind of money to begin with. They had to share the rent on their apartment in the real world
after all.Kira was a little less terrified of their surroundings, but only a little. The female form
wasn’t a mystery to her. She had never taken the time to find out what her own body looked like
under her clothes, though now, her surroundings did make her a bit too aware of what she was,
which left her feeling a bit vulnerable. She tugged on her dress, making sure the slits on the
sides didn’t ride up.Alone with each other for the first time since leaving the Hanging Frederick,



Max tore his attention away from their surroundings long enough to lean down to Kira as if to tell
a secret. “Hey, what do you think of Farnsworth? I mean she’s cute, right?”Kira glared at him.
“Don’t go gettin’ all creepy on her. You just met, and she seems nice.”“I know. I know. That’s what
I mean. She seems nice,” he repeated her words, holding his hands up and palms out.Kira tilted
her head in consideration. “She does have an interesting face, I guess.”“What’s that supposed to
mean?” He stepped to the side staring down at her sideways.“I mean, most people try too hard
to make their avatar look like a model. But she looks like she put a lot of effort into crafting a
character that feels unique, and that makes her seem real.” Kira paused, remembering how she
had spent hours designing her own character back when she had started for the same reason.
“She’s interesting is what I’m saying.”“True. Maybe that’s what’s making her stand out.” Max
shrugged. “Anyways, I messaged Ginger on the way over. She said she couldn’t join us tonight
because she was about to put her profile back in to pick up a client before logout.”“That kinda
sounds like she turned you down.”Max grinned. “Not if I buy the rest of her night. She can’t say
no if I’m paying for her,” he explained as he approached a row of kiosks by the wall, each bearing
a glass screen similar to the inspector in the back of their player journals except bigger.“Oh, god,
that’s your plan? I can’t imagine any way that could backfire on you.”“Well, I don’t really have
time for adequate planning, and we need a Coin, so I’m going for it.” He ran a search of the club’s
system for her name. “Nice! Found her, and she’s still available.”A profile picture appeared on the
glass surface, showing a gorgeous brunette with green eyes wearing a matching dress and an
inviting smile on her face. She looked like she’d smell like cinnamon. Text ran underneath: Name:
GingerSnaps. Age: 23. Not true. Likes: reading and watching movies. Dislikes— “Blah, blah,
blah,” Max said out loud as his finger searched for a checkout button. “Oh!” He stopped, his
finger hovering above a tab that read additional photos.Kira cleared her throat. “Didn’t we just
talk about not being creepy?”“Hey, it’s been three years,” he reminded her as she continued to
bore a hole in his head with her eyes, trying her best to push away his thoughts of misconduct.
Eventually, he pulled his finger away from the photos tab. It looked like it took some effort. He hit
the button reading ‘Request’ that brought him to an options screen. “Woah!” he exclaimed,
looking at the price which started at just over three hundred dollars per hour. “We better get the
payout on this mission.” He accepted the amount without adding any of the additional services
that made Kira blush just by skimming the list. He pressed the submit button.The request was
processed by the club and cross-referenced against a list of banned users to make sure that he
wasn’t someone unsavory. Then it was sent to a room upstairs where the requested employee
had the option to decline.“How much you wanna bet she bounces you?” Kira joked, causing an
expression to wash over Max’s face that made it clear that he had not known how the transaction
worked.“I thought she would just be surprised when I got up there.” His eyes widened. “Oh, god!
She knows it’s me down here requesting her?”Kira nodded with a smug grin. “Yup. You basically
just asked her to sleep with you.”They both watched the screen. Nothing happened. A torturous
moment went by, too slow for Max, judging from his face, which had lost all color. Then a
message appeared on screen: ‘Approved.’ Money was transferred from one account to another,



and an elevator nearby covered in delicate gold leaf designs opened to grant him access to the
upper floors.Max looked back at her.“Have fun up there.” Kira shooed him inside before giving
him her most obnoxious grin. “Looks like someone likes you.”Max swallowed hard. “Yeah, this
was definitely a bad idea.” He took a breath and tapped a button inside the lift. He looked
terrified as the doors slid closed.Kira made sure her taunting smile was the last thing he
saw.With Max gone, she became conscious of the fact that she was standing in front of a
selection kiosk in a brothel. She backed away as if she couldn’t get away from the thing fast
enough. Then, turning in haste, she bumped into a man in mid-level Breath mage gear. She
apologized, avoiding eye contact. He accepted in a polite manner and attempted to place a
hand on her shoulder as if to steady her. She must have looked shaken. She shrunk away before
he could make contact, forcing a smile so that she didn’t seem awkward, or worse, scared. She
apologized again and made her escape down the hall.She debated leaving the club altogether
but felt like that would’ve been cowardly, as if she would be admitting some kind of defeat. So,
instead, she made her way to the bar area, her bare feet padding across the red carpet until she
found a place against a wall next to a large potted plant that had a view of the stage where a
beautiful elven woman danced.The woman waved a pair of large fans on the raised platform
while tables of patrons filled the floor below. Music played as the newer employees served drinks
and flirted with the grateful public in hopes of picking up a client.Kira did her best to blend into
the background as she watched the dancer’s slow, seductive moves, fans waving in sync with
the music. The tempo sped up, and the fans burst into flames. Flames that traveled to the
dancer’s clothing, burning them away, leaving only the smoldering fans to provide cover. The
routine was well practiced, keeping most of the performer hidden, but flashes of skin sent a
chain of reactions through Kira’s body that made her skin feel warm. She fidgeted with her item
bag and lowered her head to hide her face, letting her hair fall to the sides. She felt eyes fall to
her as a couple of the patrons’ views shifted away from the stage, which only made her burn
hotter.A man stood from a table that he shared with a group and began to approach, sending her
heart into her throat as a familiar panic began to set in. Fortunately, he was headed off by a
waitress, who seemed to have been sent by an older woman that now approached Kira in his
stead. “Hi there,” the woman said, her voice sounding kind and reassuring.“Hi,” replied Kira in a
tone that was a cross between grateful and suspicious. She looked up at the tall woman and
tucked her hair behind a pointed ear on one side with a nervous hand, revealing her eyes.“Wow,”
said the woman. “Not the place for such a magical creature as yourself, huh?”Kira gave an
awkward nod. “Not so much.” She paused. “Sorry, I was just waiting for a friend. He’s upstairs. He
shouldn’t take long.”The woman let out a laugh at Kira’s apology, making her aware of how the
words ‘he shouldn’t take long’ were interpreted, bringing a smile back to her face.“No need to
apologize. Can I get you something from the bar? On the house, of course.” The woman gave
her a kind smile, but the offer of free drinks informed Kira that she wasn’t being rescued at all.
She was being recruited. The woman must have been a floor madam. It made sense. She was
older and attractive but not so much to draw attention. Definitely not a student working herself



through college, that was for sure. She must have acted as a conduit between the company that
ran the brothel and the women that worked the lobby, and she had just marked Kira as a
potential employee. “No thanks. As I mentioned, I shouldn’t be long,” she answered, sounding
almost formal, trying to decrease her appeal a bit.The woman laughed, showing a small number
of teeth. “Now what would your friend want upstairs when he has something like you waiting
down here?” she fished for information. Her words sounded like a compliment but also referred
to Kira as a thing. It was clear what was going on.Kira remained polite, not wanting to make a
scene. “He’s just a friend, so—”“Just out of curiosity,” the madam interrupted, not wasting any
time. “Have you ever considered working at a place like this?”Kira tried to act surprised at the
question, despite knowing it was coming. “Oh, well, no,” she answered with an unintentional
innocence that must have made her more marketable.“Yeah, I know. It’s definitely not for
everyone,” the madam said in a way that was somehow both praising and condescending at the
same time. “Although the money is amazing, and someone with your unique qualities would be
in high demand.”“Yeah, but I’m not really experienced in the field, if you know what I mean,” Kira
responded, which was sort of true in a way.“That’s no problem. We have training programs for
new employees that need a little instruction,” the madam offered like she had given the pitch
countless times.Taken aback by the idea of training, Kira hid behind her most comical blank face
to express that she was not taking the conversation seriously. “Oh, wow. I am very uncomfortable
with the line that this conversation has taken,” she said in a flat monotone.The madam laughed
at her response as if it was refreshing to hear. Then Kira noticed the woman’s eye repeatedly
glancing at the second caster on her wrist. The gear Kira wore was all high-level, and like most
high-level equipment, it tended to be simple and unimpressive, more function than form. The
result was that it was sometimes hard to tell a high-level player from a low-level one. A second
caster, however, was unmistakable. After all, dual casting wasn’t available until level ninety, and
even then, it required the completion of several difficult quests.The madam had probably
pegged Kira for a low-level player, just assuming it from her race, since most fairies never made
it past their first few levels. Though now, it was obvious that she’d realized that Kira was
something different. The question was, did that make her more valuable or less? Kira could
practically see the math going on in the madam’s head, scales weighing the options.The woman
seemed to make up her mind, and her attitude shifted. It was still polite but less nurturing. “Okay,
I’m just gonna lay it all out on the table here. Due to your … uniqueness … I can skip you past
the entry level position and move you right upstairs. No waiting tables and parading around in
your underwear to get clients.” She paused as if trying to read Kira’s face before continuing. “I
can also start you in the middle tier. So, depending on what you’re willing to do, you can make
around three hundred to six hundred per hour. What do you think? Not a bad offer.”Kira was
shocked, and well, if she was honest, a little tempted by the amount of money. Taking one or two
clients would cover her half of the rent and then some. She shook her head before she finished
doing the math and blurted out the first words that came to her mind, “I’m gay.” She followed the
statement with a confused expression that said, what did I just say?The madam ignored her



puzzled look and added, “That’s not as much of a problem as one might think. In the end, it’s all
about acting.”At that point, Kira realized that there was no way to exit the conversation with her
pride intact. Okay, screw cowardice, she thought. She was getting out of there any way she
could. So, she took a deep breath, turned, and began running toward the door, leaving a
stunned madam behind her. It didn’t help that she yelled, “I have made a mistake!” the whole
way out.MaxDamage24 fell onto the bed in Ginger’s room. “I have made a mistake!” he blurted
like an idiot, after being pushed by the always stunning brunette, who did, in fact, smell like
cinnamon. She climbed atop, straddling his legs and moving up his body with the grace of a cat
stalking a helpless mouse. Her face reached his, and her hair fell from her shoulder to rest
against his throat. The warmth of her body required every bit of willpower he had to suppress
certain physiological reactions that would normally happen in such a situation.“Sometimes it’s
fun to make mistakes,” she whispered in his ear, letting her breath caress the side of his
neck.Max panicked as he attempted to explain. “I’m serious. I’m here for a mission, not, umm,
this.”She ran one hand down his body, clasping his belt buckle with her fingers. “Oh, I have your
mission right here.”He squirmed backward into a pillow, knocking her supporting arm out from
under her and causing her to fall onto his lap. “Seriously, it’s a real mission!” he shouted, his
voice almost cracking, reminding him of how far from cool he was.She lay still for a moment, face
down in his lap, then she began convulsing like she was having a mild seizure as laughter
became audible. She lifted her head and placed both hands on his belt buckle, interlocking her
fingers and resting her chin on her hands. Her wide smile and green eyes shined up at him. “I
figured as much, but I had to mess with you,” she said as if there had been no way to avoid it.
She sighed, almost sounding disappointed. “So tell me about this all-important mission that was
worth three hundred bucks to recruit me for.”He held his hands up, framing her head as if to ask
if she minded getting off of him?She begrudgingly rolled over and slid up to the pillow beside
him. A green baby doll top covered her chest but split open just below, revealing the rest of her
body. A tiny pair of underwear covered the more important parts, giving Max a minuscule
amount of comfort in the fact that she wasn’t lying next to him naked. “Well, that’s the problem. I
can’t tell you about the mission until we’re ready to start.”“That’s not weird at all.” She sunk into a
pillow. “Is the fate of the world in peril or something?” she asked without looking at him, her
words dripping with sarcasm.For a moment he said nothing. The silence was telling. She shot
him a concerned look which he returned, conveying the fact that the time for jokes had
ended.She shrugged. “Okay, fine. I have to change into my gear, so I’ll meet you out front in
five.”Max thanked her as he slid off the bed and motioned toward the door, then stopped, looking
back for a moment. “Should I leave a twenty on the dresser?”She laughed. “I actually feel kinda
bad. You paid, but I didn’t earn it.” She winked an emerald eye in his direction. “I’ll just have to
owe you one.”He opened the door as casually as he could. “Sorry, got no time for love.” He
stepped out of the room, leaving Ginger alone to get ready.Leaning against the closed door for a
full thirty seconds, Max attempted to calm his nerves. He couldn’t help but feel a little down after
seeing how easy it had been for her to throw him off balance. “I guess that’s why you’re still



single.” He shoved his hands into his pockets and made his way back to the elevators. On the
ride down, he wondered for a second what would have happened if he had shown up in her
room without an ulterior motive. The doors slid open before he could finish the thought and he
stepped out just in time to see Kira run out the front door. She flailed her arms in the air like a
cartoon as she yelled and made a scene. He quickened his pace to return to the helpless
creature.Max found Farnsworth outside with an out-of-breath Kira. “You okay there? Did the
scary men harass you?” He placed a hand on her head and tousled her hair, giving the fairy a
rather fluffy appearance.She swatted at his hand, telling him to knock it off.He ignored her
attacks. “Ginger will be down in a minute.”Farn let out a short laugh at the sight. Max was glad to
see her feeling a little more comfortable. “Great, we’ve got a Coin. What do we need next?”Kira
smoothed down her hair, trying to get it to lay flat again. “We need damage.”“Sure. Know any
good Cauldrons?” Farn inquired.Max shook his head. “We don’t know what we’re up against in
this. A Cauldron could be too slow.”“We need a Leaf,” Kira said.Farn raised an eyebrow. “That’s
an odd choice,”Kira smirked. “You haven’t met our Leaf.”“Trust us; he can get the job done,” Max
assured her.“You work fast,” a voice joined in.Max turned to find Ginger slipping through the
crowd. She’d changed into a pair of canvas pants and a leather corset with a white blouse
peeking out the top to cover her chest. She pulled on a short-hooded cloak that gave her an air
of mystery. It was more appropriate for the mission than lingerie.“A Coin, a Breath, and a Shield.
You’ve got quite the little harem going here, Max. And I thought I was special,” she joked badly,
then changed the subject before he could respond. “Hey, Kira, you want a job at the club? They
give me a bonus if I recruit friends.”She crossed her arms. “Already had that offer tonight, thank
you very much.”“You sure? We could do doubles,” Ginger suggested.Kira started to blush but
covered it with a laugh. “Haha, no. I’d make you do all the work.”Ginger didn’t let up. “You might
have fun. I could help you break in that little body of yours.”Kira and Farn both looked uneasy as
the joke grew less vague.“Anyways. We’re off to gather a Leaf. There will be time to make me
uncomfortable later.” Kira turned away and tugged at her dress.Farn shook Ginger’s hand to
exchange their contact information, looking a little uncomfortable meeting someone new. It
made sense to Max considering how much more confident Ginger seemed to be compared to
the Shield. That was when he realized that he hadn’t introduced them. “Oh, sorry. Farnsworth
meet Ginger; Ginger meet Farnsworth,” he added after the fact.“Nice to meet you, Farn,” Ginger
said, shortening her name without being told to.“Likewise,” replied Farn, her voice shaking a
little.“So, you know any more about this mystery quest than I do?” Ginger prodded the
Shield.Caught off guard, Farn responded with a simple, “Umm …” which seemed to tell Ginger
more than enough.“Great, I’m becoming less excited about this by the minute.” She crossed her
arms and glared at Max.Rushing things along, he continued, “We don’t have a ton of time here,
so we should probably head out.” He turned to Kira. “Can you take us to Port Han? We’re going
to need to rent a boat.” She nodded and opened her spell-craft menu without questioning the
destination.“A boat? Where are we going?” Farn asked with a puzzled look since there were no
cities near the port.Max gave her a villainous smile. “We’re going to Tartarus.”CHAPTER SIXMax



sat at the wheel as the boat shot along the coast of the dark continent of Gmork, its twin engines
pushing it along at full speed. Actually, boat wasn’t really the right word for it since it didn’t touch
the water. Instead, it hovered just above, skimming the surface and giving it a smoother ride than
any regular watercraft would have. Nevertheless, it was called a boat. The whole thing was white
and would have looked like something straight out of Miami Vice if not for the figurehead of a
goat that sat on the bow and the two detailed wings that fanned off the back at an upward
angle.In the back, Kira and Ginger argued about whether it would be funny or stupid to climb
onto the front of the boat and yell ‘I’m king of the world!’ Ginger insisted that it was a classic that
bore repeating, while Kira felt it was overdone and an insult to comedy. Eventually, they agreed
to disagree and settled for quoting a few random lines from a song about being on a boat.Max
shook his head as the pair behind him belted out a few ridiculous lyrics. Next to him sat Farn,
chewing on her lip like it had wronged her.He tried to think of a way to take her mind off what was
bothering her, which, if he had to guess, was the mission. “So, are you a big Futurama
fan?”“What?” She looked at him with a blank expression.“Your name. Is it a reference to
Professor Farnsworth from Futurama?”“Oh, no, it’s from the show Fringe. Agent Farnsworth …”
she trailed off awkwardly before starting back up. “I liked the character.”Max grinned. “You just
got a lot nerdier.”She leaned away from him and crossed her arms. “How is Fringe worse than
Futurama?”He shrugged with one hand on the wheel. “I don’t know, but it is. I only saw some of
the first season, though.”“Oh, I get it, you’re too cool to like Fringe,” Farn said, almost looking sad
for him and coming out of her shell a bit.Max dismissed her comment with a wave of his free
hand. “Nah. I’m more into movies than TV; I’d rather a self-contained story over episodic things.
That’s more Kira’s style since she has trouble committing to a two-hour runtime.”“Well, you have
to watch the rest. Fringe is worth seeing once.” Farn leaned on one hand and smiled.“Maybe I
will when this is done, you know, if the world doesn’t end and all.”She nodded. “Yeah, you should
put it on your bucket list now then.”He leaned back over his seat. “Hey, Kira! Guess where Farn’s
name comes from?”The fairy tilted her head a moment before guessing, “Fringe?”“Ha! Yes!”
Farn hopped around in her seat to face the back of the boat. “And you called me a nerd,” she
argued over her shoulder at Max.“Yeah, and I stand by it. You’re both nerds,” he said as Kira slid
up to sit behind Farn, Ginger joining them out of curiosity and putting her feet up on the back of
his seat.The two began chatting about their favorite parts of the show, causing a pleasant
atmosphere to take over the craft as they sped toward the dark destination ahead.“What about
you?” Farn asked. “Where does MaxDamage24 come from?”“Nowhere.” Max shrugged. “I
picked it at random.”She looked at him sideways with judgment in her eyes.“What? I’m not good
at coming up with names.”“What about the twenty-four?” she asked.Kira butted in to field the
question. “It was his age. At least it was three years ago. Apparently, he didn’t realize that he
would get older because, you know, time is a thing that exists and all.”Farn laughed, bringing a
reluctant smile to Max’s face. “Like I said, I’m not great at names.” He pulled back on the throttle,
signaling that their ride was coming to an end despite there being no marker on the world
map.Tartarus was different from the other cities in Noctem in the sense that it wasn’t a city. At



least, not technically. It sat on the coast of Gmork, the dark continent, which was a dangerous
place, crawling with high-level monsters. The perfect place for a city like Tartarus. From the sea,
where most visitors approached, it looked like nothing but a crack in the side of a massive
coastal cliff with a river flowing out into the ocean from within.Max steered the craft over the
turbulent waters as they passed in through the narrow entrance. After a few hundred feet of
nothingness, the crack grew wider into a full-sized canyon. Its walls were lined with structures,
stacked and supported by all manner of ropes and chains. It was a patchwork of architecture
with no overall plan or design.Numerous bridges stretched across the gap, connecting both
sides of the canyon. A few were made of sturdy wood held up by complex support systems of
cables and pulleys. In contrast, most of the others were just a bunch of ropes strung together
with barely enough stability to support the weight of a few people at a time. On more than a few
occasions in the past, bridges had actually snapped, dropping parties into the river below. Hell,
even Max had come close to dying once when an entire tavern fell off the side of the canyon.
Fortunately for him, Kira had been there to catch him and slow his descent just enough so he
didn’t take damage from the fall. There was no lamplight like the other cities; just torches placed
randomly throughout its various walkways and platforms. It was strictly a place built to fulfill a
purpose, not to look nice.The reason for its lack of presence on the world map and its overall
terrible workmanship was that it wasn’t created by Checkpoint as part of the game. It didn’t have
a teleport point or stores selling official items. It was just a crack in a cliff. The city had even been
built on the walls to avoid the monsters that spawned on the banks of the river underneath. The
place had been built using nothing but farmed or crafted materials, and the dangerously sub-par
construction was thanks to the fact that most of its builders had no experience whatsoever. The
hodgepodge city had become sort of a hobby for some players. Some people like to build model
cars, and some people like to build a bunch of crappy tree houses on the side of a cliff in unsafe
conditions. To each their own.As for how it got started, no one really knew. It just became a thing,
and no one questioned it, not even Checkpoint. Over time, it had become a sort of a black
market for the world of Noctem. Nothing technically illegal went on there, but much of it was
questionable, to say the least. If you needed to broker a shady deal, such as an assassination of
a house lord, it was the place go. It was also the place to go if you needed to recruit a shady Leaf
class named Kegan.The boat drifted under the bridges as noises filtered down. Farn jumped at
the sound of a gunshot as they pulled up to a rickety dock and disembarked. Max tied off the
boat as haphazardly as the city above was built, and they proceeded down the river bank toward
a ladder. They passed a few players on their way who wasted no time in boarding and stealing
their vessel.“Hey, they’re taking our boat!” Farn pointed an urgent finger in their direction.“That’s
how it works here. Leave something unattended, and it’s not yours anymore.” Max stuffed his
hands in his pockets without looking back. It wasn’t like the boat had been rented by the hour, so
it didn’t matter where it ended up. He assumed it would just dematerialize if someone left it
somewhere for too long.Farn looked confused anyway.Ginger slinked up behind her. “First time
here, huh?”Farn nodded. “Yeah, it’s not exactly a place that I’ve heard good things about.”“It’s not



that bad,” Max insisted.“Just different,” added Kira as they approached the ladder leading up to
the bottom-most platform of the city.Just as Max was about to set foot on the first rung, a loud
reptilian hiss came from behind them. “Damn, basilisk. Everybody climb fast and don’t look at its
eyes!” He leapt up the ladder several rungs at a time to make room for the others.“I looked at its
eyes, Max,” Farn said from behind.Max looked down to find her unable to move and locked in a
gaze with a ten-foot-tall, black serpent. It bobbed its head from left to right, its paralyzing stare
boring a hole through the helpless Shield. It dashed forward for a critical strike, a blur of dark
scales. He motioned to jump back down, but Kira bolted toward Farn, beating him to her by
materializing her wings for added speed. She plowed into the Shield with what little weight she
had, shoving her out of the way enough get her to safety and to break the snake’s hold on her in
time for it get a mouthful of sand. They toppled to one side, landing in a heap, Kira on top,
straddling one of Farn’s legs.“Sorry,” she chirped.The creature wasn’t that dangerous, Max
thought as he considered their options. Granted, their party wasn’t complete, and they lacked
some damage, which could make the encounter risky if they weren’t careful. He decided to stay
put for the moment to see how things played out.Ginger dodged an attack by weaving around
the serpent as it struck past her. She countered, striking with a curved dagger drawn from a
sheath at her lower back. Scraping a number of thick black scales from the monster, she tossed
them in her bag. Basilisk scales were valuable after all. She avoided its eyes by hiding under the
large hood of her short cloak. She bobbed to the left and fired a grappling line from her wrist into
the canyon wall, using it to pull herself to the side to dodge another attack. The wrist launcher,
equipment exclusive to her class, sat on the opposite arm from her stat-sleeve. Her cloak trailed
behind her as she touched her forehead with two fingers and quietly said the word Blur to
activate a skill to lower the creature’s targeting capability. The thing lost track of her soon
after.Farn, who was recovering from her earlier blunder, pushed herself out of the sand and drew
her weapon, baring her teeth as she joined the fight. Max didn’t recognize her sword as he had
her gauntlet. It wasn’t particularly long, but what it lacked in reach, it seemed to make up for in
power. Its sturdy blade sat in a reinforced hilt with a grip resembling a set of brass knuckles. The
sword had an extended handle that gave her the option of wielding it with both hands, although
the blade was too short to call it a bastard sword. It wasn’t flashy, but still, it carried an aura of
strength and ferocity. Similarly, Farnsworth herself seemed to radiate power now that she had
gotten serious. Her eyes burned with an intensity that Max hadn’t noticed before. Even Kira had
paused to watch as she got into position.The Shield wore a long, sleeveless tunic of light gray
cloth that split on the sides of her waist and tapered off in the front and back. Below that, the
black fabric of a pair of loose fitting pants billowed out before being gathered up tight into the
tops of her knee-high boots, a lining of white fur peeking out where they met. A thick sash of
faded blue cloth wrapped her middle, circling her hips multiple times before tying off in the front
where the excess hung over the ends of her tunic. Her leather armor fit snugly around her back
and abdomen, a metal plate covering her chest. She wore the collar of her tunic flipped up so
that it stuck out from the top of her armor, the light material sitting in contrast against the dark



skin of her throat. She let out a growl as she darted forward. Apparently, she intended to pull her
weight or die trying.Farn pounded a fist against her breastplate and yelled, “I’m right here you
overgrown nope rope!”Ginger stumbled with a snort at the ridiculous taunt while Kira exploded
with giddy laughter.The words hit the beast like a blow to the head, and it focused its attention on
Farn in response. She lifted her left arm in front to block the hit that was coming. Unlike her right,
which she had kept bare, her left shoulder and upper arm were protected by a few overlapping
pieces of metal and leather. They looked tough but were still light enough to allow for easy
movement.She braced with one leg and activated her gauntlet. The heavy looking steel glove
covered her hand and upper wrist, its hinged fingers making her fist look much larger than it was.
It hummed to life as the shield generator located on her forearm flipped open, forming a shining
X at the back of her wrist as it rotated into place. Blue energy poured out from its center, creating
a transparent barrier of protection. The snake lunged, only to be deflected and shoved to the
side by a well-timed parry. She taunted the beast again and strafed to the side to remain in its
view while making a point to focus her sight on its fangs and not its eyes.Max watched from his
place on the ladder, an impressed smile creeping across his face. It was what he had been
waiting for. Alastair was right. She was good. In fact, she looked like she could block the thing all
day. Although, just defending wasn’t going to kill the creature, unless it could die of old age,
which he didn’t consider an option. He paused and looked for an opening. Seconds later, he saw
his moment. He brought his legs up and sprang off with all his strength. In the same motion, he
drew his pistols. They didn’t have all day.Farnsworth stood, stunned as Max soared overhead.He
flipped in mid-air, taking aim at the basilisk. His pistols barked one after another until the sounds
blurred together. He landed in a perfect action movie crouch, guns crossed against his chest as
if he’d practiced it. The snake reeled from the attack, losing most of its health after being hit by
every shot. Afterward, Max just stood there as if he wasn’t even paying attention. Farn didn’t
know much about guns, but she could tell at least one was empty from the position of its
slide.The snake recovered, flicking its head back at him as he placed a spent magazine in the
pouch at his waist.Farn struck its tail with her sword to get its focus back on her where it
belonged. That should have been enough, but he had dealt too much damage too fast. She
would need to get between them to protect him, but it was too late. She wasn’t close enough.For
an instant, it looked like Alastair had made a mistake in trusting Max. The Fury was breaking one
of the most basic rules of combat. He had ignored his team. Even worse, he was showing
off.The snake was already coiling to attack.Thoughts raced through her head as her eyes darted
around the scene for a way to help. Her gaze stopped hard at Ginger and Kira, who were just
standing there doing nothing by the river. The Coin actually had her journal out, and the fairy was
dipping a foot in the water. Farn furrowed her brow, and she looked back to Max. That was when
she noticed his expression. It was calm, more so than any player she’d ever seen.Fangs
streaked toward him, and the basilisk came to an abrupt stop, its body flopping off balance, its
hiss choked off. Fangs scraped against the pistol that Max had shoved down the beast’s throat
as it lunged. Its eyes went wide in some kind of artificial panic, pupils struggling to find him. Max



just stood there, his eyes closed as he said two words, “Eat this.” With a twitch of his finger and a
muffled bang, the creature went limp, smoke wafting from its mouth.Kira hopped past Farn and
leaned over to look at the fallen serpent. “Nice. I didn’t even have to heal anyone.” She collected
the item drops, her bare feet in the sand next to the giant serpent like it wasn’t even there while
its body faded to bones.Farnsworth couldn’t help but think back to the conversation she had
overheard in the tavern’s back room earlier about why Alastair had chosen the pair. There was
even term for it, The Nightmare Effect. She had heard of it before, although many users still
claimed it was a myth despite the evidence to the contrary.Of the first Nightmares present at
launch, which had been named after historical figures, Rasputin, who represented destruction,
had been the hardest. He had seemed almost unkillable. His damage was insane, and he was
invulnerable except for brief moments between his attacks. Over time, the absurd challenge of
the fight gained players enormous amounts of skill. Provided they did more than just stockpile
powerful items to get through it as Alastair had mentioned. Farn, herself, had even found that it
improved her reaction speeds. But in her time playing Noctem, she had never witnessed the
Nightmare Effect on the level that Max had just displayed. She let out a quiet, “Woah,” as he
wiped venom from his gun.Seeing his pistols drawn for the first time, she noticed that even his
weapons weren’t like anything she had seen before either. They almost looked modern. Most
firearms in the game were fantasy based, all covered with filigree, pearl handles, and random
gears. His were matte black with simple wood grips bearing the icon of a skull. Small text
engraved on the sides, naming the weapons. Mary on one, and Anne on the other. Each was
tipped with a heavy compensator, giving them an aggressive look. They fit him well, almost like
they were forged for his use only.“Are those contract items?” she blurted out without thinking.The
Nightmares were powerful, and in turn, so were the rewards for defeating one. They came in the
form of a contract, awarded to one party member who was chosen at random. To make matters
worse, any player who completed a fight could never attempt it again, whether they were picked
or not. This meant that for one player to form a contract, they must be chosen and that the five
people that helped them get it got nothing, not even experience points. On top of that, the
contract wasn’t free. Upon defeating a Nightmare, the player would be asked to make an offering
as a sacrifice. It could be anything. Depending on who was chosen and what they offered, the
results were unpredictable. The reward could be overpowered, balanced, or too valuable to even
use. Sometimes it could have no purpose at all.Max looked down at his weapons. “The girls?
Yeah. Got them from the Rackham fight. The critical damage is pretty good, and they scale off
my dexterity really well.”Farn thought about the weapons, not seeing what made them special.
Her sword was also a contract item with similar stats, but it at least had an additional ability to
make it stand out, even if she didn’t use it much. If anything, his guns were convenient more than
anything else, since the dex scaling would let them grow in damage as he leveled, making it so
he would never need to replace them. She assumed he was leaving out a detail. “I didn’t know
anyone had beaten Rackham yet other than the usual houses.”“Oh, we did that one a while ago.
When was that?” He looked to Kira.“Had to be last year, I think.”Farn took a moment to process



the information. “That would be just after the Dead Men expansion came out. You beat it that
fast?”“We beat all the Nightmares from the pirate expansion. Well, actually, we’ve beaten all the
Nightmares released so far,” Kira added over her shoulder, dipping her toes in the river again.At
that, Farn tried her best to keep her jaw from hitting the ground. “Seriously?”Kira shrugged
without offering more.Out of curiosity, Farn tapped the tattoo of Celtic knotwork that sat on the
underside of her wrist to reopen her party readout. The fight had ended so fast that she hadn’t
looked at anyone’s health, but now, she had to know what kind of players could speak so
casually about fighting Nightmares. Her previous efforts of keeping her jaw off the ground failed
as the bold lines of dark black ink filled in her party’s names. “Fifty hit points!”Kira jumped like a
startled animal. “What?”“How do you only have fifty HP?” Farn screwed up her eyes. “That’s how
much I had at level one.”Kira dismissed Farn’s concern with a wave of her hand. “I’m a fairy, so
my constitution stat started with a soft-cap. Putting points into health doesn’t do enough to make
it worth it.”“So, you what, just didn’t upgrade it?”Max burst out laughing. “Oh no, she started at
ten hit points.”“That’s right.” Kira puffed out her chest with pride. “I put a whole four points in to
get myself up to fifty.”“And why did you do that?” Max asked, still laughing.Kira deflated, glaring
back at him. “Because I stubbed my toe on a door frame and died … twice.”Ginger snorted a
laugh, setting Max off again.“It’s not that funny.” Kira stomped one foot in the sand.Farn just
stared ahead at the little Breath mage, trying to comprehend what she was hearing. “So what did
you put your points in?”The fairy tilted her head back and forth. “Mostly focus and wisdom for the
mana and healing potency. The rest went to learning spell glyphs and agility to get my flight
speed up. Oh, and I threw a little in luck for fun.”Max wiped a tear from his eye and settled down.
“All kidding aside, she should be one of the most powerful Breath mages in the game in terms of
raw healing ability. At least, that was how the math worked out when we planned it back when we
started.”“As long as a slight breeze doesn’t take her out,” Ginger added.Kira puffed back up. “Not
really. A good party should be able to keep me safe, especially with a good Shield watching out
for me.”Farn threw up her hands in resignation. “I guess I have my work cut out for me.”“You’ll do
fine.” Max kicked at the basilisk’s skull with his boot. “Hell, you handled this thing better than
most.”“Speaking of snakes. There are more of them around here,” Ginger reminded while
herding Max and Kira back toward the ladder with a shooing motion, “And as fun as all this is, we
should probably get moving before we have to fight another one.”CHAPTER SEVENBoards
creaked under Farn’s feet as she climbed the stairs beyond the ladder that lead up to the city,
some so loud that she was sure one would break at any moment. Tartarus was like one giant tree
house built by an inebriated child. Actually, speaking of drunk children, they passed an open-air
bar with a few patrons arguing and slurring their speech.Alcohol worked the same way as most
things in Noctem. The sensation of being drunk was pulled from each of the players’ memories.
As long as they had been drunk at some point, it had the same effect in game. Supposedly, this
kept it from working on those who were under age for the most part since they lacked the
memory data to load, or at least, they should lack that information. For everyone else, it was time
to get wasted with no consequences. Whether that was positive or negative was out for debate.



To Farnsworth, it was just a fact. A fact that was demonstrated when two players knocked over a
table and smashed through the railing in front of them.The pair fell over the edge, one of them
dropping a dagger as they went. It fell with a solid thunk as it stuck into the floorboards at an
angle. A distant splash could be heard from below.Farn froze from the shock of what had
happened.Max, on the other hand, didn’t skip a beat as he continued on his way, only stopping
for a second to nudge the fallen dagger over the edge with his foot. In a way, it was the
honorable thing to do. The weapon should remain with its owner, Farn acknowledged, starting to
understand how the place worked a little more.As they made their way up the next flight of stairs,
one step broke part way under her foot, causing her to fall against an uncomfortably thin railing
with nothing but the river below to fill her view. She recovered from the stumble, her face blank
with terror.In response, Kira hung back, taking a place at her side. “Don’t worry. If you fall, I’ll
catch you.” She gave the Shield a gentle smile.“It’s true. She’s good at being there when you
need her,” Max added over his shoulder.Farn looked at them both, a warm feeling in her chest
from the trust that they seemed to share in each other. It was actually really sweet. They make a
nice couple, she thought as she began to feel like a third wheel.At least she wasn’t alone with
Ginger strolling along behind her, just as much an extra wheel as she was. The Coin snapped in
a fresh spool of wire into her wrist launcher, causing Farn to look back at the sound. For a
moment, she accidentally made eye contact with the stunning woman. Then she made it worse
by freezing like that for a second without saying anything before turning back. She cringed at her
own actions. Nice, Farn, now she probably thinks you’re special. She couldn’t help but be
reminded of all the times she had embarrassed herself in the real world. Like with every store
clerk she had ever interacted with. She tried to shake off the thought as the group climbed a few
more levels of precariously placed structures.Cheers and curse words met her ears when they
arrived at a large square cage that sat on a platform, surrounded by walkways filled well beyond
capacity with spectators. Inside, a Coin player darted around the makeshift arena, striking at a
Shield class, getting a lucky strike through his defenses every now and then.“Well, that makes
sense,” she whispered under her breath. Tartarus was a city of considerably shady nature, so of
course, it would have cage fights. That much should have been obvious.Max made his way to a
raised platform that looked down on the event and approached a Whip class player with a large
ferret wearing a tiny chest plate and lounging across his shoulders.“Maximum Damage, you
want in?” the Whip asked.“Has Kegan been up yet?”“No. He’s up next though. You should see
the guy he’s matched with; it’s gonna be hilarious.” He laughed.The ferret seemed to laugh as
well, but that might have been Farn’s imagination.“Ha, I bet. Give me twenty on Kegan,” Max
threw into the mix.“Seriously?” The guy raised an eyebrow. “He’s up against a Rage.”“Oh, I know.
It’s going to be hilarious,” Max repeated with a smug grin.The Whip shrugged, adding, “It’s your
money.” He held out a worn, leather-bound book and opened it to a blank page in the middle. He
allowed Max to place a hand flat on the paper, a line of text appearing on the page.Farn grew
suspicious. “A portable payment ledger. How does he have that?” she asked Kira, leaning close
so as not to disturb the questionable transaction going down in front of her.Kira leaned in to



meet her and held a hand in front of her mouth to keep quiet. “He runs a business in one of the
other cities. I forget which. But he got the book through it. He just uses it to make a little extra
managing the fights here.”“There are arenas in the other cities. Why don’t the duelists just go
there?”“The arenas in the cities place bets in credits, here you can place them in dollars. Hence,
the payment ledger,” Kira explained.“What?” Farn raised her voice, drawing the attention of a few
of the spectators around them. “Sorry.” She quieted down. “Isn’t that … kind of illegal?” Her
shoulders fell when she realized how naive she sounded.“Not really. It’s really more of a gray
area,” the fairy said, looking up as if the answer was hanging above her head. “The laws haven’t
really caught up with the technology in some ways. They’ll probably crack down eventually, but
until they do …” She finished her sentence by gesturing at the cage.A mixture of cheers and
groans filled the air as the fight within was coming to an end.Inside, the Coin had gotten behind
his opponent and slipped a narrow dagger into his back, far enough so that the tip stuck out of
the Shield’s chest. The flesh around the end of the blade glowed red in place of blood, and the
large man winced.Some spectators watched through their inspectors to view a green bar
hovering over the man’s head as it dropped down to a third remaining. Others just eyed the class
emblem on the back of his hand as it faded from black to red.The attack had missed the Shield’s
heart, which might have killed him outright no matter what level he was. Still, it was quite
damaging, since it counted as a backstab, delivering a hefty critical damage bonus. The Coin
laughed as he twisted the knife. A grin crept over his face as victory fell into his grasp. Then, just
as the Coin drew back his knife to repeat the strike, the Shield, who had stood helplessly until
now, thrust back an elbow, throwing his attacker off balance. He rushed backward, not giving the
Coin a chance to recover as he flipped his sword under his right arm and drove the blade
through the shocked man behind him.The strike hit home, delivering maximum damage and
destroying the Coin’s smaller health pool. The Shield dislodged his sword and shoved backward
with his shoulder against the Coin, leaving him to fall in a crumpled mess on the floor. His limp
body lay still for a moment, then it shimmered and dissipated into particles of white light that
drifted off into the air like snow falling from the ground up.Upon his death, the Coin’s Somno
system would be forced into an auto-restart sequence before reconnecting to his sleeping brain
to let him back into the game. How long it took to reestablish the link and log back in varied from
person to person. For Farn, it always took around fifteen minutes. After that, the Coin would
appear alive and well again at the last spawn point visited. Although, he would lose any progress
he’d made during the night as well as any items he hadn’t stored in his virtual inventory.The
Shield inside the cage raised one hand in victory while an elven man, wearing only a pair of
shorts and a caster, ran into the cage to administer a few recovery spells. Half the crowd
cheered while the other hurled curse words at the player.The victor exited the cage as a tall,
attractive woman wearing a small breastplate and short leather skirt entered. The long, fluffy tail
of a reynard swayed softly behind her, lifting the back of her skirt almost high enough to see
where it connected at the base of her spine. A tall set of pointy, fox-like ears sat atop her head.
The reynard race was the more popular of Noctem’s two beastkin-themed avatar models that



had been added to the game in the first expansion a few months after launch. They still weren’t
as common as human players, but they gave some much-needed diversity to the game.There
were also several less-human races, but the system couldn’t get the user’s brain to sync with a
body that was too far removed from what they were used to, which was probably why they only
existed as the game’s non-player characters. As far as users went, a cute pair of ears and a tail
were as exotic as it got.“That was a decent match,” announced the reynard woman. “Let’s hear it
for the victor, BadMatt69!” She arched an eyebrow in his direction. “Really? 69? How old are
you? Thirteen?” she asked, getting a laugh from the crowd. “Okay, anyway, for this next match
we’re doing something a little different. We tried to say no to this, but what the hell, it will
probably be pretty funny. So, without further ado, I give you, MurderStorm!”A hulking man, who
had apparently named himself MurderStorm, ducked as he entered the cage dressed in the
tattered leather armor of a Rage class. The twisted horns of a ram on his head marked him as a
faunus, the other beastkin race. He held a short but wide axe in one hand, his muscles twitching
as his fingers curled around the grip. The crowd cheered as he approached the pretty reynard
woman in the center, towering over her by at least a foot.“Wow, you’re a big fella, huh? What’re
you doing after the fight? You like foxes?” She allowed her tail to brush against his
leg.MurderStorm answered with an impolite grunt.“Okay then,” she added in an awkward tone
before making her second announcement. “And now, for our challenger, the Leaf that wouldn’t
take no for an answer, Kegan!” The crowd went quiet.A well-tanned, dark-eyed elf made his way
out of the crowd at the gate and stepped into the cage. He wore a simple sleeveless top with a v-
neck and a pair of wide flowing pants with several red and brown sashes wrapped around his
waist, hanging to one side. His hair was styled with an asymmetrical cut, spiked up at an angle
on top and long on one side. Streaks of maroon wove through his otherwise black locks which,
on top of being Asian, made him look like a Korean pop star. None of that mattered now because
the fact that all he carried was a bow and a handful of arrows made him look ridiculous in front of
the massive Rage as he approached.Laughter burst out all around the cage as some of the
crowd rushed to place last minute bets.Farnsworth turned to look at Max with one thumb hooked
back at the Leaf in the cage.He responded with a hard to read smile as if he knew something
that she didn’t.She groaned and turned back to the cage.“Alright, everyone, no more bets.” The
tall reynard woman held out her hands, palms facing the crowd. “Combatants take your places.”
She pointed to two opposite corners of the cage. Kegan took his place in one where a faded
circle on the floor marked his starting point. MurderStorm did the same on the other side. The
Leaf shook out his arms and did some light stretching to limber up while the crowd’s laughter
continued. MurderStorm just cracked his neck with an audible pop that could be heard over the
noise. The reynard woman rushed to the gate as if she didn’t want to get caught in the middle of
what was about to happen. A bell rang as soon as she made her escape.Kegan nocked an
arrow while holding the rest in his draw hand before making eye contact with his opponent. The
Rage, being a class made for all-out attacks, wasted no time. He rushed forward, axe in front of
him ready to block an arrow or two. Kegan let one fly, and as predicted, the Rage swatted it out



of the air causing it to ricochet, hitting a spectator with a surprised yelp, having made the
mistake of standing in the front.Kira snorted a laugh.With the first arrow deflected, MurderStorm
should have been able to close the gap before Kegan could find time to fire again. He drew back
his axe for a swing guaranteed to do maximum damage. He looked like he wasn’t going to be
satisfied unless he could cut the elf clean in half, but as soon as he moved the axe from in front
of him, an arrow pierced his shoulder. He didn’t seem to wonder how the elf had followed his first
shot so quickly. If he had, he might have been able to come up with a better strategy, but
honestly, Farn didn’t expect that level of thought from someone named MurderStorm. Instead, he
kept going, since for his class, taking a couple arrows was probably an acceptable risk. But it
wasn’t a couple. Arrows pierced his body one after another at a speed unheard of. They hit in
quick succession. Three, four, no, six. Farn almost couldn’t keep track.MurderStorm attempted
to bring his axe back to block, but he had swung too far behind in preparation to attack. It took
too long, leaving him helpless as Kegan flipped arrows from his draw hand onto the bowstring
and fired in almost the same motion. It wasn’t a skill or ability, but rather, it was sleight-of-hand, a
trick that Kegan had somehow mastered.Finally, the Leaf stood with his hand empty as the Rage
stumbled toward him, losing all momentum as the eight poison-tipped arrows that had pierced
his skin did their work. Kegan stepped to the side, exiting his starting circle for the first time
during the fight to make room for the falling brute. The lifeless corpse of MurderStorm slammed
into the floor, arrows snapping underneath while a few pushed through his body like a pin
cushion. Kegan then held out his hands and gave a little bow as if to say ‘ta-da.’Sparkling
particles rose from the body on the floor as the reynard woman came back in. She looked
confused like she had somehow missed the fight altogether. Which was possible, since the
whole thing had taken less than ten seconds.Farn looked back at Max, who again gave the
same annoying smile as before. She saw him glance at a page in his journal, probably checking
the balance of his bank account that had just received his winnings. Then he led the party down
to the cage entrance as Kegan was exiting to a mixture of boos, laughter, and curse words. He
took one more bow just before stepping outside. More curse words were launched in his
direction.“You’re not making many friends here are you, Kegel?” asked Max in greeting.Kegan
faked a laugh through a layer of sarcasm. “I get it; my name sounds like a groin exercise. That
joke never gets old.” He threw his bow over his shoulder and slung it across his body at an
angle.“Have you ever known him to let a joke die when its time has passed?” Kira
asked.“Repetition.” Max held up a finger. “It’s repetition that makes things funny.”Kegan tilted his
head and nodded as if seeing Max’s point, but then turned to Kira and Ginger, ignoring him
completely. “Anyway, how are you two? You’re looking pretty as usual.” He glanced to Farn with a
smile. “Who’s your friend?”“This is Farnsworth. She’s working with us on this one,” Max explained
as the leaf shook her hand.Farn forced out a quick, “Nice to meet you.”With introductions out of
the way, they got down to business.“So, what’s this mission all about?” Kegan asked.Ginger
butted in, “Don’t bother; it’s apparently a big secret.” She still looked irritated at the lack of
information.“Oh, okay.” Kegan shrugged without a hint of curiosity. He must not have been



bothered by it as much as she was.Farn gathered with the group close to Kira so her teleport
could accommodate their larger number. She selected a destination and swiped down to
activate the spell. That was when a loud creak struck the air, followed by several deafening
cracks. The overcrowded platform shifted below Farn’s feet, dropping a few inches.She glanced
at Kira in panic as the orange shell of the teleport spell began to form around them ever so
slowly. Too slowly. Several more cracks sounded out along with a cacophony of screams from all
around them as the platform gave way and fell into the river below.CHAPTER EIGHTScreams
filled Max’s ears as he took a deep breath and let out one of his own. He clung to the only thing
within reach that might save him from the fall. The rest of the party did the same, each holding
tight until the glowing shell of a teleport spell dispersed.“Everybody off NOW!” Kira cried in
protest.Max let his voice trail off into surprised silence, his feet once again on solid ground. The
central park in the city of Valain surrounded him. A few players that happened to be hanging
around the teleport point made it their business to stop and stare. Something told him it had to
do with the sudden screaming that had accompanied his party’s arrival. Although, it could also
have been the fact that four high-level adventurers, including himself, were clinging to an
uncomfortable-looking fairy as if their lives depended on it.“I’m so not kidding!” Kira continued as
Max released his small savior, the others following his lead. “Whichever of you grabbed my ass
is gonna die,” she added, shoving at him and Kegan even after she was free.Max held his hands
in front of him as if pleading, hoping to stop her long enough so he could explain. “Relax. I
touched your butt earlier. So really, it’s old news at this point.”She did not relax. Instead, she
wound up and threw a punch with all her strength. It impacted weakly against his shoulder, a
frustrated growl percolating in her throat as her nostrils flared.“Okay, okay, I’m kidding. I’m pretty
sure it wasn’t me anyway.” Max brushed off his shoulder, pretending that her attack had
hurt.Farnsworth laughed at the exchange but stopped herself short, looking somewhat guilty.
Like a cat that swallowed the canary. Max wondered if she had been the real transgressor of the
butt-touching in question.Ginger stepped in to referee, “Okay, little one, if it makes you feel better
you can touch his butt.”Kira crossed her arms and stamped one foot. “I don’t want to. His butt is
full of farts.”“Then it’s settled,” Ginger put an end to the dispute. “Go get some food and leave the
adults to get things done,” she commanded in a tone that was somehow kind and strict at the
same time.Kira perked up at the mention of food and made her way back to the stands that she
had visited earlier that night, this time buying a paper bag filled with some form of pastries. One
thing about eating in a virtual world was that it wasn’t possible to get full, a fact that Max had
seen demonstrated numerous times as Kira gave new meaning to the word binge.Ginger
watched the fairy. “That was easier than expected.”“Food always works with her. She has a one-
track mind,” Max commented.“Wait, why were you touching her ass earlier?” asked Kegan,
shoving up next to him.Ginger jumped on the subject as well, as if she had completely forgotten
what she had said about being adults, “Yeah, you passed up an opportunity with me earlier, and
now I hear you’re running around groping her all night.”Max held up his hands again in defense.
“Woah, I wasn’t groping her all night. I slapped her on the ass once tonight. Once! And it was



strictly for comedic value.”That was when Farn spoke up, looking confused, “I have to ask, are
you two not a couple? Because I thought—”“Oh, god no!” Max cut her off. “You thought she and I
were?”“Uh huh.” Farn nodded.“Nooooooo, no, no, no, no. We’re friends. Have been since
elementary school. And let’s just say, she’s not my type.” He avoided the full explanation.Kira
returned a moment later with a danish hanging out of her mouth before handing the paper bag
she had purchased to Farn, implying that there was one inside for everyone.The Shield took one
and passed it along.“What’d I miss?” asked Kira, talking with her mouth full.“Nothing important,”
Max answered as he took the bag of pastries.Kira snatched it back. “You don’t get one.” She
squinted at him as hard as she could.“Anyway, what class do we need for our last member?”
Farn asked, reminding Max that they were still on a mission.Kira ceased her squinting but
continued to look at Max to hear his answer.“I was thinking a Venom mage. I already messaged
one before we got here.”Farn nodded. “Great! Where do we need to go to meet
them?”“Nowhere, he’s right there.” Max pointed to a young reynard in black robes sitting on a
bench near the edge of the park engrossed in a book. “He wasn’t busy, and he can teleport, so
he came to meet us.”“Oh,” Farn sounded a little disappointed.“That kinda kills our recruitment
montage,” Kira commented while examining her danish as if trying to find the perfect bite.“Yeah,
but what are you gonna do?” Max shrugged before calling out to the mage. “Hey,
Corvin!”Corvin’s tall black ears twitched upwards at the sound of his name. He lifted his head,
his attention drawn away from the small, leather-bound book that he had been holding sideways,
the inside of which held a screen running an emulator of a Sega Genesis. It was a third-party
app that he had purchased a while back. His one good eye followed the sound of Max’s voice,
while his other hid behind a heavy cloth that wrapped diagonally around his head, covering
almost half his face. A shaggy mop of black hair matched his tail and ears, and combined with
his thick black robes, it gave him a rather dark presence. He slid the emulator into one of his
inner pockets and stood up quietly. Despite his somber appearance, a smile showed on his face
as he approached the party as if he was just happy to be there. “Hey, Max, thanks for the
invite.”“No probs. Thanks for meeting us.”“Nice to see you too, Kira,” the boy added.“Likewise,”
she chirped, rewarding him with a smile and a fresh pastry from the bag.Corvin took the danish
and nibbled politely without saying anything more to the rest of the group. The mage had always
been quiet, and considering he didn’t know anyone other than Max and Kira, his silence wasn’t a
surprise.Max slapped a hand to the mage’s back, not wanting him to fade into the background
like he usually did. “This guy here has taken down a number of Nightmares with us. So, don’t let
the gentle face and fluffy ears fool you. He’s a badass through and through.”Corvin brushed
pastry crumbs off his face, having been startled mid-bite by Max’s introduction. “I, ah,
thanks.”“Glad to have you.” Kegan held out his hand to shake.The others shook the Venom’s
hand as well, passing their contact info along.Once it seemed like they were finished, Max
cleared his throat to get everyone’s attention. It ended up being louder than he had intended,
which caused him to pause when everyone looked in his direction. He reached a hand back and
scratched the back of his head. “Ahh, okay. This quest is gonna be a little different in that we will



be the only party in Noctem to participate in it. Also, it will probably be the hardest that any of us
have ever attempted. That being said, if anyone wants to change their mind, this might be your
last chance.” He glanced around as the group remained silent. “Okay then. Kira, will you do the
honors?” He motioned to her as he finished his mediocre pep-talk.Kira nodded and swiped open
her spell-craft menu.Corvin, the only other magic user, watched as she snapped the rows of
glowing glyphs into alignment. His eyes widened as she selected a destination that wasn’t
available to the public.Tendrils of orange light wove around Max and his party, enveloping them
in silence as it blocked out the city beyond. Only the sound of nervous breathing reached his
ears as the team’s shared body heat raised the temperature inside, increasing the tension in the
air along with it until finally, cool air rushed in. Particles of light vanished in an upwards sweep
revealing the bridge of an airship. Sitting in the captain’s chair was Alastair.Gray steel and
hardwood lined the floor, giving the craft a classy yet militaristic appearance. Most airships didn’t
have a crew since they just followed a preset schedule and path, but this one was different.
Control stations were placed around the sides of the room with crew members bustling about
them.A faunas stood with her hands on an old-style ship wheel in front of a gigantic window. Its
panes consisted of circular sections riveted together, suggesting the nose of a World War II
bomber. Two more crew, an elf and a human, sat at consoles behind her. The three were
dressed in uniforms bearing patches with the Checkpoint logo. They must have been the ship’s
main navigators. At the back of the bridge, Alastair had gained two Shields bracketing him as if
they were his personal guards. He had also had changed into a long gray coat with a high collar
and epaulets that fit him as if painstakingly tailored. The change made him look like a vampiric
version of a military general.Gasps sounded from Kegan and Ginger while Corvin choked on the
danish that he had been eating when they left.“Welcome to the Nostromo.” Alastair gestured to
the ship around him with both hands as he stood up. “You’re just in time.”Ginger ignored him
altogether. “What the hell did you get us into?” she demanded of Max, bewildered.“Yeah, what
the hell, man?” added Kegan, his hand twitching like he might go for an arrow.Corvin remained
silent, as he was still recovering from choking.Kira patted him on the back.“Just hear him out.”
Max held up his hands to stop the questioning.“Thank you; I’ve asked Max and Kira to gather a
party …” Alastair trailed off, looking at Farn who was half done with her danish. “Are you eating a
pastry on the bridge of my airship?”Farn paused for a moment, then committed to the act by
shoving the remaining half into her mouth all at once and replying with a muffled, “No?” There
was an upwards inflection at the end like she was asking a question. Crumbs fell as she spoke,
causing her to raise one hand to cover her mouth.Kira snorted and shot her a smile.Alastair
sighed and rolled his eyes at the speed of which Kira and Max had seemed to rub off on his
employee. Then he continued, “As I was saying, I asked you all here to take on a mission of the
utmost importance.” He explained some of the situation, then triggered a non-disclosure
agreement for everyone aboard the airship. Once the legal part of his presentation was covered,
he cut to the video of Carver, which played in a circular portal appearing at the center of the
ship’s massive front window.The group watched in silence as the truth of the situation unfolded,



looks of horror becoming visible on each of their faces as they realized the severity of what was
going on. Even Max, who had seen it earlier, grew fearful, the potential impact of failure setting in
again as the video came to a close.Silence fell across the bridge for a long moment until it was
finally broken by Ginger. “I feel sick.” The Coin looked down at the floor for a second before
snapping her eyes back up. “I have two kids,” she said, revealing a detail about herself that Max
wasn’t aware of. “I’m doing it alone. I can’t go back to working seventy hours a week to make
ends meet. I’ll never see them.” Her eyes welled up. “I need this game.”Corvin looked from
Ginger back to Max. “I’ll do my best.”Then all eyes turn to Kegan, who shrugged, “I’d be kind of a
dick if I backed out after watching that.”“Thank you.” Alastair released a tension in his shoulders
that Max hadn’t noticed before. “As an added bonus, the mission pays two hundred thousand
dollars to each of you upon completion,” he turned to Ginger, “so let’s do our best and get those
kids of yours into a good college.”“Seriously?” Kegan’s eyes darted back to Max.The rest of the
group followed suit, their gaze falling on him all at once.Max cracked half a smile and gave them
a slight nod.“Now, that’s what I’m talkin’ about.” Kegan clapped his hands while Ginger gripped a
nearby railing for support. Her face shifting between fear and excitement.Alastair continued,
“Now, we still have about twenty-one hours before we have to start the actual mission. So, we’ll
take the day to get prepared. Someone from Checkpoint will contact each of you as soon as you
wake up to arrange travel accommodations to get you to our main office in New York.”Max
stopped him. “I’m sorry, what’s this about travel?”Alastair looked at him as if it should have been
obvious. “We can’t afford to take any chances on this. I think the safest thing would be to conduct
the operation from our main testing lab.”“Is that really necessary?” Kira stepped in beside
Max.Alastair nodded. “Definitely. What if one of you have a power outage or your internet lags
out at the wrong time? There’s a lot that could go wrong here. Our facility has its own power
system and a secure internet connection. Plus, the rigs we use for testing are significantly more
advanced than the home versions you use. They’ll allow us to monitor your vitals the whole time
you’re logged in. I’m also bringing in a full medical team to keep an eye on you just in
case.”“That’s a little scary.” Ginger shrank back.Alastair took a decisive step forward and gripped
the railing in front of him. “Look, I’m not gonna lie here, Carver has always found ways to push
the system’s limits. And we don’t know what to expect from this quest. It’s important that we do
this safely.” He let some of the businessman inside him take over.Max moved into the center of
the group. “Alright, but we can quit at any time if we feel it’s getting out of hand.”“That’s fair.”
Alastair nodded.Ginger blew out a sigh. “I guess I can try to get my sister to take the kids for a
day.”Alastair pushed off the railing and clapped his hands together. “Great. I’ll be taking my leave
then. I have a lot to get ready before tonight. I suggest you all do the same.”The others looked to
one another as nervous tension filled the air again.“Okay, I guess we’ll all meet up in New York,”
declared Max, a little unsure of what he was saying.Everyone nodded in agreement, and one by
one, they vanished from the world. The last to log out were Max and Kira. “See you in a minute,”
Max reassured himself as much as his partner.Kira nodded with a smile that felt a little forced.
He suspected it was more for his benefit than hers.He selected the sign off option from his stat-



sleeve, and after a brief countdown, his system powered down, allowing his body to enter the
natural waking process. Then, only minutes later, he opened his eyes to greet the
morning.CHAPTER NINEWyatt struggled to come up with a good story to explain to his
department manager at the electronics store where he worked why he wouldn’t be able to come
in for the next couple days. Things were so much easier as Max back in Noctem. There he could
just shoot anything that got in his way. Seth wasn’t making the phone call any easier as he
critiqued his performance like an acting coach. At least in the real world, Wyatt didn’t have to
worry about his fairy friend getting hurt by something stupid. Which was why he whipped a half-
empty water bottle at Seth as soon as he hung up.“I’d like to see you do better.”Seth took on the
challenge with gusto, pulling out his phone and clutching his stomach. Thirty seconds and a
theatrical performance of having a stomach virus later, he had the next few days off. According
to Seth, if you tell your employer that you’re quote ‘firing out both ends uncontrollably’ they don’t
want you anywhere near them.From there, the sudden trip was quite comfortable. A little before
noon, a black limousine pulled up outside the apartment that Wyatt and Seth shared in their
hometown of Sarasota, Florida. Then it was off to the airport where they caught a non-stop flight
to JFK International. Wyatt spent the time watching a movie on his phone, trying to reconcile the
realization that he had been thrust into the position of having to save the world, just like the
heroes he had always watched on screen. Seth occupied himself by working his way through a
pile of comics that he’d purchased that morning after forcing their limo to stop at the shop near
their apartment.Their seats were first class, which was a new experience for Wyatt, never having
seen beyond the curtain before. So, when they pulled up to the main office of Checkpoint
Systems in upstate New York later that afternoon, he was feeling pretty good about the day.The
building, if you could call it that, was huge, making it clear why they picked somewhere so
remote for their headquarters. It shared a resemblance to the Citadel in Valain, which must have
been an intentional design choice and an expensive one at that. Looking closer, it was more like
a fortress, with multiple guards patrolling its grounds at regular intervals. The tight security made
sense, considering how much personal information the company had on its users.Wyatt entered
the building’s massive lobby through a pair of equally massive glass doors, becoming a little
more overwhelmed with each step he took. He had played Noctem almost every night with Seth
for the last three years. He had just never expected they would be standing where it was all built.
He couldn’t help but pause just to take it all in.Light poured into the thirty-story room from a
ceiling full of skylights, the only shadows being cast by a line of balconies running all the way to
the top, one on each floor. A Checkpoint logo made of three-dimensional lettering marked one
wall while concept art on hung around it, printed on twenty-foot tall fabric banners.Wyatt pointed
up at an image of a delicate young fairy being embraced by a brave warrior. “Hey, look; it’s
you.”Seth gave him a sarcastic laugh and pointed to a different banner featuring a hideous orc.
“They have one of you too.”Wyatt groaned in response as he walked in the direction of the front
desk, where a receptionist was expecting them.After a call upstairs, a security guard came down
to escort them up. Wyatt stepped into a spacious elevator that had him wondering if it was larger



than his room back in their apartment. It rose several floors, and they exited into a hallway
leading to a large but somehow inviting waiting room which was where they met a woman in her
late thirties sitting between a well-behaved teenage girl and boy.Wyatt had one of those faces
that used to look okay in an unconventionally attractive sort of way. Although, after he’d lost his
hair back when he was twenty-three, he’d lost most of his confidence along with it. He didn’t look
good bald. Which was why adding his hair back on had been the only major change he had
made to his avatar when creating it. Other than that, he looked similar to how he did online.The
woman glanced up at him as he entered the room, a look of instant recognition appearing on her
face as a grin took over. She stood and hugged him without hesitation. She was short and had a
dusting of gray in her hair that made her look a little older than she probably was. But even
though she didn’t look anything like the Coin that had tortured him with her powers of seduction
ten hours before, he could tell it was her just the same. Plus, she still smelled a little like
cinnamon.“Hey, Ginger. Good to, ah, meet you.” He held his arms limp in her embrace, not sure
what to do with them.“Great to meet you too. It’s Marisa Price, by the way,” she gave him her real
name before spinning to face Seth. “And you must be Kira,” she added without him needing to
say anything. “You’re even more handsome than I thought you’d be.”Wyatt’s face dropped in
surprise. Not because she had called Seth handsome. He figured that she was just being nice,
but what was surprising was the fact that she had recognized him at all.Seth started to turn red
but covered with a graceful smile and nod that he must have picked up from his time spent as a
fairy in Noctem. “You’re looking nice as well.”Marisa grinned. “Cute and charming, don’t you have
it all.”“Good lord, Mom. You gotta not flirt in front of us,” commented the teenage girl, looking up
from a schoolbook.“Yeah, that’s wicked inapropes,” added the boy.Marisa jabbed a finger in their
direction. “Hey, if I never flirted with anyone, the two of you wouldn’t exist.”They both shuddered
at the thought.“Sorry, these are my kids. The big one’s Toby. He’s sixteen. And this lovely young
lady here is Wren. She just turned fifteen.” They both gave a polite but sarcastic wave.Seth
waved back with an awkward smile.Wyatt didn’t, trying to look cool and aloof. He didn’t want to
come off as lame in front of the teenagers.Toby looked like the kind of kid that you wanted to hire
to mow your lawn. The kind that had an honest, easy to read face. Wren, on the other hand, was
more of a mystery. She seemed nice enough but also more guarded than her brother like she’d
had a more difficult life than most teenagers. It probably had something to do with the large
hearing aids that she wore in both ears.“Your sister couldn’t take the kids for the day, huh?”
Wyatt recalled what she’d said back on the Nostromo’s bridge.Marisa’s jaw tightened at the
mere mention of her sister. “My bitchy sister felt it was more important to spend the day with
some guy she just met at a farmer’s market than to watch my children while I save the world, so I
had to bring them along.”“Ha! You called Aunt Linda a bitch,” laughed Wren.“No, I said she WAS
bitchy. There’s a difference.” Marisa smiled down at her daughter.That was when a Checkpoint
employee snuck into the room. An ID badge with ‘Sarah Williams’ printed below her picture hung
from a lanyard around her neck.Wyatt took one look at her and let out the first words that popped
into his head, “Holy crap.”She froze like a deer in headlights.“You look exactly the same,” he



added.Seth agreed, staring at Farnsworth’s real-world doppelgänger like she had just achieved
something incredible. “Amazing.” He released the word on a slow breath. The only visible
difference was the absence of the two braids that she wore in the game.“Ahh, thanks? I think.”
She took a step back and fidgeted with her ID badge. “And you are?” Her face dropped in shock
the instant the words left her mouth.Seth glanced away at the floor as he scratched the back of
his head with one hand. “Sorry, umm, hi.”Wyatt choked out a laugh.“Oh, wow, that is not what I
expected.” Sarah stared at Seth in amazement.“Really? I always assumed Kira was a guy,”
Marisa said in a casual tone like it should have been obvious.Sarah looked at her with confusion
for a second, then she glanced at the two teenagers and clearly put two and two
together.“Really?” Wyatt arched an eyebrow still surprised that not one but two people
recognized his fairy companion in the flesh.“How could you tell?” Seth asked, almost wincing
like he was about to tear off a band-aid.Marisa tapped one finger on her other arm before
answering. “As Kira, you seem conflicted? Not in a bad way, though,” she explained, not really
making much sense. “It’s actually kind of endearing for some reason. Makes people want to hold
you and tell you it’s okay.”“Gee, that’s not weird at all.” Wyatt sat in one of the chairs as Seth took
a seat next to him.“Yeah that is kinda weird,” added Wren, closing her book as if she’d given up
trying to study with everyone talking around her.“You’re kinda weird.” Seth matched the maturity
level of the fifteen-year-old.Wren looked to her mother. “Are you gonna let your weird friend call
your children weird?”Marisa shrugged. “If the shoe fits, dear.”Seth gave Wren a look that said
‘Ha, I win.’The group talked for a while more before being joined by two more guests. Wyatt held
up his hand, stopping the two before they had a chance to speak. Then he pointed to each of
them, guessing their identities. He got them right, mostly going by the fact one of them was
Korean.Kegan, or Kevin Park, as he was known in the real world, eyed Wyatt. “You only got that
right cause I’m Asian, didn’t you?”“Ah, maybe?” Wyatt responded, unsure if that made him sound
racist.Marisa stepped forward. “Wow, you look like an older version of your avatar.”Kevin
shrugged. “Well, yeah, I based it off a photo of myself when I was twenty. I’m over forty now.”Next
to him stood Corvin, who turned out to be a six-foot, three-inch college student with long black
hair named Bastian Castillo, who had started at the University of Massachusetts. He was rather
dashing according to Marisa, who made a point of telling him.He responded with a nervous,
“Thanks.”Kevin started to speak but paused as he surveyed the group, gears clearly turning in
his head. Something wasn’t adding up. His eyes stopped at Seth, “Hold on, are you …?” he
trailed off unable to finish the thought.Seth shoved his hands into his pockets. “Yup.”“Holy crap!”
Kevin said. “I’ve been picturing you naked for like, the last two years,” he cringed, “and now I’ve
said that out loud. Soooo, that’s embarrassing.”Bastian also looked a little red, possibly thinking
something similar but being less vocal about it. At that, the group shared a laugh worthy of the
end of a Scooby Doo episode, all gathered round with the monster tied up and the day saved.
That was when Milo entered the room, his face lighting up like a Christmas tree upon seeing
them together in the flesh.In sharp contrast to the dark and powerful presence that he had online
as Alastair, Milo looked more disheveled than anything else. His short hair was a mess, his shirt



was wrinkled, and his narrow tie hung loosely around his neck. Even his glasses seemed a little
askew. It must have been a long day so far, but as stressed as he seemed, there was still a
glimmer of wild excitement in his eyes. Wyatt understood why. After all, it probably wasn’t every
day that he got to assemble a team to save the world.“I’m glad to see everybody has gotten to
know each other.” He looked around the room. “I thought about providing you all with name tags,
but then I thought it would be more fun to let you guess.” He glanced at the clock on the wall.
“Damn, how did it get so late?” He glanced back at the door. “How about I give you a quick tour
of the testing facility where you’ll be spending the night? Sound good?” He didn’t wait for them to
answer before turning toward the door.Wyatt noticed the rest of the group looking to him as if
waiting for him to go first. Apparently, they had all joined his party and made him leader in the
real world as well. The thought gave him a slight boost of confidence as he spun and headed
out. Seth joined him, followed by the others. In the end, even the two teenagers fell in line.He
followed Milo through a long hallway as the frazzled man pointed out a few noteworthy offices to
the group. Wyatt didn’t pay much attention as he trailed behind the man who had built an entire
company from the ground up. He couldn’t help but feel a little star struck even if Milo’s
appearance wasn’t all that impressive. Perhaps it was the fact he was so ordinary that drove the
point home. Wyatt could easily forget who Milo was when talking to him online, where he wore
the form of a ridiculous fantasy villain. Seeing him as he really was now, Wyatt finally realized
that he was just a regular guy like him.He wasn’t even that much older.The fact he had achieved
so much made Wyatt feel more than just a little small. Hell, earlier that morning his main concern
was about a stupid job at an electronics store. It put things into perspective as the thought
chased away some of the confidence that he’d found moments before. He tried his best not to
show it, following in silence until they came to a stop at a heavy set of double doors. A silver-
embossed plate mounted on the wall to the right bore the words, Nemo Unit.Bastian let out a
chuckle at the name.Catching his reaction, Milo stopped before opening the door. “I’m surprised
someone got the reference, especially someone so young,” he said, addressing the youngest
member of the party with a smile on his face.Bastian didn’t seem like someone who spoke
unless spoken to, so all he said was a quiet, “It’s clever.”Milo continued to look at up at the young
man as if he expected more, eventually beckoning with one hand to coax a few more words from
him.“Oh,” Bastian continued, “Little Nemo was an old movie and video game about a dream
world.” He shifted his hand in his coat pocket as if holding onto something. “I have the game on
my phone. There’s an app that runs all the classic Nintendo games. I’ve been working my way
through its library.”Milo grinned from ear to ear. “You know, you remind me of myself when I was
your age. I would have loved something like that. Now, if you remember, what did you do in the
game?”Bastian’s eyes rolled up and to the side. “Umm, you rode various animals through the
dreamland and used their abilities to make progress.”“Ha, YES! Exactly,” Milo slapped a hand
against his leg. “How about we meet the animals you’ll be riding tonight.”With that, he pushed
open the double doors dramatically, revealing a wide room full of high-tech looking equipment.
The far wall contained a massive multi-screened terminal with heavy cables running out and



around the edge of the room, each disappearing into one of eight identical machines that lined
the space. At their hearts sat a cushioned chair that reclined into a position almost parallel to the
floor. Screens and electronics surrounded them with coils of thick wires running in and out in all
directions. A large Somno system, attached to the headrest, completed each machine. They
were all black, which Wyatt would have liked but, instead, found more than a little intimidating.
From the expressions he saw all around him, so did everyone else. Well, everyone but Milo who
was walking backward with his hands spread apart, directing the group’s attention to the chairs
that would be their beds for the night.“These are our test rigs,” he said, almost taking a bow. “On
top of providing you with the best possible connection, they can also monitor your vitals and
brain activity. So, if anything goes wrong, we’ll know about it.” He called to a middle-aged man
with glasses wearing a white lab coat who was inspecting some of the monitoring equipment.
“This is Doctor Narang. He’s leading the team that’ll be keeping an eye on you during the
mission.”The man let out a sigh before turning to the group. “What is it?”“I wanted to introduce
you to the team you’ll be monitoring.” Milo gestured toward Max and the others.The man made
no motion to shake anyone’s hand. “Yes. It’s very nice to meet everyone.”A moment passed
where no one said anything before Milo took the hint. “Ah, yes. Well, we should let you get back
to work.”Narang nodded without saying anything more, which appeared to be Milo’s cue to take
his guests back out into the hall before he got them all yelled at. “I guess we should get out of
their way.” He pushed the side of his glasses up before changing the subject. “I’ve had a meal
prepared for everyone. You know, trying to be a good host and all,” he said, leading Wyatt and
the others into a conference room where a table full of food waited.A few employees from the
building’s commissary were still bringing in a few dishes as they entered. Milo took a seat at the
head of the table and motioned for them to do the same. “There’s plenty for everyone, so dig in.
We’re going to have to get an early start tonight, so we should relax now while we can.”It was the
first time Wyatt had seen food since the flight, and the limo ride from the airport had been longer
than expected. He glanced at Seth with half a smile to apologize before piling a plate high with
chicken fingers.Seth nodded in return.Wyatt passed the tray along to Marisa’s kids who
devoured the rest while the others selected more refined options.“I hope everyone can find
something they like,” Milo said. “I had an intern pull some of your food purchases to find out what
you preferred.” His mouth hung open for a moment. “Now that I’ve said that, I realized that was
probably an invasion of privacy. Sorry.” The group stopped eating, but Milo continued regardless,
not giving them the chance to get upset. “Oh well, it’s done now. If there is anything else I can
get, just let me know.”Everyone looked to Wyatt, who shrugged and continued to eat. The others
followed his lead. Well, everyone except Seth.“You feel okay?” Marisa asked, noticing that he
hadn’t touched anything.He sipped a glass of water. “I’m fine.”Wyatt glanced around the table,
hoping to find something that might be okay. “Oh, there’s some mashed potatoes. You should be
okay with that, right?”“Sure, that should be fine, as long as I don’t have a lot,” Seth said, reaching
for the bowl of fluffy white starch. “Sorry, I have a thing with my stomach,” he explained in a
casual tone as if it was no big deal. “I can’t actually digest solid foods.”The group stopped eating



mid-chew, a look of horror on Milo’s face. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t know. What about soup or
something like that?”“Yeah, as long as there’s no chunks in it.” Seth leaned back. He was used to
explaining it. Wyatt still remembered when he’d first heard about it. His friend had tried to make a
joke of it. “But really,” Seth continued, “don’t worry about it. I know it’s kind of a weird thing. I don’t
expect people to go out of their way.”Milo pulled out a large smartphone and typed a quick text,
tapping send like it was the period at the end of a sentence. “Okay, liquid sustenance is on the
way,” he said as if he could have produced anything with another few taps.“You really don’t have
to worry about it, but I do appreciate the effort.” Seth smiled.“How come you can’t eat stuff?”
Kevin asked while picking up another fork full of food.“Nothing major, just unlucky. Caught a
virus, it did some nerve damage that affected the muscles in my stomach; could’ve happened to
anybody. It was about ten years ago.”“That sucks.” Wren pushed a bite of food around her plate.
Her sympathetic tone sounded more mature than a fifteen-year-old should.Seth chuckled with a
sad smile. “Yeah, it does.”Marisa slapped a hand down on the table. “That’s why you’re so
obsessed with food online.”“Pretty much. It had been seven years since I had solid food when
Noctem came out. I went on a several-day-long binge when I realized there was a way I could
eat again. It wasn’t real, but I didn’t care.”“Yeah, we barely gained a level in our first week thanks
to this one’s compulsive eating,” Wyatt added, remembering how many nights he’d sat in a
tavern drinking while his partner consumed the menu line by line.Seth grinned. “It was amazing; I
can’t tell you how much it meant to have that back. I mean, talk about delayed gratification. The
years of nothing but shakes and broth before then made everything taste so much better than I
remembered. First thing I had was some kind of meat pie. I didn’t even know what was in it. You
could have told me it was rat pie, and I still would have eaten it.” He paused, almost salivating. “I
still remember that pie like it was yesterday.”Milo looked dumbfounded. “I had no idea that the
system had an impact like that for somebody.”“One more reason for us to get this done,” Wyatt
said through a mouthful of breaded chicken, reminding the others of the reason they were there
without meaning to. They fell silent.Not long after, a serious looking man entered, pushing a cart
containing beef consume and some form of protein shake.“Sorry there isn’t something more,”
Milo apologized. “I asked my assistant, Jeff here, to find someone from our fitness center to tell
him how to make a decent shake.”Jeff didn’t look thrilled to be used as a gopher, wearing a stern
expression on his face as he placed the bowl of liquid in front of Seth, who thanked him. Jeff said
nothing in return, then he approached Milo, handing him a thin tablet computer.Milo took it and
looked over the screen, deflating as a frown gnawed at his face. “Damn, they need me down the
hall.” He excused himself, leaving Wyatt and the others to spend the next hour without him,
getting to know more about each other’s lives.The standard questions were asked all around.
Where you from and what not. As it turned out, Sarah had grown up in Georgia and had only
moved to New York in the last two years. Kevin, on the other hand, had lived in Denver his entire
life. And by sheer coincidence, Bastian’s new dorm at U. Mass was only a half hour from where
Marisa lived in Haverhill, Massachusetts. They would have been on the same flight too, but he
had a couple classes in the morning that he couldn’t skip.Just as Kevin and Marisa’s kids were



polishing off what was left of the food, Jeff returned with several plastic packages, each
containing a pair of hospital-like pajamas. He handed one out to each of them. “You may use the
offices down the hall to change,” he informed in a formal tone before turning to Marisa. “Mr.
Parker has a small apartment in the building that will be comfortable for the children to spend the
night, and there will be someone available at all times if they should need anything. If you would
follow me, I’ll show you there.”“Oh, okay,” she agreed, trepidation in her voice as her small family
followed him from the room.Wyatt spoke as soon as they were gone, hooking a thumb at the
door. “That guy’s loads of fun, huh?”Seth joined in with an impression of the assistant’s no-
nonsense demeanor. He continued the act as he took over leading the party down the hall to the
offices, getting a few laughs on the way and showing the others more of the resemblance
between him and his ridiculous online persona.There was no shortage of offices, so the others
just picked whichever one was closest and shut the door. Wyatt hesitated in the hall alone for a
moment and took a slow breath. Eventually, he took a room on the far right, closing the door
behind him.The office belonged to a young woman. He assumed this from a pair of slip-on
shoes sitting by the door, a backup for when fancier ones became uncomfortable. On a shelf sat
both boyfriend and dog, lovingly photographed. A Hello Kitty calendar hung on the wall, one
week highlighted, where excited handwriting had scribbled the words ‘England trip’. Wyatt tried
his best not to disturb the room.He tore open the plastic package, removing the cotton pajamas
and holding them in front of himself as he let them unfold in his hands. The day had passed by
so fast that he hadn’t really considered that it had been leading up to something. Now, standing
there in a stranger’s office with a pair of white hospital jammies, reality sunk in. A feeling of dread
swelled, more worry than fear, but worry of what, he didn’t know. He shook it off and disrobed,
slipping into the PJs and pulling the front across his chest to where they tied on the side. They fit
well. At least he’d be comfortable.Gathering his things, he exited the room and rejoined his
companions who had also finished.Kevin eyed Bastian. “Well, this is embarrassing, we wore the
same outfit.” No one laughed. “You know, cause the …” He gestured to his attire, exacerbating
the failed joke by explaining it. Although, in his defense, the air had grown tense, making his
words feel forced, like he was struggling to distract himself. Evidently, it wasn’t just Wyatt that
was sensing the weight of what they were about to do hanging over them.With most of the group
waiting, the only one missing was Seth, who was taking longer to get changed than he
should’ve, prompting Wyatt to knock on his door. “You okay in there?”“Yeah, umm, I’m fine,” Seth
responded from inside, followed by a low clunk, like the sound of someone bumping into a chair.
Wyatt raised an eyebrow but leaned against the wall to wait anyways. Finally, he emerged. One
look at Seth told him what the issue was, and he coughed an abrupt laugh in reflex.Seth held his
top out like a tent, the strings tied off in all the wrong places, making it look almost as if he was
wearing it sideways. “I have done something wrong.”Wyatt shook his head and moved to aid his
clothing challenged friend, tugging at the knots Seth had tied. “How the hell did you even do
this?”“I don’t know. I panicked. Just started tying things,” Seth said as if it was a reasonable
explanation.“Good plan.” Wyatt struggled with a tangle of string. “Who in their right mind ties a



triple knot? Have you never tied a shoe before?”“Obviously I’ve tied a shoe before,” Seth
defended in an annoyed tone, sounding far too much like the fairy he played online.Wyatt
laughed again. “You sure about that? I could go get Marisa’s kids to teach you.” Seth rolled his
eyes at the comment as the scene continued for longer than was comfortable for either of them.
Wyatt began looking for other options. His first thought was to ask Sarah for help, hoping that
she might have longer fingernails, being the only woman there at the moment. That would
require him to talk to her, though, and she looked a little self-conscious standing there in just a
pair of pajamas which, in turn, made him nervous. So that was out.Fortunately, Seth got a better
idea, disappearing back into one of the offices. The sound of scissors snipping strings was
heard, followed by a few staples. He reemerged looking put together, for the most part, giving
the room a little strut as if he was walking the runway during fashion week. He held one hand out
at his side and finished with a proper turn as he looked at the group over his shoulder stating a
simple, “Problem solved.”“I’m not sure—” Wyatt started to say before being interrupted.“I believe
I said, ‘problem solved,’” Seth insisted, getting a smirk from Sarah.A minute later, Marisa
returned, her face reading like an open book as she hugged herself and frowned. She must not
have been accustomed to being separated from her family in a strange place.Not long after, Milo
came to collect them. He had also changed into matching pajamas, giving the group a ridiculous
appearance, like some kind of adult slumber party. Hail the conquering heroes and their
jammies.Wyatt pointed at the man’s clothes with his eyes. “I take it you’re going in with us?”Milo
looked wounded. “Of course. I may not be able to share the full burden of this, but I can support
you from the airship as much as possible.” He placed one hand on his chest as if making a
promise, and with that, he led them back to the Nemo Unit in a parade of white cotton.Again, the
room was abuzz with activity, adding to the tension in the air. Doctor Narang gave orders to staff
in green scrubs as they got things into place. Trays of small vials and plastic wrapped
hypodermic needles sat beside each machine. The terminal at the end was manned by two
technicians talking in complex techno-jargon that Wyatt thought sounded made up. To his
surprise, Jeff, the far-too-serious assistant, was coming with them as well. Either that or he had
developed a compulsion for wearing pajamas for some other reason.Wyatt gravitated toward
one of the Somno rigs, and the others spread out around the room to pick one of their own. Seth
lingered by his side a moment longer than the rest. They exchanged panicked looks as the staff
descended upon them, getting them into their chairs and sticking electrodes to their skin as last-
minute checks were done. The monitors came alive with readouts of their heart rates and blood
pressure as they danced across the screens like an excited raver, waiting for the beat to drop.
Then, one by one, the padded chairs reclined, sliding back into a table-like position. Breathing
grew heavy as the large headsets began to slide into place over their faces, emitting various
electronic sounds louder than normal, being so close to their ears.Wyatt stole one last glance at
the room before his vision was cut off, only catching a small detail. The image of Seth’s thumb
jittering about on the armrest of his rig, the sound of him tap, tap, tapping still audible over the
start-up noises of Wyatt’s Somno. It was a nervous tick that Seth had always done when he was



feeling overwhelmed. Something about the action stirred the fear bubbling in his stomach,
forcing him to swallow it back down before it ran away with him. Then, from his other side where
Sarah lay, he heard something else.“Everything will be fine. You can do this,” she said, probably
talking to herself but at a higher volume to compensate for the noises around her.It was an
awkward little pep talk, but Wyatt appreciated it. He let the words echo in his head. Everything
will be fine. You can do this.CHAPTER TENMax opened his eyes, finding Kira waiting for him on
the bridge of the Nostromo as soon as he got logged in, her small form slouching into the
captain’s chair as if she owned the place. The others trickled in behind him, their expressions
grateful just to be out of the testing room - despite the fact that they never really left it. Even
Alastair looked a little relieved as he raised an eyebrow at the fairy taking up his seat.She took
the hint and slid from the chair, taking a couple steps to the side with her hands behind her back
as if she hadn’t been there in the first place.Alastair ignored her and reclaimed his set.A moment
later a tall Venom mage appeared, the same one who had accompanied Alastair in the tavern
the previous night, this time with his hood lowered. He wore a severe expression on his face that
looked like he might release an annoyed sigh at any moment. Connections formed in Max’s
head, identifying the elf as Jeff, the no-nonsense assistant that had brought them their pajamas
back in the real world. He would have said something to him, but his attention was torn away by
Alastair who stood to address the entire bridge. His voice was clear and professional.“Aboard
this airship are the only people aware of the situation at hand. It will most likely be the biggest
challenge that any of us will ever face in our lives. The consequences of failure could be
devastating to this company and the world as we know it.” He jabbed two fingers downward
against the railing in front of him. “However, among us, we have some of the finest players to
ever set foot in Noctem as well as the best support staff that I have ever had the pleasure of
working with. In short, it will be hard, but I believe in this crew. We can do this. Neal simply
doesn’t know who he’s messing with.” There was a heavy dose of pride in his words, and the
speech rallied the crew more than Max would have expected, like the man genuinely had their
respect. Alastair turned back to take his place in the captain’s chair, filling it well as he pointed
forward and added, “Full speed ahead.”Max stood between Kira and Farn as the Nostromo flew
toward the starting point given to them by Carver’s video. It had helped that they had been near
their destination when they logged out the night before. At first glance, their starting point didn’t
look like much, just a small hut placed at random in a vast, empty desert. It was nowhere near a
city or even a village. Max walked out onto the deck of the ship for a better look, but there wasn’t
much more to see from there either. Although, outside the Nostromo for the first time, he was
curious about what the ship looked like. It was a cross between a navy destroyer and a vintage
plane with some fantasy styling thrown in for good measure. It was a distinctive design choice,
like it was somehow part of Noctem’s military. Max liked the aesthetics but questioned why the
game world needed something like a warship.The craft descended toward the ground, stopping
to hover above the tiny shack, dust billowing out in wide circles as it was pushed away by the
ship’s vertical engines. Alastair walked them to an opening in the railing where he pulled a lever.



A rope ladder that almost reached the ground unfurled from the deck like a tongue. “There’s
nowhere for us to dock, so this will have to do.”Max peered over the edge at the ladder flipping
around in the wind. “It’s cool. This looks safe.”“Would you rather walk the plank? And yes, before
you ask, we have a plank.” Alastair waggled his eyebrows.Kira shoved at Max, pushing him so
close to the edge that he had to catch himself with one hand on the railing nearby. “Get going,
fearless leader; we don’t have all day.”“Alright, alright, cut it out.” He laughed at her playful
attempt to murder him as he placed his foot onto the first rung, making sure to not to let go of the
ship’s handrail as he found his footing. Kira hopped up on the railing, sitting a couple of feet from
his hand before letting herself fall back like a scuba diver to plummet toward the ground.“Well
that makes sense,” Max muttered to himself as he began to climb down.He dropped from the
last rung of the ladder, landing so hard on the dry, brittle ground that he took a small amount of
damage in the process, as did the rest of the team behind him. He opened his mouth to
comment, but Kira streaked through the air above before he got a word out, dropping a wave of
healing energy like a plane dumping napalm. Max looked up as her trail of dust sparkled through
Noctem’s eternal night sky. It was dark, but the full moon provided plenty of light to see where he
was going as he made his way over to the broken-down shack, finding Kira waiting at the
entrance, her arms crossed and tapping one foot.“Don’t even say it,” he pleaded.She flashed
him a dopey grin. “Took you long enough.”He ignored her and knocked on the door while the
others looked at him questioningly. He responded with a shrug that asked, got any better ideas?
No one answered. He drew one of his guns and stood to the side of the door with his back
against the wall, the way he’d seen police do in so many movies. He reached down to hover just
above the wooden handle. Before opening it, he nodded to Farn, indicating for her to take the
other side. The rest of the group stood back. He turned it and nudged the door open a crack as
Farn kicked it in the rest of the way, her sword at the ready. He followed, drawing his other gun
and they fell into formation. They made a good team.The room was empty, empty except for Max
and Farn who now occupied the space inside. Their badass formation lost its impressive status
with its overall lack of purpose. One at a time, the four heads of the rest of the party peered in
from the sides of the door, silhouetted by the moonlight behind them. They relaxed as Max broke
the silence.“What the hell? Nothing.” Just then, the dusty stone floor beneath his feet began to
sink, causing him to jump back like a startled animal, making an embarrassing sound in the
process. Segments of stone fell into place to form stairs and the entrance of a dungeon. “Well,
that answers that.” He brushed off a bit of dust from his pants.Max took a moment to do a last-
minute equipment check of what he carried in his item bag and ammo pouches since he would
be unable to retrieve anything else from his virtual inventory once they entered the dungeon.
Then, satisfied with his choices in carry items, he made his way down the stairs.Alastair’s voice
reached his ears, sounding as if he were standing right there with them, his name listed in Max’s
chat group. “Talk to me, people. What’s down there?”Max raised a silver com-ring to his mouth.
“It’s a dungeon entrance.” The enchantment on the item carried his voice back up to the airship.
“We’re going in. Over.”“Okay, keep me posted,” Alastair said.“Roger.”There was a short pause,



about long enough for someone to execute an exaggerated eye roll, before Alastair added, “You
can leave out the ‘overs’ and ‘rogers,’ Max. It’s a fantasy game, not Call of Duty.”There was a
second pause in the transmission, followed by Kira’s voice, “Ha, you said ‘duty.’ Over.”Alastair
didn’t respond.The stairs let out into a massive cylindrical room, a staircase spiraling down
along the walls into its depths. The empty space in the middle spanned hundreds of feet across
and well over a thousand down. Thick links of metal hung from the center of the ceiling,
supporting a daisy chain of wrought iron chandeliers fastened to the walls in places with heavy
support ropes, each layer decorated with silver statues of angels. An eerie glow filled the
cavernous space as shadows played on the stonework of the walls. Max cringed. He’d played
enough survival horror games to know how places like this treated their guests.Corvin turned to
the others while pointing at the statues, “Don’t blink, am I right, guys?”The joke was received by
most with puzzled looks, but a couple of chuckles told him that at least Kira and Farn got the
reference.Kegan looked down over the railing-less side. “If Kira gives everyone Flight, we might
be able to get down there fast.”“That sounds too easy. I assume something would stop us,” Kira
thought out loud while tilting her head back and forth as if weighing the risks. “I can try it alone
and go down a couple levels, see what happens.”Max nodded, giving approval to the idea and
she stepped off the edge without hesitation, hovering in mid-air like a hummingbird sipping from
a flower. She dropped a level, stopping in the same abrupt motion and scanned the area from
below while Max did the same from above.“We’ve got movement!” Kegan shouted, pointing with
an arrow at the chandelier as the statues came to life.They hopped from one branch of the iron
structure to another until they all stood facing Kira. Bows were drawn from behind their silver
wings, and arrowheads found the fairy in their path. She darted from side to side, avoiding the
first few shots. Her maneuverability kept her in the air while Max and Kegan laid down some
cover fire to give her some breathing room so she could make her way back up. The bullets
ricocheted with metallic clangs as they impacted with a statue’s extended wings. Kira landed
with an uncharacteristic stumble, and Farn moved in to brace her impact, preventing her from
tumbling down the seemingly endless stairs.“Okay, bad idea,” Kira sputtered while regaining her
balance, leaning on Farn.As soon as her wings dematerialized, all but one of the statutes halted
their attack and returned to their starting positions, leaving the remaining angel to take flight in
their direction. It landed right in their path, a short sword clasped in its hand.The uneven nature
of the stairs made it hard to move, but the party worked with it as Max called out his commands.
“Ginger, get behind it. I’ll meet you there. Farn, keep it focused on the front. Kegan, find its weak
points, and Corvin, lay down some debuffs.” He didn’t bother telling Kira what to do as she took
up a position furthest from the fight to support the team and keep Farn’s health from falling.Like
clockwork, the team clicked into action. Ginger fired a line into the wall above and leapt to the
side, swinging off the edge of the stairs over the empty space below. She arched back around to
land behind the statue for a quick strike that carried the critical damage of a backstab. The angel
staggered, giving Max a moment to sneak by while Farn shouted a ridiculous taunt in its
direction.The thing stared at her for an instant, looking dumb as a spiral of green and gray



smoke circled its head. Corvin snapped his caster shut as the poison spell he’d cast took hold,
adding a fragile defense status along with it. A second later, Kegan fired three arrows, hitting his
target in the head, neck, and chest. The neck was critical, the damage almost doubled by the
active debuff. Max fired a few rounds into the statue’s back as Kegan loosed another arrow at its
neck, their attacks delivering a one-two punch that brought the angel down.All in all, it was a
pretty standard fight. Without the other statues firing at them from a distance, the thing turned
out to be a bit of a pushover. Ginger even seized the opportunity to snatch a couple feathers
from its wings as it fell. In the end, the only resource lost was time.They regrouped, and Max
reported the encounter back to Alastair on the Nostromo. Then, with no reason to stand around,
they continued their descent, the occasional statue swooping over for a visit only to end with
Ginger getting another handful of silver feathers. After traveling around the massive spiral a few
more times and removing a modest number of angels from the dungeon, Max was starting to
feel pretty good about their chances.“This isn’t so bad.” Kegan looked over his progress in his
journal. “The experience is crap, but at least these guys are easy.”“Plus, I’m getting a ton of these
feathers,” Ginger added brushing a few against her cheek. “You want to buy some off me later,
Kegan? I’m thinking they would craft some good arrows.”“Buy some?” the Leaf waved his journal
at her like she had just committed a crime. “We’re on an epic quest to save the world together,
and you want to charge me for feathers?”“It is a material world.” She shrugged.Kira rolled her
body against the curved wall of the chamber until she stood with her back against it looking up at
the flights above. “I wish there weren’t so many stairs, though. I mean how long is this gonna
take?”“About another hour. Maybe a little more?” Max peered over the side.Corvin chuckled.
“Anyone ever play Ghostbusters for the original Nintendo?”Kira slapped a hand against her
forehead. “OH GOD! The damn stairway at the end. Why would they make you press a button
forty thousand times to climb each individual stair when you have a perfectly good d-pad
available.”“I know, right? At least there aren’t any ghosts chasing us.” Corvin smiled as he
passed her.She tensed her body as if the memory brought her physical pain. “Don’t get me
started on the ghosts—”“We got another statue,” Max interrupted before she got into full-on rant
mode.They repeated the process of fighting a silver annoyance and traveling down a level
several more times, the continuous victories building up their confidence the whole way. In fact, it
started to seem as though Carver had underestimated their capabilities when he had created
the quest. It was to a point where not even the decorative mosaic of death and destruction that
sat on the floor of the chamber could shake Max’s faith in his team.He stepped off the stairs and
onto the tiles, the others doing the same one at a time behind him. The image below his feet
depicted what looked like the end of the world, cities falling and the souls of people being drawn
in toward the center of the circular room. It was typical for a standard role-playing game. Each
square tile reminded him of the 8-bit sprite graphics of games past. He hadn’t played any from
back then like Corvin or Kira, but there had been a few retro-styled releases that he’d gotten his
hands on. Now, a part of him expected the tiles underfoot to come to life and play out some kind
of macabre, animated cut-scene.At the center of the image sat a pedestal of coiled serpents



holding a wide basin filled with a dark liquid. At six points around its edge were detailed skulls of
polished black stone, their eyes turned upwards toward the angels above. Max looked up to see
light glinting off their silver wings as the statues hopped down to the lowest chandelier for a
better view as if they were curious - some even finding perches around the stairway a couple
levels up when space became limited. Their blank eyes seemed to watch with intense
anticipation.Taking their places around the basin in line with the placement of the six skulls, the
group stopped. Kira leaned down for a closer look at the grim shape in front of her. Max couldn’t
be sure, but for a moment, he thought that hers was somewhat smaller than the rest, like it had
resized to match her own skull. He shook off the thought with a shudder before he let his nerves
run away with him.They each inspected their edge of the basin for some kind of indication of
what to do next. Hands reached out in curiosity but stopped just short of touching as if that
would be an action that couldn’t be taken back. But after losing close to two hours on their
descent down the stairs, they couldn’t afford to be cautious now, and Max knew it.He let his
fingers fall to the bony face below his hand; its surface was far colder than what he imagined,
almost like ice. He jerked his hand back again, expecting the tips of his fingers to adhere to the
skull with frozen moisture. They didn’t. Instead, the skull’s expression shifted, jaw contorting into
a wide scream that tore through the cavernous space before it echoed back down to where it
started. The flapping of silver wings followed as the angels above shifted, as if frightened by the
sound. Max cringed along with them. Then, as if set off by a chain reaction, the rest of the skulls
did the same, each member of the group jumping backward. Out of each gaping mouth rose a
small, empty glass about the size of a single shot, the purpose for the dark liquid becoming
clear.“I was afraid of that.” Kegan placed a hand over his eyes, expressing the group’s reluctance
at the prospect of drinking any form of mystery fluid.Max raised his com-ring ring to his mouth.
“Hey, Alastair, we got some kind of black water here. It looks like we have to drink it to get this
thing started.” He didn’t know why he was reporting it. It wasn’t like Coldblood would respond
with a casual never mind and send them home.Instead, he got an expected, “Bottoms up,” from
their temporary employer over the group chat.“Well, you heard the boss.” Max sighed and
reached for the glass, taking it from the skull unceremoniously.Without warning, its jaw snapped
shut with an implied murderous intent, causing him to yank his hand back again, dropping the
glass. It fell with an echoing chime that reverberated through the chamber.“Argh!” he yelled up at
the angels. “I’m getting sick of all the jump scares. It’s not even original anymore!” He growled in
frustration as he looked for the dropped glass.He found it under the basin where it had rolled to a
stop. Despite being made of what looked like well-crafted crystal, it didn’t break on the tile floor
like it would have if it had been real. After all, it would have been foolish to have programmed
something so important with the ability to break. He picked it up and dusted it off with his scarf.
The others watched him. Kira snickered.The surface of the black water was as still as death, like
an obsidian mirror. His dim reflection vanished as he dipped his hand in, consumed by the
ripples that spread out around it. The same unexpected cold chilled his fingers to the bone as he
filled the tiny glass. As much as he wanted to hesitate, he didn’t. Waiting would only let his



imagination run wild with the idea of what the liquid was.He tipped back the glass, and its icy
contents hit his tongue, immediately changing temperature to scalding, like hot coffee that had
been served without warning. An acrid taste filled his mouth, and an intense tingling swam
across his taste buds as if he’d just placed a nine-volt battery to them. The sensation connected
with something inside him that made him feel weak. He wasn’t sure why, but fear climbed up in
his throat. He choked it back down along with the liquid, coughing as it burned his insides.The
others waited in silence for a minute, eyes focused on him as if half expecting him to drop dead.
Nothing happened.“That looked like it sucked,” Kira observed.Max leaned on the basin for
support. “Yeah, well I’m guessing we all have to drink it to activate the quest, so get to it.”Without
a word, Corvin snatched his glass from the skull; its jaw snapped shut in response. In a single
motion, he filled and downed the shot.Max watched, expecting the same response that he’d
had, but the mage just winced, placing a few fingers against his mouth as if his teeth hurt. His
eyes widened, and he fell to his knees clutching his jaw. His eyes watered as he struggled not to
spit it out. He forced it down, gagging, and then panted for a good thirty seconds, touching a few
specific teeth as if he was trying to make sure they were still there. After a long moment, he
regained his composure and pulled himself back up. “Sorry, I-I didn’t expect that. It tasted like
blood.”Max leaned on the basin. “Mine was like boiling acid.”“Well, shit.” Kegan looked anxiously
toward Ginger.She shrugged. “It’s a game. How bad could it be?”They both picked up their
glasses, filling them in unison and clinking them against each other before downing the evil
cocktail at the same time. At first, they both seemed fine, then Kegan keeled over clutching his
mouth as if he were about to vomit. Ginger’s reaction was less visceral, staggering with one
hand on her stomach. Her eyes welled up, and she blinked away tears. Kegan swallowed and
proceeded to dry heave since the game wouldn’t let him actually throw up.Farnsworth was next
in line, and she stared at the crystal glass of pure darkness. She started to take a step backward
but stopped herself. Then she froze, her hand wavering as if hitting a barrier that she couldn’t
cross alone.Kira responded by sliding her glass gently out of the small skull’s mouth, its teeth
snapping shut with a painful sounding crack as the others had. She scooped up the liquid and
raised the shot to her mouth, stopping as a drop that balanced on the rim, passed to her bottom
lip. It spread across the pink skin of her mouth, shining in the dim light. She looked to Farn,
making eye contact. Then together, they sipped.Max winced as they swallowed, expecting them
to react as the others had. Farn grimaced, but that was it. She swallowed, then ran her tongue
around her mouth as if trying to remove an aftertaste. She scrunched her nose as if smelling
something along with it. “It’s sweet.” Her voice shook as if there was something more that she
wasn’t saying.He turned to Kira, her eyes staring forward at nothing in particular as she let the
water flow into her mouth and swirl around her tongue. She swallowed without reaction and
lowered the glass, placing it on the rim of the basin. One hand raised to her lips, her fingertip
ensuring the removal of any uncooperative droplets. Her face was hard to read, and Max
wondered if she was doing it on purpose like she didn’t want them to know what she felt. Then
she blinked a few times and placed the glass back down. “Sorry, tasted like nothing.”Before Max



could say anything back, the basin lit up. The still surface of the water filling with a video portal,
similar to the previous one he had been shown the night before, the same basement wall with
the same man in front of it, Carver.“Hi there. Welcome to the end of the world,” he said matter-of-
factly but without malice, like he was reading from a script. “Good to see Milo was able to get you
all signed on for this. He is good at negotiations.” He paused, leaning back from the camera,
swiveling back and forth in his chair for a moment. “Anyway, for this quest, I’ve planned
something a little special. Think of it as a Nightmare expansion made just for you. And since it is
a battle to stop the destruction of this world, it seemed fitting that you should face some of the
biggest fears shared by humanity, the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse to be exact. Each time
you defeat one, the location of the next will become available.“However, before I can set you
loose on the world, there are some rules that we should cover. The reason that you were
required to drink this stuff to start the mission was so the quest could mark you as participants
and make some small changes to your character data.” He leaned forward again. “Number one.”
He held up a finger. “You’ll notice that you no longer have the glyph required to start a teleport
spell. It has been disabled. You’ll get it back upon completion.”Kira and Corvin swiped open their
menus to confirm his claim as he continued.“So, if you want to get anywhere, you’ll have to
physically travel there. No shortcuts.“Rule number two - you can no longer accept transfers of
any kind from anyone outside of your current party. So no asking Milo for infinite items. You must
do this on your own with the resources that you have available or else it won’t mean
anything.“Rule three is simple. Long distance communication is out. You can’t use com-rings or
send messages. If someone isn’t in earshot, then they can’t help you.“Number four is important,
so pay attention. At any given time, no more than four of your team may be logged out. If at any
point more than four of you are offline, a failure will trigger, and the world will end. There is no
way to stop this, so don’t take any chances.”Puzzled looks met across the basin as Max
considered the purpose of such a condition.“And, last but not least, is rule number five which is
more of an extension of rule four. Since your whole team can’t log out together, it should go
without saying that you can’t all die at any point either; that would count as a disconnect since it
forces a brief logout before putting you back in. So if your team wipes, the world will end.”He
placed his hands on his desk, interlocking his fingers. “I apologize for not being able to be there
myself to send you on your way, but I’ve never been that interested in role-playing. So, without
further ado, here is the location of the first Horseman,” a system chime sounded, indicating the
addition of a waypoint to their maps. “But before you go, I want you to know that I do hope you
win. In all honesty, nothing would make me happier. So be careful, and do the best you can.” He
reached forward to stop the recording but paused before hitting the button. “Oh, almost forgot.
You will have thirty hours to complete the quest. Also, as soon as this video terminates, you will
have five minutes to escape this dungeon before it collapses. Good luck.” His finger tapped a
button, and the basin went dark.A timer appeared at the bottom of Max’s stat-sleeve, blinking
five-zero-zero before ticking down each second. A second timer faded into existence in the
space the beneath that, showing the mission clock’s thirty hours.“Crap!” Max looked to Kira for



ideas.In battle, he’d always been a take-charge kind of guy with quick tactical thinking being his
strength, but when he needed some outside the box thinking, she could usually come up with
something. She might not have always had the most common sense, but when it came to
complex thought with a dash of the absurd, she was his girl. It was part of why they
complimented each other so well.She took a moment to think as Ginger and Kegan glanced
toward the stairs, numbers counting down on their wrists. Kira spoke as if responding to what
they were thinking. “No, it took hours to get down here, we’ll never make it up that way.” She
stood still for a moment looking up. “I think I might be able to fly out.”That was all Max needed to
hear. “Okay, Farn, you’re with Kira. Everyone else, log out.”“What?” Kegan blurted.Kira nodded in
line with his decision. “If you’re not here when the place comes down, you won’t be killed. I
should be able to make my way up without getting hit by debris, and Farn should be able to take
a few hits while flying if she uses her shield.” She turned to Farn and stepped closer. “We’ll need
to stay close so I can keep your health up, and I might need to get under your shield if things get
bad.”Farn nodded, though her eyes looked like they were screaming.“What about the angels?”
Max fluttered his hands together to mime a pair of wings.Kira looked up again. “We’ll wait until it
all starts to come down. They’ll have to deal with the collapse too. I’d rather dodge falling objects
than dodge arrows that are specifically aimed at me.”“Okay, sounds good. We’re out,” agreed
Max as he signaled to the rest to head out. They didn’t seem confident, but they selected the
sign-off option on their sleeves anyway.Max knelt down to make sure he didn’t cancel his logout
request by moving around too much as the short wait-period passed. He couldn’t help but notice
how anxious both Farn and his sidekick looked as they stood like an awkward pair of teens
thrown together at a junior high school dance. He figured he should say something encouraging.
He turned toward the fairy. “Try not to screw this up.”Kira crossed her arms, unamused.Then he
turned to Farn, adding, “Try to make sure Kira doesn’t screw this up.”Farn’s mouth fell open, but
no words came out.“You done?” Kira glared at him on the ground.He laughed at his own joke
before raising his hands and lowering them as if he was melting. “Good luuuuuuuck …” he said,
dragging out the words and letting them waver like a ghost as he attempted to time it with his log
out. Then he held the pose, looking foolish.“You timed it wrong.” Kira’s arms remained
crossed.Max dropped his hands and let out a single, “Damn,” that echoed as the world faded out
of existence around him.CHAPTER ELEVEN
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Ebook Tops Reader, “Oh my. Such a wild rollercoaster. Each book is such a different story. The
characters are all fun and interesting. I need more right now!”

Matt W., “What a great start!. This arc of the story was amazing. I can't wait for the next book to
drop. Definitely a must read.”

Ebook Tops Reader, “Enjoyed the books. The book had its ups and downs, but I really feed into
the Character development and how the characters made me feel. For that and a decent story I
give it 5 stars.”

Lonnie-The GreatNorthernTroll-Moore, “A great action-packed series ARC!. I picked up this book
solely on the recommendation by Travis Baldree. I know a narrator makes a living off of the sales
of his his/her books, but there are occasions when Travis makes a little more effort in promoting
a book's release, and when he says that this book was one of his favorites to do, I believe him!
And boy I'm glad I did as it's one of the best litRPG's that I've ever had the pleasure of
experiencing!You'll find that the entire series ARC is tightly written, fun, and it's full of action. And
I'm sure you're gonna find plenty to LVE! Including Travis Baldree's wonderful voice
performance...If interested you'll find my reviews under the individual titles... Party Hard, Pyramid
Game, and Auction of Souls!”

Tome, “Lit RPG with character depth and growth.. Pixel Dust is a wonderful lit RPG series with
rounded characters whose personalities grow both in and out of the virtual game world. From
book one to book two we get a slew of character insight and backstory. From those come
character growth in expected and surprising ways.David Petrie approaches several polarizing
topics from new and intriguing directions to help the reader gain perspective on them. The
overall message is that the game changes the players just as the players change the game.”

Ebook Tops Reader, “A good casual series.. While set in a gamelit template it really has little in
the way of character or base building. That being said it is a great entry point into those book
settings. Characters are likable and there are many funny and sad points in these books. I will
hope there are more since there are still several plot points that need to be resolved.”

Ebook Tops Reader, “Amazing Series. I'm an avid LitRPG reader, and when I started the series,
it felt like another fun light-hearted romp.. Boy, were my expectations blown out of the water. The
characters ended up having lots of depth, pacing was amazing, and the dialogues felt natural. I
also liked the fact that the characters were relatable and not cookie cutter archetypes.The first
book is a good a standalone, but books 2-3 start a major story arc that was nearly impossible to
put down. Books 2 and 3 are also where the character development takes off. I know Book 4 is



still a ways off, but I'm willing to wait.”

Dave R, “Good series. Good series. Anxiously awaiting next book”
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