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   Chapter 1
 
    
 
   A dragon's head was nestled quite comfortably on a pile of assorted bones. Lava dribbled down from the roof of the massive cavern, keeping her nest at a temperature that would kill lesser creatures. The monstrous reptile slowly got to her claws before spreading out her wings like massive, powerful clouds. With a low guttural growl she began to stretch her body. She was Niohoggr, ruler of dragons.
 
   She felt the creatures that dared to intrude on her lair, like so many before whose bones now lined the massive stone chamber. The dragon spread out a single paw, which was large enough to pick up a carriage and crush it in a single motion, to scrape deep gouges across the stone floor. The monster slapped its tail once against the chamber's walls, crushing rocks to dust. Slowly she walked towards the center of the chamber and waited, as she had a thousand times before. Niohoggr didn't mind waiting. After all, when entire kingdoms could rise and fall in the span of one of your naps, of what worry was a few minutes or hours of waiting for a tasty snack?
 
   Besides, most who traveled through the dungeon made their way to the dragon eventually. Very few survived the encounter. What creature would be both foolish enough to intrude on a mother's nest, and mighty enough to survive?
 
    
 
   ------
 
    
 
   A small band of six walked through underground tunnels, high on alert. One of them stopped and her hands began to lightly tap on the air. “I think we're almost there, hold on,” the woman said. Her body was covered in jagged scales and she was easily the tallest of the group. A reptilian tail with long spikes poked out through the back of her armor. She wore thick metal scalemail that covered her entire body, molding to her natural scales. In her free hand she held a black axe with a blade nearly as tall as her. Despite the heavy weight of the weapon and armor, she didn't seem the least bit tired. The woman started walking again after a moment and they soon came to a divide in the tunnel.
 
   “Okay,” the woman said as she glanced back. “We have to split up here and kill the lizards in the next rooms at the same time. I'll go right. Hale and Caelite, you're with me.” She motioned towards two near the back.
 
   “Hold on,” said the man beside her before he held up his hands. He was short, his entire body covered in orange fur with black stripes like a tiger's, and he carried no weapon. Instead his hands ended in long, powerful claws and around his wrist he wore golden bracers. He wore a thin cloth robe. He also had a long thin tail that flicked around behind him as he walked. “That's not fair, Deva. Why do you get all the healers? You're a dragon, you don't need that much,” the unarmed man said before he crossed his arms.
 
   The girl sighed before she brought her scaled palm to her face and shook her head. “Because, Rake, you'll need the leviathan's protection spells more. If I take the fae instead of the demon, I'll have all ranged and not enough up close fighters if things get bad. Don't worry, with the three of you it should be fine.” Deva again motioned to the other two to follow.
 
   Caelite stepped forward first toward the scaled girl. He was a tall man with the physique of a bodybuilder. In his hands he held a large glaive, the blade of which was almost as big as Deva's axe. He was dressed in full black plate mail, covering his entire body aside from his head. Red tattoos flowed across his cheeks, huge horns protruding from his forehead and sharp teeth flashed when he smiled. Narrow red slits for eyes glanced towards the woman. His tail was extremely thin and ended in a small spade. “I'm sure you'll be fine, Rake.”
 
   Hale chuckled as he walked up with them. “Of course he will. A holy beast's regeneration is nearly as good as my healing.” He was only of moderate height, and quite thin. He had a rapier strapped to his waist and was wearing a white robe that flowed around him. Long feathery wings were closed against his back. A light glow emanated from him.
 
   Deva, Caelite and Hale headed down the path on the right as Rake shook his head and called after them, “Fine, whatever. You better not die! It's going to take all of us to face Niohoggr, and I don't want to have to wait for you until you're back and able to fight.” With those parting words he headed down the left, the other two following behind him. After a few steps he glanced back. “Hey, Skyth, are you going to be okay as our only support? I know leviathans aren't the best at it.”
 
   “Huh?” the woman asked. She was much like the Deva, except her scales were blue, smooth and soft-looking as opposed to thick jagged scales. She was of average height. The leviathan girl was wearing plate mail, made of a light blue material that molded to her skin. Her tail also ended in two fins as opposed to being covered in spikes. She held a small metal mace in her right hand and a thick crystal shield strapped to her left arm. “I'll be fine. If anything happens, I can take a few hits while you recover.”
 
   “Okay. Media, you feel like you'll be able to hit things without hitting us?” Rake joked.
 
   “I think I'll be fine,” the last member of the group said with a roll of her eyes. She was a tall, thin woman. Her skin was perfectly smooth, and with no scars or the smallest hint of a blemish, creating an unnatural beauty. She wore brown leather armor, covered in small studs. In her hands she held a small bow, with a quiver latched onto her back. “I wouldn't be much of a fae if I couldn't hit my target. Just don't jump in the way of my arrows on purpose.”
 
   The path soon opened into a large stone room lined with torches. A massive metal gateway stood across from the chamber. Once Rake, Media and Skyth were inside, thick metal bars descended from behind to lock them in.
 
   Small red lights flashed as nine little creatures appeared. Bipedal green reptilian humanoids wearing brown loin cloths and wielding small butcher knives. They only came up to Skyth's chest, though their sharp blades were warning enough not to underestimate the creatures.
 
   After the creatures appeared, a large red light formed in front of the exit. A creature much like the smaller lizard-men formed. Its scales were red and it towered over the party, almost as tall as the three of them put together, with arms like tree trunks. A massive blade materialized in its hands before it let out a bone chilling roar. “Bloodfang the Ripper,” Skyth said as she lifted her shield up. The monsters charged.
 
   “I'll handle the big guy, Skyth start your spells! Earth spike!” Rake yelled before he put his hands together. The ground shook before a circle of spikes shot out of the ground around them, stabbing into the creature's ranks. The beasts studied the deadly points, before trying to climb over without getting skewered.
 
   Skyth lifted her mace into the air. “Hydra's armor!” Water shot up from her her weapon to form a small fountain, coating the ground in water. A small film of liquid formed across the three before turning into thin blue scales under their respective armors. The scales flowed around them like water, not impeding their movements. The leviathan then placed the mace head onto the ground. “Ice path!” she yelled before a path of ice flowed along the ground towards the largest creature. The ground under Bloodfang was soon completely covered in ice, forcing it to slide and struggle to get its bearings. “Hurry up, the effects won't last long!”
 
   “Got it!” Media said before she drew back the string of her bow, an arrow disappeared from the quiver and formed in her fingers once the string was fully nocked. “Tornado shot!”  the fae yelled before she let the arrow go. It flew straight at Bloodfang, slamming into its chest. The arrow exploded into a maelstrom of wind, barely damaging the creature, but sending it spinning across the icy floor.
 
   Three of the smaller creatures managed to climb over the spikes and charged from the right. The first swung its knife at Rake, who ducked under it and drove his right claws straight into the creature's stomach. The claws pierced its hide, but the creature didn't stop. It slashed down with its blade and cut the tiger man with the serrated edge of its knife across the face, drawing blood.
 
   Rake kicked out and knocked the creature's legs from under it, bringing it crashing to the ground. His left hand formed a fist and he drove it into the creature's head, crushing it. The creature disappeared in a splash of red sparkles.
 
   The other two were locked in combat with Skyth, slashing their blades at her while she deftly blocked with her shield and parried with her mace. She slowly backed up, biding her time until she was able to catch both butcher knives on her shield. The leviathan shoved forward as hard as she could, knocking them both back before she drove the mace down on the head of the closer one. A moment later five arrows jammed into the creature's side and it burst into red sparkles. The blue girl gave a small wave to Media, who drew her bow string back again.
 
   “Two down,” Rake said. The cut on his cheek had already healed completely, even the blood disappearing. “We need to speed this up, before the boss gets back on its feet. Stone crash!” The tiger man lifted his foot up before slamming it back into the ground. A second later a wave of stone shot up under a group of three of the creatures and sent them hurtling backwards. The circle of spikes then melded back into the ground, leaving the floor smooth again as the remaining four creatures charged at the three.
 
   Skyth yelled out another quick spell before she charged at the creatures. A blue glow covered her weapon. As the creatures swung, she lifted her shield up to block the strike and brought her mace across the hip of the one on her right. Ice burst out from the mace and pelted the monsters in jagged shards. She ducked down as Rake jumped over her, bringing a clawed foot down on one of the stunned lizard's skulls. It disappeared in a shower of red sparkles.
 
   “Get down! Both of you!” Media yelled before she pulled her arrow taut. “Multi-shot!” The other two dived to the ground. She released the string and the arrow flew. A green glow coated it and it split into a hail of arrows, impaling the creatures. All three burst into red sparkles.
 
   Rake and Skyth jumped to their feet and ran back with the archer. The team watched the remaining three creatures and Bloodfang, the latter now on its feet after shattering the ice coating to pieces. It roared and charged straight at them, sword raised high. The smaller creatures charged from the groups left, struggling to catch up with the larger monster.
 
   “Okay, you two take care of the little guys. I'll try to stall the big guy as long as I can. Nature's sustenance!” Rake said before he lifted both hands to the air and a brown glow formed on the ground around him. He charged forward and, the brown light following under his feet, slammed his fist into Bloodfang's stomach. It didn't so much as flinch from the blow and brought its sword down on him.
 
   The blade dug into his back, piercing through the magical scales from the blue girl's magic like warm butter. As the sword was drawn out, the wound rapidly began to heal. It was little more than a shallow slash across his flesh by the time the edged weapon came down a second time. He punched with all his might and fury, landing blow after blow into the creature's stomach and legs as the two fought.
 
   His back was quickly covered in the large slashes and his left arm soon lay limp at his side, his rapid regeneration unable to keep up with the powerful strikes. Even the scales were doing little more than dampening the blows. “Are you guys almost done? My HP is almost-- Gah!” he cried out as he was knocked back, hitting the ground and lying limp. A large red gash laid across his chest, his body now threatening to completely give out.
 
   Bloodfang lifted its sword high into the air before bringing it down at Rake with a triumphant roar. It was stopped as a dome of ice formed over the fallen fighter. The creature brought its blade down on the ice repeatedly, creating cracks. The other smaller lizard-men were gone, leaving only the large one.
 
   Skyth ran forward and stood over her wounded comrade. When the ice shattered, Bloodfang's sword was brought down yet again. Skyth dropped her mace and used both arms to support the shield, taking the blow. Even with both arms she was driven to her knees, barely managing to avoid falling on Rake. “Hurry up and heal yourself, I can't keep him like this forever!” Skyth yelled in frustration.
 
   “I'm working on it. Without my main regeneration spell it's slow,” Rake said as he crawled away from the fight, the creature still pounding on the girl's shield. He got out of range and crossed his legs as a light surrounded him. “I'll try to meditate to heal back up. Hold him back as long as you can.”
 
   Media drew her bow string back as quickly as she could and shot arrow after arrow into Bloodfang. The arrows barely phased the lizard-man as it beat its blade across the shield over and over. Finally, with a powerful swing, the shield was shattered and the blade continued through the woman's arm. No blood was spilled as the separated limb disappeared into red sparkles.
 
   Skyth screamed and fell, clutching her arm. She stared up just in time to see a giant sword hurtling down at her head.
 
   The blade stopped mid motion, the beast man now under the creature's arm, holding the creature's hand just below the wrist with all his might. “I don't know how long I can hold it, this thing is tough. Hit it with everything you've got!” Rake yelled. His arms trembled with exertion against Bloodfang's might.
 
   Skyth glanced back to Media. They shared a quick nod before she slammed her remaining hand on the ground while the archer held out both her hands. “Combination activate! Hurricane!” the two said in unison. Water formed around the creature. It started as a small puddle but began to swirl around the creature's feet and lift into the air until small blades of water were spinning around and slashing through the locked combatants. Soon the two fighters couldn't be seen behind the razor winds.
 
   “I-I don't know how much longer I can keep this up. My MP is almost at zero,” Skyth said to her comrade.
 
   “Just a little bit more! If we can just hold it a bit more then we should be fine,” Media yelled as she watched the spinning destruction. After a few more moments the winds broke apart, splattering them with water. Bloodfang had gone limp, panting and gasping for air while leaning on its sword. Rake lay on the ground, unmoving, but he hadn't disappeared into red sparkles.
 
   “You gotta be kidding me! How much health can this thing have?” Skyth screamed before she ran forward. She wobbled a bit from side to side with her balance damaged, but still managed to grab her mace as she ran past it. The leviathan woman jumped into the air and brought the mace down on Bloodfang's skull. The blunt weapon crushed the creature's skull, causing the boss to disappear in an explosion of red sparkles. In its place a small treasure chest materialized. Skyth failed to catch her bearings in time and landed on the chest stomach first. After a few moment the leviathan let out a pained groan, before rolling off it and collapsing on the ground.
 
   “Well... I guess that's that. I hope the others had an easier time than we did,” Media said as she moved over to nudge Rake. “You okay? Regeneration kicking in?”
 
   “All my world is pain and suffering...” the beast man groaned. “How did you two even pull that spell off?”
 
   “Oh, stop your whining, I lost an arm but you don't hear me complaining, do you? Also, we set the spell up while we were fighting the smaller creatures,” the girl said as she puffed out her chest proudly. Her left hand reappeared with a sudden white glow. “Fight is officially over now. Wish my shield regenerated like my hand though. It's going to cost a fortune repairing that.”
 
   “Losing a hand just does a one time pain burst. That was dozens of pain bursts,” Rake said as he slowly got to his feet. “It's not like you'll need your shield for the next area. Me and Deva will be drawing the focus of Niohoggr. Why didn't you bring a spare?”
 
   “That shield was expensive! It took almost all of my gold and I couldn't afford a decent spare. If you hadn't spent so much time regenerating yourself, it would've been fine,” Skyth said as she glared at the man and stomped her foot on the ground.
 
   “Will you two calm down? We've won, it's fine,” Media said. “So long as the others beat their boss we can move on and get the egg, then you'll never have to deal with each other again.”
 
   “Wish my guild could have come for this. My shield wouldn't have broken if I had them,” Skyth grumbled as she kicked the chest. It popped open to reveal a ruby encrusted dagger. “Do either of you use daggers?”
 
   “Nope. You should be thankful anyone came here with you at all. Getting the keys was such a pain in the ass,” Rake said.
 
   “I'll take it, if that's okay,” Media said. “I could use a dagger for when I work on angel.” The other two just shrugged and she took the blade. It disappeared into red sparkles a moment later. The large gate opposite of where they had entered slowly lifted up, revealing another stone tunnel ahead.
 
   “Let's go,” the beast man said as he walked through the tunnel. It soon opened up to another large chamber. In the center was a large fountain encrusted with gemstones and sparkling with clear spring water. Their second group was already sitting on the fountain's edge, chatting away. A tunnel much like the one they came out of was across the room from them. Equally distanced between the two tunnels stood a massive door, with a golden dragon carved into its surface, locked and barred. Rake let out a low whistle at the sight. “How did you guys fare?”
 
   “Easy. I barely even had to heal the dragon,” Hale said before he gestured towards the red scaled girl.
 
   “Yeah, dragons are so over powered. Only way they could be worse is if they could turn into the same type as the bosses,” Skyth said.
 
   “Oh, shut it,” Deva said with a roll of her eyes. “If dragons were really that over powered, everyone would use them. Let's get this over with so we can get the eggs and go home.” The dragon girl got up and walked to the door. She held out her hand towards the door and a large red gem formed in her grasp. The others walked behind her and held out their hands, gems forming as well. Blue for the leviathan, green for the fae, brown for the holy beast, black for the demon and white for the angel. The gem stones disappeared. A few moments later the door began to shake and rumble before opening. Hot air billowed out from the room, the chamber slowly revealed to them.
 
   “Everyone better be ready. We only get one chance at this,” Rake said. The chamber was carved from thick stone, with lava falls and pools of magma mixed throughout the room. A large nest was carved near the back, holding six small eggs. In the center of the room stood the guardian.
 
   Niohoggr was larger than most buildings, her claws even bigger than the combined size of the group. The lava spilled across her powerful body without leaving so much as a burn across the thick black scales. She turned to them and just snorted once, the force of its breath almost strong enough to knock them over and causing Deva and Media to retch at the smell. The mighty beast slapped her tail on the ground once, causing the floor to shake. She slowly yawned, revealing long, sharp teeth that could crush through a castle wall and still easily grab the people hidden inside. Finally, her wings slowly spread out and stretched, blocking out the lava falls for a moment and sending the molten rock across the room before she folded her wings again.
 
   “Holy shit. We're supposed to kill that with the six of us? You have got to be kidding me!” Rake said, his mouth hanging open.
 
   “Oh relax. It won't be able to fight all out in this small chamber. I hear the master level version you have to fight outside with just five. Now that's a fight,” Hale said before he moved to the back and flapped his own wings a few times. “Don't think anyone's beaten it there.”
 
   “How did they even come up with something so... so... big?” Skyth asked with a squeak as she rubbed the handle of her mace nervously.
 
   “When this first came out it was one of the showcase bosses,” Caelite said. “It's why it drops the dragon pet instead of an item. Bet it's not nearly as tough as it looks though. Quest to battle it is just time consuming with the whole gathering the keys thing. It wouldn't be fair if it ended up being too difficult considering you'd have to start from scr--” The words 'Awakened Niohoggr' appeared over the dragon's head. “I think it's about ready.”
 
   “So everyone remember the strategy,” Deva said as she charged forward. “For the first part, watch out for the teeth and claws and go at it! I got the face!” She raised her axe above her head. The dragon merely gazed at her for a moment before it snapped its head forward to try and crush her in one bite. She lunged to the right as the head went by and swung her axe. It connected with the side of the dragon's face. Sadly, all the blow did was dent one of the powerful scales, causing it to roar angrily.
 
   The rest of the party charged forward. Niohoggr's left claws shot out at Skyth, but was blocked by Rake darting in front of it and catching the powerful extremity. He skidded along the ground while the paw tried pushing him, but he managed to stop it from slamming him into the ground. “I got it! Hit it with everything you got!” he yelled while he struggled to keep the sharp claws open and stop them from tearing into or crushing him.
 
   The others ran forward, hitting the arm as fast as they could while Deva kept the head distracted. She jumped to and fro as the razor sharp teeth snapped angrily at her until finally she jumped to the right and Niohoggr lunged too far forward, slamming into the wall. While it was temporarily stunned the dragon-woman jumped onto the monster's head and brought her axe down between its eyes.
 
   Niohoggr roared in rage and thrashed wildly, sending Deva flying into the wall. The dragon brought both her claws together, crushing Rake before flinging him across the room into one of the magma pools. She reared back on her hind legs and glared at the remaining four fighters. Flames burst from her lips before she lunged her head forward, unleashing flame on them hot enough to melt stone.
 
   Skyth thrust her mace up. “Ice shield!” A shield of water formed in front of the remaining group for a moment before shifting to ice. As the flame connected steam filled the air, though the barrier held. “I don't know how long I can hold this! Hale, see if you can heal Rake and find Deva. I'll try to keep it distracted here as long as I can! Media, Caelite, get out and try to hide or something in case I can't hold the flame back!”
 
   “Got it!” Hale yelled. The three ran from under the barrier. He moved to the magma pool that Rake had landed in, his eyes wandering frantically. “Come on man, where are you! I can't heal you if I can't see you.” He drew his sword and began poking around in the molten rock. After a few stabs he felt something in the thick red magma. He took a deep breath and then thrust his hand in. Pain and heat shot through his arm as he grabbed and yanked.
 
   Rake was pulled from the magma, barely moving, and the angel let out a sigh of relief. Most of his fur was covered in scorch marks or completely burned away, with some skin completely burned black. “You're so lucky that your health is so high. Hold on. Holy kiss!” Hale said as he placed his hand to the beast-man's chest and white light began to flow through and heal the man.
 
   “That dragon hits hard,” Rake said with a groan as the white light went through him, the damage quickly mending itself before he sat up. “Another hit like that and I'd have been out of this fight. Okay, I think I'm good!” He hopped to his feet and turned around. His fur had returned and most of the burns were nothing more than dark, red areas on his skin. He stared up at Niohoggr, who had both eyes focused solely on them. Skyth was on her knees in front of the massive creature, a paper thin barrier of ice the only thing between her and the monster. She was panting and barely able to move, most her MP spent on defense.
 
   The dragon leaned her head back, flames beginning to lick around the edges of her mouth. Before she could unleash the torrent, she reeled back and let loose an angry howl. Niohoggr glared down at her hind legs where an axe and glaive were currently hacking away with all their wielders might. She went back down on all fours as Deva and Caelite lunged out of the way to avoid being crushed by her girth, landing on their stomachs. An arrow bounced off the creature's left eye before it whipped around to look at its new attacker, the fae.
 
   Media drew the bow string taut, a green glow forming around the arrow. She unleashed the arrow. It struck the dragon's face and exploded into a mass of oil. “Now! While it's blinded, hit it with everything you have!”
 
   The group didn't hesitate as they charged forward, weapons aglow with magic. Niohoggr rubbed at her eyes to try and get the liquid off. After a few moments of combined attacks on the creature, she let out another furious howl and slammed her tail against the wall of the cave. Chunks of the roof began to fall, forcing them to seek cover.
 
   Rake thrust his open palms into the ground. “Earth dome!” A dome of rock formed over him, blocking the falling rocks. “Everyone, over here, quick!” The rest of the group heeded his call, narrowly getting under the cover as more rocks fell from above. As the last member got under, the dome finished closing. The stones soon covered the chamber, even filling the magma pools and forcing the molten rock to flow around the collapsed stones.
 
   “Okay, first half of the fight is done, but now it'll get trickier,” Deva said as she rubbed the edge of her axe. “With all the lava on the ground we'll have to be careful. Most of us don't have enough regeneration to survive a swim in it for long. Not to mention the movement debuffs will make it near impossible to avoid attacks while we're in it. If you fall in, get out as fast as you can. If you see anyone fall in, try to keep the dragon from hitting them. Stick to the islands and keep moving.”
 
   Deva turned to the angel. “Hale, try to fly around and give heals where they're needed. Rake and I will try to keep the creature focused on us. Caelite, Media, deal as much damage as you can while we do that. Skyth, see what you can do about expanding the areas we can go through. Have enough MP left to use any good water spells?”
 
   “Only a few,” the leviathan answered as she stretched out her arms. “I've recovered a little MP, but I don't think this break will be enough to get much back.”
 
   “Okay. See what you can do. If you see any opportunities to trap the boss's legs, do it. Everyone know their part of the plan? Okay! Rake, on my count end the dome. Three. Two. One. Break!” Deva yelled. The dome crumbled around them and they jumped out. The room had been transformed. Small islands of stone stood surrounded by a miniature sea of magma, each island within jumping distance of another. The dragon stood in the center of the room, claws deep in the thick molten rock. Hale spread his wings and took to the air as the others quickly jumped to the nearest safe surface. The hole the dome had created quickly began to fill with magma.
 
   Rake and Deva leaped across the small islands toward the boss before jumping onto its left fore paw. Deva slammed her axe into the forearm with all her might while Rake grabbed onto the creature's scales and kicked it as hard as it could.
 
   Niohoggr started to pull her claw from the magma, but the molten rock cooled and hardened suddenly as water flowed over it. Skyth held up her hands as more water fell around the creature, hardening the magma and trapping the dragon.
 
   Caelite and Media charged to the right foreleg and began their own assault. The demon jammed his glaive into the leg as the blade seemed to turn darker and darker. The fae shot arrow after arrow at the leg. Some of the ammunition were enchanted with green glows as the magical arrows pierced the creature's hide.
 
   Niohoggr gazed down at the little gnats that were causing her pain and let out another angry roar. She reared her head back as flames started in her mouth and lunged forward, opening wide. As the flames shot from her maw at the leviathan, the dragon's head shot to the right, throwing the blast off completely. Three white orbs of light exploded in the monster's face. She turned and glared at the pesky flying angel surrounded by the orbs.
 
   The dragon struggled in her hardened lava bindings and finally tore her body free. The three attackers shrieked as they were sent hurtling through the air and into the magma. Niohoggr threw her all into attacks against Hale, slashing with her claws and snapping her jaws as the movements sent ripples through the sea of molten rock. The angel flew through the air as fast as he could, diving in between claws and around razor sharp teeth, but was unable to launch a counter attack. The orbs soon disappeared from existence.
 
   The rest of the party managed to barely crawl from the magma, laying on one of the islands. “How you guys faring?” Media asked. “Any HP left?” Their bodies were charred and smoldering, with smoke rising from their hair and burns covering their bodies.
 
   “Barely. This game needs a scan feature,” Deva said with a groan as she crawled to her knees, using her axe to steady herself. “I wish I could see how much health the dragon has before it runs, because I'm not sure we'll last much longer. We need a break.”
 
   “You might not get it.” Skyth pointed towards their flying companion. “Hale has it distracted, but unless we finish it soon, one chomp and he's gone. I doubt he has a high enough defense or enough HP to survive an attack like that.”
 
   “Guess it's all or nothing then. One final attack,” Deva said a she slowly got up, leaning on her axe. “Think you can give me some health draining enchantments, Caelite?”
 
   “Yeah, I'll see what I can do,” the demon said as he got to his feet. “Skyth, Media, see if you two can distract it for a bit longer. Then we can try to finish it off.” He held his hands together and a black mist started to form around them. The other two of their party jumped to another nearby island. “Draining aura.”
 
   Media drew her bow taut as green light once again encased the arrow. “Homing shot!” she yelled before she let the arrow go. It sailed through the air and up to the dragon's snapping head. The arrow dodged around the creature's fangs and finally reached its target, the giant reptile's eye.
 
   Niohoggr howled in pain and rage as she shook her head from side to side. The remaining unhurt eye then whipped around to glare angrily at the bow wielder who, despite knowing she shouldn't, raised a hand and waved at the creature.
 
   The dragon was not amused, flames dancing along her lips. “Run!” Skyth yelled before she took the fae's hand and ran, leaping to the next island over. Scorching flames incinerated the ground behind them as they ran for their lives from Niohoggr's angry blaze. Media was faster than the leviathan and was able to avoid the fire that enveloped the slower girl. It left nothing behind except a few small blue rays of light. The fae was quickly running out of room to run as the devouring flame pursued her. She stopped at the edge of one of the islands, her only remaining path blocked by one of the dragon's arms. The heat slowly died behind her and the creature stared down at her triumphantly.
 
   Media covered her eyes and waited for the inevitable firey death, but it never came. Instead, when she finally opened her eyes and looked up she saw the dragon furiously snapping at its neck, trying to get at Deva as the woman chopped through the beast's hide. The axe was covered in black mists and every slice with it tore away scales from the dragon's body.
 
   Niohoggr let out another roar as both her wings spread out. “Get off it! It's going to take off!” Caelite yelled.
 
   Deva leaped back and, her axe dropping to the magma below, landed on one of the islands. She tripped and rolled along it for a few moments before stopping just short of the edge. She quickly flipped onto her back and looked up at the dragon as it began flapping its wings.
 
   The creature began to slowly rise, a few feet at a time, as its claws reached up above and began to tear through the roof of the massive cavern. The stone quickly gave way before the creature's might as boulders the size of carriages began to fall from above. Waves of magma were thrown around as rocks and wind blew through the chamber, tossing the players around like rag dolls. Deva didn't have enough energy to do more than brace herself as she was sent hurtling around. She saw Media get buried under an avalanche of rocks and then covered in a wave of magma. Hale clung desperately to the walls of the cave as he attempted to avoid a similar fate.
 
   Niohoggr pulled through the roof and flew off into the sky. The warm sun flowed in from above. The cave was filled with rocks and now only a few small puddles of magma. Those that survived, slowly pulled themselves from the rubble and got to their feet. A few green and blue rays of light were all that remained of the fallen of their party.
 
   “Well, we won. Wasn't easy but we triggered the event. Hale, can you start reviving them?” Rake asked. “We don't want to loot the eggs until we're all together.”
 
   The angel nodded as he flew to the blue lights and held out his hands, “Resurrection.” A white glow enveloped the lights and soon the Skyth's body rematerialized.
 
   Her armor was completely shattered and nothing more than a few scraps of broken metal, showing the thin brown cloth underneath. Her mace was just a broken handle. She sat up with a groan. “Well I'm happy that's over. At least we won't have any more fights until we get back to town. How many we lose?”
 
   “Just two. You and Media. All in all not a bad outcome for six people who just joined together,” Rake said. The angel move to the green light and begin the resurrection again. Deva rummaged through some of the rocks before finding her axe, pushed up to the top layer once the cavern had done its final change.
 
   Media had fared no better, her armor torn to shreds and her bow and quiver gone. “I hate death penalties. At least the money I'll make selling the egg will more than make up for the repairs.” She said before kicking one of the small rocks in annoyance.
 
   “With interest. Come on,” Caelite said as he lightly jogged towards the nest. Despite all the damage the chamber had suffered, the nest was fine. Not a single scorch mark or crushed egg in it. Six perfectly oval, black eggs the size of an average dog rested comfortably in a nest of obsidian. The demon reached out and took one of the eggs as the others ran up to join him. One by one they each took an egg before turning towards the door they came through.
 
   “So what are you guys going to do with your eggs when you get back to town?” Skyth asked.
 
   “Sell mine. These things are worth a fortune! No one wants to do the quest for them so you can sell them pretty fast too,” Caelite said with a grin. “Going to buy brand new gear for the coming levels.”
 
   “I'm gonna hatch it,” Deva said before she rubbed the egg and it disappeared in a small burst of red sparkles. “Never had a pet before and a dragon would be awesome. A dragon fighter with a dragon pet will look amazing. I hear once you get it high enough you can even ride it,” she said with a grin.
 
   “I think for now I'll just store it. I'm not sure if I will even need the money for it, so might be best to just hold onto it,” Kale said. “That way I won't have to buy one later or ever do the quest again. This is the first group I've been in that's actually been able to get to the dragon at all, let alone kill it.”
 
   “Yeah, we all worked really well together. Maybe we can play again sometime,” Media said before crossing her arms. “I'm gonna sell my egg too. There are other pets you can get that are just as strong without all the hassle. I'd rather raise one of them and have the money from this.”
 
   “I'm with the fae,” Hale said. “A wyvern is just as strong, a lot cheaper, slightly smaller and only looks weaker. Here's the exit!” They stepped out from the caves and into a grassy field. 
 
   The fields stretched as far as the eye could see, with only the occasional tree to break up the landscape. The caves they came from went into a large volcano that towered over them, the top lost in the clouds. Over the cave entrance was a sign with warnings written in a half dozen different styles, ranging from words to pictures of a dragon chewing on an armored knight.
 
   Hale stopped as he felt the demon grab his hand. “What is it?” The angel let out a startled yelp as he was pushed back towards the cave. A spear seemed to materialize from thin air and stab him through the chest. He stared down in shock. A moment later two more spears stabbed him and his body disappeared in a burst of red sparkles, leaving only a few beams of white light behind.
 
   The spears were held by people much like the demon, horns and tails with dark armors. Three more appeared, surrounding the group. Two held guisearme's, long spear like weapons with hooks on the end, and a man directly in front held a large glaive. His glaive was completely black and glimmered like obsidian. The pole was black as well. The entire weapon seemed to almost absorb light as it cast dark shadows all around it. He wore black full plate armor that absorbed the light in the same way his weapon did.
 
   “What's the meaning of this? Who are you?” Rake raised his arms in a defensive stance and backed away.
 
   Caelite separated himself from his previous comrades and smiled as the man in black armor spoke up. “Sorry guys, guild business. Those eggs are very valuable,” he said as he watched them. The dragon woman's hands began tapping on the air. “So here's the deal. You have no healer, two of you are missing most your gear. We can either PK you and take the eggs and whatever other loot you guys got doing this dungeon and you can deal with the death penalties. Or you can give up the eggs, and let's say... five gold each. Then we let you go.”
 
   “Five gold! That's highway robbery!” Media yelled, but quickly backed away as one of the spears were shoved close to her face. “It can take days to even get one gold at our level!”
 
   “We're being nice. Besides, once you get stronger, five gold is nothing. Either way we're going to get the eggs. It's up to you how badly you'll be penalized for it. Don't even think of resisting. There's only two of you who can fight, we have you surrounded, have better gear and have you far outnumbered.”
 
   The words 'Class change: Angel. 10 seconds' flashed above Deva's head, drawing their attention.
 
   “Damn it! Hit her, initiate combat!” the man yelled.
 
   The spear holders charged forward, two men and a woman, and tried to stab her with their spears. She didn't even turn around, instead she merely jumped to the right as the spears hit empty air. The two wielding guisarme dashed forward, swinging their weapons low as they tried to latch the hooks on her legs. Before they could get close enough, Rake lunged forward and held both his arms out, catching them under the necks and making them fall backwards to the ground.
 
   “Take care of the beast. I'll get the girl,” the man in black said as he charged forward.
 
   Caelite struck at Rake's chest, but the man deflected it away with his bracer. The beast man tried to move in close to punch into the demon's stomach. As he moved in Caelite shifted the weight of the weapon and pulled the blade towards himself, slamming the back end of the pole into Rake's side.
 
   The beast-man stumbled sideways before Caelite pushed forward and slammed his fist into Rake's chest. The demon followed up by driving the glaive down across the man's chest, the blade glowing black. It left a long, deep gash, cutting off a bit of his robe in the process. 
 
   “You should have just given us the eggs. You're outnumbered and out gunned. You don't stand a chance!” Caelite yelled as the two guisarme wielders got up behind him and moved in to attack as well. Rake deflected the glaive with his bracers, but was forced to keep backing up as the guisarme users attempted to latch onto his legs and knock him down. He was soon backed against the wall, cornered.
 
   A white light blinded the fighters, radiating from Deva's position. The words 'Class change: Initiate' formed over her head as the light spread across her body. The man in black armor brought his glaive down at her head, intending to behead her as the transformation took place. Her right hand shot out as a blade of light formed in her grasp and stopped the polearm.
 
   Her form had completely changed to one of an angel. She had a light complexion with short brown hair and blue sapphire eyes. She was slightly taller than average and her wings were long, feathery, and white with golden tips. But the most impressive thing about her was her equipment. Her sword in her right hand was long, the blade pure white with a golden line down the center, and glowed with an internal light. The hand guard was golden with three rubies embedded in the center and on each end of the hand guard. She wore pure white metal armor that covered her entire body beneath the neck. It seemed crafted perfectly to her body, even with small braces for her wings. Gems were embedded across the metal and a crest was emblazoned on the breastplate, an image of angel's wings. A small golden crown shaped like a V was hidden under her hair, only the front showing on her forehead. The gauntlet on her left hand was thicker than the rest of the armor and embedded with jewels on the top, balancing its weight with the sword and allowing it as a semi shield.
 
   Her attacker froze, his eyes bulging. With a flick of her wrist her sword sliced clean through his glaive and sent a chunk of metal to rest on the ground. A moment later the entire weapon disappeared into red sparkles.
 
   The now unarmed man backed away. “I-I know that sword,” he said in disbelief. “That's Excalibur! You're... you're...”
 
   “Yes,” she said calmly as she leveled the blade at his head. The other demons had stopped moving. “I'm a master class. I've been looking for you for a while. A lot of players have put bounties on you. Large bounties. So I'm going to give you a choice.” She brought the sword down to her side. “You can either give in and go to jail peacefully, or I can kill you and send you to jail while you suffer the death penalty.” A cocky grin formed on her lips. “Either way, you're going to jail. It's up to you how badly you'll be penalized for it. Don't even think of resisting.”
 
   He stared at her for a moment before reaching behind his back, a new steel glaive materializing into his hands. “Go f--” Before he could finish the sentence the girl rushed forward and cleaved him and his weapon in half.
 
   “Don't think for a moment that your polearms can stand against Excalibur,” she said before she turned her back to the black rays of darkness. “It would take a master class weapon to fight my holy blade.”
 
   The other demons slowly lowered their weapons and their heads. Within moments they were encased in white spheres and disappeared. “Who are you?” Rake asked as he watched the angel girl slowly revive Hale.
 
   “Ah, right. I'm sorry I lied to you before, but my name is not Deva. Had I used my real one they would have recognized me,” she said with a smile as her hands moved through the air. A moment later the word Deva disappeared from over her. “My true name is Asura. I'm sorry to have involved all of you in this, but I've been after that guild for a while. I couldn't use my angel class since I didn't want to risk them recognizing me.” She gestured towards herself. “It was a pleasure playing with you all, though.” She patted the freshly revived angel on the back, before taking off into the air and blazing across the sky as a white blur.
 
   Her hands wiggled and pushed through a number of menus while she flew. A small timer popped up in the top right corner of her vision, warning her she only had a short time left. She let out an annoyed sigh before she brought up a small menu with a list of names and selected one.
 
   “I caught the people who have been ambushing and stealing people's dragon eggs. I sent them to Sanctuary's Platinum Prison Center. See if you can get any information about them and if they are with any others. I'll be logging out as soon as I arrive in town,” she said before she tapped the name again and closed the menu.
 
   Something eventually appeared off in the distance. Flying high above the clouds, a city of marble floated. The city wasn't very wide, but it was filled to the brim with buildings. The tallest of which were over a hundred stories tall, with the shortest being a few dozen stories tall. Smaller floating islands surrounded the city, some housing towns and others housing just one or two buildings. One in particular held a castle, only about five stories tall, but seeming to be made completely of marble, gold, diamonds and other precious gemstones. Together they made the flying city of Sanctuary.
 
   The castle was her destination. She landed on the roof and slowly walked onto a small circle of diamonds on the ground. She pushed her hands out and tapped on an appearing menu, clicking the option 'Log out'.
 
   The sky and marble slowly faded out to be replaced by an eggshell white roof. White curtains dangled from a metal rack attached to the wall. After a few minutes a small hand appeared directly in front of the glass view screen of the virtual headset. “Asher? You with me?” A young woman appeared behind the screen, she was wearing a pair of blue nurses scrubs.
 
   “I-I'm here,” he said with difficulty. Slowly the headset was unstrapped from his chin and then gently removed, placed on the bedside table beside him.
 
   “So how are we doing today? Did you have a nice day in make believe land?” the nurse asked with a smile that made him want to retch.
 
   Her name was Jessica and he loathed her. She wasn't a bad nurse, per se. But she treated him like a child. Just because the majority of his body was paralyzed she acted as if he was helpless and couldn't take care of himself. Well, technically he couldn't. But he could still think fine and her constant baby talk annoyed him to no end. “I h-had fun,” he said softly.
 
   “Good. It's almost time for your walkies! We'll go and see the ducks, won't that be fun?”
 
   “Thrilling,” he said with all the sarcasm he could muster, but she failed to notice. He gazed longingly back at the direct neural headset as the nurse and a few helpers slowly eased him into a wheelchair. It was a difficult process, due to his weight. The fact he was unable to get any real exercise had led to it increasing over the years.
 
   Soon they were slowly traveling through the hospital, his wheelchair squeaking slightly. He gently wiggled his fingers together in his lap as he listened to the nurse warble on about how sunny and clear a day it was, how he should enjoy the nice weather while he could. All he wished was that it was a dark and rainy day so they could skip the walks and just let him play the game in peace.
 
   Instead he was out in the fresh air, sitting by a small pond filled with ducks. Jessica even gave him some bread crumbs to toss. He sighed and weakly tossed some, his arms a bit numb but still able to partially perform the act.
 
   “Very good dear. A few more feet and you'd have made it to the pond. Now don't you fret, it takes plenty of people a few tries. Why don't you do it again?” she asked in a sickeningly sweet tone.
 
   If he could move his arms high enough to reach the nurse, he would have strangled her. Or at least tried. He doubted a jury in the world would convict him. Instead he feebly tossed bread crumbs a few inches away and waited for the nurse to get tired of bothering him.
 
   “Oh, it's almost time. Ashey, today there is a special surprise for you!”
 
   His blood ran cold as fear grasped him. He prayed she was retiring and not something horrifying like she had been assigned to him permanently.
 
   “Your parents are coming to visit!”
 
   He let out a sigh of relief.
 
   “They'll be here soon. They specifically asked that I bring you outside to see them, so I told them we'd be here. Isn't it exciting?”
 
   Not a jury in the world. He just shrugged and stared at the ducks. The woman started rambling about things he really didn't care about. Instead, he thought about his game. After his parents left, he could probably get back to it. He wanted to get to hatching that egg. He wasn't sure of the exact requirements to hatch it, but he knew a few guys who could help get him the info.
 
   He was brought out of his thoughts by an all too familiar voice. “Asher my boy! Good to see you out and about.” He slowly looked up at the source of the voice, his father. A short, round, balding man, his father was slowly getting on in years. Despite his age however, he was still sharp as ever. He made a living as a stock broker, quite profitably, and it was thanks to his success that Asher was being afforded the best medical care in the country.
 
   Not that it really mattered. They couldn't stop the disease as it spread through his body. All they could do was slow it down and make sure he didn't croak in the middle of the night. Not that they would tell him that. Being told every week for years that it would 'start getting better any day now', while his condition only worsened, had eventually clued him in. He hadn't told his parents yet. He knew they wanted him to at least think he would be able to fully move one day.
 
   “Your mother and I have some good news. We talked it over with the doctors and it seems you'll be able to join us for the family picnic this year. Doesn't that sound wonderful?” Asher glanced over towards his mother, a woman quite a few years younger than his father with long brown hair. She was a little shorter than her husband and rounding out in a similar way. He couldn't look at her for long before he saw the hint of tears in her eyes. His gaze turned downwards as he tried to avoid that look. He knew his parents were suffering from this, albeit in different ways. His mother was just the worst of them at hiding it.
 
   He instead focused on the news they brought. A day out in the sun watching everyone run around have fun, while he sat in his wheelchair and listened to them talk about how 'sad' and 'tragic' it was that the disease attacked someone so young. “Cool,” he said, struggling not to choke on the words. He knew it was important to them that he be there for some of the family get togethers. Besides, last time he told them he didn't want to go they ended up fighting about how he was wasting his remaining time on that silly game of his. He knew it probably cost them a decent sum of money with the game equipment, subscription fees, the constant connection to the net, and on top of that his medical bills. He was sure he could endure one short afternoon to make them feel he was still with them.
 
   The rest of the visit dragged on slowly, mostly with him just smiling and nodding. His mother told him about the newest family gossip while his father told him about his newest big windfall. But after a while they left and he was slowly wheeled back to his room. Jessica fed him his doctor prescribed diet and then she stared at him and looked out the window. “It really is a beautiful day. Are you sure you want to waste it playing a game? Wouldn't it be better to just... fine, fine. No need to pout. Here we go!” Slowly the head set was slid on and strapped in. Blue lights streaked by as the world was slowly replaced around him.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 2
 
    
 
   Age: 15 years, 9 months
 
   The words 'Landasy Reality' filled Asher's vision as a tingly sensation spread through his body. The direct neural interface was intercepting the electronic signals sent through his body and supplementing its own. The tingling stopped as the words disappeared, replaced by a void of white. Excitement rose through him as he anticipated the familiar, and wonderful experiences to follow. A moment later he was no more and Asura came into being.
 
   Asura awoke inside a large marble room. A king sized bed with a pink comforter took up the majority of the space, while the rest of it was covered with trophies she had acquired over the last year of playing the game. An orc's head, a dragon's fang and, most importantly, a medal with the same winged emblem her breastplate held. A trophy from being one of the first master angels, only two of those medals existed.
 
   Across the room a large balcony looked out over the world. Slowly she walked onto it and spread her wings. She closed her eyes and enjoyed the air as it spread through her feathers, letting out a sigh of contentment. She was back, she was herself again. She was Asura. Looking out from her position made the world look entirely devoid of life, not a player in sight, but she knew better. She jumped off the balcony and spread her wings. The world froze for just a second. Then it returned to normal, except there were dozens of players flying through the air as well. She had now entered the real, persistent world.
 
   She flew up to the main city. Her hands navigated the menu and the words 'Class change: Dragon. 10 seconds” appeared over her head. By the time she landed her body and armor had changed to the red scaled dragon form she had used before, with one exception. Poking out from her back were two large, leathery, scaled wings.
 
   Asura barely managed to keep from chuckling as people walking through the streets turned to stop and point at her. Only a master class angel could have wings while in other classes, though the wings looked like a class specific variant, and there were only eight other master class players in the game. Asura was one of the only two angels. She had to resist giggling when people stared at her, and she occasionally stopped to pretend to be interested in something on the city walls, just to allow them the chance to watch.
 
   A small message popped up in front of her and drew an even larger smile to her lips. She tapped it once and it played for her ears only. 'Great job on the capture, get anything interesting? I checked their bail costs, they won't be out of there for a long while unless they choose the pay out option. I got a new job for you. Call me when you get on.'
 
   She navigated the menus before clicking a name and soon a small ringing fill her ears, a sound made to imitate the phones from ages ago. After a few moments there was a click.
 
   “Hey, you got my message!” a male's voice said.
 
   “Yeah, I got it,” she said before she pressed a small button with the picture of a speaker, muting all other sounds from the game as she walked. The call became private so anything she said in it couldn't be heard by others. “What do you need me for?”
 
   “Well, a new player joined the guild.”
 
   “Really? Another member for our little group?” she asked before she stopped outside a stall and looked the wares over. She spread her wings out, showing off. “How did you get another sucker to join us? Bounty hunter guilds aren't that popular. Not to mention with our silly name.”
 
   “Hey! Escape from Reality is a fine name for a guild! Can you take this seriously? He chose the angel class, so I was hoping you'd show him the ropes.”
 
   “Well. That's a lot of work, and I really need to finish leveling up my dragon class,” she said in a sultry voice. “Buuuuut... if you were able to help reduce my work load I'd be more than willing to help. What do you say, Mutt?” His name was technically B4hamutt, but most called him Mutt to avoid trying to find a way to say that name.
 
   “Uh huh,” he said in a flat, unamused voice. “Whaddaya want?”
 
   “I just did the dragon's egg quest. I want you to find out how to hatch it for me.”
 
   “... Really? That's all? Why don't you just look it up on the internet? You can just open a browser in game.”
 
   “Because it's funner to spend my net time playing rather than researching, and I know you'll find everything I need. So, will you do it? Pleassssse? Oh great and wonderful guild leader, help your lowly soldier.”
 
   “Fine. I'll have the information for you in an hour,” B4hamutt grumbled, she could almost hear him rolling his eyes. “For now here's the kid's friend card.” A menu popped up in front of the angel and she reached out to click it, downloading the information.
 
   “Really? His name is... 5-t-4-r 8-r-3-4-k-3-r?” she said with an annoyed sigh. “There, he's added. I'm not calling him that though.”
 
   “Okay. Thanks, I'll see you later.” The call ended and the sounds from the town began again. She clicked on the menu a few more times as her new friend was contacted and invited to form a group, termed a party, with her. It didn't take him long to answer so she quickly switched to party chat, not muting the outside noises this time. “Hey.”
 
   “Ummm... hi,” the voice responded softly.
 
   “Meet me at the market, I'll be the winged dragon character.” She began to head towards a large market. Most of the shops were held in one large courtyard in the center of the town. All the NPCs, or non-player characters, were angels. There were a few non-angel characters and even a demon, though those were PCs, or player characters. She walked through the crowds, grinning every time she caught someone staring at her wings.
 
   After a few minutes of waiting, a young angel character ran towards her. The character had blue hair, green eyes and no wings. His nonsensical name floated above his head. Her friend hadn't been kidding when he said the kid was 'new.'
 
   “So you must be Star. You haven't even unlocked your wings yet?”
 
   “I've been busy. The town is huge and I've been looking over every inch of it,” the boy said, his voice filled with excitement. She couldn't recognize which of the pre-set voices he was using, and wondered if he was using a filter instead.
 
   “Since it's your first day, let me help gear you up. Think of it as a kind of 'welcome to the world' gift. I assume your base, angel, armor and weapon levels are all one?” Asura asked softly.
 
   “Yeah. I wanna get a bow though. I practiced archery so it would be best for me.”
 
   She froze in place. “You want to use archery as an angel?”
 
   “Yeah! With flying and all it should be easy. I could just rain destruction down on people and they couldn't do anything about it.”
 
   Asura sighed as she shook her head. “I tell you what. I'll get you a sword and a bow, you can level them each. Once you get your base level higher you might want to switch to the fae class to use the bow. As an angel, it's not easy. The wind your wings makes throws the arrow off,” she said before she glanced around for the nearby shops. “You can level your weapon skills no matter which class you are, so long as you use the weapon. But you won't get the spells and racial buffs except by leveling up the fae class.”
 
   “Oh. I didn't know that,” the boy mumbled. “I thought you could level your armor and weapon skills no matter what class they were. Why would I only get bow skills as a fae? Why shouldn't I just switch now?”
 
   “Because you can't do the quest until your first class is high enough. Don't worry, any spells you learn from your angel class will be accessible in your other classes so you'll still have some low level healing, sword and light magics. You just won't have your wings any more. Your armor and weapon skills level independently through use, but all they determine is what kinds of weapon and armor you can wear. So which kind do you want, light, medium, or heavy?”
 
   “What's the difference?”
 
   “Weight, speed and armor value mostly. I'd stick to at least medium for now,” Asura said before she jogged away. She quickly returned with an iron sword, wooden bow, wooden strap buckler and an assortment of studded leather armor. Within moments the boy had equipped them and they were walking through the town again. She led him to a floor under the city. As opposed to the polished marble stones above, beneath the town the lower floor was a dank dungeon, filled with the sounds of chains rattling and moans of despair.
 
   “W-what is this place?”
 
   “Newbie area. The Dungeons of Sanctuary. You'll earn your wings down here.” The stairs they took twisted down. Soon the light from above was completely gone and only torches lit their way. They came to a hall lined with cells, most of which were empty, but a few housed dragons, fae and demons.
 
   “Are those players?” 5t4r asked.
 
   “No. They're for atmosphere. It's part of the angel's lore,” Asura said before motioning to the prisoners. “The angels, holy beasts and leviathans passed judgment on the other races, stripping the fae of their wings, dragons of their raw power, and demons of their mighty magic. If you go to any of the cities you'll see prisoners of their opposing factions in the cells. Don't worry though, we aren't considered full angels, since it's just a class to us, so we can head to any of the cities without being attacked by the NPCs.”
 
   “That's interesting, I guess,” the boy said as he crossed his arms and shuffled his feet. “I was just asking if they were NPCs or not.”
 
   “Oh sorry. Here,” Asura said before she stopped and motioned towards an angel down the hall. “Talk to him and tell him 'quest'. You can tell he's a quest giver since his name is written in red.”
 
   “Gotcha,” he said before running off. He returned a few moments later. “He said there is a riot going on down stairs and I need to help clear it. That normal?”
 
   “Yep. Don't worry, I'll be helping you,” she said as the two walked down another flight of stairs. Dragons, fae and demons were fighting with a number of angels, most of whom were using swords and shields. Asura held out her hand and a large axe materialized. “Make sure you hit the dragons straight on, their ability is they ignore damage from glancing blows. Fortunately the fae and demons won't use their ability here.”
 
   “What if I hit another player?” 5t4r asked nervously as he cocked the bow and an arrow materialized in it.
 
   “If you hit another player a menu option pops up. Just make sure not to click accept and the hit will just jar them if they're in your party and won't have any effect if they're out of it,” Asura said before she charged forward. Almost instantly one of the fae ran at her, flailing a metal bar broken off from one of the cells. The motions were slow and predictable, designed for a newbie or beginner, so she was easily able to parry the attacks with her axe haft. “Try to hit the ones attacking me!”
 
   “Okay!” 5t4r said as he nervously took aim and let the arrow go. It went wide, embedding itself in the wall behind the attacker.
 
   “I thought you said you were used to bows and arrows?” she asked as she kept smacking the weapon away.
 
   “I-I am! But I don't shoot them at people in real life. I shoot them at targets and stuff,” he said nervously before he looked away from her.
 
   “I see. Switch to the sword, it's easier since you get right up in there. These enemies are slow enough you shouldn't get hit often.”
 
   “Okay,” he said in a slightly depressed tone. A moment later the bow was replaced with the iron sword and he ran forward.  It took a few seconds of swinging before the fae disappeared in a shower of red sparkles. “Hey, I did it! That was actually kind of fun!”
 
   “Get any items? If you did a menu should pop up and you just have to--”
 
   “I know how to loot a corpse. This isn't my first game you know,” he said snappily.
 
   “Fine, fine. Go on,” Asura said as she motioned to the next enemy.
 
   The boy swung the weapon around wildly and it took her a few moments to realize what he was trying to do. “Are you trying to activate... you used to play another VRMMO, didn't you?”
 
   He froze for a few moments before nodding. “Y-yeah. Once or twice.”
 
   “No wonder you can't hit with the arrows. Spigot Entertainment developed the game with actual hit detection based on your movements, not on a random dice roll,” she said with a roll of her eyes. “There isn't any auto hitting here aside from a few select spells. If you wanna use a spell you need to call out the name and then make the gesture for it. Depending on how you gesture will determine where it hits. So it can take a bit getting used to for each spell. The only spell you should have at this level is ray, so yell out ray and point your finger like so.” Asura held out her point finger towards one of the demons. “Ray!” A small white light shot from her finger and zapped the demon, making him explode into red sparkles.
 
   “Whoa! I though you said that was an angel spell? How can you do it as a dragon?”
 
   “I told you, any spell you learn in one class transfers to all your others. It's why most people tend to level a variety in the early levels. Now you try.”
 
   “R-right. Ray!” 5t4r called out as he aimed his finger at one of the dragon NPCs. It hit the dragon square in the chest, drawing her attention. Sadly, it wasn't defeated in the single attack.
 
   “Ready your sword!”
 
   “Right!” He held the sword up as the dragon charged at him. The dragon was unarmed and slashed with her hands, cutting across 5t4r's chest. He howled and jumped back, holding his chest. “T-that hurt!”
 
   “Of course it hurt. You have the physical sensations turned on, don't you?” Asura said as she charged forward, cleaving the dragon in two with her axe.
 
   The kid stumbled about as he held his chest. “I-I didn't realize it would hurt like that.”
 
   “It wasn't that bad, was it? The pain feedback is supposed to be set at a low level. Wait, how high do you have it set?”
 
   “Physical feedback? Ummmm.... sixty percent,” the angel said nervously. “That's close to the limit for this game.”
 
   “... I'd set it to about ten to twenty percent,” the dragon said as she patted his chest. “That way it's low enough you'll feel it and know where the attack hit, but not high enough it'll hurt enough to distract you. Unless you get hit over and over,” she said with a smirk. “The only reason you should have it above fifty percent is if you're playing non-combat games. Unless you're a masochist and want to feel the full effect of an attack, then go ahead and put it on a hundred percent, but I think pros are the only ones who do that.”
 
   “Okay, hold on.” The boy's hands moved around, tapping at invisible menus for a few moments before nodding. “Okay, I'm ready. Let's do this!” He charged towards the nearest fae and began his strikes. After a few minutes of killing the rioters he was barely managing to parry a few of the strikes. The rooms were soon cleared of NPCs.
 
   “Okay. You get the rewards automatically when you finish the quest as well as the next part. We'll be going in deeper to eliminate the boss of the riot.” Asura said as they walked through the halls. “The prisoners will respawn in a few minutes so we'd best move fast, unless you want to fight them over again.”
 
   “Gotcha,” 5t4r said before they started walking down a winding chamber. It led to a wide open chamber, filled with an assortment of torture devices, such as the rack and an iron maiden. “W-what's with all this stuff? I thought the angels were the good guys?”
 
   “Only from a certain points of view. These aren't biblical angels if that's what you're thinking. You'll find that a lot of them can be quite evil.” Asura walked to the back of the room. A single dragon was inside a small cage suspended in the air over a massive bonfire. “When we get closer, a bunch of fire elementals will spawn and he'll blow himself out of the cage. I'll take care of the elementals, you deal with the boss, okay?”
 
   “Sure, anything I need to watch out for?” The angel asked. He clutched his sword and brought out his shield, swinging the arm as he tried to balance it.
 
   “Yeah, he's a caster. Stay close and try to keep low. If he says fireball drop onto your stomach. That spell hits hard,” Asura said before she stopped in front of the cage. The dragon-man inside raised his hands into the air and four creatures shaped like humans formed from the bonfire. The cage exploded before the dragon-man fell into the flaming pit. “Okay, get to it!” Asura yelled before she ran towards the fire elemental nearest her and cut through it with her axe.
 
   5t4r charged forward and slashed down at the dragon-man's shoulder. The blade was wildly off target and barely nicked the man's shoulder scales. The dragon-man raised his right hand and held it out, palm open. “Fireblast!” In the palm of his hand a ball of flame formed and shot off, striking the angel in the chest. 5t4r was thrown back across the room and landed hard, groaning softly. He glanced at his health in the top left of his vision, his health bar already a quarter of the way down. 
 
   “Time to give this a shot. Lesser heal!” White light enveloped him as his health bar filled up partially, removing half the damage he'd taken. He charged forward and slashed the sword down across the caster's chest. He then swung his left arm out, clocking the boss in the face with the edge of the shield and making the dragon stumble back. 5t4r held out his finger again. “Ray!” A ray of light shot out and struck the NPC.
 
   The dragon-man stood there, dazed, allowing the angel multiple free slashes across the scaled hide. Finally the man held up both hands. “Fireball!”
 
   5t4r dropped to his stomach as flames shot everywhere, turning the area above his head into an inferno and destroying most of the torture equipment in the room. The heat made sweat pour down his body. He looked around, but couldn't see his ally anywhere, though all the elementals were gone.
 
   Once the flames died down he jumped to his feet and stabbed. The blade glanced across the scales, throwing the aim off slightly, but the blade still struck deep into the person's side. The dragon-man howled and reached down with one hand to grab the blade while the other hand formed a fist and began punching the angel. 5t4r tried deflecting the strikes with his shield while he tugged at his sword, but his health was steadily decreasing point by point as his inexperienced blocking failed him over and over.
 
   With a mighty tear he finally managed to pull the blade free, right as the dragon-man slammed a flaming fist into his stomach. 5t4r's HP plummeted as flames covered his body and he fell backwards. He struggled to deflect the man's kicks and punches, but his HP continued to fall. It was little more than a sliver when a white light covered him and brought his HP back up to full. A ray of light then shot over his head, turning the dragon-man to red sparkles. He let out a sigh of relief as he relaxed on the ground.
 
   “You okay?” Asura asked. She stood over him and offered a hand.
 
   “I feel like... hey I leveled up again, sweet. I feel like gravel, yourself?” he asked with a pained smile. He took her hand and she pulled him to his feet.
 
   “I'm really high level for this place, so I'm fine. Did you get the next line in the quest?”
 
   “Yeah,” 5t4r said before he flipped through the menus. “I'm supposed to go talk to the general and tell him the riot has been suppressed. How do I get there?”
 
   “Follow me.” Within a few minutes they were walking out of the dungeons and back out into the marble city. The sunlight and fresh breeze was in stark contrast to the dark and muggy dungeons. They headed for a large building with four massive pillars in the front and two massive stone angels standing opposite each other, holding swords that came together directly over the entrance. A near constant stream of players headed in and out of the building. “This is one of the main quest hubs for the early levels for angels, so you see a lot of people who just started the quest here. Come on.” The two slowly navigated through the hordes before coming to another large chamber, this one made of marble with a large map of the world laid over a round table. There was a moment of lag before the room filled with angels pouring over the map, but no players.
 
   “What was that?” 5t4r asked as he looked back.
 
   “Just the game loading. Lots of people come into here so each party has their own personal instance of the room.” She motioned to an angel wearing armor similar to hers and lined with a number of red and blue jewels “It helps since the general tends to make large, boisterous movements. It would be difficult for everyone to see the full scene if there were a dozen or more players in here.”
 
   “Ah. I see.” 5t4r walked up the angel and coughed before speaking, “Quest.”
 
   The general turned to glare at the boy, making him cringe. “Another snot nosed little brat come to help us wage war on those lower beings, eh?” the man said as he stormed over to glare 5t4r in the eyes.  “High command needs to learn to send me real warriors, not wingless children!” the man shouted as he waved both hands wildly in the air. “Well since I've got you I might as well help train you. We'll start with basic flying and magic lessons. Go see Lieutenant Mickel and learn from him.” He turned away and stomped back towards the map.
 
   “Okay, you got that then?” Asura asked as she walked up behind the kid, patting him on the back.
 
   “Ummm, yeah. Just supposed to head towards the quest location, right?”
 
   “Right, just follow the instructions and you'll be fine, since there isn't much more combat. I'll see you around,” Asura said before she turned to walk off.
 
   “W-what? But I thought you were going to help? I mean, what if I don't do it right?”
 
   She sighed and turned back around. “Don't worry, you'll be fine. You have a grasp on the basics, so there really isn't a lot more I can teach you. Besides, I really need to get working on some things. If you need any more help just send me a message. Until then, tah tah!”
 
   “Oh, well, ummm, bye!”
 
   Asura ran towards the edge of the city. Once there she leaped off, her wings folded against her back as she dove straight down at breakneck speeds. She closed her eyes and enjoyed the feeling of air whipping through her feathers. The world was coming up at her fast, an unbreakable wall of scorched earth and shattered trees. The lands under the city had been long destroyed, a result of endless war between the races. Even the massive elevator that non-angels used to get to Sanctuary was constructed of dented, charred steel and lacked any decorations. It was just a gargantuan tunnel that led straight up towards the majestic floating city.
 
   Once the ground was only a dozen yards away, she opened her eyes. With a quick flap of her wings she started to glide over the wreckage. She flew around before landing on a flat rock, which was covered in old soot and ash, and brought up her friends list. Soon she had a direct line to B4hamutt.
 
   “Hey. Did you get my info?” she asked, not hesitating to get to the point.
 
   “Yeah. Happy to see you too. Why did you drop the kid off? I thought you said you'd help him out,” he said, his voice stern with disappointment. She merely brushed it off.
 
   “I said I'd help him out, so I bought him some equipment and got him started through the tutorial. I'm not going to stand there and hold his hand while he learns to fly,” she said firmly. “That can take hours to get a feel for the muscles, especially if he wants to do it hands free. Do you have the information or not?”
 
   “Fine. It's simple really. Long, but simple. How close are you to maxing out your dragon class?”
 
   “Few more weeks, why?” she asked, warily.
 
   “You need to head deep into dragon lands. Almost max level zones. Good news is with your wings you should be able to bypass most of the longer areas. You'll need to fight a minotaur to get something called the fire flower. Apparently it's an unarmed fighter, using mostly kicks, so be careful. Want any help?”
 
   “Hum...” she said as she crossed her arms. “Well, it could be useful having another master class with me. But I'd rather not owe you a favor. No, I'll be fine.”
 
   “Suit yourself. Here's a map,” he said as a small menu popped up in front of her. She clicked it and moments later a map appeared in the top left of her vision. “Good luck!” With that, the communication ended.
 
   Asura flew up and soared east before switching on the auto flight. With her body heading on it's own way, she quickly flipped through the map. She was pleasantly surprised to find a bit more information about the boss, including a digital image.
 
   The minotaur was called 'Mariasch the stomper', a monster with red fur. It had no weapons, but wore big blue metal boots and spiked leggings. It was far taller than a normal player with massively high attack stats. It was looking like the fight would be a difficult one, especially at her current level.
 
   She didn't mind. She had more than a few bonuses from being a master class angel that carried into her dragon class. Besides, she had faced plenty of minotaurs before and they tended to have predictable attack patterns.
 
   The angel flew over the world, eventually the burnt wastelands giving way to forests, lakes, plains and finally volcanos. She flew along the lava filled edges as she searched the rocky reaches for a cave entrance. There were plenty of monsters down below, lava elementals, the occasional tall and musculer orc and more than a few massive red lizards known as salamanders.
 
   On occasion she had to fly higher as ground based creature's attempted to launch rocks or other projectiles, though she was careful to ensure nothing came too close. It wasn't long before she found the large cave entrance, carved into the rocky side of an active volcano.
 
   She took a deep breath when she landed in front of the cave. The stench of sulfur was so strong she could almost taste it. The scorching heat was almost as intense as her encounter with Niohoggr. She glanced around, her hand on her axe as she prepared for any attacks her landing would cause, but after a few moments she let out a sigh of relief and headed within. Inside the chamber was dark, the only light coming from the small streams of magma that leaked through the walls.
 
   Asura held out her right hand. “Flaming hands,” she said softly. Her hands burst into flame and lit the path ahead. A cheap, weak spell, but very popular for players, be they dragon or having only taken a few levels in the class.
 
    
 
   ------
 
    
 
   Asura held her axe up as the lizard-man's blade struck just above the handle. The creature then charged forward, driving her back against the wall and pinning her as another two lizard-men watched and prepared for an opening to attack.
 
   These things were far faster than she expected, and her HP was already at the half way point. Fortunately, the experience she was getting was amazing, she'd already leveled once while in the caves.
 
   She kicked out with her left foot, catching the lizard-man by surprise and knocking him back. The other two charged forward, their swords raised, and slashed at her. One of the blades hit her in the side while the other was a sliding blow to her right arm, dealing no damage. She swung her axe down hard at an angle and struck the closer lizard-man in the neck, beheading it and making it disappear in an explosion of red sparkles.
 
   The other two tried to push in, but she quickly moved to the left, getting some open space behind her as she backed up. She watched them closely and waited. The one on her left charged forward. She quickly dove to the right and brought her axe down on the back of its neck. It disappeared into red sparkles as its head tumbled off. She pushed out her right hand at the last lizard. “Fireball!” Fire shot out and, while the explosion barely harmed the last lizard, it did knock the monster back. Before it could completely recover she dashed forward and cleaved through its neck as well.
 
   After the final lizard-man disappeared in a flurry of red sparkles, she looked down and took a deep breath. “This is a lot harder than I thought it would be,” she said with a groan before glancing at her map. “Just a little further and I'm to the boss. Come on, Asura, you can do this.” She hefted her axe over her shoulder, wiped the sweat from her brow and sat down for a short rest.
 
   After taking a few moments to heal, recover her MP and catch her breath she pushed herself to her feet and started heading down the tunnel again. Soon she could see the end of the hall, light spilling out from a massive chamber. One creature stood between her and the room however.
 
   It was another reptilian monster, though it held a large flaming mallet. It had a massive shell, with spikes on the back. Above it the words 'Crunser, the Reptile Lord' hovered. “Ah, a mini boss. Fun.” She readied her axe. “A nice little warm up before the real fight.”
 
   She charged forward and swung the axe down at the reptiles head, but it simply batted the axe away with its hammer. The force of the blow made her weapon vibrate, sending bursts of pain through her hands, drawing a low, hurt groan. The intensity was so distracting, Asura failed to notice the monster's movements until the hammer slammed into her side and sent her flying. She bashed into the wall and dropped to the ground like a rag doll. Her HP was cut in half from the massive hit.
 
   “Damn...” Asura said with a groan before she struggled to look up at the beast. She shrieked and rolled to the side as the hammer slammed down where she had been laying. It left a crater over a foot deep. One more direct hit like that and she'd be dead. She jumped to her feet and gripped her axe tightly. “Cleaving strike!” she yelled before she charged forward, a red glow encompassing the blade. She felt the axe go straight through the monster's shell and hit the softer parts underneath, but it still wasn't enough. The reptile spun and brought the hammer down at her head.
 
   Asura quickly brought her axe up to block the hammer, the force sending small hairline cracks through the shaft. “Tough little bugger, aren't you?” she said, before she kicked out with all her might into the creature's stomach. She regretted it instantly as white flash of pain shot through her foot. “V-very tough.”
 
   Crunser roared and opened its mouth before fire shot out. Asura shrieked, but was unable to avoid the attack, becoming enveloped in flames. Amazingly enough, her HP barely lowered, though she fully expected it to reduce her to zero. The reptile raised its hammer one more time to finish her off, so she had to act quickly. She thrust her right hand out against the creature's chest. “Rapture!” the creature exploded into a mass of white light before disappearing in a burst of red sparkles. She dropped down, panting. After a moment its weapon landed on the ground, the reward for slaying the beast.
 
   She smiled as she scooped up the bosses weapon and saw the words 'Level up!' flash in front of her. The angel then glanced inside the chamber and shook her head. “This boss is going to be impossible like this.” Her hand navigated the menus and soon the axe was replaced by the white sword, Excalibur. “Can't switch classes for a while, no more spells for a bit. I hate having to rapture. I'll just have to do this the old fashioned way. “A small satchel formed on her side, filled with potions, as her HP bar shrunk. It allowed her to quickly grab the items without having to navigate the menus, but she could only store three items in the satchel at a time and it lowered her stats to compensate. She just hoped the potions would be enough.
 
   Asura waited for her HP to recover before continuing on. She arrived at the chamber in moments. It was a large rocky cavity with plenty of room to maneuver, but littered with rocks that made it difficult to catch one's balance. It was hot and the air was stifling, but there wasn't any lava leaking into the room. In the center was a single small daisy that had red petals instead of white. The fire flower.
 
   Towering over the flower was a red haired minotaur, a half-man, half-bull creature. Its arms alone were as thick as most trees and she barely came up to its waist in height. It had thick boots made of steel and colored in faded blue. It also had leggings that seemed to be made of the same metal with spikes on the knees. From the waist up it was completely naked, though she imagined with its height that likely wasn't a problem. The words 'Mariasch the Stomper' appeared over its head a moment later.
 
   The minotaur made the first move, leaping into the air. She dove to the right before the creature hit the ground, sending rocks and dirt flying. Fortunately her class prevented her from taking damage from the flying debris, but she was beginning to see why this fight was considered a boss fight, despite being just a minotaur.
 
   She continued to run through the debris as the minotaur slammed around her, sending more rocks through the air with each attack. After its third jump it stopped for a moment, seeming to catch its breath. She grinned and turned. “So that's your weakness!” She shot forward and swung once horizontally. The blade cut through Mariasch's leg and left a large slash through the creature's armor. 
 
   That was one of the benefits of the blade, it could slice through all non-master weapons and armor easily. Unfortunately, it meant the objects were destroyed, so they couldn't be looted. The blade also required one to have mastered the angel class and mastered the sword weapon. Though, it was still the most powerful, in terms of damage and effect, sword in the game that she knew of.
 
   Unfortunately, the attack wasn't nearly enough to defeat the beast in one hit. Even with its damaged armor it kicked out with its right foot. She was caught in the chest and sent flying back across the chamber before finally slamming into the back wall. Her HP instantly went from full to single digits.
 
   “Ow...” Asura said with a groan as she clutched her chest. She wasn't given much time to recover as the minotaur jumped straight at her. She leaped across the rocky terrain, moments before the wall where she had been flattened against was turned into a crater from the creature's powerful landing. Again she was forced to run for her life as the ground behind her was turned into gravel. Before long the minotaur stopped jumping and Asura reached into her satchel to take out one of the potions, downing it in moments. Her HP filled back up to full, but the minotaur had already recovered leaving her no room to counter attack.
 
   “Dragons really are over powered,” she said with a chuckle before once again she was forced to run for her life. “If I was any other class I'd have been killed by all this debris.”
 
   The fight was long and hard. It took all three of her potions before she figured out how to stay close enough she could attack while the minotaur was recovering, but stay far away enough that she was certain to avoid the damage from the landing. Getting in and hitting became easier after the fifteen minute mark when her MP returned. She was able to use a lower lever sword skill called crescent flash to dart in and cut the creature and then dart out before it could hit her back. Eventually she stabbed up into the creature's stomach and drew the blade out. It gripped its wounded abdomen before finally falling, disappearing in a shower of red sparkles.
 
   She dropped to her knees and took a deep breath, letting the tension ebb away. “I did it! Hah! I won! I'm the champion!” She lifted her fists up with a laugh. It took her a few seconds to notice the timer in the top right only had a few more seconds on it and flashed red. “What? No no no!” She ran to the flower as fast as she could, but was too slow. The world faded around her as the headset was deactivated just before her fingers could wrap around the flower's stem.
 
    
 
   ------
 
    
 
   The hospital room came into view when he was jettisoned from the game. “W-what happened. I... I was in the m-middle of s-something...” he said weakly.
 
   “Now now honey,” Jessica said with a super sweet smile that made him want to scream. “I know you wanna stay up all night and play with all your make believe friends, but now you need to go nighty night!” He opened his mouth, but then closed it with a sigh.
 
   Since he couldn't do anything about it he closed his eyes, planning for the next day. At least he wouldn't have to worry about the minotaur killing him, since after he logged off it would have waited thirty seconds and then automatically ejected him from the game. Unfortunately, it meant he would have to do the entire fight over again. This time he was just going to run away until his class change was ready and just go angel. It would be far easier and far faster.
 
   The lights were turned off after a few moments. Light could still be seen under the door and he could hear the nurses occasionally chattering away as the shifts changed. He glanced to the left of the bed where the headset was resting on the bedside table.
 
   All he had to do was climb out of bed and hook up the cords to the wall across the room, grab the headset, put it on and flip the switch. He could play it all night. He let out an annoyed sigh and just laid back, giving up on his futile dream. He'd tried it once, all that had happened was he couldn't get back into the bed and had to call a nurse. He told them he'd rolled out of bed and since then they always had the bedside bars up so he couldn’t accidentally fall out.
 
   Instead he tried to get comfy and fall asleep. All he had to do was sleep until morning, get his breakfast, and then he could do it all again. Head back into the world he so longed to be in.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 3
 
    
 
   Age: 15 years, 9 months
 
   The sun beat down across a large park. A small section had been set up for a family, complete with a trampoline, barbecue and a volleyball net. Already a large group of children had run down to the nearby river to swim, under the strict supervision of their parents.
 
   Amidst all the excitement and energy, Asher was forced to sit in his wheelchair under a large umbrella. He had been carted over to sit with the family's elders and forced to listen as they droned on about things like taxes, elections, the state of the government and the rising gas prices. He tried to tune them out, but every so often his uncle would say something the rest of them found witty and they'd all break into raucous laughter. It sounded like a vacuum trying to suck down a pile of cotton. He didn't care about any of that.
 
   His focus was on the game. He'd managed to finish leveling the dragon class to maximum a week ago, hatched his dragon egg recently and was almost done capping out the axe's skill level. The master class quests were scheduled to start next week and then he'd finally get his shot at mastering the dragon class. He had been spending as much time as he could in the game, blowing through his meals and spending all his time training for the quests. Not only that, something very exciting had been spreading through the game news forums.
 
   Players had been saying they saw a demon using transformation magic. In some games that wouldn't mean much, but in LRVR it was front line news. Each of the races once had a special magic, beyond the restrictions of the elements, that only they could perform. The magics themselves had disappeared, according to the game's lore, during the war when the races were sealed off from their strongest powers. According to the developers, those magics could be unlocked under certain conditions. The player who managed to unlock them first would be a legend in the game! With all that excitement going on in his favorite world, the park seemed dull and gray in comparison. Even the green grass seeming dim and lifeless.
 
   He had a theory on how to unlock the magics, though it would take years to find out. In the meantime he was searching, along with his guild, for every hint on how to gain them for the players. Since transformation was the lost magic of the demons they couldn't just ignore it. The guild's third and final master class player, Scalios the leviathan, had already headed off to investigate the rumor. The only reason Asura hadn't gone first was because she was stuck at this picnic. It had already gone on for hours and was sucking the life from him.
 
   He was brought back from his thoughts by his mother. “Hi dear. Are you holding up okay? Not too hot, not too cold?” She held out a small can of root beer to him, already opened with a straw in it.
 
   “I-I'm fine m-mom,” Asher managed to stutter out. “J-just feel a bit n-nauseous.” He'd been dropping hints to his parents that he wasn't feeling well and wanted to return home for the last few hours, but had yet to make any headway. He took the root beer and slowly moved the can up up to take a drink. At least she didn't insist on feeding him(aside from prepping his food) while he could still move his arms slightly.
 
   “Still honey?” Her brow furrowed in disappointment. “Your father and I are going for a walk, would you like to join us?”
 
   Asher sighed gently. Well, it would be better than sitting and listening to the mind numbing talk about rising prices on one thing or another. “Sure.”
 
   Slowly his mother began to push his wheelchair along until they were on a small cement path. As they walked his mom pointed out squirrels or birds. His dad took up the task of pushing him whenever they got to the hills. He just stared, barely listening, as he imagined himself back in the game, where he could fully feel the world. He barely register the wind going around him and only saw when the bumps on the path made his wheelchair jump. This world felt almost fake compared to the other world.
 
   The three made it to the end of the trail, a small resting place that overlooked a valley filled with trees. The leafy canopy could be seen for miles and the river that went through the park ran through the land like a blue and white foamy snake. He could remember when he was much younger and could still move, his parents used to take him rafting on that river. His stomach knotted at the remembrance of happy memories.
 
   Sadly, the scene was barely impressive to him now. In the game he had seen far more amazing valleys filled with massive beasts or winds that made flying near impossible, but felt like a roller coaster when you flew with them. Flown through clouds over peeks of ice while wyverns chased him. Compared to that, how could a lifeless valley of green and blue compare?
 
   “We have a surprise for you,” his mom said happily. “Your father and I have been talking it over and we know how much you enjoy your games. So, we decided we'd join you.”
 
   It took him a few seconds to register the words. Then his mouth fell open. “W-what?” The stutter wasn't even from his lack of muscle control this time.
 
   “Yep. We won't be able to play as much because of work, but we should be able to come on some nights and play your little game with you.”
 
   “W-what game?” he said weakly as he stared at them in shock. They were going to play? He didn't know if he could keep them alive. 
 
   “Well, it took us a while to find one we thought you'd like and then we decided we were being silly. You love all your games so much, so we'll let you decide. Any game you want to play we'll join.” The light quiver in her voice caught Asher's attention.
 
   Her hands were nervously rubbing themselves and her eyes were trembling. He could guess why. They were likely going to live years longer than he was. Not to mention that most of the time he was awake he spent in his games, so they didn't get to see him much without drawing him out. Neither of his parents liked the games and his mom was a bit phobic of them. The headsets messed with the signals sent throughout the body and a handful of the original sets had caused severe damage to a few of the testers, but that was ages ago, before the equipment had been perfected. The fact she was willing to try it for him made him feel a little warmth in his chest. “I-I'll find a r-really g-good one,” he said with difficulty. “W-we'll have a l-lot of fun.”
 
   “I'm sure we will,” she said softly, though the quiver remained.
 
   “Just make sure not to choose one of those naughty games I know you kids think are all the craze,” his father said with a chuckle. “We don't want anything popping up on our records.”
 
   Asher couldn't resist rolling his eyes at that bad joke. The whole superstition about some games getting you on government 'lists' was given up on long ago. Granted the main ones who disproved it were government ran agencies, so there were still plenty of conspiracy theorists out there who swore they were being monitored every time they logged in. Frankly, he didn't care. What were they going to find, that he played an angel?
 
   “I-I'm ready to go back,” he said softly and soon they were heading back along the path. His mind was jumping with ideas. If he could get his parents to like the game he chose, they might understand why he played so much. They might even let him play more often, maybe they'd talk to the hospital about letting him play after lights out. He spent the rest of the picnic focusing on the new task of choosing the game and before he knew it the picnic was over. He was all to happy to be back on his way home and logging back in to his world.
 
    
 
   ------ 
 
    
 
   Asura appeared back in her room, this time laying on the pink bed. She'd had a few more minutes left over last time before the angel had to log out, so she had lounged about her room for a bit. She did love the feel of the soft blankets on her body.
 
   She checked her messages first and found quite a few new ones, mostly from B4hamutt. She quickly glanced through them one by one. She then darted out the balcony and jumped off, spreading her wings. Asura flew south as fast as she could, engaging the auto-flight when she had the chance. “Damn it, Mutt! No fair heading off without me! I'm going to kill you if you figure this out before I get there!”
 
   Her destination was a mid-level area in the demon region. While most areas in the game had been fully mapped, it remained one of the few, possibly the only one on the main continent, that hadn't.
 
   At her max flight speed the world flew by like a blur and she arrived outside the woods before she knew it. Despite the fact it was still daytime in the game, the forest was completely cloaked in darkness. Webbing covered almost all the trees and even from outside the forest she could see spiders skittering around the webs, some only a few centimeters long while others were as large as horses. Many of the trees were so coated in webs that from a distance they looked like they were covered in snow. She gulped nervously. The place was nicknamed 'Spider Hell' for a reason.
 
   Rather than going straight in she sent a message to B4hamutt, a part of her hoping he didn't respond so she could go somewhere else. She let out a groan when she received a response along with a map to his location. Slowly she took a deep breath and nervously walked inside, her angelic wings tight against her back. Rather than equipping Excalibur she wore her new axe, Scalemorne. It was a high level weapon, the best she could use, with a life draining ability and high damage. It was a double headed axe made of black rock and laden with gold runes. Fortunately, none of the monsters would attack her due to her level. It didn't, however, stop the less combat capable ones from walking around and climbing along her legs as her feet tugged at the webbing.
 
   Once she was inside a few yards and the darkness got overwhelming she used the flaming hands spell to allow herself to see. It took every ounce of willpower to avoid screaming as just a few feet from her was a massive tarantula the size of a wagon. Its legs alone were bigger than her. She whimpered and targeted it, letting out a sigh of relief at its comparatively low level. One swing of her axe would have killed it with ease. The spider turned its eight beady eyes on her before starting to walk off into the woods. 
 
   She whimpered and continued to walk along the path. It took every fiber of her being not to look down. The path was covered in webbing and every step tugged on it, sending tiny spiders scurrying and applying a small slow effect to her. She could FEEL them running along her feet and legs, darting around like frightened animals. While they were all too low level to attack her, the smallest ones were considered 'atmosphere' and therefore could run along her without worry. She could, of course slaughter them, but as many as there were it wouldn't do any good unless she did a spell that covered a large area. It would burn through her MP way too fast to make it at all worthwhile. Though she really began to consider it as she tried to ignore the feeling of webbing sticking to her legs and spiders crawling along her armor. A part of her wondered if it was as bad as it felt or if her imagination was just making it worse.
 
   She screamed as a spider the size of a dog fell from above and landed on her wing. It wasn't attacking her so much as just landing on her, but that didn't stop her from tearing it apart with her axe and then running down the path as fast as she could.
 
   She was eventually stopped by a scaled hand wrapping around her waist. She quickly turned and started slicing at the thing with her axe. “GAHHHHHHHH!” she kept screaming until she realized it was B4hamutt. “Don't do that!” She struck him one more time with the axe, dealing no damage, but knocking him back. A pop-up was displayed that asked if she wished to initiate PVP. She almost said yes.
 
   “Eesh, why you trying to wake the whole forest?” he asked before he got back to his feet and shook the spiders off.
 
   “Spiders. Everywhere! Landed on my back, scared me half to death! Why weren't you out there? I'd cleave you in half if I thought I could!”
 
   “Bah, you big baby. In my home town we got spiders the size of your head and they're a lot more aggressive. Poisonous too.”
 
   That sent chills down her spine. “Where the hell do you live? No, you know what? I don't wanna know. I just wanna burn it with fire. Let's just go and see if we can find Scales,” Asura grumbled after she used Scalios's nickname.
 
   “Touchy. You aren't scared of spiders, are you? I'm more than willing to do this alone if need be.”
 
   “I'm just a little touchy about them, okay?” she yelled. “But there is no way I am giving up a chance to find out about unlocking the advanced magics. I'd sooner burn this forest to the ground. Actually I'd sooner burn this forest to the ground anyway, but since we can't destroy the trees faster than they'd respawn let's just AGGGGGGGGHHHH!” she screamed at the top of her lungs as something brushed against the back of her neck. She held the axe high as she turned around and saw B4hamutt holding up his hand at neck height with a smirk on his face. “Don't do that!” she said before she stormed off.
 
   B4hamutt was a dragon character, covered in jagged red scales and holding an axe that looked as if it was made of obsidian. He was taller than her and had gone for the broad shoulders and thick muscles look like most who played the game chose. His hair and eyes were red as well, leaving her to wonder if he rushed his character creation. Even his name was a bit rushed. Granted, she couldn't really talk, she had been very lucky to get the name Asura. She was able to log in on the first day and claim the name for herself and in the course of the almost two years of playing she had already run into four people who had off shoots of her name. Though three of them didn't pop up until she became famous in the game.
 
   She did feel a lot better now that her friend was with her, though that was mostly because whenever they caught sight of spiders larger than a dog she would quickly interpose him between her and it. She couldn't help but notice he was in his dragon class despite the fact he had spent the last year leveling as a holy beast.  “I see you wanted to use a more familiar form here too, huh?” She glanced down and smile. “While we're on the subject, I don't think I ever asked, what is the weapon bonus of your master axe?”
 
   “Huh? Oh, this?” He hefted up the obsidian blade. “Explosions. Every time I strike with it the point of contact explodes. Doesn't hurt me or allies, and makes it a great area damaging weapon. I can turn the explosions off to give it a damage bonus as well for when I have single targets. Though sometimes I wish it could cleave though armor, like your sword.”
 
   “Interesting. I wonder what the other weapons do,” she said. “We don't really play together anymore, do we? Shame Scales didn't join us. Would have been like old times. Where we could go anywhere but here.”
 
   “Not since we completed the master class quests. Been too busy mastering new things, I guess. Scales has been the same way.”
 
   “Yeah, a shame. We should do another guild party or something soon. After this years master class quests I'm sure more of our players will get their master hoods and then we can throw a big party,” Asura suggested with a forced grin, trying to focus on the conversation rather than what she could feel crawling along her greaves, or the sound of crushed sticks behind them.
 
   “That could be fun. There is something I wanted to ask you. After you got master class, why did you go that build?” He motioned to her armor. “If you use a long sword, why not use a real shield instead of that armor? Or make Excalibur a great sword so you can use it two handed?”
 
   “Sometimes I like to dual wield. Well, at least try it. I'm honestly not that good at it yet,” she said with a sigh. “I sometimes switch it to the great sword too. Honestly I just don't like the shields. They make me feel sluggish and awkward, so I prefer to just deflect attacks with my armored gauntlet.” She held up her left hand, showing off the thicker metal and jewels that surrounded the arm. “Besides, it works as enough of a shield with its armor level.”
 
   “You tried using that type of armor with dragon class?”
 
   “Of course! I think it's going to end up becoming my trade mark. Eventually every angel will wear this kind of armor,” Asura said with a soft chuckle. She glanced back for a moment.
 
   “So you noticed our little follower yet?” B4hamutt asked before he moved a bit closer to her.
 
   “A while ago. Demon class judging by how he's not showing up on our maps. If he'd stop tripping and kicking branches out of his way, I'd have never noticed him,” she said before she reached around to grab her axe and quickly used it to slice through a spider that crossed their path.
 
   “Why do you assume it's a he?” he asked in a mock hurt tone.
 
   “Because demons are always boys. Everyone knows they're made of dog hair and stuff.” She let the flame from her hand die down and stretched a little. “Think there might be more of them?”
 
   “Maybe. You want to go first or should I?”
 
   “I'll do it. Just keep the light up,” she said before she turned around and charged down the path. With a single movement the winged girl slashed in a horizontal arc, cleaving three spiders in two and striking a horned demon boy who was knocked back out of the shadows. A menu popped up asking if she wanted to engage PVP, though the fact he was knocked back let her know he already had it enabled. She wondered how many he'd ambushed and if he could still travel to towns without being attacked by the guards or auto-enabled for PVP.
 
   “Ow! Hey! What was that for?” The boy asked angrily. He froze when the axe was raised over his head.
 
   “What are you doing here? Why were you following us?” Asura asked in annoyance. Her eyes went wide as she recognized the player. “Caelite! How did you get out of prison so fast?”
 
   “Huh? How do you know about... Deva? Oh crap,” the demon said before he raised his hands defensively. “I-I was just tracking players I saw in here! I thought I could leach some items off you when you killed the monsters. I-I wasn't going to attack you, honest!”
 
   She brought her axe down on his weapon, a small black naginata. It was hardly the strongest item a demon could use. Especially compared to when last they met. She flipped through a few menus to bring up the boys bounty. “Huh. Wow. Your record is kind of... low, since last time,” she said in disappointment. “Only a few dozen silver! I guess you payed off your debts for the prison? That had to hurt.”
 
   “Yes,” he said nervously.
 
   “Are you a member of Arachnaphobia?” B4hamutt asked.
 
   “No! I just wanted some easy items, that's all!” the boy said as he started to shake. “I don't even know who that is!”
 
   Asura wondered how many items he'd managed to get so far and would lose if she killed him now. She slowly moved the axe back and forth. Finally she sighed and pulled the blade back. “You're not really worth killing, so I tell you what. Get out of these woods and stop killing players. Maybe join a nice guild that will help you and stop causing people problems. Next time I see you getting a bounty I'll kill you so many times you'll be in debt until you master three classes, got it?” Granted, she didn't really have a way of doing that, but it still felt good to give such a threat. The boy in question nodded, turned and ran as fast as he could.
 
   “You know, I'll say this for the boy. He is pretty brave,” B4hamutt said.
 
   “What? Why? He ran like a child,” Asura said with a snicker.
 
   “He's been stalking people in these woods, probably ambushing them. It can't be easy navigating in the dark like this, not to mention how many giant spiders he's probably ran into and had crawling all over him when he's on the prowl. He even seemed more scared of dying than actually heading off into those woods without the light.”
 
   “... Okay, that's kind of creepy.” She glanced back towards the demon, but he was already gone from view. “So, who's Arachnaphobia?”
 
   “Demon based guild,” B4hamutt muttered before they started walking again. “Not a lot of them, but I hear they tend to hang out in these woods to ambush players. Big on player killing. Doubt we'll run into any though, the woods are pretty big and there will likely be easier targets than us.”
 
   Asura nodded. “Do you have any idea where Scales disappeared from? Think he might have ran into them?” she asked before she flipped through some more menus. The angel let out an involuntary squeak when a small spider dropped down and landed on her hand. She shook it off and swore by the heavens to NEVER EVER come here again.
 
   “No idea. Last message I got from him was when he said he'd killed the spider matriarch boss. I guess we'll have to start from there.”
 
   “Please tell me you're kidding. That's an underground fight. In a nest of spiders. That's horrifying!”
 
   B4hamutt stopped. “Yeah. We're here.” The two stopped in front of a large stone cavern. The entire mouth of the cave was covered in thick webs and small cocoons could be seen intermixed with them, some of which still moved. To make it even more realistic occasionally spiders would crawl to the moving ones and soon they would stop moving. All in all, it was easily one of the worst dungeons to go through. She didn't know how Scales managed to go it alone.
 
   “Do we have to? I mean, maybe it was something else?” Asura watched him head towards the entrance.
 
   “All the rumors mentioned killing the matriarch first. Come on,” he said in annoyance, before beginning to push through the webbing. When he knocked them aside occasionally spiders would fall from above and skitter off, though he didn't seem to care. Asura followed closely behind and made herself as small as possible, trying desperately to avoid being touched by any of the eight legged creatures or their webbing.
 
   “I hate this place so much,” she said softly. The inner chambers were wide and open, though the floor and walls were coated in sticky webbing. It was a difficult area to fight in and she could see beady eyed spiders on the roof of the chamber, watching and waiting to attack any adventurers that dared to come into their home. Fortunately B4hamutt and her were far too high level to trigger the creatures, but she didn't want to imagine what this place must have been like to the first people who came here at the proper level. The forest lived up to its nickname.
 
   A few spiders the size of horses soon blocked their path, but they were dispatched by her ally in a few quick axe strikes. “I am never, ever coming here again,” Asura said. Both their bodies were now covered in webbing and it was only through periodic castings of the flaming body spell that their bodies weren't covered in tiny spiders as well. Even so she swore she could feel them all over her.
 
   The chambers twisted and turned, creating a maze. Fortunately, B4hamutt had a map of the area, though Asura couldn't help but snicker at the fact it wasn't complete. She imagined most people didn't want to fully explore such an area. Thankfully, most the spiders didn't attack them so they quickly found themselves in the grand nest.
 
   The chamber was at least fifty feet up and as wide as a football field. The roof was domed and it looked like a large stadium. Webbing flowed from wall to wall while massive spiders scurried about on their duties. Sacs filled with spider eggs hung from the roof and covered the ground. Large spiders brought in cocoons of webbing that she had a horrible suspicion was their food, and she knew better than to risk thinking about what that food was.
 
   The webbing began to quiver as she saw 'it'. The matriarch. It was the size of a small house. It was the first spider she'd seen with that design, too. Red and black, the perfect replica of a black widow, complete with red hourglass on its underside. “Why do we have to fight that?” she asked softly. The spider was moving around the webbing slowly, each movement sending its smaller children scattering and making the web jump sporadically.
 
   “Because we do. Come on,” B4hamutt muttered as he gripped his axe and charged forward. With a single slash he lopped off one of the giant spiders legs, a testament to how high his level was in comparison to it. The matriarch began to click angrily. Its other legs lashed out, trying to bind the dragon with its webbing. “Give me some support!”
 
   “Oh! Right, sorry!” She held out her right hand. “Greater heal!” A white light instantly covered the dragon and healed the small wounds he had acquired. It was true that they were far above the level requirements for the area, but the spider was meant to be taken on by groups of ten or so. Not two vs one. Even worse was the fact that other large spiders were starting to appear out from the nests and charge at the two of them, intent on eliminating the threat to their ruler.
 
   B4hamutt grinned as the spiders began to swarm him. He backed away for a moment while his fingers danced along the air, opening menus invisible to her. After a few seconds he was done and he swung the axe into the nearest spider. Flames erupted out and turned all the smaller spiders, and much of the webbing, to ash. Asura watched in awe while he tore through the spiders with ease and his blade exploded over and over into thick flames. She occasionally sent a heal his way, though he didn't really need it. Before long the giant arachnid rolled over onto its back and its remaining legs curled up. With the matriarch dead most of the webbing in the room gave way to reveal a small cavern opposite the entrance of the room.
 
   “What's that?” she asked before slowly making her way after her friend. At least with the matriarch dead, many of the spiders had vacated and the webbing no longer covered the area as thickly. Without new thread to cover them the old webbing eventually fell off their bodies to leave them free of its sticky and icky feel.
 
   “Treasure cave. Since the matriarch doesn't drop items itself they have to give the rewards somehow. Come on,” he said before the two walked into the entrance. It sealed with webbing the moment they went inside and they were forced to use the flaming hands spell to see again. No spiders were in the chamber, and it was devoid of webbing which made Asura almost giddy.
 
   “So, just a chest at the end then? A few gold and an item? Seems almost like a waste after all that work.”
 
   “Maybe, but some people fight these outer dungeons with ten or more people at a time, so it's a lot easier to do. Not the designers fault we two manned it. Though it felt more like a one man,” B4hamutt said with just a hint of sarcasm.
 
   “I'm sorry! I really don't like having spiders crawling all over me. Besides, you had it handled completely. My weapon isn't designed to knock out groups of enemies like yours is.”
 
   “Excuses excuses.” The tunnel started to go up and soon they came to a small room with a large golden chest. It easily opened with a quick kick, and they each got a spider shaped helmet. Asura could barely contain her disgust as she tossed the item away. A stone doorway was all that remained, embedded in the opposite wall.
 
   When the door opened, the cold, damp air of the forest rushed in to meet them. They stepped out and little spiders began to once again crawl along their body while the webbing tugged at their legs. The door closed quickly behind them, completely melding to the cliff side and appearing as nothing more than another stone in the wall.
 
   “So now what? We beat the boss, but now we have no leads on where he is. I don't even see any demons!” Asura yelled in frustration before she turned and gave the stone a sharp kick. “I'm tired of this stupid spider infested forest!”
 
   “You've come a long way to intrude in my domain,” a voice called out from above. They turned up and saw a woman standing above them, holding a large naginata in her hands. The blade was blood red and was partially see through, while the staff part of the weapon was completely black. The woman was wearing black and red armor that covered her entire body and had a red hourglass mark on its stomach. The helmet was in the image of a spiders face, complete with eight glowing red eyes. The matriarch set, the highest tier of the spider armors. It made the helmet they found in the chest look like chump change, though as demon armors go it was on the same tier as the armor she and B4hamutt wore.
 
   “I know that armor,” B4hamutt said quickly. “It's a specialty type. It allows the user to be unhindered by webbing and be treated as a spider per the mechanics of the game. Pretty powerful in a place like this.”
 
   “Do you think she's a player or an NPC?” Asura asked while she watched the woman, too far away to see her name. “I've never seen anyone actually spend the time to make the full set of that. Seems like a bit of a waste when the next lower tier is so much cheaper, and a different demon armor of the same tier would be more useful in other areas.”
 
   “Don't know, but here she comes!” B4hamutt said before he readied his weapon. The woman jumped down from the trees and gripped some webbing on the way. She disappeared in some of the bushes before something burst from within. A massive tarantula spider the size of a horse leaped out and charged at them. As it rushed, it glimmered for a moment, alerting them that it was now flagged for PVP and they could attack it without penalties.
 
   “She transformed!” Asura yelled before drawing her axe and slashing down on the spider. To her surprise the axe only left a small edge in its thick exoskeleton. A warning came up, letting her know she was attacking another player. She quickly accepted. “It's real! It's not a normal monster, it's high level! It's a real player!” The panic in her began to rise. She hated spider fights, especially in a place like this. What if it killed her? Would she die before it bound her up? Or would it keep her character just alive enough so it could wrap her up in its webbing? Could players do things like that?
 
   “Keep calm! It's two on one, we've got this! Just stay back and heal me!” B4hamutt yelled before he slashed at the creature with his axe. Unlike the matriarch, this one was strong enough that he couldn't just chop off its legs, though the explosive fire did keep anything else from interfering.
 
   Asura backed away and watched the fight, occasionally sending out a heal towards her ally. She hated this, hiding in the back lines while he fought the girl-turned-spider. She froze when she saw something get caught on the edges of one of the explosions. Her mouth fell open when she saw the spider armored girl hiding in the now burning bush, the flames having temporarily pushed her out of her shadow meld ability. Asur launched another heal before going through her menus and switching the axe out for her sword. The moment it was equipped she took off. “It's a trick! That's a combat pet!” She yelled before she burst past the dragon and spider, launching herself at the demon woman.
 
   She swung the blade down on the girl's head while the demon lifted her polearm up to catch the blade with its shaft. Excalibur was stopped in mid swing, drawing a startled gasp from the angel. “I-Impossible. Only a master class weapon could stop this!” She was so stunned that she failed to react in time as the woman kicked her in the stomach and knocked her back onto the ground.
 
   The woman turned and ran. Asura got to her feet and took off after her. With a target in sight she was able to ignore the spiders around her and pursue without fear. She ignored her friend's call to come back, too focused on her prey. The fire hand spell gave her plenty of light while the demon girl ducked and weaved through the forest.
 
   The demon's armor allowed the spider looking girl to easily move through the webs without being slowed down, but the angel managed to keep her in view. Asura was beginning to wonder if they'd leave the forest when they came to a small clearing, about ten feet around. An altar with a large red gem stood in the center.
 
   The gem made Asura freeze in her steps. “That's a soul altar,” she said with dread before backing away.
 
   “Yes it is,” The woman said before turning to the angel. “So you know what will happen if you die here.” The name Evealie appeared over her head.
 
   “I do...” Asure gripped her sword tightly. She had a bad feeling as she drew back into a defensive stance, eyes wandering nervously. She needed to stall. “Whoever dies near one is sealed in a soul gem. For the gemstone to remain active it must always be held and in use by someone who is of equal or higher level than the one sealed within it. They can't resurrect until these conditions end. While it's held though, the holder's stats take a huge hit and they can't leave it. Not to mention the extreme cost of building one. Why make it?” Slowly she began to circle the demon girl, anxiety filling her voice. “Why lure me here? Having a combat pet lowers your stats, you're at a disadvantage.”
 
   “You can't figure it out? I figured you'd be smarter than that. Easy. The master class quests will be taking place soon. I'm going to make you and your friend miss them,” the woman said before she struck out with the polearm. Asura deflected the blade with her sword and charged forward, but Evealie leaped back before she could hit.
 
   “You gotta be kidding me. You did all this just to stop us from getting a second master class? Seriously? How many people have you killed using that little trick of yours? Your bounty must be huge.” She didn't push the attack, hoping B4hamutt would hurry up.
 
   “Plenty. You and your friend are the third and fourth master class we'll have captured. I assume the leviathan was your friend?” Those words made her freeze for a moment, leaving her open. The demon woman charged forward and slashed across the angel's face, making her HP plummet.
 
   “You have him in one of those?!” Asura asked with a growl. “These events are a once a year opportunity. After all the work he did to pass the first time, forcing him to miss a chance of gaining his second mastery is just cruel.”
 
   “It's just a game, a little cruelty is fun,” As Evealie's words finished pain shot through Asura's back. She slashed behind her, but there was no one there. A moment later the same pain shot through her side. She looked down and saw an arrow lodged in her, quickly disappearing into red sparkles. She brought her sword up, narrowly parrying the woman's naginata.
 
   “Two of you? Cheater!” she snapped angrily before she deflected the blade with her sword. The demon woman was keeping her distance, so Asura couldn't get a chance to counter attack. She had no choice, but to constantly move so the archer wouldn't have a helpless target. Out of the corner of her eye she saw another enemy on her minimap, likely the archer. Unfortunately she was helpless to do anything about it with the demon girl so close.
 
   “Oh please. You were more than willing to gang up on me when you thought I was an NPC, especially once I gave you the opening. Don't worry, once the quest is over we'll let you and the others out. You won't be our competition then,” Evealie said with a smirk.
 
   “Competition? How many of you are there? Why are you doing this anyway?” She snapped before she struck the naginata and knocked it to the side. She charged forward to slash the woman open, but was stopped when an arrow lodged in her knee and made her stumble forward. She tried to slash at the woman's legs, but Evealie had already jumped out of reach.
 
   “Easy, we're going to be the first to master all six classes. Passing this year will be easy considering all the information about them that's available. All that has to happen is make sure the rest of the masters don't compete. Once we make you four miss the quest, that only leaves three more and we'll have years to take them out of the picture.” Evealie stabbed at her while she was on the ground, though she rolled away. An arrow lodged near her hand, but thankfully missed.
 
   Asura parried and feinted with each word, quickly jumping to her feet. Another arrow lodged into her back, draining her HP again. While she was distracted the naginata shot in from her left. She couldn't parry it with her blade in time so she quickly moved her left hand out to deflect it.
 
   The blade went clear through her armor and through the wrist within, draining her HP down to the halfway point. “W-what was that?” She backed away while holding her wrist to her chest. Despite the fact the armor was still there she could no longer feel the hand, so she knew it had been removed by the attack. The flames from her hand died out as well.
 
   “It's my weapon's special ability. It goes through all non-master class weapons and all armors.” Evealie's blade started to strike again, this time going for the angel's legs as she tried to avoid the attacks. Arrows were shot through the air, a few jamming into her sides.
 
   “That is way too overpowered.” Asura hissed as she tried to deflect the strikes. The demon's blade seemed to glow in the darkness, but she could barely see the rest of the woman since the spider armor was so dark. Even worse, her own armor was completely white, making her a far easier target to find in the shadows. Each hit made her let out a pained hiss as little bursts ran through her.
 
   “No worse than being able to destroy your opponents weapons!” The demon plunged her blade forward once again. This time Asura moved to the right and ran forward. She struck the pole of the weapon with her left arm and slashed out with Excalibur across the woman's chest plate. “Agh!”
 
   Asura pushed her advantage, slashing with her sword as quickly as she could and staying close where the woman's naginata was useless.  She landed blow after blow, cutting into the woman's armor. Best of all the arrows had stopped, the woman's comrade obviously not wanting to risk hurting her ally. 
 
   The demon woman dropped the naginata and grabbed Asura's arm, holding her still for a moment. The angel still had the advantage though as she tried a threat. “You've lost. Give up, you can't esca- AGGGGGGGHHHH!” She screamed as her back erupted in pain. Her HP plummeted as what felt like dozens of arrows stabbed into her back. Once the attack ended Evealie shoved hard and held out her right hand.
 
   “Dark echo.” The demon said as pain shot through Asura's torso and she felt the attack hitting her again, albeit dealing far less damage. It still felt the same though aside from hitting her front.
 
   She was thrown backwards and let out a pained groan as she crashed into the ground. She couldn't believe it, she was going to lose. She was going to lose what she worked so hard for. Her sword had fallen from her grasp when she fell so she no longer had a weapon to defend herself. She held out her right hand. “Ray burst!” Small rays of light shot out from her hand and knocked the other woman back. She dove for her sword and took off, attempting to make space between them as she cast another spell. “Restoration!” It took a few seconds for the spell to fully take effect and she saw her HP increasing rapidly. Best of all she could feel her hand again.
 
   She gulped and looked at the minimap again, a smirk forming on her lips when she noticed a familiar name had joined next to the archer's. Apparently B4hamutt had finally finished off the spider and caught up.
 
   With her HP back to half and having access to both hands she turned to face Evealie. “Flaming hands.” Light flowed from her hand once again. The woman was standing a few yards from her, holding the naginata. The demon seemed to be unwilling to make the first move now that her friend was busy. “Looks like my friend took care of your spider and his second class is holy beast, so I don't think your spider will have left much damage. Seems it's two on two again. No more tricks.”
 
   “Maybe...” Evealie said with a growl. “You've forgotten three things, however. I'm a master class as well, you're very easy to distract--” She lifted up her right hand. “--and I chose the location.” As her hand came down the shadows molded around the woman, making her disappear.
 
   “Oh, you gotta be kidding me.” Asura held her flaming hand up. There were two simple ways she knew to remove a demon from stealth. One was having them come into the light, the other was damaging them. The main problem was the flaming hands spell didn't make enough light to knock her out of stealth until she was very close and the angel didn't have nearly enough MP to spend throwing spells around and hoping they hit the woman. Worst of all, Asura couldn't fly without being trapped in webbing and leaving herself open.
 
   With no options available she held her sword up and waited for the woman to strike while her left hand navigated through the menus. She tried to open a call with B4hamutt. Unsurprisingly, he wasn't answering yet.
 
   Evealie appeared on her minimap, directly behind her. Asura ducked so the blade went over her head and she swung the sword back. It barely grazed the woman's leg before the demon jumped back, disappearing a few moments later. It happened two more times, each time Asura barely managed to avoid the full force of the strike. She only took minor damage, but was unable to swing her sword fast enough to counter.
 
   The fourth strike wasn't so lucky as the blade slashed across Asura's ankles and brought her down. In a slight panic she reached out and gripped the shaft of the naginata and pulled hard, even letting go of her own sword. Evealie was pulled forward, refusing to let go of her weapon. Acting quickly the angel grabbed the demon's ankles and yanked as hard as she could, tripping the woman onto her back.
 
   Asura rolled over on top of the woman and jammed her hand into the girl's chest. “Try going invisible now! RAPTURE!” White light enveloped Evealie and coursed through the woman's body. Rather than exploding into red sparkles the demon instead imploded into a small red gemstone, much like the one on the alter in the clearing. She picked it up and smirked at it. “Can you hear me?”
 
   “I can't believe you used that spell! When my friend is done with your little dragon buddy she's going to crush you into dust!” A long stream of profanity began to flow from the crystal, calling Asura almost every bad word under the sun.
 
   “Calm down. I'm not going to keep you in there for long. Well, okay I will. Besides, you used dark echo on me and I know that's the demon equivalent.” Her hands navigated through the menus again before she sent out a message to her guild. “I'm going to do the same thing to you that you tried to do to us. I'm sure I can find some volunteers willing to swap you around until after the quests are done.”
 
   “Don't think you'll get away with this! My guild will track me down and get me out of here!” The crystal practically hummed with rage.
 
   “No, they won't, and you know it. You can't tell where you are while in the gem. All you can do is talk to me. But why don't I give you a chance? We wait here until our friends are done with the fights and then who knows? Maybe your friend will be the winner. Then she can kill me and take you back. Assuming she doesn't hold onto Mutt's jewel.” Asura said before the gemstone disappeared into her inventory and she put the stone on mute. With combat over, her dropped sword had reappeared in its sheath at her side.
 
   She nervously glanced at her minimap, though she no longer saw her friend's name. She slowly walked towards where B4hamutt had been fighting. Every snapped twig or ruffled branch made her cringe and jump. With the zero MP penalty of Rapture she could no longer use flaming hands to grant light, and now every sound made her imagine giant spiders crawling around, just waiting to pounce on her. Not to mention the little ones that walked around her feet and crawled over her flesh. She hoped she could get out of these woods soon. Without the adrenaline pumping it made it hard for her to ignore the little monsters as they crawled along her legs and body.
 
   She was soon running at a brisk jog as she tried to find the two, though she still couldn't see him anywhere. A message popped up in front of her, and she quickly accepted it. It was a single voice clip from B4hamutt. “Meet me outside the forest, north.”
 
   Asura didn't need any more incentive. She darted through the woods, trying to ignore the feeling and sensations of the things she tripped over or ran into or that nudged her. At one point she had to cleave a spider the size of a bull in half with her sword, she doubted she'd EVER forget the sensation of running into something like that. She really wasn't looking forward to logging out of the game tonight, she just KNEW she was going to have nightmares.
 
   By the time she was outside the woods her MP had returned and most of the rapture penalties had disappeared. She instantly lifted her hands up. “Flaming body!” she yelled before flames coated her body and vaporized all the spiders crawling on her. After a few more minutes the webbing fell from her as well, the penalty disappearing.
 
   She sent a message letting B4hamutt know she was out and then just waited. After a few moments she received a response letting her know he was on the way. She soon saw him, holding a red gemstone in his hand. She grinned and pulled out her own. “You still logged in?” she asked hers.
 
   “... I hate you. Where are we?” the spider woman growled.
 
   “Not telling. Your friend lost and she's in the same predicament you are,” she said before muting the stone again as B4hamutt came within speaking range. “I see you got her. Glad to see you won, was it hard?”
 
   “Yeah. She was a fae. Their teleporting ability is always a pain in the butt. You could have warned me they had one of those alters set up. That the spider girl?” he asked with a smirk.
 
   “Yep. Talking to her now,” she said before she unmuted the demon girl. “Here's the deal. We're taking both you and your friend back to our guild. If you tell us where the other two are being held, we'll go and investigate. If we get them out, we'll let both of you out to compete in this years master quests. Deal?”
 
   “Why on earth should I trust you? You'll just leave us in these stones to rot!” the red jewel screamed loud enough to wake the dead, at least it would have if anyone but its holder could hear it.
 
   Asura rolled her eyes. “It's your only chance to compete this year. I think you have just as much right to participate as we do. Well, slightly less. You worked hard to be ready for this year and I'd hate for anyone to have to miss their chance. So I give my word to release you and your friend if you help us free our friends.”
 
   “... I'll think about it,” the jewel said before going silent. The glow left it, so she assumed Evealie logged out.
 
   “What she say?” B4hamutt asked.
 
   “She'll think about it. Let's head back to the guild head quarters. We can hand these off and then I need to log out.”
 
   “What? So soon? Why?”
 
   “I got some things I need to deal with. Don't leave without me this time, okay? I swear if I have to go through another forest filled with spiders trying to find you, I'm going to be pissed. I should be able to have almost all day tomorrow.”
 
   “I promise I will wait for you this time. Let's go.” He took out a small ring and held it out towards the ground. A blue archway formed in front of them as they stepped through it, disappearing rather than coming out the other side.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 4
 
    
 
   Age: 16 years, 1 month
 
   Asher shivered as he laid in bed. Above his head he could see a large spider, larger than his hand, slowly sliding down from the ceiling towards his face. He tried to lift his hands to block it, but he couldn't. He opened his mouth to call for help, but no sound came. He watched helplessly as the spider landed on his nose, its eight thin legs tickling him, as it slowly crawled around his face, prodding at his open mouth. Moments later, dozens of spiders spilled from his bed, crawling along his flesh while he struggled to defend himself.
 
   He awoke with a start, his eyes wide. He let out a soft gasp. He closed his eyes after a moment and slowly mouthed to himself. 'Just a dream. Just a horrible dream.' He soon fell asleep again, but the night was restless as the nightmare returned again and again.
 
   When morning came, he returned to his headset. As much as he desired to return to LRVR, he had one task to do first. After a quick search he found a game for him and his parents to play. A simple space simulation game, where the players played the role of passengers on a traveling space ship. Even though it didn't have a lot of flashy abilities and was simple enough for anyone to play, it still had plenty of nice visuals and a lot of the ships and equipment had been based on famous sci-fi series from the past. He called his parents and let them know. He planned the gaming session for the weekend, which still gave him plenty of time to save his friend. After that he was forced to disconnect from the headset in order to have breakfast. Fortunately, his nurse for the day was Amy.
 
   He liked Amy, she seemed to listen to what he said. She even agreed to not log him out of the game until the headset was shut off from the inside, so long as he logged off before three so he could eat something. She didn't even manually shut it down the few times he had been late, just scolding him and telling him to be more careful. She never talked down to him, like Jessica, instead treating him like an adult and even asking his opinion and thoughts when she did things for him.
 
   Asura appeared in a small castle room, sitting on a massive, but simple, white bed. The castle was their guild home, one of thousands of similar ones located in a special area that could be accessed either from the main cities or by special items the leaders had, such as B4hamutt's ring. The castle also allowed the users to teleport to any of the main cities and a few specific locations making it very useful for quick travel and grouping everyone together.
 
   The moment she finished loading in she was bombarded by messages from B4hamutt. They all said the same thing, albeit with different senses of urgency. 'Meet me in the throne room immediately.' She sent him a message before walking out. She passed under a large boar's head, a reward from a dungeon they had cleared earlier in the year. She brushed her fingers along a few tapestries that lined the halls, images of their guild members and past victories. When she came to the end of the hall, she paused for a moment to glance out a window with a smile. She could see out in the lawn where a great wall surrounded them. On the right of the castle was a large lake, even from here she could see fish as they jumped out of the water. Three statues stood in the courtyard, depicting her and the other two class masters, a testament to their achievement.
 
   Her hands danced through the air as she walked down the halls. Her shoes disappeared and she sighed happily when she felt the thick red carpet against her soles. It was so thick and warm, she couldn't feel the cold, hard stone beneath. She took her time walking through the castle, knowing he'd be there waiting for her and she did enjoy annoying him, just a bit, while she took her time with simple pleasures.
 
   By the time she entered the large throne room she had re-equipped her boots and strolled inside. The throne room was mostly bare with a large red carpet, a single golden throne and a plain silver shield dangling over the fancy chair. The room was rarely used aside from as a large open meeting room since, despite being the guild leader, B4hamutt tried to not throw his position around.
 
   “Took your time, didn't you?” the annoyed dragon asked as he paced back and forth in the hall. “I sent a message out to the guild, but no one knows how to contact Scales outside of the game. Seems no one got his online handle. Fortunately, the demon and spider girl cracked and are currently being held in an undisclosed location by a few of our guild members.”
 
   “Undisclosed? Why can't you tell me? I DID help capture them.”
 
   “I'm not telling anyone,” B4hamutt said with a shake of his head. “Listen, we don't have time for this. I have the information, though I'm not sure if we can trust her. It's likely just another trap, so I got as many people together as I could. I even got Suportano to agree to help us. He doesn't like what they tried, either.”
 
   “Suportano? Really? Why did you have to invite him?” she asked with a huff.
 
   “Let it go. Just because he's the only other master angel doesn't mean you have to get that whiny about him. I'm sure he had to work just as hard as you did.”
 
   “I-I'm not whiny! I just... don't think we need him. That's all. I'm all the angel we need,” she said before she tapped her feet impatiently. “Let's just go save them, okay?”
 
   “Fine. Apparently they are hiding out in the Armageddon Temple. Don't know how many there are, but it's definitely going to be a hard fight,” B4hamutt said.
 
   “Of course.” Asura rolled her eyes. “The temple has a lot of max level monsters. It shouldn't be too hard for the demon players, since they could just shadow meld and then sneak through the area and hide. But for us it'll be a lot harder since we'll have to fight our way through and find them. This could be to our advantage though.” The angel chuckled before a small smile formed on her lips.
 
   “Oh? Why?”
 
   “The temple only has one entrance and exit at each floor. We can put up a guard unit. All we have to do then is clear it out and light the place up until they appear. If there are enough of us it shouldn't be too hard clearing the place out either. Even with the spawn rates.”
 
   A grin formed on his lips. “Exactly what I was thinking. We have a fairly large group so far. Way I see it, we divide into three teams. Two can go and clear the area out while one guards the entrance. Each team gets a master to lead them. You up for this?”
 
   “Of course! Lets go!” she said and walked towards the castle exit. “This is going to be awesome. Kicking a bunch of demon butt.”
 
    
 
   ------
 
    
 
   The temple was a massive structure, larger than some mountains, covered in black paint and demonic symbols. It towered over the land, each floor taller than most buildings, yet narrowing into a point near the top. The windows were too small to fit most birds through, and if you listened hard you could just barely hear the sounds of screams and chains.
 
   As the two walked towards the structure, Asura glanced to B4hamutt and chuckled nervously. “According to lore, the temple was used by a sect of the demon's before and during the war as a place to sacrifice their prisoners for rituals. Supposedly it's abandoned and filled with demons that ended up losing their minds during the final battles. Well, that and their experiments.”
 
   The dragon sighed. “I know. It'll be fine though. We should be able to see our teams soon. Are you sure you don't want to fly ahead? I know it must suck having to walk the roads with me.”
 
   “It's fine,” she said before they walked over a hill and the gateway of the temple came within view. She gasped in shock at the sheer number of players who stood outside the wall. There were at least fifty people here. She felt a warm feeling in her stomach at how seriously everyone was taking this. That was, until she saw HIM.
 
   Suportano, a strange, if defining, name. He was wearing master class armor like her, except instead of going a melee aggressive type he chose a more loose fitting robe. The threads seemed to glimmer like silver and it bore an angel wing symbol over the heart. The armor was designed for spells, amplifying their damage and reducing their costs. It was a strange choice, namely because it was harder to clear enemies with because the user had to constantly stay on the move and be wary of any sneak attacks. Besides, it was a lot more fun to run out and mix the magic and physical attacks together. Worst of all, healing was unaffected by the robes boosts. She couldn't imagine why anyone would fight with that.
 
   “Okay everyone!” B4hamutt yelled out when they joined the group. “We all know why we're here, two master class players have been captured for the intent of keeping them out of the quests this year! You're all connected to them, one way or another, so we all have reasons to help them out. We're going to break into three teams, each with a master. Two teams will spread through the temple and light it up while the last team will guard the entrance. The captains will be me, Asura and Suportano. Any questions?”
 
   Almost immediately the groups began to fight, yelling at each other, calling each other names, claiming they should lead because they were part of their own guild or others claiming they could solo this place and didn't need anybody. Even more began to whine that they had to come out here at all, how did they even know if the information was true? In the end they had to form four groups with eight people and one last group that held ten. Suportano led the larger group which stood guard at the entrance while the others slowly walked inside.
 
   Asura's group headed right. The temple was made up of dozens of rooms across eight floors, so they slowly made their way through the first room. Each player had a large supply of torches which could be used to brighten the rooms up and remove any shadow melding abilities.
 
   “Okay, everyone be careful and alert,” Asura said, her hand tightly gripping the hilt of her blade. It was no longer a longsword, instead a greatsword strapped to her back. “The biggest dangers here are the monsters. They are all demons and have the shadow meld ability. That means if we're not careful, they can catch us by surprise in an ambush. Stay on your toes.”
 
   At the first room she tossed the torch into the center. The light spread and instantly three demons appeared. Two of them were shaped like giant bipedal armadillos with massive spikes coating their body and thick armor like hides, armordillos. The last demon was a generic green skinned girl in tight leather armor and brandishing a whip. Asura was unsurprised to see its name was Armordillo mistress. The demon snapped her whip once and both the armordillos rolled into balls and sped straight at their group.
 
   “Scatter!” Asura yelled before she charged forward. She stepped to the left so the first one sped by her and when the second one came at her she drew her blade from her back. She gripped the blade tightly in both hands and swung. The creature's quick movements pressed it harder onto her blade and cleaved it in half in a single motion. She kept her momentum as the creature turned to red sparkles around her and headed straight at the mistress. Her left hand danced through the air until the sword shrunk in her right hand to its longsword form. The mistress swung the whip once, making the angel step to the left before slashing. The whip disappeared in a shower of red sparkles and the owner followed a moment later.
 
   She turned back to see how the rest of the group was faring. The other armordillo was already disappearing in a shower of red sparkles, which was definitely a good sign.
 
   “Wow. You wiped them out in a single strike, how did you do that?” one of her comrades, a leviathan, asked.
 
   “Easy. Armordillo's have high armor values, but not a lot of HP. The mistress was a low HP support monster. My sword tears through creatures like that, and I've fought plenty of creatures with the same mechanics before so I knew where to hit to get a critical strike.” Once again her hands danced along the air as she sheathed the longsword at her side. It increased back to the greatsword length before disappearing and then reappearing on her back.
 
   “I can't wait til I get my mastery,” the leviathan said. “I hope mines as powerful as yours.”
 
   “Probably will be. I don't actually know what the leviathans is, I never got around to asking Scales.  Been too busy I guess. I'll need to start making more time.” They walked into the next room. Another torch was thrown and once again armordillos and mistresses appeared. Room by room they repeated the process, taking time to clear out each side room as they went. Some of the rooms had additional creatures, but the majority of them went as smoothly as the first, even when she wasn't able to kill the majority of the monsters by herself, most her group knew how to handle themselves and evade attacks. After almost two hours the first three floors of the building were completely cleared and the four teams met up again.
 
   “Well, we're a little over a third of the way done. It gets harder from here though.” B4hamutt said before he looked up the stairs. “Monsters get more powerful and sneakier now. Before we go, does anyone need to leave? I don't want us to lose people midway through.” A few of the players did leave, but the majority of them stayed and the leavers promised to return as soon as they could.
 
   Once on the fourth floor the groups spread again. Fortunately, this and the next two floors were smaller. Unfortunately, they were much harder than the previous floors. The first room they entered had five demons, these ones each looked like giant praying mantis. The creatures weren't too difficult, two players with shields moved forward to block attacks while the others attacked with spells, arrows, or polearms. The problem came when the first mantis dropped.
 
   The moment the green body hit the floor, the walls on either side of the room exploded out. Humanoid creatures slowly lumbered out from the previously hidden side rooms. The rooms the monsters had been in were covered with pentagrams, vials, blood and a large assortment of torture equipment. The creatures looked like they were once angels, leviathans or holy beasts, except their bodies were twisted and rotting, some even covered in large boils or having had parts of their bodies removed or replaced with weapons. Their eyes were devoid of any emotion and they staggered towards the group, groaning as they went. They weren't fast, but there were at least a dozen of them and the four mantis didn't help the situation any.
 
   “Shield men keep in front!” she yelled before switching her sword back to its longsword form. “Keep attacking them! You two!” She pointed at a dragon and a demon. “Try to keep the left side distracted, I'll take the other!” She charged the creatures. She dove straight between them and they slowly tottered about, turning to face her. She swiped once with her sword, but the swing was shallow and one of them tried to tackle her. Her wings spread out so she could jump up and over the creatures before diving back down to slash at them. She swung low and wide to drive them back, though it did little damage. She was barely managing to keep them focused on her and away from the main group.
 
   Asura held out her hand “Ray burst!” Rather than sending it at the creatures in front of her, she launched it at the mantises. The bursts of light shot through them and finished off another one of the creatures before the group finished off a third. She then landed by the disfigured humanoids and chopped down once, cutting one of their weapons to pieces. She could see the group fighting the last mantis, so she knew she only had to hold out for a little longer.
 
   Asura let out a startled cry when one of the monsters charged her from behind, knocking her forward into the attack range of the others. She shrieked and slashed with her sword, cutting off limbs and making them disappear into sparkles of red, but was quickly finding herself overwhelmed. The creatures grabbed her arms while others cut and slashed at her with their attached weapons making her HP quickly decreased. “Greater h--” She was cut off as some ichor from one of the creatures splashed into her face and mouth. It tasted and smelled like rotten eggs mixed with mud and radioactive sewage. She put both hands together. “Burst!” An explosion shot out from her body and knocked the creatures off her. She then took off into the air, floating above them while she hacked, coughed and scratched at her tongue to try and get the nasty taste off.
 
   She had just about gotten rid of the taste when screams drew her attention back below. With her up in the air, the monsters had charged into the group. The mantis were all dead, but the group's back line was being torn to shreds as the mutated creatures attacked from both sides.
 
   “Healing light!” A ball of light formed in her hands. Asura tossed it straight into the center of the group so the light flowed over them and began to heal the less severe wounds. She charged back into the fray, spitting once more for good measure, and began navigating the menus again as her sword grew back into a great sword.
 
   The fight quickly lost any semblance of organization and turned into an all out brawl, spells and weapons striking left and right in an attempt to kill the monsters before the players died. After a few minutes the monsters were all dead, though three people had been slain. After the resurrections, the group just turned to glare at her while she nervously looked at the ground. “I uhhh, well... ummm... I got ichor sprayed in the middle of casting a spell. Right into my mouth, and errr... I panicked. Sorry. Eh heh heh... I forgot to turn off taste.” She squeaked pathetically before she switched it off. “How long until the death penalties wear off?”
 
   “Ten minutes,” one of the revived said, a fae. Reviving fortunately reduced the penalties from dying, but it still carried the class exp and timed stat penalties, and they had brought spare weapons in the event they broke. Fortunately, they could still accrue exp after they capped a class level, so dying usually wouldn't hurt too bad. Namely it just meant the three who died had to be extra careful so they wouldn't die again and suffer a more severe penalty.
 
   The next two floors took over an hour each as the group made their way through more mutated creatures and large demons. When the groups met up again three more people had to leave, not to mention the death penalties were starting to have an effect as more people fell to the more difficult and more numerous enemies. “Only two more floors to go everyone,” B4hamutt said in an attempt to keep morale high.
 
   “How do we even know they're here? This is probably just a wild goose chase! We're wasting our time,” one of the fae said in annoyance. “We should just head out and farm somewhere. We aren't even getting anything valuable with so many of us fighting.”
 
   “It's only two more floors people. We're almost done, it would be a waste to come this far and just give up!” Asura said, but she could already see the damage starting to spread. After all, it was just a game and no one wanted to waste hours of their time on something that might not even be helpful in the end. Especially considering the penalties they'd risk. As more and more of them fell, the chances of penalties were becoming higher and higher.
 
   “Fine. Everyone!” B4hamutt yelled. “Once we clear this area out, assuming we haven't found them, I will personally pay everyone here ten gold!” That made everyone shut up.
 
   Asura stared at him with wide eyes. “W-what? Ten gold? Can you even afford that much?” she whispered to him.
 
   “Not really, but they don't know that. Besides it's only if it doesn't pay out. Worse comes to worse, I'll just trade one of our captives for Scales and then auction the other one off. That might help some of it.” He looked over the group and yelled out. “Things are going to change around now. The next floor will only need two teams, so we'll split back into my original suggestion.” The crowd quickly voiced their objections. “If you guys want the ten gold each, you'll have to do it this way. Those are my terms.” 
 
   The groups soon agreed, though not without constant bickering about team composition. It was hard to get them to agree on who should get which healers and other mundane things she had come to expect when it came to forming a group. This time she headed left and they began clearing the rooms one by one. Things went fine until one of their leviathans were killed by an acid-hurtling monster. Rather than the player's corpse falling or disappearing into red sparkles, the player was turned into a small red jewel.
 
   The person was released from the gemstone quickly, but the damage was done. With his body temporarily trapped, that meant once he was released he had to revive himself at a set point, outside the castle. It also meant he lost all the items he'd acquired and took the full death penalty since he couldn't just be resurrected. 
 
   “There's a soul altar near here! How could they, why would they set one of those up?” a dragon yelled out before he turned to head towards the way they came.
 
   “What are you doing? Where are you going?!” Asura yelled to him.
 
   “I'm getting out of here!” he yelled back. “This isn't worth it!”
 
   “What? No! Come back, we need you! It's just one soul altar!” She let out a sigh of relief when he stopped.
 
   “Are you kidding me? They're just softening us up! With no one able to resurrect here and get back with us, they can just slaughter those who do catch up. Then they'll probably make us miss the quests too, just for messing with them. We don't even know if they're here, it's probably a trap. The soul gems are probably at their guild hall or something.”
 
   “It can't be. A soul gem can't be brought into a guild hall for more than an hour a week or it automatically shatters,” Asura said as she tried to maintain calm. “If anything this proves they're here! They're just trying to scare us off. They'll have the same penalties we're having.”
 
   “Except when they got here they could just resurrect if they died. Listen, I understand wanting to help out your guildies, but I'm not in this any more. I'm getting out of here and anyone who's smart should join me,” the dragon yelled before he ran off. The members of the group looked between each other as more of them ran off, quickly trimming their group down to a little over a dozen.
 
   “Fine!” Asura yelled in anger. “Run off like cowards! We don't need you anyway! Come on,” she snapped at the rest of the group before she started walking towards the next room. Room by room they eliminated the monsters, occasionally a person would fall and reduce their numbers by one, but they pressed on. Eventually they met with the second group by the stairs. They had lost a good deal of members as well.
 
   “Only twelve of us in all. But only one more floor left. I think we've got this settled,” B4hamutt said before they walked up the stairs.
 
   “This never would have happened if you just let me lead,” one of the fae said.
 
   “You? Pfft! You couldn't lead your way out of a paper bag! I should be leading, my guild is one of the top PVP guilds in tournaments, we'd have finished this no problem,” a dragon said with a shake of his head.
 
   “Right, because PVP is anything at all like dungeon clearing. Heck, tournaments are so easy to win, only losers play them. No real tactics, just straight brawls with whoever has the most overpowered class. Like dragon,” a holy beast said with a sneer.
 
   “Oh yeah? If they're so easy to win why don't you try taking me on. Anyone you've fought would have to be a total noob to lose to someone like you. I bet-”
 
   “ENOUGH!” Asura yelled. “We've only got one more floor to go. Can't you all just get along for a little longer?” Almost instantly she regretted it when even more of them branched out, but not before yelling a few profanities at her. She sighed and face palmed. “Don't say it Mutt, I know. Don't boss them around when they're being whiny. Ugh.”
 
   “Well, if you don't need me to say it then I won't remind you that you should know better. Like all those times we formed random groups and you would snap and yell at people because they started bad mouthing the healer or the damage dealers or-”
 
   “I get it, I get it, just let it go before I snap you,” she snapped at him before realizing the irony of doing so. “Let's just get this last floor done. Only a couple more rooms and who knows? We might not even have to deal with the final boss.”
 
   The interior stairs ended at the front of the building, and from the vantage point they could see through the narrow windows out into the world below. The lands were just as damaged as the angel lands, with wrecked buildings and abandoned charred siege weapons. The only plant life that could be seen was the spider forest, and it was so far away it was nearly out of sight. It sent shivers down her spine. They held their torches high and examined the room, but the room was empty aside from the windows and exits.
 
   “Well, from here it's completely linear,” Asura said before they walked towards the doors. “One room filled with monstrosities, one room filled with the psychos who created monstrosities, and then the treasure room with its guardian. I swear if that girl lied about this I'm NEVER letting her out of the gem. We'll just find a way to hide it until she quits the game,” she said with bitterness in her voice.
 
   “Relax Asura. Don't lose focus now that the finish line is in sight,” B4hamutt said before he shoved the door open. Inside was filled with 'dead' creatures, ones that had once been angels, leviathans and holy beasts. Most were either piled on top of each other in stacks, or strapped down to metal racks lining the floor. Their bodies had been horribly mutilated and melded with weapons and other items to make them brutal killing machines. Asura would have been more impressed if she hadn't seen so many creatures like them already. She hoped none of them sprayed her again.
 
   Weapons were readied while they walked to the center of the room and, right on cue, the creatures began to grunt and move when the doors slammed shut and locked them in. “Okay everyone! Get ready!” B4hamutt yelled when the creatures charged. Weapons and spells flew through the air when the group slowly fought back the hordes. They were slow, but numerous, crashing against them like a tidal wave. The group fought back their best and managed to keep the damage minimal. By the end of the fight only two of their group was gone, turned to small little gem stones. “What happened?” B4hamutt asked with annoyance after they shattered the gems.
 
   “They got separated from the main group and attacked from all sides. Nothing we could do,” an angel said. “I tried to heal them, but they died too fast. Sorry.”
 
   “Not your fault. Come on. Everyone, light this room up then heal up, only two more rooms to go,” B4hamutt said before he drew out another torch and began throwing them around the room while others joined him. Before long the room had been lit up and the altar was nowhere in sight. “Two more rooms everyone. That's all,” he said before the door was opened once more.
 
   Inside the new room was a massive arcane circle that covered the entire floor from end to end. The demons within, as opposed to the ones they'd met so far, looked like player demons. For a moment Asura even thought they were the demons the group was after, but these demons all had generic names hovering over their heads. 'Demon scientist', 'Demon academic', 'Demon janitor' and it went on. They were built on a variety of different forms, from the normal humans with red skin, to ones with massive horns and tails, to some with spider like heads and even one that seemed to be oozing out green slime from its pores. It wasn't a pretty sight.
 
   After a moment the demons turned to face them. “Intruders!” one of them yelled, “Unleash the juggernauts!” Three large cages, each a little taller than three average sized humans, stood near the back of the wall. One by one their doors lifted up and the creatures within slowly lumbered out.
 
   As opposed to the mutant creatures before, these ones looked almost like their original forms, different from the player versions. An angel, a holy beast and a leviathan. The leviathan was the size of a small house with thick blue scales covering its body and a large extended mouth like a crocodiles. It walked on all fours and slowly opened its mouth to reveal long powerful teeth that looked like they could crush a carriage in one bite. It had a massive tail that stretched out across the floor. Even though it was the shortest of the creatures, it was still twice as tall any of the players.
 
   The holy beast looked like a normal wolf, albeit larger than an elephant, with fur that glimmered like diamonds and an undercoat of gold. Of all of them it was easily the tallest, its head brushing against the cage's roof. It slowly let out a growl and revealed powerful canines that looked like they could grab a rhino and devour it. Bones and all.
 
   The last was the angel. He looked almost human, albeit far taller than one, as he was only a few feet shorter than the holy beast. He was wearing white robes and had massive white wings across his back. He radiated light, his entire body so bright it almost hurt to look at.
 
   However, all the creatures had one thing in common. Red lines were etched across their bodies connecting red gemstones that were surrounded in a dark fog.
 
   Asura let out a soft whistle. It wasn't very often you got to see how the races looked like before the war together, and most were saved for special dungeons like this. Granted, she always felt a bit disappointed when it came to the angel or fae versions. Every other race had multiple types of creatures they looked like, demons had bugs or the many demonic forms, dragons had dozens of different reptiles, holy beasts had lots of animals and leviathans could range from crocodiles to long thin dragons. Fae just looked humanoid with different wings and angels only got the humanoid with the same wings and lots of glow. Then again, as an angel she got to fly, so maybe it wasn't so bad.
 
   The creatures slowly walked towards them. Their bodies moved in rapid and jagged motions, moving one leg at a time in a way that seemed as if their bones and muscles were moving independently of each other. She glanced at their faces and let out a soft, annoyed sigh. Their eyes were closed and they lacked any real sign of control. They were corpses. Flesh golems. “Everyone, careful! Focus fire on the demons! Those are flesh golems, even if we cut them up or damage them, they'll just stitch themselves back up! It'll be far faster just to kill their masters!”
 
   The group charged forward, weaving around the slower golems. Fortunately, they were as slow as the experiments, so getting around them was easy. The problem came when they had to fight the other demons. Every time someone moved to strike the demons, they would position themselves to attack together as the golems came up behind and either forced the players to run, or get pincered. In their favor, the fae were able to consistently attack with their bows, but there were only two of them and she could see her group was quickly getting worn down, even with healing.
 
   “Any ideas?” B4hamutt asked before he ran under the holy beast and cut across its belly with his axe. As they expected, the wound began to close.
 
   “I have one, but it's dangerous!” she yelled before she charged forward to slash across one of the scientists, shattering his weapon and lopping of a hand. She continued slashing as fast as she could. “Guiding blade!” The blade seemed to come alive on its own, cutting through the demon lightning fast. Before she could lay the death blow, she was struck in the back by a sword. She let out a cry before taking to the air, though the giant attacking angel took off after her. “This is not part of the plan!” she shrieked before she brought her sword up to parry the angel's. She let out a shocked whine as the enemy angel's blade didn't shatter. In fact, the blow nearly knocked her sword out of her hands. “Oh, this is not fair!” She parried the attacks as best she could, but steadily found herself pushed back by the more powerful creature. Finally, a powerful blow knocked her back into the wall, eliciting a gasp of pain from her. The golem's blade hammered at her own, over and over as she struggled to keep her sword between her and the dangerous creature.
 
   Asura let out another cry of pain when her sword was knocked aside and the golem's blade stabbed into her side. Fortunately, her armor reduced the force of the blow so her HP only went down a little bit, but the golem pulled the sword back to begin swinging again. She parried the blows as best she could with her right hand as her left hand brought up the menus. After a few seconds her wings disappeared, and she plummeted to the ground. She took a bit of damage, but was quickly able to remove it with a healing spell. She glanced up and was happy to see the golem was still confused as it couldn't understand how she disappeared so fast.
 
   With the moments relief she charged forward at the demons and she made her sword grow to a great sword again. She brought her sword down on the nearest one. “Spiral blade!” Asura spun through them in a powerful spin. Three of them fell to the attack, her strike the final blow. With those ones dealt with only two remained. “Distractions! We need to distract the golems while- EEK!” She brought up the great sword when the angel golem came at her again. “I got this one! AHHH!” Asura once again brought her sword down to longsword size as she parried the blows. The monster was brutal as it cut at her again and again, each blow making her sword vibrate and abuse her hand.
 
   Off to the side she could see B4hamutt dealing with the leviathan. Well, running as the leviathan tried to gobble him up, but it was a distraction. She let out a shriek when the golem struck her sword one more time, hitting so hard she was flung backwards. Right into one of the cages that had housed the things.
 
   “Oh crap,” she said softly when she was backed against the wall. The cages had looked so much bigger when the monster didn't take up the entire exit by itself. The golem showed no mercy when it struck at her again and again. She used her greater heal spell over and over, but before long the thing finally knocked the sword from her grasp and her MP was almost gone. She dove as the blade shot overhead and grabbed her sword, stabbing straight up into the golem's stomach.
 
   For a moment the golem stopped and she let out a sigh of relief. “I won! I did it! I killed a flesh golem! I am! Awesome!” She cheered. Then the air was driven out of her as the golem's leg shot down on her back. “NO! Stop! Get off!” she screamed when more blows came down. She closed her eyes as the pain shot through her back. It took her a few seconds to realize that one, she wasn't dead and two, it wasn't a sharp pain, but a blunt pain. She slowly looked behind her and realized the golem had fallen on her back. Her comrades had killed the demons. She tried to pull herself out from under the creature, but soon realized something horrible. She was stuck. Completely. The creature was too heavy for her to move. “Get! Off!” She thrashed about in vain rage before letting out an annoyed sigh. She brought up the menu one more time and sent a message to B4hamutt.
 
   Within a few minutes he was standing over her and being as annoying as possible. Poking her head, over and over. “Stop it!”
 
   The dragon smiled. “Nope.”
 
   “Knock it off!”
 
   “Not happening.” He poked her nose.
 
   “I will break you!”
 
   “Well maybe I'll just leave you under there all day then.”
 
   “Get me out of here or I swear I will make you pay!” she yelled at the top of her lungs.
 
   “Fine fine, just need to take a few screen shots. I bet I could post these on our website. Asura's new weight training, timber, carrying dead weight, you know the caption makes the picture.”
 
   “I am going to murder you. So many times,” she said with a low growl. “Mark my words, I WILL get you back for this.”
 
   “Yeah yeah, sure you will. Here,” he said before he pushed the body and together they managed to get her out.
 
   “How's the room? They find the demons?” she asked before she dusted herself off and checked to make sure her sword had returned.
 
   “They are setting up the torches now, but nothing yet. We lost a few more and only have about five left, excluding us.”
 
   “Wonderful.” She walked out and confirmed what he said. “Only the treasure room remains. Guess we'll have to be careful if we don't want to get overwhelmed by the guardian.”
 
   “Screw the guardian. I say we just kill the bastards, break the altar and get out. Should be easy enough,” B4hamutt said before he walked to the last door. The group pushed it open to reveal the final room.
 
   Inside were piles of silver, copper and jeweled pieces of armor. Rooms like this were commonly known as 'noob traps' because those who hadn't seen them before would run in and grab the loot immediately. They'd then be quickly slaughtered by the summoned guardian before the rest of the party could do anything, thereby losing all the treasure and equipment they had looted since they started if the party couldn't revive them. Fortunately, they knew better than to trigger it. Unfortunately, a single altar with a big red gem stood in the center of the pile.
 
   “You have got to be kidding me,” Asura grumbled when she held her torch aloft. “Okay everyone, spread out and light the area up! Don't touch the money!”
 
   They formed two teams, one with three and one with four, and began to circle around the treasure from opposite ends while spreading the torches. Suddenly, from out of the darkness three demons leaped out, one with a glaive and two with naginatas. Asura quickly drew her own sword and shattered one of the naginatas as the other struck her in the chest, dealing damage and forcing her back. The glaive wielder went straight at B4hamutt, but he quickly sidestepped and grabbed the shaft, tugging the person in and punching him in the stomach. “We found them!” he yelled before they threw their torches down and revealed more of the demons.
 
   “We know!” a yell came from the other side of the room. They had at least eight demons here, and they had no idea how many attacking the other side. Fortunately, they had two masters. B4hamutt swung into action and she followed suit, her blade slicing through their weapons as the dragon's axe exploded around them. Within a few seconds, the demons were backing away, many having to draw their back up weapons and try to poke from a distance, while being careful to avoid strikes from either of their blades.
 
   The third man in their group, a fae, just stood there and watched with mild annoyance. He tried shooting arrows, but with the two in the midst of the enemies it was near impossible to get a clear target.  After a few moments of just watching them fight he drew his bow back and started randomly shooting in their direction. Most of the arrows were knocked away or bounced off his allies, but a few managed to hit their enemies. Then one of them hit a demon and made him stumble over. Straight into the pile of money. The ensuing roar made everyone freeze and turn towards the center of the room.
 
   It was a massive chimera, crafted by combining others into a single monster. It had the main body of a leviathan with scales that covered all of it, but the head. A head of a lion holy beast with metal coated teeth. On its back it had six pairs of wings, some which were angel and some which were fae. Instead of the leviathan's tail, it had a massive scorpion stinger, likely taken from a large demon like the ones they had fought before. Red stones coated its body with the same red lines connecting them. A flesh golem combined with one of those experiments. Without a controller. “Oh, this is going to suck,” Asura said with a groan.
 
   The creature turned its back to them and charged straight at the nearest players, which fortunately seemed to be the other group. Asura backed away as she heard screams coming from the other fighters. “Damn it! We need to destroy the altar! Otherwise-- ah!” She blocked a sword with her wrist guard before she pulled away farther. Despite the summoning, it seemed the demon players didn't care. “B4hamutt! You hold them off, I'll get the altar!” She took off without waiting for his response, diving at the altar.
 
   She stopped short when a fae appeared in front of her, using his fae-step ability. She nimbly moved to the left when the fae's sword tried to cleave through her. She brought her own sword down on it, cutting the fae's blade in half, before swiping at the man. He jumped back and grabbed a handful of coins. He tossed them at her face, so she merely sidestepped so they flew by. A moment later her back was carved into as two demon girls appeared behind her wielding their pole arms. She turned to strike them, but they disappeared back into the shadows. A moment later an arrow hit her in the back. “Damn it!” Asura slammed a hand down into the ground. “Flame field!”
 
   Pillars of flame formed around her and spun a few times before shooting out into a flaming wave. The two demons reappeared when the flames connected and she quickly charged at them, slashing once and destroying the nearest one's weapon. She then jumped into the air as another arrow shot past her, striking one of the girls as well.
 
   “Hit her, not me!” the demon shouted moments before Asura landed on her. She drove both feet into the demon's shoulders and brought her to the ground, pinning the enemy. Asura rose her sword high and then stabbed down into the girls chest three times before she disappeared into a small red gem. Two more arrows struck her in the back, the second one exploding into powerful gusts of wind that sent her hurtling upwards. She struggled to regain control as the winds tossed her about, finally stabilizing moments before the second demon lunged up and drove the glaive into her stomach, sending her hurtling down to the ground like a comet.
 
   She hit the ground hard before the demon pointed a finger at her. “Drain!” A black beam of darkness shot out from the enemies finger and enveloped the angel. Her HP fell slowly as her body began to feel numb and unresponsive. She rolled to the right before the demon girl thrust the glaive blade down, narrowly avoiding the blow.
 
   “Restoration!” Asura put a hand to her chest. The black energy disappeared from her body as her HP quickly went up, though she was still only about half full. The demon had melded with the shadows again while the fae had fae-stepped onto a pile of coins and began shooting more arrows at her.
 
   She growled and charged straight at him, even though the arrows jammed into her chest. That was the best way to deal with a fae, after all. Their fae-step allowed them to teleport away quickly, but only for short distances and shooting the bow was a slow and difficult task for most. Even though her HP was plummeting, she made her way to him after a few seconds and jumped to the top of the pile, using her wings to enhance her jump, and cleaved his bow in two.
 
   Asura was unable to stop her momentum and slammed straight into the man, sending both of them barreling down the edge of the little hill of money. She landed hard on her stomach and groaned before looking around. She saw the archer a few feet from her, laying on his back. She jumped up and grabbed her sword up from the ground before charging straight at him. He brought his sword out before she got to him, but she easily cut it in two and slashed through him over and over. She only stopped when a massive scaled claw stomped the ground in front of her. She slowly looked up into the gaping, growling, slightly drooling maw of the chimera. Asura let out a soft squeak and ran. She heard the archer's final scream and then felt the ground rumble as the creature pursued her.
 
   The creature was quickly gaining when she finally caught sight of the pillar. She charged forward, her sword lifted high as she prepared to chop it in half. The angel was brought short as a massive claw slammed down across her back, bringing her crashing to her stomach. She struggled to reach the pillar, chopping with her sword, but it was just a few inches out of reach. “Damn it! Get off!” Asura snapped before she swung her sword at the creatures leg, but was unable to get enough leverage or position it to do more than little shallow cuts across the scaled leg.
 
   She twisted as best she could and stared up at the monster while it opened its mouth. “No no no!” she screamed before its head lunged straight at her. She closed her eyes and her hand thrust out. “Rapture!” she yelled before the spell erupted. She didn't feel the sudden pain of its jaws closing around her, so she slowly opened her eyes. She had grabbed the creatures lip as it had dove at her, just barely managing to get her spell off into it. But she'd done it. She got the creature. The others must have weakened it enough.
 
   The creature's mouth snapped forward a moment later and clamped around her, eliminating the rest of her HP. It only hurt for a second, then she was inside a dark void surrounded by clear red walls. “Hello? Can anyone hear me?” She tried bringing up the menu options to send B4hamutt a message, but all she got was 'Error'. She froze as she realized what happened. She was inside a soul gem. She ran at the wall and began kicking and screaming. “Let me out! LET ME OUT!” She even tried cutting it with her sword, but it didn't couldn't even nick the walls. “S-stop! Let me out of here!” She kept attacking the walls until she fell to her knees in exhaustion, gasping. There was still a way out. All she had to do was wait until it timed out. If no one took the gem then it would automatically break.
 
   She began to calm down until she heard a girl's voice. “Hello, can you hear me?”
 
   “Yes. Who is this?” she asked warily.
 
   “Hee hee. You're the angel, aren't you? I can't believe my luck! I'm going to get such a large gold reward for this.”
 
   “W-what? Hey! Let me out! Just you wait, the others are going to beat you and then--”
 
   “No, they aren't. We've already won, you guys are all captured and added to our collection. I'm guessing you're the angel they wanted so bad, aren't you? Judging by your sword at least you--” She was cut off as Asura started screaming.
 
   “LET ME OUT LET ME OUT LET ME OUT!” she screamed while redoubling her attacks on the wall. “We have your boss, if you don't release me you'll never get her out!”
 
   “Eh. Don't care. Well, do a little, but we can just trade one of you for her. Maybe it'll be you. Either way, it's easy. Just sit back and relax, it'll all be done soon. Go play another game for a while.”
 
   Asura froze as her eyes twitched. She'd done so much, worked so hard for this. She had trained for all of last year so she could participate. She was going to lose her chance, just like that? It wasn't fair. She screamed with fury and swung her sword over and over against the wall, letting all her frustration and rage out against it even as her arms throbbed.
 
   She froze as warning messages suddenly flashed in front of her. Pain shot through her left arm before her entire body went limp. 'Emergency shutdown' flashed in front of her in large glowing red letters before she reappeared in her hospital room. A loud angry beeping could be heard from Asher's health monitors and the door burst open as some nurses and doctors charged in. The pain in his arm was much worse now. He tried to focus on the medical staff as they injected something into his arm and were saying something to him, but he couldn't make it out. The headset was torn off his head and tossed aside before they started to wheel something into the room. Before he could make out what it was, whatever they injected into his arm kicked in and the world went dark one more time.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 5
 
    
 
   Age: 16 years, 1 month
 
   Asher awoke with a blinding light in his eyes. He blinked blearily a few times before slowly turning his head to the right. His parents were at his side, besides the bed. His mom's eyes were red from crying and his father looked tense, with arms crossed tightly. “W-what happened?” he asked softly before he closed his eyes again.
 
   “Oh Asher, honey!” his mother said before she grabbed him in a tight hug. “Don't ever scare us like that again! I though I lost you! My little baby boy,” she said with thick sobs.
 
   He gasped for air as his mother hug-choked him. “M-mom I-I'm fine. R-really. I-I can't breath... gaaaaasp.” His mother loosened the grip, but only slightly.
 
   “This is all because of those games,” she said firmly before glaring down. “I never should have let you play them. You're far too delicate and sensitive a boy to get so excited in your little worlds.”
 
   “W-what?” he said softly. He hurt all over, but what his mother was saying pained him even worse.
 
   “You were playing your games when you had a heart attack. You could have died!” his mother screamed before she tightened her hug again.
 
   “I-I had a h-heart attack? I-I didn't... g-get that upset...”
 
   “It's okay though, honey. You're going to be fine. No more games. From now on just fresh air and sunshine and living life to it's fullest!”
 
   His eyes went wide at the new lifestyle decision. “M-mom, I'm fine. It wasn't the g-game.” Fear spread through him. Spending the rest of his life trapped and unable to move? Stuck in bed and just waiting to die? He couldn't imagine anything worse.
 
   “How can you say that? It happened when you were playing! It had to be the game.”
 
   “M-mom, you're just blaming them b-because you're scared. T-they aren't d-dangerous at all. B-besides, I'm fine.” Panic filled his quivering voice. “Y-you promised you'd p-play one of them w-with me, too.”
 
   “We most certainly will not. Asher you... you... oh honey don't cry,” she said as comfortingly as she could as he began using his ultimate weapon. Tears. He hated using them, especially in front of his father, but it was the only thing he could think to do. That and he wasn't sure he could hold them back.
 
   “M-mom I-I don't want to s-stop playing. I-It's the o-only place I c-can even move a-any more o-on my own. I-If I'm going to have to just lay in bed a-and wait to die I might as well be dead...” he said softly.
 
   “I...” His mother struggled to find the words. “I see. Well we'll... we'll see after this weekend. We'll give it a try. But until then you need to get your strength back. No more of those scary games. Understood?”
 
   He let out a sigh and slowly nodded. He wasn't even sure he wanted to go on right away, though he didn't want to lose them forever. He was terrified to find out if he was still trapped. Was he going to miss the quest? Had he really almost died because of it? For the first time he began to wonder if he was too focused on them.
 
   But scary or not, he couldn't give them up. He couldn't let his life fade.
 
    
 
   ------
 
    
 
   The week flew by like a one winged humming bird covered in sap. Slow, loud and oddly messy. On more than one occasion he found himself staring longingly at his head set, just a few feet out of reach. He even tried bribing his nurse once to let him play, but sadly jello cups weren't in high demand among the medical staff.
 
   Jessica started reading to him. Which he wouldn't have minded, except she only chose picture books no matter what he said. He swore if she tried to read to him about a cat that was looking for it's moon dust or some other inane concept one more time he would find the strength to walk out of bed just to strangle her.
 
   Finally though, the day he'd been longing for arrived. Breakfast had been a slow, mind numbing affair that he rushed through as quickly as he could without choking. He almost felt like he could jump out of bed with excitement when Jessica walked into his room and slowly picked up the headset.
 
   He nearly cried when the device was slowly set into place on his head. He'd have happily given both legs, not that he used them, just to get on an hour earlier. He sadly didn't have any time to log onto LRVR, instead having to go straight to the space game. He breezed through character creation and was soon standing on a space station, millions of light years from their universe. It hovered just over a black hole. Not that he cared. He could finally run.
 
   The moment he was able, he took off like a dart, weaving around and through crowds. He got plenty of angry yells, but he didn't care. He was heading to the zero gravity rooms first.  The air blew by his ears and his legs started to get gloriously sore, the sensations breathtaking after a week of no movements.
 
   Half way to the rooms a loud beeping went off. They had logged in. On time. He had hoped they would have taken at least an hour to figure out how everything worked. He brought up the menu and sent them a call.
 
   “Hey mom. Hey dad. I see you guys got on okay. Here, I'll send you an invite.” He did so and they grouped with him. Completely silent. “To talk to me you have to go to the menus and...” The next three hours were pure torture. Finally being able to run and jump and what did he have to do? Spend all his time playing school teacher to his parents as they tried to navigate the game world.
 
   When it finally came time for them to leave he couldn't help but give a sad, longing look towards the zero gravity areas. All this time online, able to finally move, and he had been unable to do anything with it. He didn't think he'd last another week of this.
 
   “Hon, is everything okay?” his mother asked. He imagined it was her third time saying it as she still couldn't get the chat controls to really work for her.
 
   “What? Ye... no. No it's not. Mom, dad, I'm going insane! I can't go another week like this. This is just beyond cruel! Please don't make me wait another week in that horrible bed withou--” He bit his tongue. He almost said 'without a gun'. Jessica was really starting to get to him.
 
   “Well dear, we wanted to talk with you about that. We've discussed it with the doctors and they said in a few weeks you should be back to how you were before the heart attack.” A few weeks? He'd go mad by then. “But we know how important all of those games are to you. So if you promise to be careful and not put yourself in any more dangerous situations, we'll let you play.”
 
   He lunged and tackled his mother in a hug so fast that they were both sent flying to the ground. “Thank you thank you thank you! You are the best mom ever!”
 
   “C-calm down, there are still some conditions!” His hope shrank. “First, whatever you were doing when this happened, promise you won't do it again. Also, you're limited to only four hours between naps for now. No more of those all day gaming sessions. You need air and time to rest between sessions. Can you do that for me hon?”
 
   “Yes! I'll do all of that, I'll be safe I promise! Thank you thank you thank you!” He eventually let his mom go and waved good bye as they logged. The moment they did he logged out and switched to his favorite game. His entire body quivered with excitement as the world began to load.
 
    
 
   ------
 
    
 
   Asura awoke in a small bed, staring up at a dirty brown roof. It took a few seconds for it to dawn on her. She practically screamed in excitement before running around, getting plenty of weird looks. She spread her wings and took off towards Sanctuary. Her hands danced through the air before she brought up the menu, but B4hamutt wasn't on. She gliding through the guild member list before finding someone who had been at the fight and quickly sent a message.
 
   “Hey. It's Asura. I got disconnected during the fight, what happened?” She decided it was best to just use that excuse. She didn't want them all knowing she was a medical case.
 
   “Hey. You missed it then? It was awesome! The beast was slaughtering everyone and then Suportano came in with the back guard. I missed most of it, I got killed before then.”
 
   She kept silent until she realized he was done. “Well? Did we get Scalios and the others?”
 
   “Oh! Yeah, right. They're fine. We got them all out. Mutt's still holding the other two masters until the event starts, so they don't try anything else. Happy to see you're back, we were starting to think something happened. Where were you all week?”
 
   “I'd been pretty busy. Life things, and internet was out for quite a while.”
 
   “Oh. Bummer. Still, glad you're back. A bunch of us are going to clear a dungeon, wanna come?”
 
   She considered it a for a moment before answering. “You know what? Yeah. It's been far too long since I've done a nice group dungeon crawl. Besides, I need to wait for Mutt to get on anyway so I can talk more with him.”
 
   “Great! You're an angel, right? You can be our--”
 
   “I swear if you say healer I will neuter you.”
 
   “Errr... another... damage dealer... eh heh heh,” the man said nervously.
 
   “Good. Which dungeon?” She stopped in mid air, hovering while she waited.
 
   “We're going to try our luck at the Chaos Rifts. Some good end game gear drops there.”
 
   “On my way!” Asura took off like a bolt. The Chaos Rifts were in holy beast lands, so they were fast to get to from angel lands. Unlike the flying cities the angels used, the holy beasts had their homes underground. As such the upper areas of their lands tended to be far less damaged with plenty of tree life. When she flew over a large forest she drifted lower so she was just a few feet over the branches. Technically it was dangerous since monsters could attack her then, but it allowed her to smell the fresh plant life from the trees below. She could never understand how the real world could even hope to compare with this. A plane just didn't have the same feeling as flying by your own power, feeling the breeze on your face and smelling the life around you.
 
   Off in the distance she could see walls of purple light. The Chaos Rifts were caused from when fae tried to blow up the holy beast's home city, Gaia. The bomb had gone off early, but created a scar across the land. Magically mutated creatures ran amok and deadly radiation struck all who tried to navigate the caverns created by the bomb.
 
   So, of course, players headed there by the dozens in order to find what kind of loot was there. It was a dangerous dungeon and, like Niohoggr's, only a small party of six could enter. Fortunately there weren't any stones to gather or keys to unlock first.
 
   She landed outside a large cavern, which radiated purple lights. She sat and waited for the others to arrive. After about ten minutes her patience wore out and she sent a message to the guild mate. “Hey, you almost here? I'm getting tired of waiting.”
 
   “Huh? Oh, right. Sorry. Something came up, we can't do the dungeon. I thought I sent you a message.”
 
   She face palmed with a low growl before closing the connection. She then glanced to the cave. “Well, I'm here anyway. Might as well give it a shot. I can use it for a test too.” Asura lifted her right hand. “Fang! Come!”
 
   A loud shriek split the air before a black blur dove down from above. The blur crashed into the ground just a few feet from her, leaving a crater. As the dust settled the creature was revealed.
 
   It stood on all fours, still a few feet taller than her, with massive black wings. Its body was covered in thick scales and spikes ran down it's spine. Razor sharp teeth and claws were bared as a large red eye turned to watch the angel. Its clubbed tail slammed down on the ground once. The dragon let out another loud roar before moving over and nuzzling the girl so hard she almost toppled over.
 
   “Heyyy! Easy boy, easy! Hee hee. You ready to try your first real fight? We can't clear the whole thing, but we should be able to take the first boss at least,” she said as she gently scratched between his ears. Fang snorted in appreciation, sending a burst of hot air into her face. “Who's a big strong whirling dragon of death? You are! Yes you are, yes you are!” She giggled gleefully before tugging on his head and heading into the dungeon. “Here's hoping you're worth the stat penalty for using you.”
 
    
 
   -------
 
    
 
   Flames filled the narrow tunnels before Fang's fire breath vaporized a mutated treant, a type of living tree with strange magical boils across its bark. Asura could barely contain her glee as the majestic creature did almost all the fighting for her, while she stood back and tossed heals. “There is no way a wyvern can compare with this. Why didn't I try using a pet ages ago? Oh, you missed one dear!” She motioned towards a purple wolf. Her pet dragon leaped on it and within a few moments it evaporated into red sparkles.
 
   “Okay, come along, Fang. We still have a while to go and these are just the trash enemies. I'll have to start fighting with you soon.” She reached out a hand to gently coax the dragon through the narrow tunnels. Normally she hated fighting enemies in areas like this, but the narrow choke points were working in her favor for once.
 
   While they walked through the tunnels she went through her menus once again to see if B4hamutt was on. Sadly, he was still gone. She brought up her pets options and switched him to a more defensive style, so he would try to dodge and block more attacks instead of just shredding everything. Then for a little added fun she switched her class to dragon and brought out her axe. Perfect.
 
   They came to a large open chamber holding a massive purple cheetah, with red spots, and a horde of smaller plant and animal monsters. The areas first boss. “Stay,” she said before she walked into the chamber. She lifted her left hand towards the nearest group. “Fireblast!” A small ball of flame shot out of her hand towards the nearest enemy. The moment it was struck it charged straight at her, along with its allies, while she backed up to the rooms entrance. When they got closer she lifted her hand towards her pet. “Attack.”
 
   The dragon instantly lunged at the closest enemy, a wolf, and slashed its claws across its face. Fang then quickly jumped up and over the wolf when it tried to counter attack, launching more strikes at the wolf's rear.
 
   Asura charged forward a moment later and brought her axe down on a treant. She took a step back when a wooded fist grazed across her side, the shallow blow dealing no damage. The dragon-woman quickly swung her axe into the treant's arm, knocking aside a layer of bark, but not dealing much damage. She then glanced at Fang and let out a eep. “No, don--” But she was too late. Flames enveloped all of them as she let out a pained shriek and backed away, having taken damage from the assault. “Right. Forgot. That's why I never used a pet before. Ow.” With the high damage from the flames the two were able to clean up the monsters in a few moments, though burns covered her.
 
   “Okay, let's go ahead and disable fire breath.” Asura brought up the menu. Fang was giving her sad looks, but she ignored them. “Not going to work. Bad dragon. No lighting your master on fire. Grrr.” When she finished, she cast a heal spell so the burns disappeared.
 
   Group by group she drew the enemies to them, until only the big cheetah's group remained. The giant cat was only slightly smaller than the wolf she faced back in the temple, but fortunately it wasn't a golem. Still a deadly foe. She re-enabled her wings before jumping into the air and charging straight at the monster. “Tornado SPIN!” she yelled before her entire body began to spin and cleave with the axe. She slammed through their ranks and sent the other monsters flying away from the big kitty. “Fang! Get the smaller enemies! I'll take care of the boss!” After a few seconds the dragon moved into position and began attacking as she said. She loved the verbal commands.
 
   The kitty was still stunned so she cleaved with all her might until the cat swatted at her with one paw. She brought her axe up to block, but it powered through and sent her skidding back against the ground. She dove forward and slashed up at the cheetah's stomach, but before she could strike the giant cat, it leaped out of the way. It's massive frame landed on the floor behind her, making the ground shake violently and forcing her to take to the air again. She charged straight at its face and brought her axe down on its nose.
 
   The feline hissed in rage when the blade cut deep. The cat coiled its body up and realization donned on Asura. She tried to fly away, but before she could the cheetah pounced and caught her in it's massive paws, pinning her to the ground. “Fang! Help!”
 
   Almost immediately the little dragon darted forward and latched onto the feline's face, clawing and biting. The cat pulled away, before lifting it's paws up and batting the dragon once. Fang was thrown through the air before landing on the ground in a heap, unmoving.
 
   Asura stared at the little dragon for a moment before glancing at its health bar. Zero. She had to move fast. She held out her left hand. “Burst!” A large flame exploded outward and knocked the kitty back a few feet before she charged to her dragon. She put a hand to his chest before speaking, “Seal.” The dragon disappeared into small red sparkles before turning into a tiny red gemstone, much like a soul gem. She scooped up the gem and ran towards the exit. She stopped as suddenly the cheetah pounced directly in front of her, blocking the route. “Get out of the way!”
 
   Unsurprisingly, the kitty instead swiped at her with its claws. She ducked under, still clutching the gem to her chest while she tried to see a way around the massive creature. Pets were a major investment, powerful allies, but if they died and weren't healed fast enough they had to be reborn. Personality, stats, experience, everything was reset. She refused to have her first real outing with Fang end that way.
 
   The cat opened its mouth before green slime gushed out and slammed into her like a tidal wave. “Ewwwwww!” she said with a groan before she picked herself up slowly. Her movements were inhibited by the sticky liquid. The beast started to circle her and growl as it prepared to pounce. She watched and waited, her axe at the ready.
 
   The cat pounced and she moved into action. She threw her axe at it's face, confusing and disorientating it for a moment, and charged straight for the exit while clutching the gem stone in both hands. After a few confused moments the feline pursued her, but she quickly lost it in the narrow tunnels the cat couldn't fit through. She really never understood the point of having hall ways smaller than the actual monsters. The moment she made it outside she took to the air and glanced at the crystal. Already small cracks were forming around the edges.
 
   “No no no. Come on, Fang. Stick it out. Just a little longer,” she said before she brought up her map and found the nearest town. Another underground lair. Wonderful. She didn't have a lot of options though. She took off as fast as she could towards the city, praying she'd make it in time as another small crack formed on the crystals face.
 
    
 
   ------
 
    
 
   Asura paced nervously in the pet nursery, occasionally glancing at her inventory. By the time she arrived the gem stone had cracked almost clear in half. In the end it meant she had to pay a large fee and there was a large percentage chance of her pet making it, depending on how much she paid. She spent the full gold amount and was now waiting. Rather than just flat out telling her if her pet made it or not, they forced a timer on her. If the pet made it, the gem would appear in her inventory and could be released at any time. If not... the egg would appear. She'd have to hatch it, name it and raise it completely from scratch.
 
   She knew it was silly to get emotionally involved with her pet, since it was just a game. But it was the closest she'd ever get to a real pet. Training pets really wasn't that hard since they gained levels very quickly and followed orders. She had spent most the time getting it to her level just while raising her dragon class and axe levels. But each one had their own little personality, that while simple, did give the pet it's own sense of life. Hers was a clingy and cuddly little dragon and she could still remember snuggling it close when it had just hatched. She wanted her Fang back. Not a new dragon. She swore if she got it back, she'd never put it in real danger again.
 
   Asura was startled by a sudden call. “Huh? What? Hey! Mutt!”
 
   “Hey. I hear you were looking for me? What's up?”
 
   “I wanted to know exactly what happened after I got disconnected. All the details.”
 
   “Oh, sure. Are you in the middle of anything? Wanna meet back at head quarters?”
 
   She glanced at the ground. Technically her being here didn't do anything, except ruin her mood even more. “I'll be there soon.”
 
    
 
   ------
 
    
 
   Asura sat on the throne, her boots kicked off and laying with her back to one arm rest and her legs over the other. “So what happened?” Despite her relaxed appearance she kept looking at her inventory, even though she knew the egg or crystal wouldn't appear for a while yet.
 
   “Well, your highness,” he said with dripping sarcasm before he mock bowed. “We were getting creamed. Out numbered and the monster was attacking everyone there. Some of the demons were trying to escape while they could, when Suportano came in with the rest of his group. They were able to destroy the artifact and get the others out, including Scalios. I'm gonna be honest, I'm surprised you died. I thought you'd run when we started getting over whelmed. Where you been?”
 
   “I got killed by the golem and put in a soul gem. One of the demons picked it up and after that I got disconnected and hadn't been able to connect since,” she said with a slight grumble. “So he saved our butts then? I guess I owe him a thanks.” The words felt like gravel in her mouth.
 
   “You make it sound like you're digging a grave. He's not a bad guy, you know.”
 
   “It's fine, really. I'll send him a message or something. Anyway. Scalios is out then?”
 
   “Yep. Everyone's out except the two we captured. I'll be letting them out a few days into the event. That way no one else can get suckered into their traps and they'll still have time to complete it. As per our original agreement. A few days and it'll be starting, excited?”
 
   “Of course! Dragon is going to be a cinch! I looked over all the information I could find online about the trial, so I should be able to pass no problem. Heck, the dragon one looks like it'll be a ton easier than the angel one was.”
 
   “That reminds me. You never told me which of the angel trials you went through.”
 
   “Mine? Well... I tell you what. When I have all six classes mastered I'll tell you,” she said before sticking her tongue out.
 
   “Hey! That'll take forever!”
 
   “I know. That's the fun in it. I'm going to log out now though. I'll see you later, bye!” she said before disconnecting before he could object.
 
   Asher sighed as he appeared back in his bed. He glanced to the clock and was surprised to find out he'd logged out early. That somehow felt odd, but he just didn't feel like playing now. Maybe the game was becoming too stressful for him. Maybe he just needed rest before the big event. He reached up and, with great effort, managed to remove the head set. He laid it by his lap and closed his eyes, the minor movements exhausting. He'd just get a nice nap and try again in the morning.
 
    
 
   ------
 
    
 
   Asura could barely contain her excitement as she looked over the announcement board in the dragon's capital city, Camelot. Fang was going to be okay. But even more important... well... equally as important, the quests started today. Already dozens had tried, and the quests had only been going for an hour. She was less than patiently waiting her turn. She had changed to her dragon class and was wearing her angelic armor. Rather than going with one weapon, she had both Excalibur and Scalemorne at her side. She didn't plan on taking any chances.
 
   A small beeping drew her attention before she opened her menu. A new quest had been added. A questionnaire materialized into her hands and she began to fill it out. “Master class attempt, dragon. Previous mastery? That's new, but I guess it makes sense. Angel. Value most about the dragon race. Their unstoppableness. Is that a word? I think it's a word. Done!” She squealed when she tapped the top of it once and it disappeared. Moments later the quest changed and told her to head off to a small cave in the dragon lands.
 
   That was hardly unexpected, which was why she was at the Capital. It was a massive city built into the side of a volcano, with spouts of deadly lava flowing from the walls and magma dripping from above. Not the best place to trip or fall. She disliked the heat, so was thrilled to be leaving. She flapped her wings and took off at max speed, heading away from the scorching city.
 
   Asura soon came to her destination: another large active volcano housing a lake of lava. In the center, sticking out like an island in the sea, was a large cave entrance. It was only barely above lava level so she was forced to descend very carefully.
 
   When she landed, a small message popped up in front of her. 'This is a one time event. Once you participate you will be unable to attempt again this year. Would you like to proceed?' She took one deep breath before clicking accept. The words disappeared and she slowly walked forward.
 
   The cave was dark, so she used the flaming hands spell to light the way. The further she went, the more difficult it got to breath. The air was thin and stuffy. The tunnel soon opened into a large chamber with a massive pool of lava.
 
   “Welcome challenger!” a voice yelled, echoing through the chamber. Just as she expected, now would come the easy part. “As one who admires the strength of the dragons as well as the speed of the angels, a special trial has been prepared for you!”
 
   Asura froze. “My angel class affects this?”
 
   “Prepare for the challenge!”
 
   “What? What's changed? The dragon power challenge is supposed to just be a hydra!” She nervously watched the lava, awaiting the appearance. Slowly, a large green reptile's head arose from the burning lake.
 
   “Oh, I guess it was just commen... commen... tar...y...” She let out a soft whimper as three more heads slowly rose from the lava, all attached to one body. “Oh, please no,” she said with a squeak before spreading out her wings and drawing both weapons. “You're supposed to just have one head!” The first head lunged at her. Asura jumped up, using her wings to catch extra air, and landed on the back of its neck when it crashed into the ground. She raced down the neck as two heads charged at her. The first one missed her by a long shot, but the second one came straight at her. She jumped to the side and took off as the reptiles head went straight through the others neck.
 
   “Well that's one down,” she said proudly once the decapitated head fell into the lava below. Moments later, a new head grew out of the stub. “Oh, come on!” she said before another head lunged at her. She weaved around the heads as all four of them bit and snapped at her. Up, down, left, up again, over and over she was forced to evade the dangerous fangs while she tried to think of a plan. “Think! What was it that hydra's hate? Cats? Dogs? Rocks? Yes! I just have to bury them in rocks!”
 
   With a burst of speed she flew straight up. Gripping Excalibur and Scalemorne tightly in her hands she began to trail the blades through the roof while rapidly weaving around. The hydra's heads continued to snap and bite at her, but her speed allowed her to keep evading them so long as she moved fast and randomly. Her blades cut through the stones above, weakening them, until finally the hydra's head slamming into the roof with a deafening crack.
 
   Asura tucked in her wings and dove down towards the rocky floor of the room before the roof collapsed behind her. Rocks fell and crashed. The hydra let out angry shrieks and writhed in anger and pain. She landed hard, rolling around on the ground, and lifted her hands as best she could. “Earth dome!” The ground lifted up around her and encased her in a covering of stone and dirt before she skidded into the back of it. Her body ached from the skid burns, but it beat being buried in rock.
 
   She slowly got to her feet and put her ear to the dome and listened for the rock fall to stop. Once it did she lifted her hands up. “Rock spear!” A spear of rock shot out through the dome and created a small hole for her to crawl out through after gathering her weapons.
 
   Asura stood on top of the rubble and smirked at the buried hydra. There was still a good chunk of roof left, but a few tons of stone had fallen onto the creature. “Hah! Bet you didn't see that coming, did you? Did you think all I could do was angel and dragon spells? Holy beast is my next one! So nyeh! I got plenty of... plenty of... mommy...” The hydra's massive heads were slowly beginning to emerge from under the rubble. “Oh, this isn't fair!” she yelled before taking off into the air.
 
   All four of the hydra's heads turned towards her before opening their mouths. They didn't lunge, which left her confused. Until she saw the orange glow from the back of their throats and she dove, just narrowly avoiding the wall of flame as it passed over head. Asura let out another startled shriek as she tried to put out the small flame on the tips of her wings.
 
   Once again the heads began to bite and snap at her, massive fangs narrowly avoiding tearing into her body. She moved right out of the way of one, but a second later another one struck out and caught her in its jaws. In a single massive movement she was swallowed by the creature. She held her breath before slamming both sword and axe into the creature. “Flaming body!” She got a mouth full of nasty fluids, but flames erupted around her body and seared the monster's flesh before she cut her way out. She crawled out, her axe falling from her hands, and took to the air while the flames surrounded her, evaporating the nasty liquids while she coughed and hacked. The neck fell into the lava and went completely limp, lava pouring into the open wound. 
 
   “Wait, they aren't immune to fire? EEK!” She ducked under another burst of flame once her spell wore off. “You live in lava and shoot out flames!” She charged down and looped around one of the creature's necks. “It's cause dragon's use fire magic, isn't it? Fine then! We'll play that way! Flaming body!” Flames enveloped her once again while she dove down, straight into the lava. The flame didn't completely protect her while she charged into its underbelly, small burns appearing around her body. She drove Excalibur straight up into the creature's underbelly while quickly racing her way back out from the lava. “Restoration!” She yelled once the flames died from around her. The creature above howled in anger and pain while its heads writhed. She kept going, using her sword to slash more and more holes in the beast while she crawled along its exposed body. “Fireball!” she yelled before she plunged her left hand into the creature, exploding the flames within it.
 
   The massive monster let out a final roar of pain and rage before its three remaining heads shot out straight, and then collapsed into the lava. She flew back towards the piece of dry land before collapsing on the shore. She groaned and glanced towards the hydra's sinking body. “Oh yeah. Who's the boss? I'm the boss! I totally kicked your butt...” She groaned before laying down and panting from exhaustion. She was covered in sweat and the place was far too hot and humid to properly catch her breath.
 
   After a few moments of restless panting, she sat up with a grunt. “Still easier than the angel race.” The last piece of hydra was disappearing under the lava's surface before the lake began to harden and turn to igneous rock. 'Quest complete!' formed in front of her in large golden letters before she slowly got to her feet. A massive golden elephant fell from above. It was missing it's right tusk, instead having a silver axe lodged into it. She slowly advanced and gripped the axe in her left hand and yanked.
 
   The words 'Master weapon: Parashu' formed in front of her before it's stats popped up. “Wow...” she said softly. Its stats were about what she expected, very high damage with a toggle to enable or disable the explosions. There was a second toggle option, marked ???, that B4hamutt hadn't mentioned. She clicked on it and the weapon disappeared. “What? Hey! I just... I just... oh... wow...” She gasped as she looked at Excalibur. It's damage had gone up and it was now showing the explosive ability, the cleaving ability AND the ??? toggle. She squealed before she raced towards the exit.
 
    
 
   ------
 
    
 
   “--And then I just click it again and boom, I have both a sword and an axe! Not only that, if I do this, Excalibur can get the abilities of both weapons!” Asura told the gathered players as they stood around her in the guild meeting hall. She had logged off almost as soon as she passed the test, since her parents insisted she got plenty of rest between sessions. When she returned she headed straight to the guild hall to see who else had passed.
 
   Their guild now held over a dozen masters, though Scalios hadn't come on to try yet and B4hamutt was in the middle of his test. Plenty of their players had managed to take the challenges and acquired their first master hood. To be honest, they weren't too hard, considering all the information out now. But the first time they happened they had caught most people unprepared and players either hadn't leveled enough or choked during the test, so only a handful had ended up passing in the first year.
 
   Despite all the new masters, she could almost taste their jealousy at her second mastery as well as new weapon. She loved every second of it. “But there is something even cooler. Watch this!” She flipped through the menus until both Excalibur and Parashu formed in her hands. With a few more menu pushes the axe transformed into a perfect replica of her sword. “I don't have to carry a spare around any more. It can turn into whatever weapon I want! Well... an axe or a sword. Excalibur can do the same thing now.” She was adoring the gasps of awe. “Best of all, look at this.” She pushed a few buttons and then her body glowed as a white light coated her skin. A pure, magical armor shaped like dragon scales.
 
   “So what are you going to master next?” 5t4r asked. He had managed to make his mastery as well this time.
 
   “Two words. Exploding. Arrows. I'm going fae next,” Asura said as she pretended to pull an arrow back and shoot an invisible bow. “It's going to be awesome!”
 
   “Have you leveled the fae class any?” he asked.
 
   “Well, no. Not really,” she mumbled before she coughed into her hand and looked off to the side. “I, uhhh, was planning to master holy beast next, since I figured the tunneling ability would be nice. I can level it up easy enough. Besides, how hard could a bow be?”
 
   “... You've never used a bow before?” 5t4r asked before he crossed his arms and scolded her.
 
   “Nope! Don't give me that look, I never said I was any good with a bow.”
 
   “You certainly implied it! Telling me how I shouldn't be using it because it was bad for angels and all that. I thought you had at least tried it.”
 
   “Oh relax,” she said before she reached out to pat his head. “You wanted to level fae anyway, right? We can group some time. It'll be fun. As long as we're not flying, shooting arrows will be easy. Less wind.”
 
   “How about we go now,” he said with annoyance before grabbing her hand tugging her.
 
   “Err, well, I guess!” Asura said nervously as she stumbled along. “Why are you so mad?” She waved back to the rest of the group while they watched.
 
   “I'm not mad, I'm annoyed,” 5t4r said. Once they were outside the building his fingers moved through the air and his wings disappeared. His features remained almost the same, except his skin got a bit darker, his ears got pointier and his armor changed from the white angelic full plate to thin strips of leather. A flimsy wooden bow formed on his back before he glanced at her. “Well?”
 
   “Huh? Oh! Right. Of course.” Her fingers moved out and she initiated the class change. Rather than thick metal covering her body, she instead had thin green leaf mail that covered all but her wrists, head, and feet. Thin leather boots went up to just below her knees. Her wings changed to ones like a butterfly with red, purple and blue fragments of color. She flapped them a few times before grinning. “You should enable your wings too. It's pretty.”
 
   “Maybe. So what does the dragon ability look like?” His voice still sounded very annoyed.
 
   “Hold on. Activating... now.” Her voice was shrill with excitement. For a moment nothing happened until her skin began to get itchy. She looked down and thin leafs began to form over her body, covering her inch by inch. Only her head remained unaffected. “Weird... It's just like my armor. I wonder if that's intentional?” she asked before tugging on the front of her armor and looking down. It was green even there.
 
   “That's kinda cool. Maybe you don't need to wear armor with it then? Anyway, let's go,” 5t4r said before he tugged on her hand some more.
 
   “... You do realize once we leave the guild hall we'll be in an area with monsters far above our levels. We're going to have to fly there if we want to avoid getting slaughtered,” Asura struggled to keep the laughter out of her voice.
 
   “I... I knew that. Come on, let's go.” A moment later the fae wings formed on his back and they took to the air.
 
   “We'll have to do the starter quests for fae's first. Do you know the way to the fae capital?” Asura asked after a few minutes of travel.
 
   “... Not really. No,” he said with a pathetic sigh.
 
   “Okay, navigate through the menu's to the map and...” She explained as they soon readjusted their course and flew off towards the fae lands.
 
    
 
   ------
 
    
 
   Asura slowly exhaled before she pulled the bow string taut. When the string was fully pulled, the arrow magically formed in the deadly weapon. Her breathing stopped when she took aim at a massive stag. The beast was ignorant of any coming dangers as it nibbled at a few berries in a bush. Sweat beaded on her forehead before she finally released the arrow. It flew straight at the beast and lodged itself... in a tree about eight feet away. The stag turned and ran as 5t4r burst into laughter besides her. “That's the fifth one! How can you be so bad at this?”
 
   “S-shut up! It's harder than it looks!” she yelled as her cheeks flared. The two were perched on a massive branch, almost five feet wide, attached to a tree taller and wider than most sky scrapers. All around them were trees and woodland creatures. Far above, narrow wood bridges were strewn about with small forts all over, creating the fae capital, Yggdrasil. Their first quest was to show they had the capability to be hunters in the woods, basically killing and harvesting a stag.
 
   Unfortunately, the angel-turned-fae was learning something very important. She could not hit the broad side of a barn if it was blindfolded and slowly meandering towards her. 5t4r had gotten his stag ages ago and was now keeping her 'motivated' with a helpful slew of 'encouraging' words.
 
   “Why even level this class? I mean, it's not like leveling the fae is that important. I doubt you'll be able to max your bow skills at this rate anyway. Wouldn't it be better to just-- eep!” The fae squeaked when Asura grabbed him by the collar and yanked him close.
 
   “One more word about this. Just. One. More,” she said with a growl. “And not only am I going to master this class and the bow so I can get my armor-piercing, exploding arrows. But the first thing I am going to do is find and shoot one straight up your ass. Understand?” She growled with bared teeth.
 
   5t4r nodded rapidly. “Yes ma'am. Mind if I ask one thing?”
 
   “So long as you remember just how far you'd have to drop if I throw you off here.”
 
   “Point taken. Why not master holy beast or leviathan next? If you master fae and dragon, won't that switch your allegiance?”
 
   “Possibly. But who cares about faction? They haven't ever done anything with it. Besides, exploding arrows are going to be awesome,” Asura said before letting loose another arrow, falling far short of her target.
 
   “Yeah, and if they explode you might finally hit something,” he said with a snicker.
 
   “I did warn you.” She grabbed both his wings and pulled them forward under his arms. She then shoved him off the tree branch. He screamed all the way down.
 
    
 
   ------
 
    
 
   Many lost arrows later, Asura killed her stag and the quest was completed. Fae-step had been unlocked for them and they moved to an obstacle course to test it out. “This is the most over powered skill ever,” she said before she activated it again. It was simple to use, first she just had to aim herself towards a location and then tap her foot down twice. Unfortunately, when she used it too much she quickly found herself getting a bit nauseous from the instant movement and was forced to take frequent breaks.
 
   She did it once more and aimed towards a small suspended ledge. The entire world darkened while she blurred past it in an instant. Unfortunately, she wasn't watching 5t4r and the two slammed into each other when he tried to fae-step to the same ledge.
 
   “Ahhh!” They both went tumbling down. They landed on the hard, oak ground a moment later, him on top of her. Technically, they didn't take any HP damage, but the fall still hurt. Not to mention he was kind of heavy. “Get off...” Asura said before she shoved his leg off her head.
 
   He glanced down at her for a moment, his cheeks red, before rolling off her. “S-sorry. I ummm, I gotta go! I'll see you later, okay?” He said before freezing in place. After a few seconds his body disappeared.
 
   Asura stared for a few moments in confusion. “Why did he manual close out? Must of had something important to do if he didn't have time for a normal log out.” She let out a groan when she slowly got to her feet. “Well, I better go work on my aim. I still have a few hours until my time's up and I have a long way to go until I master this bow.” She charged towards the ledge, jumped off the city and hurtled towards the ground below. Moments before hitting the ground she spread her wings out and glided safely through the woods.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 6
 
    
 
   Age: 16 years, 3 months
 
   The weeks passed slowly with Asher's game time reduced. Fortunately, he still was able to play enough to relieve his boredom. One weekend with his parents found the boy chuckling as he bounced around a large metal chamber, gravity completely ignored.
 
   Red and blue plastic orbs were stationed around the room, and he quickly grabbed one before flinging it across the enclosure at a red goal post. His mother flew to try to block the ball, but it slid by her flailing arms and struck the pole. A loud announcer's voice played. “Point, blue team!” His father flew by a moment later, crashing into the pole.
 
   The three of them were back in the space station game and trying one of the minigames, gravless ball. His parents were struggling with weightlessness, so he was easily throttling them two on one. The score was five to two.
 
   His father glided toward the red ball before Asher's lips curled into a nasty grin. He kicked off the wall and cannoned towards his father, knocking him aside and kicking the red ball so it bounced around the black, gleaming room. While his parents tried to catch the wildly rampaging ball, he bounced off the next wall and grabbed the blue orb, tossing it for yet another point. “Point, blue team!”
 
   “O-okay... I think thats's... that's enough for now...” his father said with a groan while rubbing his side.
 
   “Awww, if you guys want. Didn't hit you too hard there, did I?” Asher asked with a grin.
 
   “No, I'm fine. How does one turn down the feedback on these again?”
 
   Asher snickered before explaining to him. They sank to the floor as he wiped sweat from his brow. Technically, sweat and exertion didn't have to be simulated and could easily be shut off in this game. Some games didn't even have the feature. But he loved having them enabled, they gave him a chance to feel like a normal person. That, and it was hilarious watching his parents getting exhausted, or at least feeling it, when they played his 'little games' they thought were so easy.
 
   “So what do you want to try now?” he asked after they walked out from the grav-room. “We could go on a tour of the nearby black hole, or maybe go walk on a new planet? The space suits are optional.” He flipped through some menus and almost instantly he was freshened up as if he had taken a shower.
 
   “Something... nice and safe. With less exertion,” his mother said with a soft groan.
 
   “It's all safe, mom. Tour of the black hole it is then. I've never gone on it, so who knows? It might be fun,” he said before guiding them to the station's teleporters.
 
   The tour was done in ships designed for small groups and had miniature 'force fields' around them to protect the players from the black hole's force. Granted, he knew that was just silly, since the ships were more or less glorified rides. Once they were all inside the windows began to show images as if they were leaving the mothership and slowly flying around the black hole. It was more like watching a bunch of special televisions, though.
 
   The event horizon looked amazing. Light swirled around the edge of a perfectly black circle. Nothing could be seen through it, as if the universe just stopped at that location. Space was distorted around the black hole to form a ripple effect, quite similar to dropping a stone in a lake. If the ripples stayed put and didn't spread out. Their ship drifted towards the event horizon while the universe around it got more distorted and warped. The light outside the hole was slowly compressed into a distorted dome above, before shifting and changing into narrow curved bands of light. Then darkness enveloped them completely.
 
   His mother glanced out the window and shivered. “I-is this really safe? Nothing bad can happen to us, right?”
 
   “It's just a game, mom. Even if we were to step outside the ship and be completely crushed by the gravity, we'd only feel a dim representation of the pain for an instant. Then we'd respawn back at the station completely fine. Heck, we might not even have anything happen, I don't know if you can die... errr, get hurt in this game.” He leaned against the window to see out. It was a bit depressing, nothing but darkness. Lights finally began to flow out from around them and he let out a gasp.
 
   Objects could now be seen outside falling into the darkness. Well, objects was too small a word. He could see an entire planet, torn apart by the powerful gravity, falling by the ship. Besides that, he saw a star, shredded to pieces, falling towards the massive center of the black hole. As the ship went deeper and deeper he saw more and more examples of the black holes power. He watched a world as big as earth compressed smaller than a ping pong ball. He saw a star as big as the sun torn into a brilliant speck of dust.
 
   “L-let's go back to the station.” His mother began twisting and turning knobs on the console. Her face paled and her hands began pounding on the console as it didn't begin returning them.  Her breathing began turning ragged as she shook. “I don't like this! I-I wanna go back.”
 
   “Mom, careful, you're going to--” He was cut off as the ship disappeared around them. “Activate free walk mode...” Asher cringed as his mom started screaming. They were fine, just hovering around in the darkness, but he knew she was getting freaked out. He brought up the menu again and a few moments later they were back in the station. Well, he and his father were. His mom was completely gone. “She did a manual log out, didn't she?”
 
   His father shifted from side to side nervously, before nodding. “... I think so. I'm going to join her. We'll see you later, son.” The man disappeared in a small burst of light. Asher made a mental note not to do any more black hole stuff with them. He glanced at the clock as he logged out. He still had two hours to play! That gave him plenty of time.
 
   He logged back into Landasy Reality and quickly began sending out messages. “Okay everyone, I'm on. Let's do this!” Before she took off flying towards her destination.
 
   She arrived at a large port town and flew straight to the docks. A massive galleon was waiting as NPC passengers went up and down the ramp. She skipped the walk and just landed on the deck, glancing about. She grinned when she saw an angel and a demon on the bow. “Hey! Guys!” she yelled before they looked over. The names 'Scalios' and 'B4hamutt' appeared over them respectively when she came closer. “So Scales, I guess this makes you our designated healer. Who else is coming with us?”
 
   B4hamutt gave her a wave. “I think Star wants to come. He's been trying the dragon class out so he said he'll be either that or fae. Also got a leviathan on the way. I think you know her, actually. She said she owed you big.”
 
   “Really? What's her name?”
 
   “She said you knew her as Media.”
 
   Asura crossed her arms. With a sigh she shook her head. “I don't know any leviathans with that name. Maybe she meant someone else?”
 
   B4hamutt shrugged. “Maybe. So, I figure you and me will be enough damage, Star can block most of it and we'll have a nice defense. Been a while since we've done this dungeon, you sure you're up for it?”
 
   “Up for it? No problem. I'm always up to kill some undead pirates. They better get here soon though or the ship will leave without them.” Asura grinned and poked his arm. “So, demon huh? I figured you'd choose angel.”
 
   He rolled his eyes. “I've been testing demon and leviathan. I figured I'd see how much I liked polearms in a group before I gave maces a shot. I don't have any plans to try angel for a few more masteries. Speaking of leviathans, here she is,” B4hamutt said before he pointed toward the ramp.
 
   A large, bulky woman with thick, smooth scales was walking towards them. Across her back a large shield was strapped, and a mace was hanging from her hip. “Asura!” She ran up to them, the name Andremedia flashing above her head.
 
   “Heyyyy... ummmm... I'm sorry, but have we met?” Asura asked nervously. “I'm afraid I can't quite place you.”
 
   The taller woman frowned and her eyes narrowed. “You can't remember me?” she asked in disbelief, before letting out a sigh. “No, I guess it makes sense. We only met once. I was in the group when you helped us fight Niohoggr. I was the fae. You saved us at the end?”
 
   “Oh! Yeah, I remember now! Wow, that was... that was a while ago. Sorry, I uhhh, I'm not always the best at remembering things like that. It was kinda a while ago. Good tah see yah again. I'll try to remember you in the future.”
 
   The leviathan sighed and shook her head. “I guess. Not everyone can have as good memory as me. So, how long until we head out?”
 
   “We're just waiting on Star,” Asura said before she turned towards the sea, enjoying the feel of the salty breeze. “Then we'll head out. It's going to be awesome.”
 
    
 
   ------
 
    
 
   The galleon traveled through dark, murky waters while ominous clouds hovered high overhead. The ship rose and fell with the waves. The first drops of rain began to splatter on the deck. Within moments the soft rain turned into torrents and the waves lifted the ship high into the air, before slamming it back down. A dragon, fae, angel, leviathan and demon all stood on the port side and watched the horizon.
 
   With a sudden strike of lightning, it appeared. A torn and battered ship was illuminated by the flashes, its sails nothing more than shreds. Massive holes were lined throughout the hull but, despite the severe damage, it sailed with precision and didn't sink.
 
   The ship flew straight to theirs and the group grabbed the galleon's rigging. The wrecked craft slammed into the side full force, sending a number of the crew overboard, but only jarring the five for a moment. Lines and planks were thrown over the end of the assaulting ship and its crew began to climb aboard.
 
   Skeletons. Nothing but skeletons. They wore tattered clothing with curved swords and a few, of course, had the token tri-pointed hat, eye patches and one even had a skeleton parrot. “Now!” the dragon, 5t4r, yelled as he charged. Despite the harsh rain and slippery deck, he gripped an axe firmly in his hands and slashed through the first skeleton in a single swipe.
 
   The angel, Scalios, raised his hands and pointed at the skeleton before its bones began to shake and quiver, before lifting into the air to reassemble themselves. “Ray,” A ray of light shot out and hit the recovering pile of bones. After a second it disappeared in a flurry of red sparkles.
 
   Asura, the fae, nocked her arrow and took careful aim at the nearest skeleton, which had locked blades with 5t4r, and let the arrow fly. “Sorry!” she yelled once the arrow lodged in the dragon's back. “At least I was closer this time!”
 
   The leviathan, Andremedia, and demon, B4hamutt, charged forward as well, swinging their club and guisarme respectively. Asura stayed with Scalios in the back as the two peppered the skeletons with ranged attacks, though her arrows hit her allies more often than they hit the enemy.
 
   The deck was slippery though and as they fought more and more skeletons started to climb on from the ship and attack. The three fighters stuck to the front lines and tried to keep the skeletons penned in and trapped, even managing to knock a few into the water below. Despite the fact two of them had the dragon ability, Asura was still forced to send out the occasional heal, along with Scalios, but they did manage to push them back. “Okay! Let's move!” B4hamutt yelled before they charged forward. With only a handful of skeletons left on the planks the five shot forward and sent them hurtling into the sea.
 
   About halfway across the planks the wood began to shake under them. “Now!” Asura yelled before they leaped into the air right as the plank gave way. Down below in the water, massive tentacles rose up and flicked at where the planks had been. “Well that's one part of the fight we managed to bypass. Heh, remember the first time we did this, and Scalios fell in?”
 
   “I was a leviathan. Swimming was my thing. I didn't know there would be a kraken down there.” Scalios glared and crossed his arms. “Besides, I found that other entrance and caught up to you guys eventually.”
 
   “So you remember that, but can't remember players you meet,” Andremedia said offhand.
 
   “As much fun as it is watching you guys go down memory lane, we got company!” 5t4r yelled before motioning to the opposite end of the ship. Lightning flashed and illuminated more skeletons crawling from the bowels of the ship, before disappearing into darkness. “Can we get some light?”
 
   “On it!” Asura put her hands together. “Radiance orb!” She held out her left hand and a large orb of light formed. It was a high level, high cost spell that did passive healing to everyone the light fell on. It also had the added benefit of shedding light on an area without requiring a free hand like flaming hands, or being put out by the rain. Unfortunately, it was a highly draining spell, so she couldn't use other spells with it unless she wanted her MP to disappear.
 
   The skeleton pirates charged and their three front lines took position. The wave of skeletons crashed against them, but the line held as Scalios sent out heals and occasionally let out a ray. Asura shot as many arrows as she could, but after continuously missing she let out a frustrated yell. “Ugh, I've had it! It is impossible to hit anything with all this rain and rocking boat!” she yelled befire she went through the menus. Her bow disappeared and Excalibur formed at her side. She charged into the fray. Her blade cleaved through the creature's weapons easily and within a few moments the skeletons were nothing more than red sparkles. She let out a sigh of relief and wiped some of the rain from her eyes before glanced at the others. All of them were glaring at her. “What?”
 
   “I thought we weren't going to use our master weapons, since they would make this to easy?” 5t4r asked before he crossed his arms and glared.
 
   She glanced to the side sheepishly. “I was just, I couldn't hit anything... I got annoyed. All the rain and other stuff is making it near impossible to hit.”
 
   “It was your idea to make it more difficult. Because our master weapons and armor are just to overpowered. Remember?” B4hamutt said with a shake of his head.
 
   “Okay! I'm sorry! I'll stick to the bow. Can we go now?” Asura asked before she switched out the sword for her bow. “Not like I ended up soloing the boss or anything.”
 
   “With the master equipment you probably could,” B4hamutt said before they walked past her.
 
   “I'm sorry, okay?” She followed behind them. “I just got caught up in the moment. No need to get so angry. It won't happen again.”
 
   The group walked into the lower decks of the ship slowly, the wet and mold covered steps creaking as they went. Despite the age and damage to the ship, most the steps held their weight fine and didn't do any more than groan under their weight. A few of the steps had caved in long ago and they had to watch their step to avoid falling in. There was a slimy railing leading towards the deck below. They made it to the bottom and stepped into the room and the glow of candles revealed the room to them.
 
   It was a large mess hall, with four long rectangle tables. A goo covered kitchen was on the left side and a 'meal' had been set out for the crew. Fish, worms, all manner of decaying foods were set out at the table and being gobbled up by the long deceased crew. As soon as 5t4r took the first steps inside the room, the skeletons dropped their meals and as a single unit grabbed their blades and charged straight at them.
 
   As opposed to the battles on deck where he used a two handed axe, 5t4r now held a large black shield and a much smaller one-handed axe. He brought the shield up and let the blades crash against it before shoving the shield, with the blades against it, to the left and swung once with his axe. 
 
   “Hydra's armor!” Scalios yelled before scales formed across the groups bodies. Andremedia pushed out with her own shield and club and stood by the dragon, both of them using the shields to block the narrow doorway. B4hamutt stabbed over their shoulders and between the shields to deal damage, while Asura tried shooting shots around them. By standing only a few feet behind the line she was able to get most her arrows around her allies and, with the skeletons so close, even she could hit them. Unfortunately, the arrows didn't do a lot of damage against bony enemies.
 
   The skeletons were soon whittled down to only a handful and then even they fell. As the last one disappeared, a massive roar came from the end of the hall and the ground shook. A huge human-like creature, far larger than them with fat, bloated skin, a blood stained apron and a massive cleaver, charged into the room. It easily smashed the tables aside. Above it's head only two words formed. 'The cook.'
 
   “Boss time. Let's go!” 5t4r charged forward. The cleaver came down on him, but he deftly deflected it with his shield before striking into the creature's side with his axe. The blade cut deep, but the creature seemed unfazed when the axe lodged in tightly. The dragon tried tearing it free, but it refused to budge.
 
   The cook grinned and lifted its cleaver high to the right and swung at 5t4r's axe arm. Andremedia charged in and caught the blade on her own shield before he finally tugged the axe free. “You okay?”
 
   “Yeah, I'm fine. Careful!” But it was too late. The creature opened its mouth before sticky green ichor surged out and covered the poor leviathan. She shrieked and tried to wipe it away so she could see and fight back, but the creature slammed into her and sent her flying back.
 
   The creature then tried to slam past 5t4r to attack the stunned girl, but he dug his feet firmly into the ground and bashed the creature back.
 
   “Lesser heal,” Scalios cast before he helped the poor slimed girl to her feet. “You okay?”
 
   “I don't think this feeling of being filthy will ever go away,” Media said with a slight whine.
 
   “Coulda been worse. At least your mouth wasn't open when it happened, you never forget the first time that happens,” Asura said with a snicker.
 
   “It happened one time. It's not like I had taste enabled, so let it go!” B4hamutt yelled before he drove his pole forward, “Necrotic ram!” Black energy coated the weapon as the end expanded to form a flat surface. When it touched the creature the edge shot out, burying itself in the monsters stomach before pulling back out. Nasty black fluids began to gush from the new hole.
 
   “He's immune to knockbacks,” 5t4r said before he slammed his shield in the creature's face and brought his axe horizontally against the cook's neck. The blade cut deep, but wasn't able to fully cleave through and he was forced to yank it back.
 
   “I hate fighting undead,” Asura said with a growl before she shot another arrow forward. “Hey! Mutt, combo with me! Now!”
 
   “Black vortex!” the two yelled in unison and black mist surrounded the monster before spinning around and cutting into it. 5t4r only barely managed to pull back in time before the deadly winds destroyed the creature, leaving behind a few red sparkles.
 
   The dragon stared for a few moments, his mouth hanging open. “You two know how to do combo spells? How? When?”
 
   Asura just giggled. “It's easy once you know the person well enough. We used to do dungeons all the time, so we just got the timing down to give us an edge.” She began throwing out her own healing spells on the party as the items began to show up. The cleaver went straight to Scalios, since it was an upgrade to his sword. “I can teach you how to do them sometime if you like. Most people don't actually try though, so you end up only able to use them with a few people. It's a great boost on damage.”
 
   “Wow. How do you get them to work?” 5t4r asked before he moved his fingers through the air again, picking some menu items.
 
   “Well, you have to call out the combination spell at the same time,” Asura began explaining. “You can only use a combination spell of your current race, for example you could only be fire right now. Then both you and the other person have to aim at the same monster. If it goes off the damage is great and usually has a secondary effect. If you fail, well... you lose the MP from it anyway. So make sure you know the person or set it up before hand.”
 
   “Wow. That's awesome!” They headed towards the door way opposite where they came in. Another staircase led to the floor below. No monsters came at them, yet, but the stairway had a few drowned corpses. Rather than waiting for them to rise up behind them the group swiftly beheaded them.
 
   With the corpses pre-re-killed, they entered the next room without incident. Hammocks were hanging up in most the free space and massive oars were pulled inside. The area was littered with bones which slowly began to assemble themselves into skeletons when the group came closer. Small groups of five formed at a time and were quickly exterminated by the fighters.
 
   “Okay, just be careful here. If we wake up too many of them they'll end up swarming us and we won't stand a chance,” Asura said while she followed, slowly, behind 5t4r.
 
   “Don't worry, I'm being careful. Not like I'm going- ahh!” he shrieked when his foot got caught in a rope and he went down. His axe skidded along the ground away from him, triggering three separate groups of skeletons. “Oh cra--” He was cut off before Adremedia ran over him, stepping on his head in the process, and brought her shield up. Unfortunately, she walked too far and another group of skeletons came from the right.
 
   “AoEs! Drop your area of effect spells!” Asura yelled before the monsters collapsed on them. They yelled out their magical assaults before ice, fire, light and wind exploded out around them, enveloping the creatures as well as the group. “Ray burst! Ray burst!”
 
   “Fireball!” B4hamutt yelled while they tried desperately to fend off the swarm of skeletons, the monster's ancient and rusty blades slicing through the air.
 
   “Torna-- gahh!” Adremedia screamed when her wind spell was interrupted and she was cut down by the deadly blades, her shield knocked aside. She disappeared in a flurry of red sparkles. The skeletons hesitated just for a moment before charging at their fallen fighter.
 
   “Ray burst! I'm up!” 5t4r yelled before bringing his shield up to block another assault from the undead monsters. A few of the creatures fell, but their numbers were quickly winning as the remaining four were pushed back. The monsters pounded on the front of the shield and more tried to attack from the side, Scalios and B4hamutt struggling to hold them off with their weapons.
 
   “Burst!” Asura pointed her hand at the center of their group. The flames exploded out and knocked the monsters back, allowing the group a moment. “Pull back to the stairs! We can fight them better there!” she screamed before turning to the entrance and tapped her foot twice. She disappeared and reappeared at the steps, before quickly turning and nocking her bow. “Tornado shot!” she yelled before shooting the arrow a few feet ahead of her. While her friends retreated the fierce winds erupted behind them, slowing the pursuing bones for a few moments.
 
   5t4r jammed himself in the doorway and bent low, holding his shield in front of him and waited for the creatures to begin their next charge. “I'm out of MP! How are you guys doing?”
 
   “I'm running low too, but they can't have too much more health left! Just keep attacking!” Scalio yelled before shooting out more shards of ice. B4hamutt was low on mana as well, but continued to stab at the creatures with his pole arm. Slowly their numbers began to dwindle, but not fast enough as with one final shove the creature's overwhelmed 5t4r and he disappeared with a scream and a shower of red sparkles.
 
   “Use everything!” Asura screamed before burning the last of her MP with a ray. She backed against the wall, unable to aim her bow with such little room.
 
   “YAH!” Scalios yelled while his blade cleaved left and right, his MP gone as well. He and B4hamutt barely sliced the creatures into fine red sparkles before collapsing to the ground, panting with exertion. They had won.
 
   “Oh... oh my gosh...” Asura fell to her knees. “That... that was interesting. At least it wasn't boring, heh heh.” She glanced at her health and chuckled a little. So close to death and not a single point of damage. Maybe there were a few perks to being the archer. She glanced at the slivers of health Scalios and B4hamutt had. Definitely a perk. “So... wait to recover MP and resurrect the others?” The other two nodded and the three took a short break to rest and catch their breath. Soon the five were up again, though much more wary of where they stepped, and began to clear the rest of the floor.
 
   “Only a few floors left. Death penalties should fade by the time we get to the boss. Hope you're all ready,” B4hamutt said before they headed down the next set of stairs. Candles no longer lit the stairs and the next room only had three lit candles. It was filled with hammocks and small make-shift beds, though most had rotten to little more than shreds, with undead pirates sitting about and either sleeping or playing strange dice games.
 
   “Okay, I count about twenty-five,” B4hamutt said before looking the enemy over. “We'll have to be careful not to draw them all, especially since you two are still suffering from death penalties. We'll pull them here so we don't have another tripping incident.”
 
   “Gotcha, want me to initiate?” Asura held up her bow.
 
   The group looked to her for a moment before, as a single unit, yelling out, “NO!”
 
   “... Fine. No need to be jerks about it,” she said with a sad sigh. “I'm not that bad a shot and at least I didn't trip. I did an amazing job on knocking all of them back up there too. I got awesome archery skills, you're all just jealous.”
 
   “Sure we are dear,” Andremedia said with a humoring smile. “How about you just stick in the back where you can use those... skills to help us best.”
 
   Asura responded with a very dignified sticking out of her tongue.
 
   “Okay, here we go. Ray!” 5t4r called out before a beam of light shot out from his hand and struck the nearest skeleton. It quickly dropped its dice, grabbed its weapon and charged at them before its comrades did the same. Group by group they eliminated the pirates and made their way towards the other side of the room, with only a few close calls from when they accidentally caught aggression from two groups at once.
 
   They stopped at the top of the stairs and glanced down. Water was flowing in and it was already about waist high at the bottom. The next area was not going to be fun in the slightest, except maybe for Andremedia and Scalios with their leviathan abilities. The group slowly headed in and shuddered as the icy water splashed across their skin. Asura couldn't stop shivering as the liquid stuck to her clothes and embraced her in coldness. The next room was filled with floating crates and barrels. They sloshed as quietly as they could through the floor, pushing the floating rubble away as they went.
 
   Asura kept close to the group, bumping into Scalios a few times as they went.
 
   “Will you stop that? It's getting annoying,” he said before shoving a barrel out of his way.
 
   “Sorry... I just hate this part. Since-” The ground burst out ahead of them and two purple tentacles sprung up in the air. “That!” She shrieked and jumped back. Her icy hands fumbled with the bow for a moment, before releasing an arrow, missing by a mile. 5t4r and Andremedia charged forward, striking each tentacle once with their weapons and bringing up their shields to protect themselves when the appendages swatted back.
 
   “Okay everyone, form up! Target Media's tentacle first and keep an eye out for more! Remember, it's a simple fight unless someone gets grabbed!” B4hamutt yelled before he thrust his guisarme up and hooked the blade around the tentacle, pulling it towards the team. They let loose on it, slashing, cutting, bashing and hitting it with spells. Soon a ferocious howl filled the air. “Keep going! We've almost got it!” Green blood spilled across the blade as he held the limb as best he could, pinning it against the leviathan's shield even as it struggled to get free. With a final furious howl the tentacle yanked down and out of the ship. The team quickly turned on the next tentacle, pinning it to the dragon's shield while the rest pounded on it.
 
   The ground suddenly began to shake under them and Asura glanced down. “Crap!” She shrieked and tried to double tap the ground, but the water slowed her down. Before she could do the second tap the ground opened up and a massive tentacle reached up to grab and yank her under.
 
   The fae struggled against the massive slimy limb as water filled her mouth. Fortunately, it didn't fill her lungs. A system notification appeared, in the form of a shrinking white line over a blue background, warning her of her lack of oxygen. She closed her mouth and thrashed wildly. Unfortunately, she couldn't see anything in the dark water and could only guess where the ship was. She didn't have to guess where she was going. The kraken would drag her into the center of it's body, straight into it's mouth to devour her whole in a single bite. It was, frankly, one of the worst ways to die. Possibly only second to dying from being captured by a spider and wrapped in it's cocoon before being feasted on.
 
   She tried pulling one of her arms free so she could get to her sword, but the tentacle refused to let go. Slimy suction cups gripped her flesh while dragging her closer to her demise. With no other option, she lunged her head forward and bit the tentacle.
 
   To her surprise the creature let go. For a few seconds she floundered about in the water, confused and disoriented by the creature's movements and the raging storm above turning the sea into a fury of changing currents. Before she could figure out which way was right, two arms wrapped around her waist and pulled.
 
   Her body was dragged back into the ship, through the hole she had been yanked through, and she was tossed onto a nearby crate out of the liquid. She coughed and hacked up water before glancing to her savior.
 
   Scalios, his wings now gone and replaced with small fins on his arms, was standing a few feet from her. “Feeling okay?” His sword was coated in green blood.
 
   “Yeah... ugh, I hate that thing. Thanks for saving me. Heh, leviathan swimming and dark vision transfers over when you master it?” Asura slowly slid off the crate. It didn't feel so bad only being waist deep in it now. Far better than drowning.
 
   “Water breathing and underwater casting, too. Then again, we don't get to ignore damage, fly or teleport short distances. So they had to make at least a few major battles where it comes in handy,” he said before patting her arm.
 
   “It's not that bad,” she said before leaning back and panting from exertion. With the beast gone, she focused on the quickest thing she could to forget her near grizzly death. “You know, once we master more races we should try the sunken city of Atlantis dungeon. That would be a lot of fun,” Asura brought out her bow, letting out a sigh of relief. It had been damaged, but was not broken.
 
   “Think we dealt enough damage to the kraken?” 5t4r asked nervously, still holding his shield up.
 
   “Maybe. Doubt it though. Best be careful so it doesn't catch us unaware,” B4hamutt said before they slowly sloshed back along towards the next exit. More stairs were at the end, but these ones went up. Skeletons blocked their way, but they cleared through them before walking through collapsed hallways, around broken stairs and even over a large crocodile infested pit. They finally came to a large door with two rusty swords hanging on it. “Okay, you guys ready for this?”
 
   “Ready as I'll ever be... you can't catch a cold from all this, can you?” 5t4r asked.
 
   “... No. You can't,” Asura said rolling her eyes. “You're only imagining the cold anyway, it doesn't actually hurt your body. Well unless you decided to go crazy and buy one of those old VR suits, but who would buy those these days?”
 
   “Not everyone trusts the head sets, even if they are a lot cheaper,” Andremedia said instantly.
 
   “The feedback is far less responsive, the suits are far more dangerous and restrictive, and they cost a lot more since they are the size of a room. Not to mention all the monitoring equipment that has to be used on top of them. This method is far safer,” Asura said with a smirk.
 
   “And what happens if you get a surge or something? Your mind could end up being fried,” the leviathan said with a snort.
 
   “That only happened on a handful of all the prototypes. Why would... oh my gosh. Do you have one? How can you afford something like that? Heck, my parents could make twice what they do and never even consider anything like that.”
 
   Andremedia glared at Asura. “Of course I don't have anything like that. I'm just saying if there was a cost effective means of using it, I'd use it. It'd be more realistic feeling it with your own body. This is kinda... well, like being a program. It also reduces chances of getting VNS. I'd say for most humans it could be an effective alternative.”
 
   “What about--”
 
   “Ladies, please!” B4hamutt interrupted. “You can discuss the finer mechanics of VR gaming equipment later. For now, I just wanna know if you're ready.”
 
   “Oh, right. Sorry, yeah. Good to go,” Asura said softly before the rest of the party slowly gave their agreements. With that, the demon shoved the door open and candle light spilled out from the room.
 
   The room was small and square, wet and rotted wood enclosing them on all sides. It was empty aside from a broken mirror hung at the back and a human with his back to them. The man slowly turned to look at them. Tall, bearded, wearing poofy black garments and a large tri-pointed hat. At his left side a cutlass was sheathed and at his right a small flint lock pistol. The man was standing with his back to them, hands folded behind him. Slowly he turned to face them and glared. “So... yeh have come tah steal mah treasure. I knew thi-” Before he could finish the sentence 5t4r ran up and slammed his shield into the man's face.
 
   “Star! Don't interrupt the NPC dialogue! Come on!” Asura objected as the pirate stumbled back into the wall.
 
   “What? It's free damage! Besides, you've all heard this before and no one cares about lore anyway,” he said before stomping his feet down in front of the man and steadied himself.
 
   “A fiesty one, eh?” the pirate said before he spit out a tooth. “Fine then, yah lad lubber! I'll knock yah down tah Davy Jones locker mahself!” he grabbed his blade and drew it in a single motion while drawing his gun with his other hand.
 
   “Star! Don't try to block the bullet!” she screamed. The dragon looked back and gave her a confused look before the gun went off. It hit his shield dead center, but phased through it and slammed into his chest, making him stumble back.
 
   “W-what? How... what?” he said with a groan before steadying himself. A quick heal spell from Scalios patched him up.
 
   “Magic pistol!” Asura yelled. “You have to try and dodge the bullet! Don't worry, he's pretty obvious when he-- eek!” Three tentacles shot into the room from the stairwell. The party scattered as the limbs twisted and grabbed for them.
 
   “This is part of the fight, right?” 5t4r yelled out before backing away from the pirate. The ship suddenly jerked to the left and sent the dragon flying into the wall with a pained grunt.
 
   “Yeah! Didn't think it was just the pirate, did you?” Asura yelled before struggling to her knees and shot an arrow into the pirate. He shrugged it off and headed towards the downed dragon. “Careful, the ground is going to get a lo-- eek!” She fell backwards into the wall as once again the ship rocked hard, this time to the right.
 
   B4hamutt kept on the ground and jabbed at the pirate with his guisarme, straight into the stomach. Blood coated the blade, but almost as soon as the blade was removed the wound healed over. “Ah heh heh heh!” the pirate laughed. “Yah buncha land lubbahs didn't think Captain Scomparsa, ruler of the damned, would go down so easy, now did yah?” He walked towards the demon, seemingly unhindered by the rapid jerking of the boat, and lifted his sword to cut the prone fighter down.
 
   Andremedia lunged forward and, stepping onto B4hamutt, blocked the sword with her shield. She then quickly countered with a firm strike to the pirate's side. Despite the rocking boat she managed to keep her footing secure and not tumble over.
 
   “Gah!” Scalios yelled while swinging his sword wildly at the groping tentacles. Blindly the appendages tried to feel around for anything, only backing away for a moment when his sword hit them. After a few slashes the tentacle retreated back and the ship stopped rocking.
 
   “You okay?” Asura called before double tapping her foot. She appeared at his side and, despite being sitting when she had initiated the step, was now standing. She pulled him to his feet before motioning to the pirate. “Come on!”
 
   “I'm fine,” Scalios growled and held out his left hand. “Ra-- AGGHHHHH!” A huge tentacle suddenly reached out from the doorway and wrapped around him. A moment later it, and he, were gone.
 
   “Healer's down! I'll back up! Andremedia, go after him. You're the only one with the water abilities!” Asura drew the bow string back. “Piercing!” She let another arrow out at the pirate. “Arrow!” She cast once she was sure it would hit. Mid flight the arrow was surrounded by green light and shot through the captain.
 
   B4hamutt tried to sweep Scomparsa's legs out from under him, but the man merely jumped over the weapon. Andremedia took the chance and ran out the door, in pursuit of their healer.
 
   The wound was already healing up. “Ray burst!” Multiple bursts of light shot out from her hand and pierced Scomparsa. His facade began to fade and his flesh turned from tanned to gray and lifeless, pieces of rotting flesh and bones peeking under a now ragged and torn uniform.
 
   “Yah buncha mangy curs,” the pirate said through rotting teeth. “Don't think you've taken this ruler of the seas yet! Rawrg!” He held both hands out before his body exploded into green rays of light.
 
   “RUN!” Asura screamed before they darted towards the door and began to run full sprint down the stairs. Throughout the ship they could see holes where the tentacles had broken through, and the ship was taking on more and more water. Behind them they heard creaks and groans as the room behind them caved in on itself.
 
   “What's going on?” 5t4r yelled while they struggled to run. The rooms behind them continued to cave in and jagged pieces of wood started to spread throughout the ship, attempting to impale them. Each step was a struggle, the ground shaking wildly.
 
   “Sheath your weapon!” B4hamutt yelled before his weapon disappeared and he dove into the water of the lower deck. His comrades followed his example as they struggled to swim towards the opposite end of the shop, though with 5t4r's armor it was more running than swimming. The crates and barrels spun around in the turbulent waters, bashing and bruising them as they slowly made it to the opposite end. After what felt like an eternity the three managed to escape the freezing water and sat on the steps, just above water level to catch their breath.
 
   “What... the hell... is going on?” 5t4r stared at the rampaging water.
 
   “He's become one with the ship. Now it's just a timed challenge to get back to our ship before-” There was another loud crunching sound from below, cutting Asura off. “That! Move it!” she yelled before they took off again.
 
   They had no problems until they re-entered the dining hall. All the tables now blocked the exit, and a large group of skeletons stood staring.
 
   “B4hamutt! There's no way we'll be able to clear them fast enough without our weapons! We'd need all five of us to have a chance! We need to use them!” Asura yelled before the skeletons charged them.
 
   “Fine! Let's do it!” he yelled and the three scattered. Their hands moved through the air before their weapons disappeared to be replaced by the legendary weapons of their choice. In Asura's and Star's right hands a silver bladed sword, with golden ruby studded hilt, appeared. Over B4hamutt's hands two ruby gauntlets formed, each with razor edged talons at the end of the finger, that went down to just below his elbows. They molded completely to his hand and wrist, seeming to allow him to bend them with no restrictions.
 
   “Whoa. Those are new, what do they do?” Asura asked before fae-stepping into the middle of the undead. Her blade shot out and cleaved through the creatures like butter as the others moved in to fight.
 
   “You'll see soon enough!” B4hamutt yelled before flung himself into the fray. He punched the nearest enemy and it was sent flying backwards while flames exploded out from the attack. He followed up by kicking the nearest skeleton, revealing ruby clawed boots. 
 
   “They have boots too? Eek!” Asura ducked down so one of the skeleton's blades shot over her. She slashed once to lop off the skeletons arm and a second time to finish the creature. “Star, how are you holding up?” She swung her blade in a wide sweep, lopping off the legs of many of the monsters.
 
   “This weapon is amazing!” 5t4r yelled before cutting one of the skeleton's blades in two. “I can't believe you've had access to this for a year!” He used his shield to block the undead attacks before easily countering with more slashes of his sword.
 
   Within moments the last of the skeletons were gone and they turned their attention to the barricade.  It exploded out within a few moments, turning the entire room behind them into an inferno while they ran towards the upper deck. Behind them they heard howls of rage that were soon drowned out by the torrential rain pounding on the deck. The ship rocked dangerously as they charged towards the bow and towards their escape. They were only a few yards away when the ship rocked hard once again, sending them hurtling to the ground, and began to pull away.
 
   “No! Hurry!” Asura screamed before running towards the planks, but they were already falling into the water. She stared hopelessly at their lost escape before turning to the others. “We... we've lost. We can't escape now.”
 
   “... Asura?” B4hautt said slowly.
 
   “What?”
 
   “You and Star both have wings. Just carry me.”
 
   “... Right. Eh heh... oops.”
 
   The two grabbed the demon and with a small bit of effort they carried him across the gap, dropping him on the slightly more stable galleon. Unsurprisingly, the ship was still fine except for the rocking back and forth from the waves.
 
   “Think those two will be okay?” 5t4r asked before he turned to face the shifting pirate ship. Wood cracked and groaned while the ship slowly changed into a large floating wooden creature, a face made with shattered glass eyes and two large hands made of splintered wood.
 
   “If anyone could have fought the kraken, they could. They should have been able to at least escape it with the leviathan abilities. Come on!” B4hamutt yelled before taking off, the others following behind. They headed down to the lower areas of the ship. “There are two ways to fight this part. Spells and ranged attacks while waiting for it to come on board, or the fun way.” He stopped and motioned to a large line of cannons that were propped up by the wall, aiming out from the ship. The cannons were made of a glittery blue metal and held dozens of archaic runes across their surface. Instead of a fuse, the cannons had a large rune on the very top where one could place their hand. He demonstrated by pushing down on the rune and a large cannon ball shot out towards the pirate ship, sending wood splintering out.
 
   “Okay, that does look like fun,” 5t4r said before the three took positions and began using the cannons. After each shot the cannons had to be repositioned and re-aimed, making them slow to reuse. After a few shots were let loose the ship rocked after the monster punched the side, taking out one of the unmanned cannons, but missing them. when the fist was pulled back, bones began to rain down and reform into skeletons.
 
   “You two stay on the cannons, I'll take care of the skeletons!” Asura yelled and charged forward, her hands dancing through the air. A second sword formed at her side, a direct replica of Excalibur. She grinned and began slicing through them, using her fae-step to appear on the opposite side of them and swing her blades through their back lines, then fae-stepping again to their front lines before they could fully turn around. As she appeared a second time the ship rocked hard and sent her flying to the right, straight into the wall. She crumbled to the ground, dropping both swords and holding her side. “Owww... eep!” She let out a squeak before crawling backwards along the wall.
 
   The skeletons charged at the downed fae and slashed, driving her back and away from her weapons. “You okay?” 5t4r called back before another cannon blast rent the air.
 
   “I'm fine! Don't worry about me!” she yelled before rolling to the left, away from a blade. She pushed off the ground and flapped her wings a few times, putting a few feet between her and the undead. There were eight, but some of them were already low on health. She grinned and charged straight at them.
 
   The skeletons froze for a second as if their brainless bodies were trying to think of a reaction, but that was all the time she needed. She ducked down as her hand tapped the air and her wings disappeared. The first blade went straight over her head while she dove through them, sliding just above the ground while the skeletons tried to hit her but kept bumping into each other. She quickly tapped her foot twice as their blades shot at her and she disappeared just before they jammed into the ground. She reappeared by her swords and quickly scooped them up, grinning triumphantly. “Oh yeah. You're all--” She was cut off when a massive wooden fist plowed through the side of the ship and came straight at her. Her eyes went wide and she froze before being slammed back against the wall, chunks of wood piercing her skin and draining her HP to well under half.
 
   Asura groaned and fell to the ground, dizzy from all the sudden fae-steps and wall slam. Barely able to move her body and with her vision spinning, she tried to re-orientate herself. She realized a second later that the attack had paralyzed her, leaving her temporarily helpless as the skeletons slowly lumbered towards her and raised their weapons. With her body like this she couldn't even call for help while she managed to steady her vision just enough to make out the first blade coming down. 
 
   The blade struck her in the stomach and lowered her HP ever further, but a second strike never came. Instead, two hands wrapped around her shoulders and slowly lifted her up to her feet. Scalios and Andremedia moved forward and began slaughtering the skeletons, albeit far slower since they were using their normal sword and mace. Her paralyzation wore off before she put a hand to her chest. “Greater heal.” Her HP shot up and the soreness quickly left her body. “About time you two showed your faces.”
 
   “Hey, the kraken was very persistent. You have any idea how hard it is to out-swim a giant tentacled monster? Especially in this weather?” Scalios asked, his tone dripping with annoyance.
 
   “Calm down, I was just teasing. Glad to have you back. We're on the final boss though, hope you're ready for this,” Asura said and moved to the cannon. Before too long, and after many rekilled skeletons, there was another blow throughout the ship and they looked up.
 
   “That's the cue! To the deck!” B4hamutt yelled and they charged up the stairs. The three had each switched back to their non-master weapons, so they knew the battle would be fierce. The deck was covered in splintered wood and corpses of the sailors.
 
   The wood of the ship had taken a much smaller, but still quite large, humanoid form and glowed with green magic. It stood on the deck and easily batted the crew away as they struggled to fight it. It's voice came out in a guttural echo, “Bwa ha ha ha! None survive without the say so of Captain Scomparsa! Your blood will dye the sea and you'll spend an eternity as my damned crew!” The wooden creature grabbed one of the crew before impaling him, kicking and screaming, on its jagged body.
 
   “Are all dungeons this long and convoluted?” 5t4r asked before charging towards the creature, axe at the ready.
 
   “No! But the best ones are!” Asura called back as she knocked another arrow and released. “Yes! I h-- dang it! That's no fair! Wind should not affect trajectory!” she screamed in rage, stomping her feet.
 
   “You really need to work on your aim! He's the size of a barn! Fireball!” B4hamutt yelled, causing flames to shoot out from his hand and envelop the monster. It howled in rage before swinging it's wooden arm at him.
 
   Andremedia charged in to block with her shield, but when the blow connected the hand shattered and chunks of jagged wood jammed into her from all sides. “AGHHHH!” she screamed and fell back.
 
   “Careful! Heal!” Scalios said and aimed a hand at Andremedia. “Hit it hard and fast! Guiding blade!” His blade came alive and shot through the creature with a single powerful slash.
 
   “Cleaving strike!” 5t4r yelled before his axe slashed off one of the creature's legs and it crumbled down.
 
   “Homing arrow...” Asura said softly before she let the arrow go. It shot through the air and, unsurprisingly, changed direction to hit the monster.
 
   “Piercing stab!” B4hamutt yelled before a black aura encased his guisarme and he was able to easily stab through the creature and, temporarily, pin it to the ground.
 
   “Titan's smash!” Andremedia screamed and charged at the monster. When she came closer the mace increased in size dramatically when she swung until, when it hit, it was larger than three of the players put together. Shards of wood shot through the air and the five stood over the splintered monstrosity.
 
   The green mist slowly began to rise from the creature to reform the pirate, gun and sword in hand. “Don't think you've won, you've-” He was cut off when they threw every spell they had at him, destroying the ground out from under him and, when the smoke cleared, leaving nothing more than some burnt marks and a crater.
 
   The group stood there in silence for a few moments until a large golden chest appeared on the deck. “We did it. How did they design something like this?” 5t4r stretched and walked towards the chest. “WHY would they design something like this? What's wrong with having normal, easy dungeons you can just spend a little bit of time doing and have fun?”
 
   “Exhibition dungeon,” Asura said with a groan before stretching, hearing a soft pop. “It was one of the dungeons they made to show off when the game was in beta, to make it look nice and fancy and that it broke all the limits. There are a few more, but this is the lowest level one.” She walked towards the chest with the others. Inside were the creature's sword, gun, his hat and a number of other pirate related items.
 
   “Wow. Really? A gun? Isn't that a bit overpowered?” 5t4r asked before picking it up.
 
   “No. Only one in the game, novelty item,” B4hamutt said with an annoyed sigh. “Takes forever to load, low damage for the level, even with the magic, low range and I hear it's actually a fairly accurate copy of how one would be in the early stages. Meaning the aim on it sucks from a distance. Completely useless, but fun. Some of the role players use it. You can have it if you like.”
 
   “Sure, why not,” 5t4r said. Piece by piece they divided the loot as the storm quickly disappeared, almost as fast as it had come. It wasn't long before the ship returned to port and they were about to go their separate ways. “So Asura, are you going to join the tournament?”
 
   “Huh?” she asked, glancing back at the dragon in confusion.
 
   “... Don't you ever read the message boards?” B4hamutt asked with annoyance. “Aside from when the master quests come up?”
 
   “I can spend my time reading or gaming, I choose the latter. So what is it?”
 
   “Since there are quite a few masters now, Spigot entertainment is hosting a master tournament. There are a few rules in place to give the newbies a chance, but you still might want to sign up,” 5t4r said.
 
   She stopped for a moment before a grin formed on her lips. A tournament just for masters? Something like that would make her a hero if she won. She wouldn't be able to walk down the streets without people staring at her in awe. “Are you kidding? How do you sign up?” She turned and practically ran her two comrades over in excitement.
 
   “Oh, umm, you just need to sign up from the message boards. They are keeping the prizes hush hush but-- hey! Asura, don't... ugh.” B4hamutt shook his head as Asura disappeared. “That girl, I don't know why she even asks me things if she won't listen.”
 
   Asher glanced at the clock after logging out. He only had a little bit more time before he had to disconnect, so he quickly went through the sign-up before quitting. There were a few specific rules, though the most important was that they had to use a class they had mastered. But with that, he knew he had an edge. When his head set was finally removed he could barely contain his anticipation for the next coming weeks. His dreams were filled with visions of him standing before a cheering crowd as they called his name over and over. Asura. Landasy Realities greatest hero. A true legend.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 7
 
    
 
   Age: 16 years, 4 months
 
   Asura stood completely still, grasping Excalibur tightly in both hands. Only a few feet separated her and B4hamutt, who was wearing his gauntlets and boots. She was in her angel class and he was in his dragon class. A small crowd composed of their guild mates surrounded the two as they stood in the court yard of their guild hall. Bets were being placed while the two circled around the makeshift arena.
 
   She dashed forward, slashing once with her blade at his left side. Rather then dodging, he instead lashed his left arm out and caught the blade. Both weapons were master quality so no flames exploded from the blows. His right fist shot out and tried to punch her in the face, but she let go of the sword with her left hand and dodged around to his left side, trying to circle around his back before she yanked her sword free. She nimbly slid into position and brought her sword down at his back. B4hamutt stepped to his right, barely avoiding the blade so it merely nicked his scales, dealing no damage.
 
   “You've gotten faster, Mutt. You can almost keep up with me now. Almost,” Asura said before backing away.
 
   “Maybe you've just gotten slower!” B4hamutt charged forward this time and slashed at her with both claws at once.
 
   She ducked under the attack and thrust her blade forward, straight at his stomach. He leaped into the air, over her blade, and kicked. His foot connected with her chest and she let out a pained groan when the attack triggered an explosion, sending her flying backwards.
 
   Asura crashed down a few yards back with a groan, but managed to hold onto her sword. Her opponent charged straight at her so she quickly spread out her wings and took to the sky, holding out her right hand. “Ray!” A burst of white light shot out and struck the dragon in the chest, forcing him to stumble back. She moved her fingers along the air and after a few moments her sword split into two, allowing her one in each hand. She dove down and slashed at him.
 
   B4hamutt dove down as well, disappearing underground so her blades hit nothing but air, and she was forced to pull up. She frowned while waiting for him to show himself. Out of the corner of her eye she caught movement and faced towards it. A small patch of dirt was shaking slightly, so she turned and aimed her hand at it, ready for him to spring out.
 
   “Fireball!” B4hamutt's voice came from behind her. She quickly turned, but too late, as flames enveloped her. She let out a scream and hurtled towards the ground, though she was surprised to see her HP had only fallen a sliver.
 
   “Clever.”Asura picked herself up and glared at him, standing a few yards from her, but she didn't charge this time. “Guessing that was a holy beast spell to make the ground do that?”
 
   “Yep. Was a little worried you'd know tremor, but seems you haven't been studying their spells too much.”
 
   “I have a lot of spells from four different classes, you can't expect me to memorize them all.” She gripped both swords at her side. “Guiding blade!” she yelled and the skill took over, causing her to cross the distance between them in a moment, her blades slicing through the air.
 
   “Oh shi--” B4hamutt was forced to pull back and move desperately to attempt to knock the dangerous blades away, but they were too fast for him to block and a few slipped past his guard and one even exploded. Despite the assault he managed to maintain his footing.
 
   “Ray burst!” Asura called out before she stabbed her left sword into the ground. She pushed her hand at the startled dragon's chest before a number of rays shot into him. He let out a pained grunt and was sent flying back.
 
   “Ugh... nice-- agh!” The dragon pulled back when the angel charged forward, holding both blades again, and slashed at him over and over. He tried to block them, but from his downed position it was near impossible to stop them all. One blade sliced through his armor like butter while the other exploded in his face. “Burst!” he finally yelled out, flames exploding in front of him and sending her flying backwards.
 
   “Heh! You know what? This exploding weapon is actually really awesome! But you still haven't told me what the holy beast weapons do!” she yelled to him as she readied her swords for the next round.
 
   “Well, I guess it's only fair I tell you,” B4hamutt yelled and got to his feet. “Life draining. Every blow I land heals me for part of the damage I deal. I'm not sure on the specifics yet, since different attacks seem to heal me for a different percentage of health. It's quite useful.” He charged once again. This time when he came close he flew forward to land on his hands and cart wheeled, feet first, into the angel. She was caught by surprise and, flinching when the attack hit, sent hurtling, her swords barely staying in her hands. Oddly enough, there was no explosion that time.
 
   “Ow... someone's been watching a lot of kung fu movies...” she said before glancing at her health bar. “Wait... you disabled the explosion ability to get more damage, didn't you?” She leaped to her feet.
 
   “Yeah, why?” B4hamutt jumped to his feet as well, and the two began circling again.
 
   “Nothing. I'm just surprised your attack dealt such a small amount of damage.”
 
   “Well yours didn't do much either so shut up,” he snapped before charging forward. His gauntlets struck out again and again while she struggled to parry and avoid them. Unfortunately, he was pushing in very close and she found herself struggling to deflect his attacks with such long swords.
 
   “Gust!” she called out and a burst of wind sent him back a few feet, though he managed to stay standing. She quickly sheathed her left sword and backed away. She once again tapped on the menus.
 
   “Trying to go back to one sword? That won't help you much, Asura.”
 
   “Nope. Something new!” The second sword disappeared before she reached behind her back and pulled out a silver dagger.
 
   “You're going to lose your range? Isn't that kind of giving up?”
 
   “No! I just need to do things like this!” she yelled before charging. She held out her left hand when she came within range. “Ray burst!” Rays of light slammed into the dragon, catching him by surprise, while she darted around his left side and brought Excalibur down on his back. Fire burst out from the blade and the edge cleaved through his armor easily.
 
   “Ugh! Clever distraction but it-- gah!” Mutt pulled away when the dagger slashed at his front and then moments later, when the dagger was pulled back, the long sword went down on his shoulder and more flames erupted around him.
 
   “Guiding blade!” she yelled before more slashes cut into him over and over while he tried to parry the dancing blades. With the two separate lengths he struggled to get a proper parry and the dagger slipped through again and again.  “Crescent flash! Ray burst!” She chained her spells one after another before knocking the dragon's weapons aside.
 
   Finally after her third ray burst B4hamutt stumbled back. “I give!”
 
   She was a little too excited and struck him three more times before she realized what he said. “Oh! Right! Um, sorry. Heh heh. Got a bit to into it. So, what's that make it?”
 
   “Four to three, considering our matches before our second masteries. You've gotten a lot better since then, with you chaining all those skills. Interesting switch on the dagger,” the dragon said as he panted, wiping the sweat from his brow.
 
   “Yeah. It's kinda hard to fight your fists with my swords when you get in close. It's too heavy to use in my offhand that quickly,” she said before sheathing her blades. She ran her hands through her hair, shaking the sweat out. “Your axe I'm fine against using the long swords. I'm actually surprised how many combos it took before you finally went down though, usually it takes forever to cut through you.”
 
   “Yeah. Your spells were just eating through my HP, but the weapon attacks really weren't doing much damage. I was pretty unimpressed. I figured you'd be hitting harder.”
 
   “Well, the dagger isn't a master level weapon. It was still pretty good, but I guess it really cut into my combo damage. I'm getting better at dual wielding though! I'm actually able to kinda defend with them now. A few more weeks of practice and I might be able to use them like a master. Your hand to hand combat has gotten a lot better too.”
 
   “Downloaded a new training game in preparation for the tournament,” B4hamutt said with a smirk. “Basically, it teaches you how to do all those complex and fancy moves you see in movies and stuff, without all the need to train your body to do them. Most of this stuff I'd end up killing or at least hurting myself pretty bad if I tried in the real world. But it's useful stuff to learn for the game. Been practicing the last few weeks.”
 
   “Eh, I've heard those don't transfer over to games too well,” Asura said with a shrug. “Remember all those players who said they had mastered kendo and then got their butts kicked when abilities, game stats and spells got added to the mix?” The two headed back into the castle. “Which training game though?”
 
   “'Not a victim', second edition. It's actually kinda cool because it teaches a lot of different introductory moves for games and real life. Apparently the series was started by a woman who played this game when it first came out,” B4hamutt said before he glanced towards some of the other training grounds. Plenty of their guild mates were preparing for the tournament, so it was filled with dozens of different players.
 
   “Oh? She played a lot of pvp and decided to use real martial arts to give her an edge?”
 
   “No. She had an abusive husband and learned self defense in the game so she could defend herself in real life.”
 
   Asura went quiet, not really sure how to respond to that. After they walked into the hall in awkward silence, she finally piped up. “I... oh... I didn't mean to... I just...”
 
   “What? Oh! No! I didn't think you, I mean, just... I was letting you know. Not like I know the person it was happening to or anything,” he said awkwardly before the two looked away from each other.
 
   “So does she still play? I mean, have you ever talked to her?”
 
   “No. I honestly don't know if the story about her having an abusive husband is even true. I mean, it could just be a marketing ploy. I could see how it would be true though. I know some people who use these head sets to get hands on experience for jobs now, so learning self defense in the beginning of this game could make sense.”
 
   “Interesting. Maybe I should check it out. Do they have any weapon training in those?”
 
   “No, not really. Nothing that would transfer into this game at least, it's mostly hand to hand fighting. Lots of moves on how to disarm someone though. But with all the magic spells a person can learn, disarming isn't always the best move.”
 
   “That and you got kind of predictable after I watched you using it on the others during your matches. I've gotten better at not losing my weapons too,” Asura said with a smirk before she navigated through her menus again and her shoes disappeared, allowing her to walk bare foot through the halls.
 
   “Yeah, you did pretty good that time. Last time we fought I remember smacking the sword out of your hand and then just decimating you, this time you put up quite the fight.” He rubbed his shoulders and grimaced. “A lot more than last time we fought.”
 
   “Aren't still sore, are you? I know I was a little rough on the big strong dragon,” she said and ducked when he took a swipe at her.
 
   “Shut up! Sheesh. You gotta log out though, right? You going to be on for the tournament?”
 
   “After all the time I've spent practicing? Hell yeah!” the angel said before she opened the door to her private room in the guild castle, though it linked back to her room at Sanctuary. “I'll be on early tomorrow in preparation. But for now I need to log, see yah.” With those final words Asura disappeared from the game world and Asher came back to his bed. He took a deep breath as he mentally prepared himself for possibly the greatest fight he'd ever have. Trying to get his parents to let him get on early and stay on late for the tournament.
 
    
 
   ------
 
    
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “But mom, it's a once a year tournament and it's just the one day and I'll give up my game time for the next few days and- wait, what?” Asher asked in disbelief, freezing in the middle of the space station's halls as his parents walked on ahead of him.
 
   “As much as I hate these online games I've noticed you're...” Asher smiled while his mother struggled to find the words. “More yourself when you're on them.” Until she said that.
 
   “Myself? What does that mean?”
 
   “Before this started to happen to you,--” She never could call it by it's name, always just calling it 'this' or 'that' or 'incident' or something else. “--you seemed so full of life and excited. You always had hopes and dreams but once it happened you... changed. That's why we got you these games in the first place. We wanted you to be able to do things again. But whenever we saw you, you always seemed upset, tired or bored. We didn't think the game was actually helping you, instead just making you more distant.”
 
   “But it was! Because the games fun and I can-”
 
   “Yes. We know,” his mother said before crossing her arms. “You seem a lot happier when you're playing this than when we visit you at the hospital.” She turned and gave him a hug, startling him. “We just want you to be happy and if playing these games does it, then we won't stop you. Just please, sometimes, for us? Come into the real world.”
 
   “Okay! Thanks! This is going to be the aweso-”
 
   “And we're going to come watch it too, see what you're up to in that game of yours.”
 
   The anvil dropped. He gulped nervously and his eyes refused to waiver from her. “W-watch? Y-you want to... s-see me play the game?”
 
   “Of course! We'll be watching the entire tournament. Well, most of it. Some of it. What time does it start and end?” she asked him as a ball of worry formed in his stomach. “Well, your father has work and I won't be home until later. We'll come catch the end of the fights. Which one will be you?”
 
   “I-I'll be Asura. The master angel,” he said as his legs began to tremble. He mentally cursed as he realized he should have told them he was B4hamutt! How was he going to explain he was a girl in the game?
 
   “Asura? That's an interesting name, isn't it, honey?” she asked his father, who just gave a silent nod. “I bet you're playing one of those big armored knight men you see on all the covers of those video games, right?”
 
   “... Something like that,” he mumbled. Well, some games. Some covers. He was so dead.
 
   “Honey, is something wrong? You're looking pale.”
 
   “Oh, it's probably just a graphical issue mom. Probably the resolution or something. How about another game of grav ball?”
 
   “Sure.” Once again they began walking through the halls. For the first time since he heard about this tournament a small, very small, part of him hoped he didn't win. That he would be eliminated before they saw his secret.
 
   After a few quick games his parents logged out and he was left alone to think. He logged back into Landasy Reality for a short bit to travel to the next city, but he still logged out early rest in the real world and let his mind wander. What would they do if they found out? It was just a game, right? Lots of guys played girls in games. At least, they used to. Sure, times were different now and plenty of people played their own genders due to the force feedback, but there were still plenty of guys who wanted to know how it felt to be the fairer sex.
 
   What if they made him stop playing? What if his guild mates found out? Well, B4hamutt already knew, but he never told anyone else. Would they think less of him? Would his parents make him get a gender swap in game? Would they tell everyone and ruin his reputation? Those thoughts and more filled his mind while he tried to sleep, causing him to toss and turn as much as his body would allow.
 
    
 
   ------
 
    
 
   He was woken up by a loud, sickeningly sweet voice. “Gooood morning sleepy head!” Oh god, it was Jessica. “Are you ready for another day of fun and excitement?” Oh, if he could only wrap his fingers around her throat for just a short moment. He could just imagine how much pain and suffering he could spare others like him, not to mention the rest of the world.
 
   Instead though, he just smiled and nodded. “Yes... is breakfast almost r-ready?” he managed to say slowly. “M-my parents t-told you I-I was a-allowed to play extra today, r-right?”
 
   “Yes, they did. Though I can't say I agree, it's such a beautiful day! You should be out and playing in the sun, not locked up in here playing your silly little games.” He bit his tongue and resisted the urge to yell and scream at her. “But, they're the ones who decide, not me. And today we've got a special treat! Apple sauce with strawberry oatmeal! Doesn't that sound good?”
 
   “As good as w-warm vomit...” he said under his breath.
 
   “What was that?”
 
   “N-nothing. Let's just g-get this over with.” He managed to eat most of his meal himself, struggling to hold the spoon and only dropping it a few times. After the fifth drop she finally took over and fed him. To her credit she only did the 'plane flies into the hangar' once. Namely because he told her he would dump the bowl of oatmeal on her head if she kept treating him like a baby. It was the first time he saw her smile waver, so he felt quite proud.
 
   He was soon back where he belonged, appearing in a massive medieval city. Stone buildings surrounded the streets which were filled with small stands ran by excitable merchants. Asura barely made it three steps before an angel ran up to her and tried to get her to buy a weapon. Unfortunately, it was an actual player. The neutral trade city of Basharz. Thousands of players came here and set up stands, namely because it was practically smack dab in the center between all six racial territories and one of the few truly neutral locations (at least, NPC wise).
 
   Most players set up small shops and then ignored them, but a few of the more aggressive sales people would wander from shop to shop, buying and negotiating before selling their wares for even more. She'd heard of some players who barely made it to level twenty, but had managed to accrue more money than three of her. Frankly, she failed to see why someone would go through so much work if they never had a need for better items, but she guessed it took all kinds to play a game.
 
   Today was extra special. The streets were packed, more than normal, and even the roofs and skies were crowded with people flying in. She was just a tiny bit miffed at how many non-angels were flying by. Sure, she was in her fae form to show off her wings, but now other people could do it too. Everyone had come to see or participate in the tournament. Signs were posted all over the houses and shops as people slowly made their way towards the center of the city where a massive stone coliseum stood high above the ceilings of the many two story homes.
 
   “It's awesome, isn't it?” a voice said from her left. She glanced over to see a golden wolf-man holy beast. On his hands and feet he had the same gauntlets and boots that B4hamutt had worn in their last fight. “You come to see the fights?” he asked with a smirk.
 
   “What? No. I'm here to participate. See my wings? They mean I've mastered a class.”
 
   “Oh, I know. But I figured you'd want to stay out and not humiliate yourself,” he said dismissively. Her eye twitch, just a little.
 
   “What exactly do you mean by that?” she asked, though she struggled to not grind her teeth.
 
   “Listen kid. I get it, you just picked up your first mastery and you think you're hot stuff. I mean, walking to the tournament in a different class just so you can show off the fact you have a mastery? Come on. It's obvious you-”
 
   She growled, stomped on his foot and grabbed him by the front of his woolen tunic. “Listen, 'kid'. I'm not just going to enter this tournament, I'm going to win it. The moment I go up against you, assuming you make it that far, I'm going to pound your head so far into the ground you'll need at least three more holy beasts to dig you out!” She let him go and stormed off, fists clenched at her side.
 
   “Sheesh. Touchy. Well my names Ripstern. I guess I'll see yah at the tournament then. Don't cry when you lose!” he yelled before sliding up besides another person. “It's awesome, isn't it?”
 
   Asura kept her fists clenched the entire stomp to the coliseum, her anger threatening to boil over. She wondered if maybe B4hamutt was right. She certainly did have anger issues when in the game. She couldn't help it. When people were stupid or picking fights she just had to lash out. It was different outside the game. Even when he got mad, what could he do? Tell the people who angered him off? He could barely speak a full sentence and it wasn't like he could defend himself if they decided to push it further. There he just had to take it.
 
   “Miss, did you hear me?”
 
   “Huh?” Asura looked around in confusion and then ahead at the angel behind the desk. “Oh! Right! Registration! Sorry, could you please repeat it?”
 
   “Do you have your competition code?”
 
   “Yes, it's B6325922,” she said and was sent to a back room to wait. She changed her class back to angel and equipped Excalibur, with the powers of both her master weapons, and the silver dagger. She could hardly contain herself while she waited for the tournament to begin.
 
    
 
   ------
 
    
 
   The crowds cheered while the participants were slowly led through the inner area of the coliseum and out the other end in a steady line. Every seat was filled, though Asura couldn't help but think most of the spectators were NPC watchers. There were a lot of participants, since the line went by slowly as the announcements echoed through the stadium. “To all those participating the rules are simple! Only a master class user may participate and they must use a class they have mastered! They may use any weapons or armor they wish, as well as spells! These are double elimination with the winner of the losers bracket going up against the champion! To all those entering, good luck and may the best contestant win!” More cheers followed the announcers explanation and after the cheers died the announcement started again.
 
   The arena was huge, and by using special zones there were dozens of exact replicas. Those who wanted to watch could easily decide which match they wanted to see by selecting from a menu near their seats.
 
   The contestants waiting to fight were sent to identical single person rooms to wait for their turn and given a small colored ball with a counter on the front. When the counter went to zero it would teleport them to the arena. She went over her inventory for the fifth time as she prepared. Her item pouch had been stocked with different items this time, instead of all health potions she had put a speed boosting potion, a magic damage potion and a long term regeneration potion. Honestly, she disliked the speed boosting potions since they were really hard to control, but in a situation like this she couldn't give up any edge she could get. Especially considering the stat penalties using the item pouch caused.
 
   Her room was bare except a mirror, a padded chair and a lamp. She grinned mischievously for a moment before going through the menus. After a moment she was staring across at the mirror, completely naked. Except black lines covered her more private areas, making her face palm. “Figures. Gotta love the under age protection system. Can't believe they remembered to put it on these mirrors too.” She navigated back to the menu and tried on some other outfits while she waited. A blue rather plain dress, a golden gown with multiple jewels sewn in through out it, a tight leather amazonian battle bikini. “Gahhh... owie...” Sexy or not, it rid up into very uncomfortable areas. She quickly changed to a different one.
 
   While she went through the items something dawned on her. She really had collected a lot of junk over the years. Since cosmetic items and armor didn't take up inventory space, she had accrued well over a hundred different outfits, most of which she had never worn. She even had the first piece of armor she ever bought. A rather risque metal skirt that went down to just above his knees, and a low cut steel top that didn't even cover her belly button. Ugh, she remembered every time she got stabbed in the stomach wearing that. Frankly she figured the developers were kind of evil allowing such appearance items to exist in the game, but then making the armor covered locations and weight actually matter.
 
   She stopped for a moment when one item caught her eye. It was a ring, a small ring that gave a small fire damage bonus to all her melee attacks. At her current level it really didn't do much, but that small item was what led to her being in the guild and meeting B4hamutt.
 
   It was during her first few weeks in the game. She had been avoiding playing with others and was instead doing everything solo, namely because she felt awkward around other people. She hadn't been able to really separate her real life from her game life yet, despite all her attempts. It was the main reason she had made her character a female to begin with, she had just been so desperate to be anyone but Asher.
 
   Her first meeting with B4hamutt was small and inconsequential. They both happened to be going for a quest to try to kill a powerful enemy and she had failed to kill it three times already, namely because she hadn't been as good a fighter then. He asked to join her to work as a team and she said no. Then she died again and he asked again. Then again. Again. Over and over. Finally she had enough and accepted his offer.
 
   She hadn't wanted to admit it, but she felt good during that fight. She felt useful, her heals kept them both alive and in the end she was practically gushing and definitely bragging about how well she was doing. Rather than rolling his eyes at her comments, he instead let her have first pick of the loot and she chose the ring. She never thought she'd meet him again, even though they exchanged game information, but he contacted her a few days later for a dungeon run.
 
   Every few days he would ask her to join him, and often times some of his other friends, for adventures through the world. For the longest time her favorite thing about logging in was just to see them and work on getting stronger together. Before she knew it, they had each hit their maximum level and were able to do some of the toughest areas in the entire game. When he finally made the guild she agreed to join almost instantly, and once the first mastery quests finished she got her first taste of fame. It was then she decided she wanted to become a true legend in the game. Even if in the real world she'd never be anything, at least in this one she could be something beyond herself.
 
   All because of one tiny little quest. If not for that quest, if not for him being there to help her, she might have missed out on everything that happened so far. She may have quit the game ages ago and just moped in her bed until she slowly died. But not now. Not ever. Her fist tightened around her small timer stone. She would become a legend. She knew it.
 
    
 
   ------
 
    
 
   “For the first round we have Asura, one of our first double masters, versus Beat you all!” It was B3atUa11, but she was actually impressed that the name was said right-ish. She wondered if the announcer was an AI or actually a person, or multiple people, doing the introductions. “A new up and coming fae master!” Cheers filled the stadium while the two stood apart from each other. The angel was wearing her normal white armor, while the fae was wearing armor with a similar design, but it seemed to have been crafted from wood rather than metal. She knew better than to underestimate it though, she had no doubt it was just as strong as her own. So it would do no good against her sword.
 
   Armors came in multiple types. Heavy armor like theirs was the highest defense and made for players who wanted to take a lot of physical damage and still be standing, as well as gave the best physical stats. Unfortunately, it was heavier and impeded movements more than the other armors, so they did have that trade off. At least, until you got used to it. They came in two types. The type she wore was built around not having a shield, but allowing you to block with your left hand, namely for two handed weapon users. The other type had the armor symmetrical on each side and was designed for those who used a sword and shield. She preferred her type because she couldn't fight with a shield, she always smacked herself in the face with it or knocked her sword away.
 
   The fae had a sword made of wood in his right hand and a wooden shield in his left, she imagined they were high level racial weapons. She was surprised to see he didn't use a bow. “Sword and shield? That's not very common for a fae. No bow?”
 
   “Bows aren't too effective one on one,” B3atUa11 said. “Don't worry, I have both skills maxed out and I--” She charged. He raised his shield, a strapped arm shield, and she cleaved through the bottom part of it in a single swipe.
 
   “My sword cuts through all non-master quality weapons and all armors. If you want any chance against me you'll have to fight all out. Don't worry, my other class isn't fae, so you might have a shot.” She tried to suppress it, but there was no way for her to keep the condescension out of her voice.
 
   “Don't look down on me just because I'm not using a master weapon!” the man yelled before charging forward and swinging downwards at her. With a single swipe she cut his sword in half and held her blade to his face.
 
   “I told you. You'll have to use a master weapon or you're just going to lose. Don't worry, I'll wait.” She took a step back and smirked. She had this one in the bag and she knew it, an easy win that she could show off with. Assuming she had anyone watching her match.
 
   “Fine. You asked for it,” the man said before the shield and sword disappeared and a moment later a black bow with a red draw string formed in his hands. He double tapped once and... went backwards. She eeked and ducked down when an arrow shot over her head.
 
   “How did you do that? I though you could only fae-step towards somewhere you were aiming?”
 
   “You don't know how to aim behind you? You haven't played as a fae before, have you?” he asked before taking another shot, the arrow skimming past her arm.
 
   “I've played them, but I've only been able to go forward. How did you do that?” she asked before charging forward. She dodged to the left and the arrow grazed her arm. Her eyes went wide as she looked to her arm and saw that it actually did deal damage. Even though it just grazed her, it still dealt damage through her dragon's scale ability.
 
   “I'm not going to tell you in the middle of a fight!” he said before disappearing back again and pulling the string. “Tornado shot!” The arrow shot forward and embedded itself in front of her. After a moment the fierce wins whirled up and sent her flying backwards.
 
   “Ugh!” she growled before charging at him again. Each time she got close, he would fae-step away or use one of his spells to send her flying back. She hated to admit it, but he was kiting her, a term for when a ranged fighter kept melee attackers at bay, very well. She wasn't used to it since most archers she faced she could dive around terrain to get at them. Here, there was nothing to get behind, just a wide open arena, and he was knocking her HP down slowly and steadily. Even worse, when she dodged an arrow so it just clipped her, it was still dealing damage. “You know, you're a way better shot than I am.”
 
   “I've practiced a lot. I really thought--” he fae-stepped out of range again before shooting another arrow, “--that this wouldn't work so well. I guess I really underestimated it. Wanna give up?”
 
   “Never,” Asura said before jumping to the right as another arrow flew by. She drove her hands down to the ground. “Dust cloud!” The dirt flew into the air and coated the area around them in thick dust, far too thick to see through.
 
   “That won't work!” B3atUa11 called out before fae-stepping out of the dirt cloud and leveling his bow on it. He waited for the dust to settle and the angel to show herself. The crowd went quiet when the match slowed down. “Any second now...” he said before the dust finally began to settle. The angel was nowhere to be seen. “What? Where did you go?!”He looked to the left and right before finally looking up.
 
   “Back here!” Asura said from behind him before she slashed into his back. “Guiding blade!” Her blades turned to metal blurs and sliced through the fae like butter. Even after the skill ended and his armor was shredded, she kept slicing with both her weapons. After a few seconds of getting shredded he finally managed to pull back with a fae-step. “Crescent flash!” She appeared by him a moment later and continued her assault. After a few more seconds the boy disappeared in a shower of red sparkles.
 
   “The winner is Asura, the angel!” The crowd went wild when she lifted both her weapons into the air and let out her own little cheer.
 
   “Yeah! Say my name! I'm Asura! I'm going to win this--” She stopped when she suddenly reappeared in her changing room. “Dang it! I was enjoying myself!” She sheathed her weapons before sitting down. She glanced down at her stone and saw the counter had formed two circles melding together. Infinity. “Guess this means some of the matches haven't finished yet.”
 
   She sat down in her chair and looked around. A small end table had formed besides her. A small flat crystal was resting on it and she slowly reached out to pick it up. It was pretty much the games equivalent of a tablet, or small miniature computer, but made with magic. She ran her finger along it and the tournament roster popped up. She was able to see who had advanced to the next round and who had lost, but was unable to see who fought who or what class they used.
 
   She was happy to see Scalios, B4hamutt, Andremedia and 5t4r D3s7r0y3r had all made it to the next round. She was far less happy to see Suportano had made it and almost choked when she saw two all to familiar names. Evalie and Yeana, the demon and fae players who tried to trick her and the other masters into missing the master quests. She wondered what kind of low down tricks they were going to use to try and win this time. She groaned when she Ripstern's name as well. Maybe he wasn't all talk after all.
 
   The longer she went through the list the more names were added and in the end the winner and loser bracket each held over a hundred people. She thought for a moment and tried to calculate in her head. “I think... I need to win about... nine matches. Huh. Well, this is going to be interesting,” she said before looking at at her stone. The infinity symbol had been replaced with numbers that counted down.
 
   Unable to keep still as she waited, she jumped to her feet and began pacing until the stone began to glow. A moment later she was teleported back into the arena. It had changed around, instead of a wide open and lit up area, there was now a dome over the coliseum with small circles of light. She glanced to her opponent and growled. Yeana. Except, she wasn't a fae this time, she was a demon. Just like her spider friend, except she went the traditional red skinned with horns variant.
 
   “For this round we have two double masters! Asura the angel versus Yeana the demon! As each is one of the only six double masters in the game, this fight will surely be an amazing one!” the announcer called out as the match began.
 
   “Wait, what? Six? But there wer-- eek!” Asura dove to the left before an arrow flew at her. The woman was wearing dark black armor, it seemed to be made of obsidian. The demon's bow was the same black color as the angel's previous opponent's. An arrow was shot at her again and she dodged to the right of it before charging forward. She crossed about half the distance before the archer disappeared into the darkness. “Crap!” she said before trying to catch a glimpse of movement in the darkness. After a few seconds of searching an arrow jammed into her back. She turned just in time to see the woman disappear. “You cowa... you know what? Clever,” she admitted before running back into the light.
 
   She glanced to her mini map until the demon appeared back on it, usually behind her, and then jumped to the side before the arrows narrowly missed. Unfortunately, she had no way of counter attacking yet and when the arrows managed to graze her they still dealt damage despite her dragon ability. Even worse, the arrows were getting faster. Each time the demon shot one she would disappear and appear on the opposite side to shoot, her rhythm picking up.
 
   Asura gripped her sword in her right hand and once again the girl appeared behind her. She didn't even turn when she moved to the right and held out her left hand. “Ray--” The woman appeared in the darkness in front of her. “-- burst!” The rays of light shot out before the demon had a chance to finish nocking her bow. The angel charged forward immediately and held out her left hand. “Flaming hands!” The light wasn't much, but it was enough to stop the demon's disappearing act. “Guiding blade!” She tore into the bow woman with lightning fast precision strikes as the skill took over.
 
   Unlike her last opponent, the demon quickly switched weapons into a long black naginata and managed to deflect the last blow of her sword with the shaft, before fae-stepping away. “You know, your dragon friend was a lot tougher.”
 
   “Well, if you wanna fight like that... fine then,” Asura said in frustration before activating her sword's explosive ability. She charged at the woman and slashed out to the left. The woman parried it with the shaft of the polearm and then pushed down on the blade end, bringing the edge down at her head. Asura brought her left hand up and caught the weapon, just below the blade. She then grinned wickedly as she shoved the naginata to the left and drove her sword forward. It struck the startled demon in the chest before exploding in an open flame.
 
   “GAHHHH!” Yeana yelled and fell back. Asura charged forward and didn't stop her assault. Using her left hand to grab the naginata below the blade, she knocked it aside and struck the woman over and over with Excalibur.
 
   “You haven't had much practice, have you? This kind of weapon only works if you can keep the enemy out of reach!” she said and kept attacking until the woman disappeared in a shower of red sparks.
 
   “The winner! Asura the angel!” Once again the crowd cheered for her and chanted her name as she raised her hands in triumph.
 
   “Yeah! I'm going to take this tournament!” she yelled moments before she reappeared in her room. She quickly dashed to the chair and took a look at how everyone was doing. Already over half the fights seemed to be done and almost a quarter of the participants had already been eliminated. She could barely contain her glee. If it continued at this rate the entire thing might be over before her parents logged on and saw what her form was.
 
   She almost dropped the small chunk of crystal when she noticed two who had been moved into the loser bracket. B4hamutt and Scalios. She tried to find out who they fought against, but it didn't show. Maybe two of the other double masters? She paced, nervously this time, around the room while waiting for her next match. “Who could have beaten those two? Well, other than me. But those two are brutal! How could they lose so soon?” She shook her head and closed her eyes. “A mistake. That had to be it. Someone used something they weren't prepared for, like the shadow meld ability or some kind of combination, and took them by surprise. That's the only answer. No problem. They'll make it to the finals of the loser bracket and we'll meet up there.”
 
   She glanced at the stone and let out a soft sigh. Only a few more minutes and her match would begin. She took deep breaths and calmed herself and soon enough, she felt the gentle rush over her skin as her body teleported from her room to the arena.
 
   Across from her she saw a very pleasant sight. The grin forming her face was so wide it threatened to split her head in half. “For this round we have Asura the double master angel! Against her, aiming to end her winning streak, is Ripstern, the holy beast master!”
 
   “I gotta say, I'm surprised to see you made it this far,” she said before walking towards towards him. “It's going to be a pleasure to knock you out.” Confidence oozed from her voice.
 
   “What? Y-you know me? Have we met?” Ripstern asked before backing away, clenching his fist and getting into a defensive stance.
 
   “Oh yes we have... kid.”
 
   Realization dawned on his face. “H-hey. No need to get upset. You were the dragon, right? I was just playing. You know, cut down on the competition. No need for a bunch of-”
 
   “No, I was the fae! Just how many people have you been trying that little ploy on?”
 
   “A few. Doesn't matter though. You can't beat me, I'm a black belt in karate.” Ripstern's confidence returned as he watched her approach.
 
   “... So?” she asked with a sigh. “You're going to be one of those, aren't you?”
 
   “”I have real combat training, it- gah!” He dodged backwards when her sword tried to slice off his head.
 
   “Good for you. But, actual real life training has limited use in this world. Namely since in real life things like this don't happen! Ray burst!” Rays of light shot at the man. They hit him straight in the chest, knocking him back.
 
   “Regeneration!” he yelled and the slight wounds began to heal. He then charged and jumped into the air, kicking.
 
   She ducked down and so he flew over her head, “Guiding blade!” Her sword slashed through his exposed underside and sent him hurtling to the ground.
 
   “Ow... ow ow...” he said before getting back to his feet. “So you got lucky, big deal. I've still got this won!” Ripstern charged forward again and punched at her, she stepped back and sliced with her sword, but he caught the blade against his gauntlet and then struck out with his other hand. His blow connected and sent her sword hurtling from her grasp. His foot then lashed out and hit her in the stomach, sending her hurtling back.
 
   “Ow...” Asura held her chest. She glanced to her sword, but it was too far away and the man was standing between her and it.
 
   “So, give up?” he asked before stepping back and putting a foot over the blade. “Or do I have to beat you up some more?”
 
   She spread her wings out and took to the air, flying above him, a smirk on her lips. “You don't play often, do you? Ray burst!”
 
   “Gah!” Ripstern jumped to the right as the rays missed him, only to be hit by a second burst a moment later. “Get down here you coward!”
 
   “Nuh uh, make me,” She called back and shot more bursts of rays at him. Most of them he managed to dodge, but a few managed to hit and slowly lower his HP. She flew around and slowly shot out the rays while making him run. With him sufficiently distracted she dove down and grabbed her sword before flying after him again. “Crescent flash!” she called out so her body teleported in behind him and slashed across his back.
 
   “Gahhh!” he said before he turning around and slashing at her, but she had already flown back up out of reach. “Coward! Cheater! Noob!” he yelled.
 
   She snickered before calling down, “Why don't you try using spells? You have them for a reason!” She quickly activated the explosive ability of her weapon. “Must not do much PVP, huh?”
 
   “I... oh. Right. Rock sp-”
 
   “Crescent flash!” she called out before appearing in front of him again and slashing with her sword, enveloping him in flames. She didn't stop though and began swinging into him over and over, the flames disorientating him and soon he disappeared in another flurry of red sparkles. Despite the cheers, she felt hollow inside.
 
   She sighed and sheathed her weapon before reappearing in her room. “I can't believe I let him disarm me...” She walked to the magical crystal and looked to see who had been eliminated. Scalios wasn't listed yet, but she let out a sigh of relief when she saw that B4hamutt had not only finished his third match, but had managed to not be eliminated. She was a little shocked when she saw Andremedia's and 5t4r D3s7r0y3r's names, still in the winners group. Seemed the two were better than she thought, or lucky. “I'm going to have to ask her about fae-stepping backwards sometime.”
 
   She looked through the list some more, checking up on some others. She grinned when she found out Evealie had been eliminated this round. She was then annoyed as Yeana's name popped up as having survived another round.
 
   After waiting a while more, Scalios finally came up, having won his match. She glanced at the clock and let out a sigh. There was still an hour until she had to worry about her parents coming on, if they even showed and got on right away. She took a deep breath before readying herself for her next match. When the timer hit zero she reappeared in the stadium, opposite her opponent. Her eyes went wide. The wings. The robe. The way he looked at her with a bored expression. Only one person it could possibly be.
 
   Suportano.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 8
 
    
 
   Age: 16 years, 4 months
 
   The two angel's stood watching each other when the announcer began. “Now we have yet another explosive match! Two double masters, and both are the first angel masters we've ever had! Suportano and Asura! Both wield the legendary sword Excalibur! Both have a second class mastery under their belts! Both have made it to their fourth round! But one of these amazing fighters are going down, who will it be?”
 
   Once again the crowds erupted and the two watched each other. Asura slowly drew her sword and dagger, but Suportano left his sword strapped at his side. “Aren't you going to fight me?” she asked cautiously.
 
   “I will. I'm just not much for melee fighting. I much more prefer this kind.” He raised both hands. “Tornado!” Winds suddenly picked up around her and began spinning. She jammed her sword into the ground and tried to outlast the winds. Her eyes went wide when she saw how much damage she was taking from it, B4hamutt's magic didn't hurt nearly as much.
 
   “Not bad!” she yelled out before aiming a hand at him. “But you're not the only one who can do that kind of spell. Tornado!” Winds enveloped him. Instead of trying to resist them, the other angel flew up and soon escaped.
 
   “I see your magic stat isn't that high,” Suportano said once the winds around Asura died down. “I'm guessing you decided to go full defense with your masteries.”
 
   “Just the dragon. Its ability is great. Crescent flash!” Her body darted out to try and slash him.
 
   “Ice shield!” the other angel called out and a wall of ice materialized between the two, blocking her attack. He jumped back and his wings began to lightly flap, taking him into the air. “Fireball!”
 
   Asura shrieked and tried to jump out of the explosion, but she was too slow and sent hurtling. “O-oh yeah? Two can play at that! Fireball!” she yelled out before fire shot from her hand to envelop him. “We're both max level, my spells hurt just as much as yours!”
 
   “That's where you're wrong,” the angel said once the flames died down. “Your second mastery is dragon. Isn't it?”
 
   “Yeah. So?” Asura gripped her sword tighter and watched for an opening.
 
   “Mine is demon. That means I've unlocked both the magical damage and magical defense cap. You've only released the defense and magical defense cap. Rock spear!”
 
   Asura jumped out of the way of the piercing stone. “What is that supposed to mean? What cap?” She spread her wings and took to the sky before casting out another spell. “Storm!”
 
   A black cloud enveloped the other angel and lightning crashed around him. While normally that was a rather weak spell, against a flying angel it was extremely dangerous. It only lasted about thirty seconds, but by the time it ended she was in position.
 
   The cloud dispersed, revealing Suportano surrounded in an ice sphere. Asura dove straight down at him as the ice shield melted away. He turned to face her and, unable to cast in time, he fell backwards and drew his sword. Their longswords clashed for a moment before she drove her dagger down into his chest and kept shoving him. After a few moments they crashed into the ground below, her landing on top of him and driving her knee into his stomach for good measure.
 
   “Heh. I've got you-- grk!” She was cut off as the man's free hand wrapped around her throat.
 
   “Rapture,” he said softly. Her HP was cut down to about a quarter as pain flew through her body, eliciting a scream.
 
   “O-oh yeah? W-well now you can't cast any more. I've got this in the bag,” Asura said before she stabbed into his chest, confidence swelling inside her. She pinned his sword down and smirked, panting lightly. “No more spells and I'm in close range.”
 
   “Dark echo,” he said. Her eyes went wide as her HP plummeted and disappeared.
 
   She disappeared in a shower of red sparks before returning to her waiting room again. Her mouth fell open while she tried to register what just happened. “He... he used rapture. He can't cast spells after that! It's part of the cost! He won't have any MP for a while after that! How did he...” she trailed off and brought up her own spells and checked out the specifications. “Right, no MP. How could he...” she sat down and groaned when it dawned on her.
 
   Asura navigated to her dragon end game spell, hell fire. “Of course. No MP cost. Just the penalties for casting the spell. I can't believe I never thought of chaining them like that. I'm such an idiot!” She kicked her chair, though it only moved a few inches. A moment later she sat down and took a deep breath. “No. Calm down. He used the spell now. That means if I win in the loser bracket I'll get a second chance to fight him and win.” She took out the tablet and glanced through the winners. Well, none of her friends had been eliminated yet, but 5t4r D3s7r0y3r had been put in the loser bracket.
 
   Asura went limp in the chair and closed her eyes, trying to think about what the other angel had said. “How does going demon give him extra magic?” she asked before she brought up her character stats. What she saw made her mouth hang open. Her base defense and magic defense were huge, nearly twice as high as her other stats. “How... these weren't nearly as high as when I first maxed the class. Even with the penalties from using the item pouch, my defenses are super high...”
 
   “Figures. I spend all my time leveling other classes that I never even notice my first class getting stronger and stronger,” she said with a sigh. “Mutt and Scales are going to freak when I tell them about this.” The thought of that did make a little grin form on her lips. “It'll probably be common knowledge soon anyway, with all the new masters. Someone is bound to tell everyone about it. I wonder how many in the tournament already know?”
 
   Asura glanced at the tablet and let out a sigh of annoyance. It seemed some matches still weren't done and she was getting tired of waiting. She tried to send B4hamutt a message but found she was blocked off. “Come on,” she said in annoyance before leaning back. “There has to be something I can do!” With an exasperated groan, she jumped to her feet and began pacing. She glanced at her little teleporting stone, it still held the infinity symbol. “Ugh. I'm borrrred. Hurry up!” She gave the wall a swift kick. A moment later pain shot through her foot as she hopped around, clutching it. “Ow ow ow ow! Stupid force feedback!”
 
   After far to long her teleporter began to vibrate as she took it out and glanced. Only a few more minutes and her match would begin.
 
    
 
   ------
 
    
 
   Asura's next three matches went by easily. She didn't face any more double masters and the players she did face still weren't certain on how to best use their powers. She was able to crush them through experience and skill. To her displeasure, Suportano was knocked into the loser bracket two rounds after her.
 
   After her third win in the losers bracket she was beginning to get confident again. Best of all, she had managed to keep both her end game spells in preparation for the final match. She only had to win a few more, and the pool of challengers was getting smaller and smaller with each victory. A few of her friends had already been eliminated, but she didn't worry to much. She figured whoever beat them likely wasted their mastery spells to do it.
 
   When she was finally brought in for her seventh she let out a soft groan. “Another fae? You gotta be kidding me. I swear over half my matches have been against--”
 
   “For this match we have another double master, folks!” the announcer yelled. “Asura, the double master angel! Versus Andremedia the master fae! Who will go on to the next round and continue their goal of attaining the championship, and who will be sent home for good? This is sure to be an explosive match either way!”
 
   “Media? That's you?” Asura called out in surprise. The girl's fae form looked so... different from her leviathan form. While Andremedia's leviathan form had been a bit bulkier and strong looking, with thick muscles, the fae form was tiny and practically had tooth picks for arms. Realization dawned on her. “Of course. This is why I couldn't remember you. Your fae form is so much smaller and more... compact, than your leviathan form.”
 
   Andremedia twitched slightly. “I hope you're ready for a tough match, Asura.” She drew her black bow, her eyes narrowed.
 
   “Heh. I guess. You know after this match I need to ask you some things. So no hard feelings if you lose, okay? I really am sorry I had such difficulty remembering you,” Asura said before drawing both her blades.
 
   “Sure. No hard feelings either way,” the fae said said before sending out three rapid shot arrows. The angel dived to the right, eyes wide in surprise.
 
   “Wow, how did you shoot so- eek!” She dove to the ground and an arrow shot over head. The fae didn't let up, shooting arrow after arrow. Her right hand was a blur as she drew the string back again and again. Asura struggled to get out of the way, but there were just to many of them. “H-how can you do that?” She hated to do it, but she had no choice.
 
   Asura reached into the little sack at her side and took out the speed potion. It was pink, thick and tasted like strawberries when she downed it. It wouldn't last long, but she didn't imagine she'd need too much time. She jumped to her feet instantly and ran at the woman, her movements far faster and responsive now.
 
   Asura managed to dodge most the arrows by zigging left and right while charging at the fae. Within moments she was on the woman and stabbed straight at her chest.
 
   Andremedia didn't falter. Her bow drove down and slammed across the side of the sword. Knocking the blade aside, she stepped forward and kicked the angel's feet out from under her while shoving Asura's shoulder, sending her tumbling forward. “Tornado shot,” the fae said before turning around and shooting another arrow straight into the angel's back, right between her wings. Powerful winds picked up and sent Asura hurtling away, moments before a flurry of arrows began to pepper her again.
 
   “Gahhh!” Asura yelled. She crashed into the ground, moments before arrows lodged into her back. She rolled to the side and held out her hand. “Fireball!”
 
   “Tornado,” Andremedia said instantly before jumping back. The fire was sucked into the spiral of wind while Asura stared in awe.
 
   “I... I was not aware you could do that. That's-- eek!” Another arrow lodged in her chest, cutting her off. “Damn it!” Asura jumped to her feet and ran towards the woman again. This time even her zig zagging didn't protected her while the fae shot arrow after arrow into her. They weren't missing and Asura was beginning to notice something bad. The first few arrows did only a small bit of damage, but each one seemed to do more than the previous. Her HP was almost zero when she finally got within range.
 
   Asura slashed forward again, except this time when her blow was parried she kicked out with her right leg at the woman's side. Andremedia flipped her bow around and drove the sword away while catching the foot with the edge of her weapon. “Gust,” Andremedia said before she drove her free hand into the angel's chest and sent her flying backwards.
 
   Before Asura could steady herself for another attack, an arrow struck into her chest, followed by three more. Her HP disappeared to nothing and she disappeared yet again. A few moments later she appeared back in her room, mouth open. “How... when did... how did she... I...” She struggled for words as she plopped down on the chair. “How did she... I didn't even hit her! I was using a speed potion! How did she DO that?!” She let out a scream of rage. “Did that bitch hack the game? That had to be it! There's no way she could have... no. Calm down. There's no way she could hack in a tournament like this.” She hugged her knees to her chest and sighed, trembling while she struggled to let the rage flow away. After a few moments of deep breaths, she let out a soft sigh and accepted the truth.
 
   She had just been outplayed. Outplayed completely. “I can't believe she beat me both at a distance, and up close. Ugh. She didn't even use fae-step.” She buried her face in her knees, reveling in her misery while she could.
 
   Eventually, Asura sighed before finally getting up and leaving the arena. She lost, so there was nothing more she could do about it.
 
   Her thoughts were interrupted when a message alert popped up.  She glanced at it before paling. It wasn't a message sent in game. It was one sent to his online profile. A message from his parents. Short. Simple. Terrifying. 'We can't find you, which person are you?'
 
   In her panic she almost sent a response, but quickly realized how foolish that would be as it would reveal her in game name. Instead she logged out from the game and sent a message from his online profile. 'I got eliminated really early. You guys didn't miss anything, honest. Meet at the space station?'
 
   He held his breath until he got a response. 'Okay, we're on our way.'
 
   Asher sighed before logging in and soon he was standing in front of his parents. “In the other game, you said your name was Asura, right?” His mother looked a little anxious, but his father seemed distracted and seemed to be talking to himself, though no sounds came out. Asher figured he was probably on the phone with someone at work.
 
   “Y-yes,” he said with a nervous gulp, his hands turning clammy.
 
   “Which one? There were a lot of different fights, but the only one that was still playing when we got on was a young woman. We thought she might be you for a bit but... ummm, we wanted to be sure first.”
 
   He gulped nervously before responding. “What? No! I got eliminated a while before you messaged me.”
 
   “Oh! Oh, that's good. We were worried that you were, well, ummmm... never mind what we were worried about. We're just happy we were wrong.” He could see the relief flooding her face and couldn't help but feel a bit guilty and ashamed. There wasn't anything wrong with playing a girl, was there?
 
   “Mom what i-” He was cut off as the entire world suddenly shifted. The colors changed wildly as everything nearby began to disappear. His breathing caught as he looked about in a panic. Was he having a seizure? Was he going to die? Was he... back in his room?
 
   “--it. I tripped over the cord. Why are they all over the floor?” a man's voice said.
 
   “Shhh! We don't want anyone to know you're here, do we?” It was a girl's voice this time. Jessica? What were they doing? Who was with her? Was he being robbed? Wait, he didn't have anything to rob. He weakly lifted his head so he could get a better view. What on earth were they doing?
 
   “Are you sure he won't wake up?” the guy asked before he pulled Jessica into his arms and Asher could hear them starting to kiss.
 
   “Nah, don't worry. He's just playing his little games. He'll be in them for hours. Even if he did come out he's barely even aware of what's going around him.” With those words he watched her shirt go up. Red heat filled his cheeks as he tried to decide what to do.
 
   On the one hand, Jessica annoyed him near to death and he did want to get back to his game.
 
   On the other hand, he was a male and the age filters on his head set prevented him from seeing anything like this. Could he really afford to pass this opportunity up?
 
   “Maybe we should toss a towel over his head though. Just in case he does wake up...” Jessica said while stroking down the mans back. “He's kinda retarded, so he wouldn't be able to get it off.”
 
   Well, that certainly made the decision easier. He lowered his head back down and groaned. “W-what happened?”
 
   Silence filled the room before she spoke up again. “Asher honey? You're up?” He could hear them shuffling about and struggling to get fully dressed.
 
   “M-my headset disconnected... what happened...” He groaned as he played it up.
 
   “Nothing! Err, lets see. Ah, here we go.” A moment later his headset powered up, the loading symbol appearing over his eyes.
 
   “W-who's that? Is he a d-doctor?” A malevolent part of him loved watching them squirm.
 
   “What? Err! Yes! Just, checking up on, stuff and ummm, we need to go! Bye!” He suppressed the grin as the girl stumbled off, dragging her boyfriend behind her.
 
   “Idiots,” he said before he logged back into the game. His mom was in a panic when he arrived.
 
   “What happened? Where did you go? I thought you had a heart attack again!” she yelled as she wrapped her arms around him in a hug.
 
   “Easy mom, easy. The game just got unplugged, I was only gone five minutes,” he said while trying to push her away. “Why didn't you call the hospital then?”
 
   “I did! I'm still on hold,” she said before he finally pushed her away. She started tapping some buttons. He guessed she just hung up on them. “What happened? Why didn't you say anything?”
 
   “It was nothing. One of the nurses just snuck into my room to make out with her boyfriend and they tripped on the cord. Once I let her know I was there she plugged it in and left. That's all there was to it.”
 
   “... Make out with her... in front of you?!” He suddenly found himself pulled into a tight hug. “Who did this? Who was making out in front of my little boy?!”
 
   Asher groaned. “M-mom, stop it! I'm almost legally an adult, I'm not a little boy any more!” he said softly. His cheeks turned bright red when some passersby stared at the spectacle.
 
   “You weren't trying to watch, were you?” his mother accused.
 
   He turned bright red and looked around frantically. His father was nowhere to be seen, probably abandoning the boy to his fate. “N-no! Not at all! I-I told her as soon as I came back that she unplugged it! I didn't watch at all!” His voice cracked a little as he tried to defend himself.
 
   “Fine... I guess. Which nurse was it? Was it the blonde one? Oh I never liked her. I always su-”
 
   “No, it wasn't Amy!” He jumped in quickly. “It was Jessica, the red haired one. Don't worry about it though, I handled it.”
 
   “Oh don't worry your little head honey. I'll take care of it with a phone call, okay?”
 
   “Mom. I just said I took care of it. No need to make any phone calls. I got it.” He couldn't keep the annoyance out of his voice.
 
   “Now honey, no need to try being brave. I know how hard it is for you, I'll take care of it tomorrow, okay?”
 
   “Are you even listening to... oh nevermind. I give up,” Asher snapped in annoyance before he flung his hands in the air. “Where's dad?”
 
   “Oh, he had to go. Apparently something came up at work, another strike. But he told me to call him immediately if you didn't come back on. I should probably give him a call and let him know you're okay.” Her mouth kept moving, but no words came out. Well, at least she was getting faster at changing who she was talking too.
 
   Best of all, the sudden cut off had distracted her from the idea of him playing as a girl. He felt a little ashamed having to hide it from them, but judging by their reactions, he doubted they'd understand.
 
   He leaned back against the nearby wall and waited for her to finish the call before she smiled to him. “So how about we try some nice mother-son bonding?”
 
   “Sure,” he said softly and they began walking. “We can go see some more exploration things. Maybe a planet this time.” He added quickly when he saw the look of horror on his mother's face. “Nothing like the black hole.”
 
    
 
   ------
 
    
 
   After a short planet visit Asher was left alone to do as he wished. He even got permission to stay up late to play his game. It wasn't long before Asura appeared back outside the coliseum and began hurtling messages to her guild rapid fire. “Who won? What happened? What I miss?”
 
   “The dragon.”
 
   “The guy who always wins.”
 
   “I could have beaten him if I didn't get eliminated so fast.”
 
   “The Eighth won.”
 
   The guild responded quickly, though it took her a few seconds to realize what they meant. The Eighth. A high ranking dragon player. One of the highest ranking PVP players in the game and the winner of the 'Hunters of destiny' contest they had when the game began. It had been a contest/scavenger hunt/puzzle type thing where the players had to solve a number of riddles, slay certain creatures, and make certain items in order to advance to later stages.
 
   She had, unfortunately, never gotten past the second riddle of the contest since she had no real interest in the cash prize. Not like she could have done anything with it. In the end the dragon player known only as 'The Eighth' won it. Since then he had been dominating the PVP tournaments and he was seen as one of the best pro players in the game. The fact he won the tournament wasn't a surprise, though it still annoyed her that she wouldn't get a shot at challenging him.
 
   Her biggest annoyance was from something else. She took a look at her friend list before letting out a happy squeal of glee. “Andremedia! We need to talk! Meet me at Yggdrasil,” Asura sent the message before heading off.
 
   Soon the two stood across from each other on, standing on the highest branches of the tree and far from the crowds. “You know why I called you here, don't you?” Asura asked, once again in her fae form.
 
   “I can imagine so. I figure you're pretty mad that I beat you.”
 
   “Well... I'm not mad. Just disappointed. I wanted to know how you did that? I've never seen anyone shoot arrows so fast! I didn't think it was possible! Do you do archery at home? Even if you do the fact you could do it so quickly is amazing!” Asura said in excitement, pacing the entire time. Excitement began replacing annoyance as she talked.
 
   “Oh, well, it's really easy actually. All you do is draw the string back, since the arrow forms by itself, so long as you already know the hand positions you can instantly move the arrow back and aim while you're still pulling it back. It also helps that I took a speed potion right before hand.”
 
   That made Asura freeze. “Wait, you did? Why? Did you know I was going to be there?”
 
   “What? No! I just took one before each fight. I bought a bunch before hand and I wanted to give myself a slight edge. Didn't matter in the end though, I still lost,” she said with a shake of her head. “The item pouch penalties made it a bit harder once my kiting failed.”
 
   “Hey, you still trounced me. So what is the ability of the fae's bow, anyway? I bet it's something awesome.”
 
   “It has another toggle. It either does high damage or allows the damage to increase with every arrow that hits the same target. Basically the more times I hit you, the more damage it caused. Great for kiting. Even if I just nick you, it still counts as a hit.”
 
   “That explains a lot,” Asura said with a disappointed sigh. “Hey, I know this may sounds kinda odd, but do you think you can teach me? I mean, more about the fae class? You've seen my archery and my fae-step. I still need a lot of work before I can do it effectively. I know you're a lot better at it than me so... yeah... think you'd want too?” She couldn't help but feel a little nervous about asking for help like this. Especially considering she had been playing longer. But she hated feeling like there was something she just couldn't do, and if the only way to learn was to ask for help, then she'd swallow her pride and do it.
 
   “Sure!” Andremedia said as a grin formed on her lips. “It'll be fun. Don't expect it to be to easy though. There are a lot of little tricks I'd have to show you.”
 
   “I don't mind!” Asura said and held out her hand. “I'm willing to work as hard as I have to in order to master this class!”
 
   “Okay then. We'll start with the basics. Let's see if we can find you a broad side of a barn to hit,” Andremedia joked before taking Asura's hand and leaped from the tree branches, towards the world below.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 9
 
    
 
   Age: 17 years, 1 month
 
   Months passed with Asura training under Andremedia and, with her new found experience, she once again climbed up the mountain of mastery and found herself on the steps of her third mastery. A tree that stood almost a mile around and many miles high towered over her, a small entrance carved into the base. She took a deep breath before walking inside.
 
   Torches lined the wooden hallway, a dangerous design choice, she walked through. The path gradually slanted up and she soon found herself in a large open area, about the size of a foot ball field, though only a few dozen feet up.
 
   “Welcome challenger! As one who admires the grace of the fae, the strength of the dragon, and speed of the angel a special challenge has been prepared for you! Ready yourself!” Across the wide open region a tiny tree formed and a large red fruit grew from its branches.
 
   “A tree inside a tree? That can't be-- eek!” She jumped back when a pillar of wood shot down and nearly crushed her. A spike of wood shot out from behind, grazing her side, but dealing no damage as it brushed off the leafy protection she got from the dragon class.
 
   Asura charged forward as more spikes and pillars formed from the wood around her, attempting to stab and impale the girl while she ran. The ground suddenly opened out from under her, revealing a pit filled with spikes, but she quickly took to the air with her wings. Three more spikes descended and attempted to impale her. She wasn't fast enough to avoid them, so instead she rolled over before reaching out and, barely, managing to grab one just beneath the pointed end. She was pulled along by it, but managed to avoid being impaled. Fortunately they stopped a few meters from hitting the ground but they still sent her careening against the unforgiving surface with a groan.
 
   “I'm never... doing one like this... again...” She groaned before rolling to the side, just before another spike shot up from where she had been laying. Scrambling to her feet she drew her sword and charged forward, lifting into the air with her wings.
 
   More spikes shot at her as she weaved around and cut through the obstacles. As she came within a few yards of the fruit, massive pillars of wood shot up and surrounded it, blocking her way. She cut once across it and, while her sword did slice through it easily, the wood closed the wounds almost instantly. She flew up when more spikes tried to impale her, this time diagonally from her right. Flying up and then around the pillars she found they surrounded it on all sides. There was a little bit of space between them, but not nearly enough for her to squeeze through, even without her wings.
 
   “Dang it! Not another puzzle.” She let out a growl before ducking under another spike. “Fireball!” Flames enveloped the pillars.
 
   When the flames died not even a single burn remained on the wood. “Come on! There's gotta be a way!” she said before flying back from yet another spike, then diving to the ground. The moment her feet touched the ground she charged forward, around another spike, and tried to grab the fruit. Even pushing as far into the hole as she could she was still about a foot short from reaching it. A spike stabbed into her back, making her groan out in pain before she pulled back, breaking the wood that impaled her.
 
   “O-okay. Let's try this!” She double tapped her foot. Rather than appearing in the center of the pillars, she instead appeared right outside them. She tried a few more times and angled her movements, but she missed every time. Finally she fae-stepped backwards before another spike could come up to impale her.
 
   “Wait a moment. No way, they can't mean to...” Asura grumbled before darting forward to avoid some more of the spikes. She sheathed her sword and switched her inventory around until her bow materialized in her hands. “Well, here goes nothing!”
 
   Her first arrow bounced off the pillars, while her second went through, but missed the tree completely. With each shot she was forced to reposition herself to avoid being impaled, thankfully her training paid off and her fifth shot hit the tree and her sixth one landed true, impaling the fruit through the middle and sending it careening out from the pillars. With two small fae-steps she appeared close enough to grip the fruit and roll away from another spike.
 
   The assault of wood stopped and slowly the deadly lumber retreated back into the walls, floor, and ceiling of the mostly empty chamber. The tree the fruit came from burst into flames and began to grow to the width of a pine tree and up until it touched the roof. Once it had finished growing the fruit in her hands turned to ash and the tree glowed with fire. The red flames slowly changed to green and the tree began to shrink and crumble from the heat. Within a few more moments all that remained was a small stand of crumbly ashen wood on which a black bow rested. Slowly she walked towards it and picked it up.
 
   “Fail-not,” she said in awe before blinking. “Wait, what kind of name is that for a bow?” She rolled her eyes and pulled the string back. To her surprise the string was easy to pull, even taut it gave almost no resistance and she was able to shoot off a few quick shots. “Wow... this bow is weird...” she mumbled before pulling it to full length and shot again. The arrow sailed through the air lightning fast and embedded in the wooden wall. “W-wow... now, to see the fun part!”
 
   True to her expectations all three abilities were able to meld into one weapon. “Can't wait to go see the guys! They are going to freak!” she said with excitement bubbling through her voice before she ran towards the exit and shifted to her angel form.
 
    
 
   ------
 
    
 
   Asura landed just outside the castle, eager to show off her gear but, to her disappointment the only player there was 5t4r. “Hey. Where is-”
 
   “What the hell happened to you?” he interrupted while staring at her with wide eyes.
 
   “Huh? What do you mean?”
 
   “You, your wings! Your face! Your hair! What the hell?” he screamed it at her.
 
   She stood in confusion for a few moments before running straight into the castle and towards the nearest mirror. The sight that greeted her made her jaw fall open and her eyes bulge. Her wings had turned gray and now had black tips. Her eyes and skin had darkened as well as her armor. The blue jewels were now a fiery red and the white parts of the armor had turned a dark gray.
 
   “I... I don't know,” she whispered before turning around for the mirror to look at herself. All over. She reached down and yanked out her sword. To her relief the blade looked fine.
 
   “What happened? Did you get a make over? I didn't even know the angel's could change themselves to look like that,”
 
   “... Me either. I don't know what's happening. Maybe some kind of event?” she suggested, though she couldn't keep the quiver out of her voice. “I'll need to see if anything happened to Mutt or Scales.”
 
   She fortunately didn't need to wait long as soon the dragon arrived in the guild castle. He stared at her for a few moments, his mouth agape. Even a number of their other guild members had come to stare. “What happened to you?”
 
   “I don't know! What happened to you?” she asked before she motioned to him. His scales were now more curved with less jagged edges, and the dark red was now a light pink. “You look... oddly adorable.”
 
   “Hey!” he objected with a glare. “I look darn sexy! You're just jealous of my sexy dragon form.” He did quickly move to a mirror and glared at his reflection. “How could this have happened?”
 
   “Anyway,” she said quickly. “I submitted a ticket, but there hasn't been any response. Star went searching for anything on the message boards, but no ones mentioned anything like this. Have you heard anything from Scales?” Asura asked as she paced back and forth, almost in a panic. What if something was wrong with her character? What if it had to be deleted and forced her to start from scratch? What if someone had hacked her account?
 
   “Asura, calm down. Don't look so worried, I'm sure whatever happens it'll work out in the end.”
 
   “How can you be so calm? What if our characters are destroyed?” she yelled, anger filling her voice as she clenched her fists.
 
   “Easy girl, easy.” B4hamutt said calmly. “It's just a game. Worse comes to worse you--”
 
   “IT'S NOT JUST A GAME!” she screamed at the top of her lungs in fury. She froze then as some of the other guild members stared at her. “I-I'm sorry. Just, I don't want to... I've spent a lot of time working on my character. I don't want to lose all that.”
 
   “Relax. You're one of the most famous characters in the game. They'll fix your character in a heart beat. Besides, it might just be an event.”
 
   “If it's an event why doesn't anyone else look different?” she snapped. After a few moments she let out a soft sigh and hung her head. “I... I need to go lay down. Message me if Scales comes online.”
 
   “Asura...” 5t4r said, but she ignored him as she stormed off. “Why's she so upset? It's not like they'll just toss her character away after all the time she's put into it.”
 
   “Oh, she's just a worrier. I don't know what she's like in the real world but when it comes to this game I swear she's one bad fight away from having a heart attack,” B4hamutt said with a chuckle.
 
   “You know, I heard that could be an issue in some games. Supposedly some people got so scared in  one of those horror games that their heart just gave out on them.”
 
   “If you can't handle it you shouldn't be playing it,” the dragon said with a hint of annoyance. “Frankly I don't think anyone who has medical issues should be playing any of these games. It's just asking for trouble.”
 
    
 
   ------
 
    
 
   Asura nestled into her nice, warm, comfortable bed and sighed. She had taken off her armor so she was able to feel the warm sheets while they flowed around her body. It was far nicer than the bed she had in reality and probably a better bed than even her highly paid doctors could afford. It was one of the perks of playing a game like this, so long as you could afford the cost of playing, even the worlds finest luxuries were acquirable. She'd even managed to sleep an entire night in the game world once, though it had required a lot of begging and pleading to get her parents to agree.
 
   For now she just wanted to enjoy herself. She knew everything would likely be fine, but she couldn't fight off that fear in the pit of her stomach. The worry that she just might lose everything she'd worked so hard for. Just the idea made her stomach hurt and tears form in her eyes.
 
   “Asura?” a voice rang out, startling her from her dark thoughts. Standing in the doorway, now opened, was 5t4r.
 
   “What are you doing? I'm naked!” she snapped, face bright red. “How did you even get in here? Wait, are you eighteen in real life?”
 
   “Um, no?” he said in confusion. “I still have the acceptance from last time I was here.”
 
   “Oh, well, you can't see anything then. Anyway, knock next time! You shouldn't be barging into my room like that anyway.” She pulled the covers closer over her body while her other hand disabled his room invite so he couldn't barge in again. “What do you want?”
 
   “Well... uhhh... I wanted to talk with you. I mean, I saw how upset you were. I just wanted you to know...” 5t4r whispered nervously before walking into the room. “N-no matter what happens, we're here for you. I mean, the guild is. All of us. We'll make sure you don't lose anything. W-we'll protest and everything i-if we have too.” His bright red cheeks and the nervous gaze started to make her worry. She'd seen enough television to know what that kind of thing tended to mean.
 
   “I see... Star. Honey. You aren't... I mean, you don't have a crush on me, do you?” Asura asked bluntly.
 
   “What? NO! Of course not! I was just trying to make you feel better!” he said frantically while flailing his arms about, his cheeks burning redder.
 
   Asura let out a sigh of relief. “Oh, okay. Good. Had me worried for a moment there,” she said with a smile. “Thanks, Star. I know everything will probably be fine. Maybe in the end it... hmm?” She stopped as a message popped up. “Scales is here! He's having some issues too! Come on, let's go!” She jumped out of bed.
 
   “Eek!” 5t4r said in a less than masculine manner before his hands covered his eyes.
 
   “Oh... right. Relax, it's not like you can see anything,” she said sheepishly before she navigated the menus and her armor formed back on her body. She charged past 5t4r and darted through the halls until she came back to the throne room.
 
   Scales was standing in front of the throne. Rather than having blue, thin scales his body was covered in almost black scales that, while still smooth, were pointed at the ends rather than curved like a normal fishes. His eyes had turned black while the irises were yellow.
 
   “Wow... I think you got it worse than me. At least you're not pink like Mutt though. What's going on? Did you notice anything odd when you finished your mastery? You did succeed, didn't you?”
 
   “Of course. I'm a master fae now too,” he said with a smirk.
 
   “Wait. Fae? I thought you were going angel?”
 
   “I was. But I decided after watching all the fae-stepping going about I'd go fae instead. I still had plenty of time to level angel anyway.” He paused as realization dawned on him. “You don't think it has anything to do with the fae, do you?”
 
   “Of course it does! We both mastered fae and now our things all messed up!” She gasped. “A-and you mastered dragon second, right? That must be it! Fae and dragon masteries, at least if taken in that order!”
 
   “I guess? What about Mutt? He mastered leviathan,” Scalios said in confusion as the angel started updating her support ticket. To her surprise the original had a response.
 
   “There's a response, hold on! 'Asura, we are aware of the cosmetic appearance changes to your character. Rest assured there are no issues with your character or your equipment. This is caused by a new feature in the testing phases. There is no current or future danger to any aspects of your character caused by this.'” She read out loud before letting out a sigh. “See Mutt? And you were worried about nothing.”
 
   “I WAS WORRIED?!” he bellowed in anger. “Hey! Get back here!” he called after her as she retreated out the door, leaving them behind.
 
   “Sorry, I need to go do some things bye!” she yelled back before taking to the sky.
 
   “... I swear I'm going to smack that girl next time I see her...” B4hamutt said before laying his face in his hands and shaking his head.
 
    
 
   ------
 
    
 
   Her character was safe! But after all that happened, she no longer wanted to show off to everyone. Instead, she wanted to go have some fun. Switching to the leviathan class, complete with reptilian wings and dark scales, she headed straight towards their beginning region. Crabs scuttled along the beach just a few miles from the underwater capital of Atlantis.
 
   Drawing out her new bow she flew along until she saw a small group of crabs all bunched up together. A wicked grin slowly formed on her lips. Landing a few yards away, she drew the string back and fired. The arrow embedded itself into one of the crabs before exploding in a massive fireball of death. She shrieked in delight as the crabs disappeared in a flurry of red sparkles. Within moments the new leviathan was darting to and fro on the beach, exploding every crab she could get within sight. Not only was it good experience, but it was soooo much fun.
 
   Unfortunately, even the best things must end and as she hit level five she found the crabs were no longer giving her any experience. With a sad sigh she turned from her fun prey and turned towards the ocean. Time to head to Atlantis.
 
   She took a few steps into the ocean, letting the waves splash across her ankles as the smell of salt water filled her nostrils. The water was cold and as it touched her she could feel the small pieces of sand getting trapped in her armor. With a few quick button presses the thick white metal armor disappeared leaving her in little more than blue underwear. After another moment her wings followed.
 
   With a deep breath she dove head first through the water and began to swim. Once she was in she began to breath again with a chuckle, though the air gauge still hovered to her right. The game didn't imitate getting water in your lungs or in your eyes so she could still breath, even if her character couldn't. Unfortunately, she could still taste the salt water as it flowed along the rest of her face.
 
   The water was ice cold, partially numbing her body while she moved towards a great glowing dome far off in the distance. Red and blue fish swam through the water, ignoring the leviathan as if she was nothing more than a floating piece of lint.
 
   When she came closer to the structure she could see more of the surrounding area. The dome was completely enclosed and, while nothing could actually be seen holding the water or anything else, coral grew around and up the base of the covering. Underwater caves surrounded the city, enveloped in inky darkness. In one of them she swore she saw a big red tentacle dart inside.
 
   The city itself was an amazing sight. Leviathans could be seen moving about below. Small 'roads' of water twisted and turned down each area, with stone streets set beside each one for the non-leviathan, allowing the gifted swimmers to travel through the city with ease. Small orbs of light hovered in the air to allow their glow to flow through the entire dome. Most impressive of all were the homes. As the entire city was built on top of a massive coral reef the buildings were carved out or, as some seemed to be, grown magically from the underwater substance.
 
   Her oxygen was getting dangerously low, so she took a small rock like object out of her inventory and popped it in her mouth. An air stone. They tasted kinda sweet, designed after rock candies from ages ago, and filled the consumer's air gauge to full. A requirement when visiting leviathan areas, unless you were a leviathan. Or, in her case, were a leviathan who had yet to unlock her special abilities. She had to be careful because each air stone got weaker the more of them she took.
 
   She finally reached the end of the dome and dropped in from above. Almost instantly the world changed from icy and wet to warm and airy. She also realized she was a few hundred feet up in the air and her wings weren't out. She screamed as she plummeted to the ground, flailing about fearfully while trying to navigate the menus, but the ground was coming up very fast.
 
   Before she hit the ground arms wrapped around and stopped her. It took her a few seconds to realize she had stopped as she activated her wings and smacked them into the one who caught her.
 
   “Ow,” a girl's voice said before letting her go. “Wings? I guess you're not a newbie then. Still, you fell for the old noob trap.”
 
   Asura turned to see her rescuer. A leviathan, like her, but with light green scales instead of blue. Both now had large reptilian wings that awkwardly flapped to keep the two aloft.
 
   “You okay?” the woman asked with a cocked eyebrow.
 
   “What? Oh, yes. Sorry. I kinda forgot the whole... wings part. I took them off before I went swimming and I'm so used to having them on I just didn't think about it. Thanks for catching me.”
 
   “No problem. Guessing you're leveling leviathan too? I'm...” the girl trailed off and she stared at Asura for a moment. Her eyes narrowed before she backed up. “Asura? What the hell are you doing here?”
 
   “What? How do... YOU!” she shrieked when she read the woman's name. Yeanna. She took a step back and drew her bow.
 
   “Easy, easy!” Yeanna said and held up her hands. “We're both leviathan's in these lands. No reason for us to start fighting.”
 
   “Easy? After the stuff you pulled?! What are you up to this time?”
 
   “Relax! That was over a year ago. Besides, we gave up on that plan after the quest. Evealie failed the second quest and I'm not really interested in trying for it myself,” the woman said sadly.
 
   “Oh...” She paused and slowly lowered the bow. “I'm sorry to hear that. Did you fail too?”
 
   “No. I'm at three now. Working on my fourth. It's just not the same if you're going it alone, you know? I hear there's only six of us who made it to three. Everyone else ended up failing on their second one, but everyone passed on the third. Kinda weird, huh?”
 
   “Not really. Three of us are in our clan and we're all really good. Supportano is... good as well. The fact he passed doesn't surprise me. I imagine the Eighth was the fifth. The only one who I'm surprised passed is you,” Asura said with a glare.
 
   “Are you still angry about what happened before? Relax! It's just a game. If anyone should be mad it's me. You ended up barely winning in that tournament and then you go and get your butt kicked,” Yeanna said in annoyance. 
 
   “You tried to stop me from participating in the mastery quests! You kidnapped my friend and tried to kidnap me!”
 
   “It's! A! Game! Stop taking it so serious. Besides, I just saved your life. So we're even, okay?”
 
   “We are not even! Just... arghh! Nevermind. Just... I don't even.... Gahhh!”
 
   “Yeah, whatever. Listen, Evealie's going to be meeting me here once she gets home. If you want you're welcome to join us. Three masters and all should be easy to plow through things.”
 
   “Why would I want to join you? Last time I saw you... well, the time before that you attacked me, and I-- hey! Come back!” Asura yelled in exasperation, stomping her feet.
 
   “If you're going to just bring that up over and over, I'm not going to listen. You really need to learn to let things go girl, it's just a game after all.” With a single backwards wave the girl headed off down the path, jumping into one of the water roads.
 
   “It's just a game to you...” Asura mumbled softly before turning away. She slowly began walking the town in search of the quest giver, ready to unlock the leviathan's special powers.
 
    
 
   ------
 
    
 
   The water was cold, but no longer icy, as it enveloped Asura. In her right hand she held a wooden club with a few crystals spikes in it. Her body was lightly scaled and, rather than hair, she now had small crystaline shards that protruded from her head. Her scales were dark blue, almost black, and jagged at the ends rather than curved. She wore blue armor much like her angels armor, but more form fitting with flippers on the feet and small scales over all the joints.
 
   She was inside one of the dozens of underwater caves that twisted beneath Atlantis. It was technically pitch black, but she was able to see clearly for many yards ahead of her, the leviathan's ability to see in the dark making it simple. Her body now moved easily through the water, feeling almost no resistance from even the strongest currents. The walls of the caves had long been worn smooth, though on occasion she would see small eels waiting to pop their heads out from holes in the wall. The moment anything tasty popped by, or she held her club out to get one of their attentions, the head would pop out to try and devour what they thought was a meal.
 
   Crabs scuttled along across the caves floor as well, though she took extra care to avoid them as she traveled the caves. While not hostile, she had made the mistake of getting too close to one and it took her a few minutes to get it to finally let her hand go. It still hurt.
 
   Asura caught a glimpse of a red fin disappear around the corner down another tunnel and a grin flashed on her face. She began kicking her legs even faster so her lithe body shot through the water in pursuit of the creature. She turned the corner in time to see it disappear around another, then another, while she dodged and weaved around corridors in pursuit of the beast.
 
   Finally, she turned a corner and there it was, momentarily stopped and yanking one of the eels from the wall, their struggle sending dirt into the air and revealing the edge of a statue's head. The creature's body was that of a large red fish, but its face was grotesque with massive thin fangs that were almost as long as its body was tall. When it turned to face her it revealed two blood red eyes. Slowly it opened its massive jaws, separating almost a foot apart. Despite the great movement of its jaws there was only an inch or so to slide in between its long, thin teeth.
 
   She held her club up and grinned. The blood fish. This worlds larger, but more solitary, version of piranhas. Its tongue darted out for a moment before the beast began swimming straight at her. She didn't hesitate to pull her club back and then swing forward with all her might. The creature was struck across the side of its face, shattering many of its teeth and sending it hurtling into the wall. “Ice bomb.” A small sphere of water in front of the creature began to spin around moments before turning to ice and exploding into little shards. She dove forward and gave it one final smack across the skull before the creature disappeared in a flurry of red sparkles.
 
   “Perfect, another quest done,” she said happily before she turned around and, using her map to help navigate, made her way back to Atlantis. “I love the leviathan's underwater casting ability. Makes all these quests sooo much easier.” It had been almost a week since the event had ended and she was managing to make steady progress towards her next mastery, one quest at a time.
 
    
 
   ------
 
    
 
   Asura popped out from one of the caves with a grin, glancing towards the city. Another quest done meant she was one step closer to getting this class maxed out. She swam in from the side of the city this time, having learned her lesson from her first trip. She walked off in search of the quest giver, but froze as the lights above suddenly went out, covering the city in darkness. “What on earth?” The darkness didn't last long before massive explosions ripped through the city, temporarily lighting it back up. Her mouth hung open in shock when dragon characters began to appear throughout the city, some of them even seemed to be player characters.
 
   A dragon suddenly charged at her. She easily dodged to the right as its axe missed her and, spinning around, she caught the dragon under the chin with her club. It disappeared in a flurry of red sparkles while she stared. “What is going on?”
 
   Off a few yards away she could see more dragons attacking a small group of confused leviathans. She backed away and hid behind a wall while her class change counter slowly ticked down. The moment it ended she changed her class back to angel and, holding Excalibur tight in hand, charged the nearest group.
 
   Her sword cleaved through the creature's easily, in fact it seemed to only take one blow to kill them. Not just for her, but even the low level leviathans who were fighting were crushing them. The only ones having a problem were the NPC guards.
 
   More explosions ripped through the city and, as she watched, chunks of coral fell from above. The water roads were losing their form and splashing to the ground. Some water dripping onto her shoulder brought the angel's gaze up as her mouth fell open. The dome above, despite having been nothing but magic holding the water back, was failing. As more explosions tore through the majestic city more and more water began to dribble in from above. Finally a massive fireball enveloped the largest coral building in the city, the castle which was home to only the strongest and richest leviathan players, and the dome above shattered completely. Water crashed down at them and she could do nothing but watch in shock and horror as the icy water charged at her like a herd of rampaging beasts. There was no way to run, no way to hide, she couldn't even lift her hands to defend herself while her body locked up in fear.
 
   The ground shook and the water pounded as it finally came to her. She was thrown backwards by the force, only to be driven forward and down by the turbulent waters as they closed in from all sides. The last thing she saw was the once proud city of Atlantis crumbling to pieces, its corals obliterated with leviathan and dragon corpses filling the street. Actual corpses, they didn't disappear. She couldn't understand any of this. The merciless icy waters tossed her like a confused rag doll while she struggled to maintain her composure.
 
   Then it was all over and she was lying on the nearby beach, staring up at the sky. A small message popped up in front of her and she slowly read it aloud. “You wake up on the beach after the attack on Atlantis. The leviathan that pulled you in tells you that she needs to go rescue any others who are still trapped. As an angel you are told to report to the Golden Fortress of Everlight.”
 
   Asura let out a groan before slowly getting up. “Well that explains nothing...” she said before spreading out her wings and taking off. Whatever it was, she hoped it would make sense.
 
    
 
   ------
 
    
 
   The fortress was, despite being called golden, not made of gold. Instead it looked like any normal fortress, albeit nearly the size of a city. It was made of massive stone walls, cannons jutting from them, with three flags for the angels, leviathans and holy beasts. Players were funneling in from all three races of the faction, any of the other three being barred access. Asura landed on the roof, among other angels, and headed in through a side door. The moment she entered a small warning popped up, informing her she would be unable to change her class.
 
   She was directed to a massive room nearly the size of the arena she had fought in recently. Hundreds of angels were milling about, creating an odd sensation as she tried to push through and around the mass of feathers.
 
   Everyone here bore the same sword as her, Excalibur, at their side. At least those who carried swords. She slowly began to make her way towards the back of the room and, to her surprise, drinks and food had been prepared. It didn't technically have any nutritional value, but it was still a nice touch. She took some punch and then stood near the back to wait.
 
   She didn't have to wait long. “SOLDIERS! Silence!” a voice boomed out. The players went quiet almost instantly, though she wondered if people actually stopped talking or if they were just temporarily muted. She imagined the latter. “Those who were at any of the capitals of the Righteous Coalition have seen the damage those scum have caused!” The wall opposite the one she was against suddenly showed images of the three cities, or what remained of them.
 
   Atlantis was little more than a watery grave. Gaia, the holy beast's underground capital, had completely caved in on itself. Finally, Sanctuary, the angel's flying city, had crashed into the earth below. The castle that was once her home was rubble on the ground and she couldn't help but feel anger bubble within her. What if all the things she stored there had been destroyed? There was no way they'd just destroy her stuff, was there?
 
   “This was a prepared assault by the creature's of the Unholy Legions! Attacking each of our capitals in turn, they hoped to weaken our forces and destroy us once and for all! Fortunately, thanks to the quick responses by warriors like you, the main attack forces they sent in were mostly stopped before they could kill too many. Unfortunately, the bombs they placed went off without us being able to stop them. With our three capitals destroyed, the coalition will now operate from here, the Golden Fortress of Everlight. Together we will drive those scum back to the netherworld where they belong!” the voice rang out again. She finally caught sight of its owner, a large angel wearing full plate armor with a massive great sword on his back. He was standing on top of a raised platform on the opposite side of the room.
 
   “The next few years will be long and dangerous, but I know each and every one of you will stand strong and help us eliminate these creatures! The time of peace is no more! This is war!” the angel yelled and raised his fist in the air. No one said a word and after a few moments he lowered his hand. “Prepare yourself. All missions for the Coalition will now be distributed from this fortress. Find your respective leaders and get ready. This will be like nothing any of you have experienced before!”
 
   That, on the other hand, brought a cheer from the assorted angels before they headed out. Asura followed behind the crowd, a grin spreading on her lips. It seemed a brand new event was taking place. She hoped in the end it proved to be as exciting, if less frightening, as its introduction.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 10
 
    
 
   Age: 17 years, 8 months
 
   Asura held her breath and held her body flat against the stone wall. She was illuminated by the small rivers of lava that flowed through the small ditches carved into the home of the dragons, Camelot. Fortunately, the guards overhead had yet to notice anything as they stared out towards the only 'official' entrance into the city.
 
   The ground shifted a bit under her feet before a head popped out. “Hey!” she snapped and closed her legs as tight as she could. “You're supposed to come out next to me, not under me!” The head disappeared before popping out a few feet from her.
 
   “Sorry. Here, I got 'em,” the man said. His body was covered in thick brown fur and his head was that of a wolves. Over his hands he wore the same metal gauntlets that B4hamutt favored. He was holding a large orb that was see-through, but at its core had a small black sphere that seemed to absorb all light into a small vortex of inescapable darkness.
 
   “Perfect. Squad A through C have already got theirs and are in the midst of trying to set them up. Once we set ours up we'll have about thirty seconds to get out of here before the whole place goes up. So I hope you can dig fast,”
 
   “Heh, fastest. Here.” He held out the orb and she took it, stuffing it into the small bag at her side. She then leaned forward and looked up at the guards. “Only a few more minutes and... there.” She reached out and grabbed the holy beast before spreading her wings.
 
   On the wall the guards had turned away and were calling out to their replacements. With them temporarily distracted the two saboteurs flew off to the right and then up the wall. She dropped him on the other side and both darted behind a nearby stone building.
 
   “Do you find anything funny about an angel setting off the last bombs to destroy Camelot?” the beast asked with a smirk.
 
   “Not really, no. Keep it down, just because NPCs can't hear us chatting doesn't mean a player won't notice us. If we're busted we're toast,” she said while watching the guards. They finished their discussion and the two new guards took their spot. “Good. Okay, let's go,” she said and the two began to make their way through the city.
 
   It was slow going as the two went, constantly keeping away from any doors or windows as they slunk through the shadows. It was going well until they walked into an alley way and suddenly a hand materialized from the darkness and grabbed her companion by the throat.
 
   “Well well well, what have we here? If it isn't some members of the conceited alliance,” a large red demon said before his body materialized from the darkness. “You know your kind aren't welcome here any more.” His eyes turned to Asura. “Wait, your colors are... aren't you on our side?”
 
   “Nope!” Asura's sword flashed out. The blade cleaved through his hand and then through his head before he disappeared in a shower of red sparkles.
 
   Her companion let out a deep breath, “W-watch it with that sword, will you? I like having a head!”
 
   “Sorry, but I had to move quick. Come on. If we don't get this placed by the time he resurrects he'll alert the guards,” She said before they continued walking, albeit much faster now.
 
   “He did have a point, why are your colors like that if you aren't a member of the Unholy Legions?”
 
   “Because I have two of their classes mastered. It currently considers me a member of them. It's why I'm doing as many missions as I can, until I can get my faction standings right.” She scowled. “I was oh so lucky, the game waits until I get to the legion's side before finally making affiliations matter.”
 
   The beast chuckled before hiding behind another building, glancing up towards a large stream of hot magma while it spilled from above and into a pit directly in front of the city's castle. “You sure you'll be okay placing the bomb up there? Lava does a lot of damage,”
 
   “Yeah, it does. Hurts too. But I'll be fine, so long as you keep the guards distracted I'll be able to fly up there and set the bomb, no problem. Lava shouldn't even touch me.”
 
   “Yeah, good luck,” he said before looking to the castle. “I swear some of these missions are just brutal... here I go!” He charged into the middle of the court yard and raised his hands. “Stone catapult.” The ground under him began to shudder. He thrust his hands forward and chunks of the ground lifted up and sailed through the air, crashing into the walls of the castle. He kept his hands up as more and more continued to shoot out, raining on the castle before the large doorway began to open. He began to concentrate his fire on there so the dragons attempting to come out were buried in stone.
 
   Asura took to the air, her movements ignored in the face of the far more damaging attack. She soon flew high above the city and gazed down in awe. Lava flowed around the structures, creating what looked like a massive orange web. The castle's doors had finally collapsed under the assault and dragon NPCs were billowing out, attempting to get out from under the barrage. The courtyard had been all but destroyed, huge holes from where the rocks had been drawn.
 
   A fireball flew past her head, forcing her back a few feet. Far off to her right were three dragons, each with a pair of wings. “Right, more people have two classes now... dang it...” She sighed before she drew her sword. Within moments the dragons were on her.
 
   The first tried to slash at her with an axe, though she easily deflected it with her own blade before twisting around to his left side and slashing across his side. She then dove down as the others attempted to slice into her. Only one had a sword, the other two axes. “Fireball!” she called out and held her left palm out at them, engulfing the dragons in flames. “Dragon and angel masteries. That means both their defenses will be high... No matter.” Once the flames cleared she charged right into them. They were still trying to block the fire from scorching their faces and unable to properly defend themselves as her blade shot out. Excalibur easily cleaved through one of the wings of the nearest dragon and, when it disappeared in a flurry of red sparkles, he plummeted to the ground below.
 
   The remaining two watched their friend plummet to the ground for a few seconds, before turning their eyes to her wings. It was one of the best ways to stop a flier after all, clipping their wings. She quickly moved her fingers through the menus before her sword split into two, one long sword and one dagger.
 
   The two split off and surrounded her. Attacking from both sides, she knew there was no way she could block both of their attacks. Taking a deep breath, she charged straight at the one ahead of her. Quickly sheathing the dagger she shoved the empty hand out. “Rayburst!” Bright rays of light struck into the startled dragons chest before she slammed into him. She grabbed him with her free hand and turned them both around in a tight circle. When the second dragon charged at them she let her captive go, flinging him straight into his back up.
 
   As the two floundered about and tried to right themselves, she charged in and with a few quick cuts from Excalibur the duo were sent hurtling down to the ground. Unfortunately, their little fight had drawn attention and down below she could see a few more taking flight while others readied their bows to take shots at her. “Ice shield!” A wall of ice formed ahead of her, suspended in mid air. Moving quickly she flew back up to where the magma flowed and grabbed onto the roof.
 
   “Great, just great.” Asura looked for somewhere to place the bomb. The rock surface was smooth without any crevices to place the destructive orb. “Come on, there has got to be something...” she said before seeing her barrier shatter out of the corner of her vision. “Ugh, I don't have time for this!” She placed her hand to the roof. “Fissure!” A crack formed in the thick stone and slowly got bigger and bigger until it was large enough she could slide the bomb inside.
 
   An arrow struck her right wing, causing her to jerk away, the bomb falling from her grasp. “No!” she shrieked and dove for it. Her hands latched around it in moments, but more and more arrows struck at her, most missing but a few finding a new home in her body. Worst of all, the fliers were getting closer, having gone up to the roof away from the arrows and were now flying straight at her. “Screw it!” She flew up and jammed the bomb into the small hole. She then dove down as fast as she could, trying to dodge and weave around the arrows as she went. She opened a communication with her partner, “It's done! I'm good! Get out of here!”
 
   “But what about you? If I don't-”
 
   “I'll be fine, just go! I'll find my own way out!” she yelled before ducking under a flaming boulder. Down below she could see actual catapults being aimed at her as their few air forces took to the sky in pursuit. “Tell them to set off the bomb, I'll be fine!” she yelled before folding her wings and diving straight down. The world went by in a blur while fire and arrows shot by her like lightning and the floor came up at her like an impenetrable wall. Taking a deep breath she let her wings out, just a little, and she altered her position horizontally. Within seconds she was skimming along the rooftops while others tried to pursue her.
 
   She folded in her left wing and dove into a nearby road, startling those walking into it. Behind her she could hear crashing as her pursuers tried to mimic her and failed. “Heh. I've been doing this for years, a few months of leveling won't let you keep up with me!” she yelled, though they were too far behind to hear her. She flapped her wings yet again before shooting straight up and over the outer wall of the city.
 
   Explosions tore through the city behind her and, when she looked back for a moment, she could see massive fireballs spreading throughout the dragon held city. Buildings were reduced to ash as the great lava falls above were torn asunder, allowing magma to flow freely throughout the city. With the destruction being wrought on their home, the dragons gave up their chase to return and attempt to stop the damage. Without pursuit, she was easily able to escape from the burning city.
 
    
 
   ------
 
    
 
   “That was the most awesome thing EVER! Did everyone make it out okay?” Asura asked when she met up with the group of assorted classes.
 
   Scalios looked to her and nodded, “Yeah. I'd say the event was a complete success. With Camelot destroyed, that means only two cities left to go.  How much experience did you get for this?”
 
   “Enough to level my leviathan class almost fifteen times. These war events are awesome,” she said excitedly before stretching out, the muscles sore after all that excitement. “So, what's next? Has the assault on Yggdrasil been planned yet or has the coalition not decided?”
 
   The leviathan shrugged. “No idea. I think they still plan to have the next major event on a vote. We can still do the smaller missions though. Damage supply lines, get supplies, get some bounties. Things like that,” he said thoughtfully. “I bet we could get a group together to try and assassinate one of their generals. Though last time we tried that, we almost all died.”
 
   “Yeah, this is getting pretty difficult at times. But hey, we have the advantage,” Asura said with a smirk.
 
   “Oh? How so? They've still got two capitals, we're trapped in one.”
 
   “We're on the offensive. They have to defend all those points at once, not to mention side places. We on the other hand, only have to defend Everlight. Even with the siege they have on it, they'll never be able to take it over and defend their most important areas. The defenses on the fortress are just too good compared to the open cities. Once we eliminate their last cities the fun will really start.”
 
   “Oh? Why do you think-”
 
   “ATTACK!” a voice rang out, moments before fire balls filled the sky and began to rain down on the group.
 
   “Scatter!” Asura screamed, the group following orders quickly. The balls slammed into the ground, leaving craters in their wake. Off in the distance they could see large flaming catapults, manned by dragons, taking aim at their force. “How did they find us? Angels, holy beasts, grab whatever leviathans you can and get them out of here. I'll hold them off! Whoever wants to stay and has the same escape abilities can!” She drew her blades.
 
   Scalios glanced to her before sighing and, after being grabbed by a holy beast, disappeared underground. The rest dispersed while she and a handful of others charged at the attackers. She dove to the left so a fire ball shot past her, so close the heat singed her wings. She landed on the ground and rolled forward, stopping on her feet a yard from the nearest dragon. Her sword shot out and impaled him in the stomach. She slashed up, cleaving through his armor and body. He disappeared in a shower of red sparkles.
 
   For a few seconds the opposition stood in unmoving shock, before throwing themselves at her. “Ice shield!” The barrier formed between her and the dragons on her left. Unfortunately, the ones on her right continued their charge, swinging their axes. She leaped into the air, using her wings to help propel her up, and landed on the nearest catapult. She cleaved downwards to destroy the ropes that held the wood down. As the ropes were sliced the timber surged up, striking her across the side, making her fall back with a shriek of pain.
 
   She landed on something hard, rough and spiked. She glanced down at the dragon she landed on and tried to pull away as his arms wrapped around her waist. She was trapped. Only one trick she could try. “EEK! Pervert!”
 
   “W-what?” His hands moved away instantly, “I-I wasn't trying to, I was just, I mean I was, I-- aghh!” His remaining cries were silenced when she stabbed him with her dagger and pulled away. She considered stabbing him a few more times, but she already felt a bit mean having used such a dirty trick on him. Instead, she just gave him a kick into his friends before darting towards the next catapult.
 
   Once again she found her path blocked by more dragons. She slashed her sword ahead of her and, fortunately for her, she found her blade cleaved through a few before being stopped by an axe. Her dagger was clasped tightly in her right hand, which she stabbed into the chest of one of the startled newly unarmed dragons. A massive fireball erupted from the blade, forcing the dragons to scatter. “I love this weapon,” she said with a gleeful squeal.
 
   Pain shot through her back as her left wing was cleaved through from behind, the end disappearing in red sparkles. She let out a pained shriek and turned to face her attacker, a dragon wielding the Parashu axe. She growled and charged, driving her longsword against his axe and forcing it back. She stepped in close and stabbed him three times with her dagger, each time causing more flame to explode outward and envelop the dragons. With a satisfied smirk she stabbed him once more, the fires spreading out and, with a solid snapping sound, she heard the second catapult crumble from the spreading flames. The dragon-man she stabbed finally fell, his body crumbling to red sparkles and leaving a few red beams of light in his wake.
 
   She quickly readied her weapons and looked around, but no one was around. She was surrounded by a handful of red beams of light though. “That's weird. There were a lot more. If I killed them they would have... oh dear.” She paled when her eyes fell on the last of the catapults. They had fallen, at her allies hands, but not without cost. Arrows covered the area and when she turned to the retreating line of dragons she saw a number of archers, bows at the ready and aimed at her.
 
   She gulped nervously before waving, “Err, hello!” The twang of bowstrings filled the air as the sky itself was darkened by the hail of arrows. “Ice shield!” A wall of ice formed in front of her. It wasn't enough, within seconds the wall fell and dozens of arrows stabbed into her body. She stumbled backwards with a pained groan before crumbling.
 
   She slowly raised a hand to her chest, “Great--” Her spell was interrupted when a boot came crashing down on her stomach.
 
   “Not a chance angel. We've won,” her attacker said before he held out a golden stone. A moment later his axe came down and the sensation of death enveloped her once again
 
    
 
   ------
 
    
 
   Rather than resurrecting at the nearby town, Asura instead appeared in a dark prison cell, with a small bed and thick metal bars blocking the exit. She rolled her eyes before mumbling to herself “Really? That's not going to hold me.” She took a step forward and reached for her sword. When she tried to pull it out a warning popped up, 'Weapons/spells/class change cannot be accessed while a prisoner.' That made her freeze and she looked at the bars a bit more worriedly. 
 
   A soft clapping could be heard before a light appeared outside her cell from an open doorway. A shadow appeared in the light and slowly made its way down. “Well well well. So we meet at last, the prisoner of-- oh bloody hell,” Yeanna said before she brought her hand to her face and shook her head. “You? They captured YOU?”
 
   “I knew it! Hah! So you were just trying to trap me and... actually there shouldn't be one of those quests for a while. Why DID you capture me?” Asura asked while pointing an accusing finger.
 
   “Oh relax. It's part of the event, people of opposite factions can capture those who attack their faction. Since you're a member of the conceited alliance we--”
 
   “Righteous coalition,” Asura said quickly.
 
   “What?”
 
   “We call ourselves the righteous coalition.”
 
   “Whatever.  You attacked us, we captured you and a number of others. We've already filled about three floors of this dungeon with members of your alli... group. You're just the first triple master we've caught.”
 
   “Yay for you? So what now, you torture me for information?” she asked dryly.
 
   “Well... sorta. Within reason of course.”
 
   “Namely because I could just log out if you did anything bad, there are laws against such things in these games, I could turn off th-”
 
   “Yes, because of that. However, we've been working on a few other methods to get to you, not to mention we have plans in the event you don't help us.”
 
   “Well, that's never going to work. I don't know anything and, even if I did, I'd never tell you,” the angel said as she crossed her arms.
 
   “Oh, I know, I know. But we don't want information. We want you to join us.”
 
   “Well that... wait, what?”
 
   “We want you to join us. In case you haven't noticed, most the triple masters ended up joining your side. Frankly I was hoping you were Eighth, but beggars can't be choosers. Our side has a larger population, and currently holds the advantage in terms of fortresses. But in terms of masters we have very few. Only a handful of double masters and I'm the only triple master. But if we can get some more of the triple masters to join we'd be set,” she said and held her hand out. “More would join us and we could win this war and whatever rewards come with it. What do you say?”
 
   “Rewards? Aren't the quests for that?”
 
   “Partly, yes. Those just reward participation though. Actually winning the war? I hear rumors that those who win, get the chance to unlock the old magics used by the races before the war. If we won, imagine it. You'd have access to real summoning magic. Stuff that no other player in the game would have access too.”
 
   Asura nearly sat down, her mouth open as she thought about that. “No one else... something no one else could... How do you know this? Who told you? It could just be a fancy weapon like the master tournament reward.”
 
   “Just hearsay from some sources of mine. It would make sense though, don't you think? What else could be such an adequate reward for winning the war?”
 
   “Wait, why would I join you then? If my side is going to win this war anyway, what would be the point of joining you?”
 
   “Because you're losing. We outnumber you, and have more outposts. Unfortunately, most of the masters have joined your side, but that won't matter in the end. We have a big enough advantage that more of your side will detach to ours. Besides, I can see you're already affiliated with us,” the woman said before motioning to Asura's wings.
 
   “Well... that is true. But I'd never join your side. I much more prefer to be the good guys. These wings will be fixed soon enough.”
 
   “Good guys? Oh you gotta be kidding me. They are no more the good guys than us! Sure, I'll admit some of the demon quests are malevolent, but it was your side that started the war in the first place, with their little 'purge' of all things they saw as evil. If anything your side are a bunch of brutal barbarians!” Evealie yelled before grabbing the bars. 
 
   “.... Ummm... wow. No need to get so passionate. I was just joking,” the angel said with a nervous chuckle before taking a step back.
 
   “I'm not, ugh. I just HATE it when people do that. 'Oh, we have angels so we are obviously the good guys! Duh!' Don't even look at the lore or anything like that. No no, purely the race makes them the shining beacon of, just ugh. If you're going to spout off things like that at least do a little research,” the demon snapped while she paced, practically frothing at the mouth. “Anyway. I want your decision by tomorrow.”
 
   “Why tomorrow?”
 
   “Because your faction will be attempting a raid here tomorrow. It'll be important for me to know who you side with before then.”
 
    
 
   ------
 
    
 
   The dungeon shook while catapults sent huge flaming boulders smashing across its walls. Angels attacked from above while leviathans and holy beasts charged the lower levels. The doors were barred so fae attempted to shoot arrows through the windows, though the angels continued to cast their spells or mount other assaults through them, forcing many of the windows to be locked tight.
 
   Asura saw none of it as she hugged her knees to her chest and sat on her bed. With nothing better to do, she rummaged through her mail system, deleting her older ones as she waited for her rescue. She was finding this far more enjoyable than being stuck in a soul gem, but she would still be happy when she could rest in her own bed.
 
   A message popped up, drawing her attention. Scalios! If he was able to message her now, that had to mean he was close. She sent him a quick response, “Hurry up. This cell sucks and the bed is hard. I keep getting leered at by the guard too,” she sent with a little smirk. Her guards were, in fact, nowhere near her and instead were guarding the entrance to the floor, a single dragon with an axe and two demons, who they probably thought she hadn't noticed, hiding in the shadows.
 
   The door opened. Her eyes bulged when B4hamutt, 5t4r D3s7r0y3r, Andremedia, Scalios, and at least a dozen others from their faction charged inside. Even with the demon ambush, the three guards never stood a chance and within moments her cell door was opened. To her surprise, and embarrassment, 5t4r quickly wrapped his arms around her.
 
   “Wow, quite the rescue operation going on here. Are you guys it or...?” she asked with a nervous chuckle before pushing the happy rescuer away.
 
   “Of course not. There's a whole army down below. Once the information of where you guys were at became available, this quest popped up with the others,” 5t4r said with a smile before he took her hand and helped her to her feet.
 
   “Yeah, once we found out you were one of the captured Star here was all ready to charge the prison himself. Took a bit of convincing to get him to calm down and wait for all of us,” Scalios said with a snicker. “Though we have a bet going, how many messages did he send you?”
 
   “None. There's a range filter on them while locked up,” Asura said with a chuckle. “Haven't gotten any since you guys arrived, though.”
 
   “S-see? I told you guys! I was just worried, she's our friend after all,” 5t4r said, unable to look them in the eyes.
 
   “I wonder if you'd pace that much if I was the one captured,” B4hamutt said with a chuckle before turning towards the door. “We should go. The longer we wait here, the more likely it is everyone will leave us behind.” The group took off. More demons and dragons attempted to block their way, but they were quickly swept aside. The forces of the coalition plowed out from the prison quickly with all the captives in tow.
 
    
 
   ------ 
 
    
 
   “How many dead?” Yeanna asked while she watched the forces retreating from a window.
 
   “Plenty,” Evealie said, sitting on a chair in the small room. “Are you sure this was a good idea? We already have spies, all we've done is expanded the numbers we worked so hard to decrease.”
 
   “It'll be fine. This war won't be won by killing people anyway. It'll be won by whichever side can draw the most to them,” the fae said with a little smirk. “Death means nothing here.”
 
   “You've been playing those war sims again, haven't you?” the spider asked with a roll of her eyes.
 
   “What? No! Maybe... yes,” she said softly. “But it's still true!”
 
    
 
   ------
 
    
 
   Asura laid in her bed, nervously glancing at the clock. In only a short bit her time would be up. She'd have to go back... there. To the real world. She struggled and hugged her pillow to her chest while shaking her head. “I don't wanna go back, please don't make me go back, please, please, please,” she begged to no one in particular. The clock continued to tick down, second by second. Only thirty to go.
 
   “Please, anything but there. I'd rather be back in that dungeon, back in the soul shard, anything,” she said as it got closer and closer. With ten seconds left she let out an angry scream before her foot lashed out, kicking her lamp and sending it flying across the room to shatter against the wall. It didn't matter as within moments it reformed and, despite her protests, the world disappeared around her.
 
   Asher laid completely still as the headset automatically shut down. He looked around and, barely able to turn his head, saw he was alone. He looked down at the call nurse button on his bed. Mere inches from his hands. It might as well have been a mile away.
 
   His hand refused to acknowledge any orders. He couldn't roll it, wiggle it or even poke with it. He just laid there. The only sound that remained was the sound of his heart rate monitor as it slowly beeped over and over.
 
   After what felt like hours, she came. Amy. “Hey Asher, how are you feeling today?” She looked him over. “Are you out, or are you still in the game?”
 
   He merely grunted in response.
 
   “Okay, let's get started then,” she said before removing the blanket. “We'll start by removing your diaper.” So began the process of stripping him of every fiber of dignity he had managed to accrue since,  well, last time they had done this. His diaper was changed, he was sponged down, feeding tube, I.V., heart rate monitor and other equipment were all quickly checked to make sure he was getting everything he needed. Amy tried to be sympathetic and would tell him what she was doing each time, even talking to him a little about the weather. He wished she would just finish.
 
   It was one of the worst daily experiences of his life, he couldn't even feel like a person any more. Just a piece of meat that got poked, prodded and cleaned every day so it didn't stink. To make it even more horrible, what came next made him almost enjoy this process.
 
   Hours. Hours of just laying there, completely still and staring at the roof. He didn't want to watch TV, since he had barely any control over what to watch. He couldn't hold up a book to read and the one thing he wanted to do, play his game, was held out of reach on the desk by his bed.
 
   He closed his eyes and struggled to focus on something, anything else. He soon found his mind drifting towards the game and what the fae had said. Was it true? Could the war be a chance to unlock the full power of the races? Would it allow him to unlock summoning magic? True summoning magic, not just the pets that weakened their wielders?
 
   He closed his eyes, something he could mercifully still do, and formed the image in his head. He imagined Asura standing over cheering crowds, her wings magnificent and golden, summoning massive creature's to do her bidding. Minotaurs, krakens and even wyverns. All creatures would be hers to command and summon. As the first to achieve such power, she would be the envy of all. Admired, longed for. No one would ever believe the great and legendary Asura was, in fact, trapped in a hospital bed and unable to move. Living every day almost completely lifeless and struggling to survive.
 
   Even though the game would one day disappear and most would forget about his achievement, at least, even if only for a short while, he would stop being the cripple everyone pitied and become the hero that everyone desired to be.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 11
 
    
 
   Age: 17 years, 10 months
 
   Asura groaned inwardly before making faces at B4hamutt across a large rectangular table. She was finally re-aligned with the coalition, so she had been invited to one of the bigger group meetings where they would discuss their next attack. Unsurprisingly, the entire thing was about as thrilling as watching fresh eggshell paint dry over older, slightly dirtier, satin white paint. The dragon had told her to at least try to behave, so she made due by making faces at him and trying to make him at least chuckle. Her attempts had been largely unsuccessful.
 
   “--You can see, between the demon and fae capitals it would be wiser to leave the fae capital open since that is where the brunt of their defenses will be when it's their last--” the spokesperson said while he paced back and forth.
 
   She didn't understand why they even had to discuss this. Camelot was the easiest to defend so they destroyed it first. Yggdrasil had next to no real choke points and the size of the trees that surrounded it made it an easy, if sometimes difficult to traverse, attack point. Sure, they couldn't bring the big guns like catapults due to the forests, but they still had other ways of attacking. When time for voting came her hand joined the majority to attack the demon's home first.
 
   Once that was finished there came the most important and only discussion that interested her. “As I'm sure many of you have noticed, betrayals have become more frequent,” the speaker said in the same monotone that made her wonder if the player actually was a player, and not an NPC. Even though it technically had to be a player, she wouldn't have been surprised to find he was computer controlled. “Entire brigades have switched sides mid battle, and the fortress is constantly suffering from sabotage. Unfortunately, there is nothing we can really do aside from sending in our own spies and try to find out who theirs are. With so many members in the coalition we are having difficulties identifying who may or may not be a spy. Me and a few of the other higher ranking members have come up with what we believe may be a minor solution. Mister Bahamut, if you would?”
 
   That made her freeze before glancing to her guild master. When he stood up her mind reeled and tried to imagine what exactly he had planned, and why he hadn't told her.
 
   The dragon coughed into his hand to clear his throat before speaking. “As you all know, the sudden division between the two factions took most of us by surprise. There was no warning, and prior to this all affiliation rewards were purely cosmetic and had no real effect on the game. This war has changed all that and I imagine this is just the beginning. New events will begin and this war will shape the entire world. As such, I've considered the guild system will need to be changed, at least the way we have used it. While many guilds are made up of both factions, it is time we create a new guild. One that is for, and only for, the Righteous Coalition. With elite members who have not only mastered their class, but proven themselves as members who won't betray us.”
 
   His gaze shifted to her and she gulped, her gaze lowered as she thought about Yeanna's offer. “As a triple master I plan to relinquish my leadership of my current guild, at least in name as a player can only be the leader of one guild at a time, in order to create this new one. All members will be hand picked by our most trusted. These will make up our greatest and most loyal soldiers, the ones who can be turned to in even our darkest hours. Other leaders who wish to join the guild will become council members.” He paused for a moment to allow the group to ask questions.
 
   “Won't they have to quit leading their guilds if they become council members?” a fox man asked.
 
   “Yes. If they can't accept that, they can always become normal members with a different title. They wouldn't have the same powers mechanically, but they should still have the same level of respect,” B4hamutt said with a nod.
 
   “What will the guild be called?” an angel woman called out.
 
   “That has already been decided. The Heroes of the Coalition.”
 
   “How will this help?” a bunny girl asked. “How will this stop people from betraying us?”
 
   “It won't really force people to stop,” B4hamutt said. “What it will do is ensure we have a group that we can always depend on. For our most dangerous and important missions, we'll use them and know that we won't be betrayed. It'll also give our members something to aim for, a goal. A prestige title.”
 
   Silence reigned for a moment before the dragon raised a hand, “If there is no objections let's put it to a vote. All in favor?” While not as many hands raised as the attack on the demons, enough were raised for the motion to pass. With the final manner ended the members slowly dispersed. Asura quickly got to her feet and rushed towards B4hamutt.
 
   “Why didn't you tell me about this?” she asked, her voice low and angry. “I should have known if you were planning to recede!” She was honestly more annoyed he hadn't told her, over the news of his departure. If he left there was only one candidate who would really take over the guild. Well, her or Scalios.
 
   “I wanted it to be a surprise. Come on though, we're heading to the guild hall. It's almost time for the meeting, I'll be announcing the change there.”
 
   “Who's taking over?” she asked as she followed behind him towards the teleport array room.
 
   “Haven't decided yet. Was going to let the guild decide. I've been thinking about Galfrayed, silly name or not, he's really come along in the last few years. He's pretty good with the guilds flag designs too.”
 
   She froze for a moment before staring. “I... what? But what about me? Or Scalios? We're both triple masters and we've been in the guild since the first days! If anyone is leading the guild it should be-”
 
   “Why would you two be leading them any more?” he asked before cocking an eyebrow. “I'll need both of you in the new guild as council members. I'm hoping I can get the other triple masters to join as well. With all of us in one guild it will really give our guild a flare,” he said before stopping. “You will join as one of the leaders, right?”
 
   She stopped for a moment before blurting out her answer. “Of course!” she said with a wicked grin. “I'll get my own unit too, right? I could be like a general!” She then paused for a few moments before glancing to him. “Is general the right word in this case?”
 
   “I think you're looking for captain. I don't see why not. As a council member you'll be able to do whatever you like. So long as you don't betray us.”
 
   “Awesome!” she said with a happy squeal. “Wait, why not have one of us lead and just have us be council in name only?”
 
   “I don't want anyone thinking we have more loyalty to our old guild than we do the coalition. Escape from reality never cared about the race of its players or their allegiances until now, and I'd rather not have nay sayers to this new guild spreading false information that it's going to end up just another cross faction bounty hunting guild.”
 
   “I guess that makes sense,” she said with a smile. “Well, let's get to it then!”
 
    
 
   ------
 
    
 
   The next few weeks went by fast(at least in the game), as the new guild began to gather its power. Within the first week alone they received over a thousand requests to join, but in the end only a few dozen had made it inside. In response the Unholy Legions had created their own guild, the Protectors of Freedom.
 
   Another effect was caused by the new guild. Betrayals and sabotage were at an all time low as players fought for a chance to become a member of the new guild and prove their loyalty. Becoming a member of either of the two elite guilds was something most were working for, at least those involved in the war. Unfortunately for Asura, she was still receiving messages from Yeanna, inviting her to become one of the generals of the Protectors. She had declined each time, but she couldn't deny it was tempting. Despite the new guild they were still losing the war. Three assaults had been made on the demon capital, Feldusk, and easily repelled. One had even been made on Yggdrasil, but that had failed as well. She had been to two of them and, unfortunately, they had been over whelmed. They were outnumbered even with the enemies forces split between two cities and their own assaults.
 
   Fortunately, it wasn't hopeless yet. Asura and a few others had begun creating their own special groups within the guild. She called hers the Warriors of Pendragon, in honor of the once angel city, but stolen and now destroyed, Camelot and the Arthurian legends it was based on. All six members were master level angels with the occasional second mastery. After their fourth failed assault she and her men had set on performing different war efforts.
 
   Namely assassinations and capturing of the more dangerous opposition.
 
   Their mission for today involved such a task in Feldusk. In preparation, they had all taken some time to level up the demon class in order to get its stealth ability, the quests to unlock such things could now be attained in the main capital from special NPCs who, lore wise, had joined the Coalition against their demon brethren. Mechanically it was just so players could still level all the classes as they wished without having to go to the enemy faction.
 
   Feldusk was as black as midnight of the new moon, a bleak valley of demonic obsidian surrounded by black towers and massive spiked walls. A huge gate barred the only way into the city, unless the invaders had wings. The walls were the primary reason all assaults had failed. Inside were large buildings, towers and castles, built into and from the obsidian that filled the valley.
 
   They waited until nightfall before striking. With the sun gone, the shadows covered the walls allowing them to fly up and to the wall with ease. Guards were stationed at the top so Asura's unit spread out in groups of two in order to sneak by. 5t4r, having joined her unit early, was by her side as they flew up the wall and gripped the edge. Guards paced back and forth ahead of them, fortunately not hearing them while they grasped the walls. She slowly peeped over the edge to look at them. There were two, both NPC.
 
   She glanced down to 5t4r and motioned up. They both drew their blades before shooting up and over the walls, bringing their blades down on two nearby guards and shoving them over the opposite ledge. The two players followed quickly and dove over the other side, using their wings to quickly catch themselves before they latched onto the edge. They held their breaths until the two guards hit the ground far below them and disappeared into a flurry of red sparkles. No alarms went off and they let out a sigh of relief before glancing down.
 
   There were no actual roads, just places where the obsidian had been smoothed down, and in some places it was heavily worn from years of use. Most of the homes were either large towers made of obsidian or, in places where the material had been heavily harvested, some had made homes and the like by putting up make shift roofs over the holes.
 
   There were a few people out, so they quickly melded with the shadows before dropping down to the ground. She cringed a bit before letting out a soft sigh of relief. Normally the demonic obsidian was quite painful to step on. While it was harder than most metals, it shared some properties with normal obsidian, in that it was quite sharp. However, to demons and their specially bred mounts it was completely harmless. Unless about a few hundred pounds of it fell on them. First time she came here years ago, she had made the mistake of walking barefoot on it. It had looked so smooth she hadn't expected anything to happen. She could still remember the surprise as invisible little edges dug into her feet. She hadn't come here since.
 
   “Why don't we just fly?” 5t4r's voice asked from her left.
 
   She shook her head a moment before realizing how silly that was. “Too dangerous. More shadows down here and if a spot light catches us up there we're toast. We're both too... angelic looking for demons now,” she whispered before they slowly slid into a nearby alley. “Our allegiance with the Coalitions makes our skin and colorations too light. If we're spotted we'll be attacked in a second. Neither of us have this class high enough to really fight real players either, so it's better to take it slow and careful...”
 
   Asura froze before suddenly a big red demon stepped into the alley and started running towards her! Quickly she dove up against the wall and pushed against it as best she could, holding her breath and hoping her friend would do the same. The demon ran right passed her, his black robe brushing her as he ran by, but failed to notice the angel-turned-demon.
 
   As soon as the demon rounded the bend she looked around. “Star, you here?”
 
   “Yeah... we could have taken him before he alerted anyone.”
 
   “Too risky. If we alert anyone before we succeed we put the entire operation at risk. He might have been higher level than us, too,” she whispered before sliding toward the exit of the alley and took a look around. That demon wasn't the only one running around, at least a few dozen others were running and charging through the streets. “I worry one of the others might have been seen though...”
 
   “See? It wouldn't matter then if we knocked him out,” he said before he bumped into her. “Sorry.”
 
   “It's fine, stealth does that. Come on.” She reached around and tried grabbing his hand, finding it after a few seconds. “We're going to get to the rendezvous point. If the others don't arrive in about fifteen minutes we'll leave without them,” she whispered before they began sneaking through the city. They made their way slowly and cautiously, sneaking through alleys, around stands and once even sliding under a cart and riding it, dangling from underneath. They made there way in front of another, slightly smaller but still massive, black gate. It was made of steel rather than the demonic obsidian. She nervously looked around. “She said it would be around here somewhere...” She squeezed his hand tightly, her nerves making it cold and clammy. “There!”
 
   Asura tugged her friend along as they entered a small tunnel of obsidian. She ran her hand along the edge as they walked, being careful to avoid anyone who came running down the tunnel, before finding a small narrow line cut into the obsidian. She let out a silent thank you to the developers that the obsidian didn't cut demons like it would have angels. “Here,” she said before using her claws to dig into it until a small chunk of obsidian pulled away, revealing a hidden room inside. She quickly dragged him inside before closing the door behind her. “Flaming hands.” Fire enveloped her hands and allowed them to see.
 
   It was small, able to hold about eight people if they all crammed themselves inside, but it was almost completely barren. She moved up against the opposite wall and sat down with a groan. “I guess now we just wait.”
 
   “Y-yeah,” 5t4r said before he sat down next to her. “So uhhh, how come you chose me to be on your squad?”
 
   “Hmmm?” She glanced to him.
 
   “W-well, we've got some time. I wanted to know why you chose me in particular. Why not Scalios or someone else from the guild?”
 
   She shrugged. “I dunno. Cause I helped train you I guess. You're not bad, you're an angel and over the years you've been getting quite strong. Sure, you aren't the best fighter around, but you're nice and we get along well. Mutt, Scales and Media have a lot on their plates as it is, not to mention they haven't all mastered angel, so having them in my group wouldn't work. Besides, at the end of the day I trust you. I've known you a pretty long time so I know you won't betray me. The others in the group are just people others recommended to me.”
 
   He squirmed a little then and looked off to the side, his cheeks bright red. She let out a soft sigh. “Star, we need to talk. I--”
 
   She froze at the sounds of something scratching outside. Within moments the obsidian door moved and two winged demons slid inside and closed it behind them. “About time,” Asura said.
 
   “Sorry,” the nearest one, Sauna, said. The two were named Sauna and Fauna and near identical. Not surprising since, supposedly, they were friends in the real world and had joined the game together. They had both mastered the angel class and had been working on mastering the demon class when she met them, so in the team they were the two highest level demons. They were also the ones responsible for knowing about this little hide out they now used, since they had spent a lot of time exploring the city before the war and messing with the obsidian. “We ran into a bit of trouble. One of our old haunts got a bit more crowded than we expected and we had to take a different way. Any news from the other team?”
 
   “Not a peep. I was planning to leave soon if they don't arrive soon. This will be difficult with just the four of us, though. We'll need to be careful. At least with the two of you it'll be easier.”
 
   “Yeah, we should be able to get everyone into the castle. But once we're there the place might be crawling with players. We'll have to be careful,” Fauna said before glancing towards the door. “Everyone ready?”
 
   “As ready as we'll ever be,” Asura whispered before, one by one, they exited through the small side door and made their way down the tunnel. The two girls led them towards the back and looked up.
 
   “Chances of being seen should be lowest here. Aren't many windows that can see this area since one of the flags in the court yard blocks the view,” Sauna said before the group spread their wings and flew to the top. As expected a large flag, standing fully out despite the lack of wind, hovered above and blocked most of the view from the castle. They quickly dispatched the two nearby guards and darted down the battlements, finding shadows near the base they could mold back into.
 
   “You two spent a lot of time here, right?” Asura asked softly.
 
   “Yeah. We thought the obsidian was pretty awesome, especially since you could mold it and shape it if you take the time. We're the ones who made that cove in the tunnel after all, took a ton of time since we were keeping it secret in case we got in trouble.”
 
   “Interesting. Too bad you didn't make one under this gate here...” 5t4r whispered while they slowly made their way across the courtyard, moving slowly as to not run into each other, hit the guards, or get caught in the torches.
 
   “Wouldn't have been any point at the time...” Sauna said before pulling on the door and drawing her sword. A guard was stationed on the other side which she quickly dispatched. “Why can't we just go after their ruler?”
 
   “Too dangerous...” Asura said. They slowly made their way through the halls which were oddly almost devoid of life, only a handful of NPCs. “Even if it's down time they are bound to have some players in the city, and quite a few guarding him. With the leader, his body guards, the soldiers in the room and the players all at once? That would require more than just four of us. Not to mention it would probably take long enough that reinforcements would arrive.”
 
   “Still think we should give it a shot. Worse comes to worse we just come back and do it later,” the other twin whispered.
 
   “Maybe after. The entire point of this attack is to help future attacks, not win the city on our own. Without their head obsidian mason the repairs on damaged structures will plummet in terms of speed, allowing our sieges to actually deal some decent damage...” Asura said while they descended underground along a spiraling staircase. “Are you sure this is the right way?”
 
   “Ye--” Sauna fell silent and the four instantly pressed themselves up against the wall and held their breathes. With heavy foot steps, two demons made their way up the steps.
 
   “So I found this new spear, dropped from the lava guardian. It doesn't deal much damage, but you should see the life drain on it. Seventy-three percent! I haven't seen one that high since that legendary dropped for Regi last year.”
 
   “That's awesome. You gonna use it or sell it?”
 
   “Not sure yet. Thinking I might use it until I get my mastery. Could probably...” Their voices finally went out of range and the four let out a sigh of relief.
 
   “That was close... come on,” Fauna whispered once they continued down.
 
   They heard a yelp from behind them... moments before 5t4r slammed into Asura, who slammed into the twins, sending all four toppling down the stairs with pained shrieks. They landed hard in a pile of limbs and hurt body parts, their stealth disappearing.
 
   “The... hell... Star!” Asura said, struggling to resist yelling while they slowly dislodged themselves.
 
   “S-sorry! It's hard to see where I'm going when my bodies in stealth. I missed the step...”
 
   “Heh. I bet he was just leaning forward to sniff your hair, Asura,” Fauna said with a snicker and soon Sauna joined in on the laughter.
 
   “I-I was not!” 5t4r said with a squeak as his face turned bright red. “I just tripped!”
 
   “We know Star, we know. They're just kidding. Come on, we need to go,” Asura whispered while she looked around and tried to hide the blush in her own cheeks. The hall was far brighter down here, with torches every few feet so shadow stealth wouldn't work. With an annoyed sigh she activated her class change, transforming into her angel form. “Time to change and go guys. We'd better hurry in case someone decides to investigate--”
 
   She was cut off when they heard steps from up the stairs coming down towards them. “Hey! Who's down there?”
 
   The two demons who passed them moments ago made it to the third from the last step before she turned and charged at them. Her blade slashed clear through the first while Fauna rapidly turned and stabbed her spear through the chest of the other. Within moments they disappeared in a shower of red sparkles.
 
   “Players, low level ones. Dang it. We need to move fast before they revive and set off the alarm. Come on!” Asura said before motioning down the hall. “Fauna, take point. Get us there.”
 
   “On it,” she said before she charged down the hall. Stealth was no longer an option so they quickly dispatched any guards that stood in their way, only spending a moment to peek around each bend. After half a dozen guards and about three players fell at their hands, the group made it to a large wooden door with a small key hole. “They should be behind this door. We'll need to try to lure them out or--” Fauna cringed when Asura jammed her sword into the lock and slashed it to pieces with her sword, before kicking the door open. “Or that.”
 
   “Come on! Let's go!” The four charged into the room, weapons drawn. The room had a number of large beds, lined up in lines like a barracks and a few lit candles on nightstands. Other than that the room was completely empty.
 
   “What the... I thought you said they'd be in here?”
 
   “They should! This is where they've always slept! Why would they...” Fauna gasped and turned back. “They must have moved them when the war started, in case... we need to get out of here!”
 
   “No. We have to find them. We can't leave here empty handed,” Asura said before she took off and out of the room. Moments later they heard alarms going off and she silently cursed. “We'll need to move fast. You know this castle better than anyone else. Do you have any ideas where they would send the mason?”
 
   “It would likely be close to the--” Fauna started but was quickly interrupted.
 
   “I got it! Come on!” Sauna said before turning down the halls, the others following close behind.
 
   “Where we going?” 5t4r asked as they began to hear footsteps far down the hall. A lot of them. In preparation he had switched to his angel class as well.
 
   “To where they store harvested obsidian before they forge it into needed parts! They'd have put the man somewhere near there, I know... it...” She stopped when demons, dragons and fae began to flood in from the end of the hall they were running down.
 
   “Crap. Okay, this is going to be tough everyone! Get ready for a fight!” Asura yelled before she charged straight into the startled warriors and slashed out with her sword, cleaving through a few of them before the blade was stopped by an axe. Flame exploded from her blade however, enveloping the player's and forcing them to take a few steps back. “Damn it, missions over! We need to escape, now!”
 
   The four crashed against the wave of enemies. All four were masters and their blades cleaved through the armor and many of the weapons of their opposition, but they were heavily out numbered. As quickly as the weaker players fell two more would fill their place and, down the hall behind them, heavy foot steps could be heard charging to them. Asura and 5t4r pushed themselves back to back as they fought, covering each other as best they could as they tried driving themselves through the torrent of enemies.
 
   Wounds covered their bodies but, amazingly, their HP didn't seem to be falling quickly as they covered each other and circled around, their blades cleaving death through their enemies. Asura lost sight of Fauna and Sauna when she finally broke through to the stairs. More were coming down, but she quickly held her hand out. “Tornado!” She sent it spiraling up the steps and knocking the enemy reinforcements back against the walls. “Sauna! Fauna!” she yelled back before starting up the steps, only stopping a moment to see if she could catch sight of the two.
 
   “Come on! Asura, they can find their own way out, they know this place better than us! We need to go!” 5t4r yelled before tugging her hand and the two began running up the stairs again, stepping over the members of the legion who had been knocked down. The two made it to the next floor and, after using another tornado spell to clear some room, they dove through the windows and made it out to the world beyond.
 
   A handful of players were out there, waiting for them. Dark angels with red glowing eyes and a few dragons with wings took off from the roofs when the two came out.. Fortunately, they didn't have to carry or set any bombs this time and, since they already had a bit of a lead, they managed to quickly outrun their pursuers when they soared higher and higher, out of range of the city's arrows and other weapons.
 
   It took nearly an hour before they returned to Everlight and stopped on the roof with heavy hearts. She slowly sent out messages to the remaining four members of her force and, as she expected but dreaded, she found they had all been captured. She sighed and sat down on the ground before glancing to 5t4r. She didn't even notice when other members of the coalition made their way around them and through the fortress.
 
   “What do we do now?” he asked nervously.
 
   “I... think it's pretty obvious. We get some help and we get them out of there. We've done it once, I'm sure we can do it again,” Asura said before getting to her feet, though dread weighed in her stomach. “Come on, we need to build up a new force and try to find out where they are.”
 
   5t4r nodded with a smile, “Of course Asura.” After getting to his feet the boy followed after her into the fortress, glancing back for a moment at the sky behind them. It was clear with barely a cloud in the sky, aside from the pillars of smoke that rose from the siege camps held by the legions. “I wonder how long Everlight will really be able to hold on...”
 
   “You say something?”
 
   “No! Coming!” he yelled back before running after her.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 12
 
    
 
   Age: 17 years, 10 months
 
   “Wakey wakey!” a voice said before lights flashed in Asher's eyes, many days after the capture of his allies in the game world. He groaned and, slowly, moved his head away. His limited control over his neck and the tubes in his mouth made even the small movement difficult. Slowly he looked around with blurry eyes before he was slowly sat up and a wet cloth was used to wipe the gunk from his eyes.
 
   “Huh? W-why?” he said wearily before he tried to catch sight of a clock. Why on earth would they wake him up? It wasn't like he had to be awake for breakfast with the tubes inserted.
 
   “Now now, don't be like that. Today is a special day. Your parents are coming to visit so they wanted to make sure you were up and ready when they got here,” Amy said before using a damp washcloth and sponge to slowly clean him, rolling him around to get to the less pleasant areas. His mind tried to focus on other, less degrading things. Such as why on earth would his parents be visiting him. They hadn't visited him in months, at least not in person. They still played games together regularly, but face to face was almost unheard of now. He imagined they just didn't want to see his slow descent into... this.
 
   “Yep. I hope you're excited,” she said rolling him onto his back and laying his arms at his side. “There, how do you feel?”
 
   He just looked up at her and didn't say a word, just watched with annoyance. At least he hoped he was able to make such an expression.
 
   “They should be here in an hour or so. Anything you'd like to do while you wait?”
 
   He sighed and then decided to take his chances. It was only an hour, so the worst that could happen would be a short time of torture. “T-tel... te...tee... vee...”
 
   “Ah, of course dear,” she took the nearby remote and turned the box on and flipped through the channels. Cartoons, news about more strikes, old black and white show, finally stopping on a gaming station where an online tournament was being held. “Ah, how is this?”
 
   “F-fine...” he said softly. It was a virtual reality game tournament, team versus team. This one in particular allowed each team to decide where their 'abilities' came from, such as technological, natural or magic. Each one offered different bonuses and weaknesses. In the current game blue team had chosen natural and was crushing red team, which had chosen technology, through the use of stealth abilities and picking off the other team one by one. It was a best of five game though and the red team had apparently won the first two games.
 
   One of the reasons these kinds of shows had become so popular over the last year was because more and more advances had been made in the field, allowing the games to appear and feel more realistic as well as more interesting to watch. Supposedly, most games played with the pain feedback on full, creating a real kill or be killed environment for the viewers pleasure. Judging by the screams red team was making when they were killed, he imagined this game was one of them. Or they were very good actors.
 
   Asher was eventually drawn away from the game by a knock on the door. He glanced over toward it when it opened. He caught sight of his parents and just stared.
 
   His mother was huge. Her stomach stood out like a massive watermelon and she was wearing a hideous yellow and orange shirt with expanding belly fabric. She was was pregnant. At least, he hoped that was what it was. If she wasn't that was probably the worst allergic reaction he'd ever seen.
 
   “Hey son,” his father said nervously while he struggled to avoid looking Asher in the eye, pretending to focus on the television.
 
   “Y-you're... y-you're preg... n...na...nant...” Asher managed to say while he stared.
 
   His mother squirmed a little before she took a seat across from his bed. “I... yes. I had you when I was still pretty young and you've almost fully... grown.” He couldn't help but catch the way she almost sobbed when she said that. “We... thought it might be time to try again. We're sorry we didn't tell you, but with all that's coming up we thought you'd rather not be bothered...”
 
   “W-what? W-wh...wh... why?” he asked before he looked to his father, who still refused to look at him.
 
   “Tell him,” she whispered before her gaze turned to the floor.
 
   “Your condition is getting worse and... they say within about two years you won't be able to speak or move anything aside from your eyes,” his father said, unwilling to look Asher in the eyes. “They've been talking about removing the tube from your mouth and inserting one directly into your stomach and we wanted to know how you... felt about it.”
 
   He stared for a few moments. “What... i-if I... d-do... d-don't g-g... ge... get it?”
 
   Neither of his parents even tried looking at him now. He understood perfectly.
 
   “I-I'd die?” His hands clenched and panic flooded him. It made sense, though. Most families would have never been able to afford the costs of keeping him here, as well as the government fees in place for cases like this. “T-this... y... you w-w... wa... w-want?”
 
   “No!” his mother said quickly. “We just know... you haven't been... this has been hard on you. Harder than any of us. We just want to know what you want.”
 
   “I-I... I...” He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. Why did talking have to be so hard? “I... I... There... s-s-still... wa... wan... want d-do...” He gasped out and closed his eyes, his breathing fast as he struggled with each word.
 
   “I know. You don't have to decide now. Just... tell us what you want when you want,” she said as she slowly pulled herself out of the chair and wobbled towards him. She leaned down and gave him an awkward hug. “You'll always be my little baby, Asher. I just want what's best for you, what will make you happy.”
 
   “I... c-can... t-talk... next game? E-easy.” He tried not to inhale any of his moms hair when she hugged him.
 
   “Okay...” she whispered before pulling back. “It's your birthday in a few months so ummm... you'll finally be eighteen.” Her cheeks turned red as she looked towards the door. “I know you're... young and want to try things that, errr... well... you tell him.” She turned towards his father as the man looked like a deer in the headlights.
 
   “Well, son. We know you can't, err, try things in... normal life so we ummm... for your birthday we got you a few thousand credits for the red light district and just... don't do anything too wild.”
 
   He stared for a few moments while he tried to be sure he heard that right. Thousand credits in the red light district. His cheeks burned bright red as now he couldn't look them in the eye. “T-thanks,” he managed to say in a pitiful whisper.
 
   “Well, now that err, all that's settled, we'll uhhh, we'll be heading out,” his father said. “Ummm. We'll see you tomorrow on the station. Errr... yeah,” He'd never seen his father so embarrassed before, but he couldn't blame him. They left as quick as they could after that, and he found his thoughts wandering towards the gift they got him.
 
   He eventually tried to feel happy they hadn't told him about the pregnancy. If they hadn't felt so guilty they might not have gotten him the gift. A few minutes after they left Amy popped into the room and smiled. “Wanna get to your game?”
 
   “P-please...” he whispered before she slid the headset back on again. The world began to shift and change around him. He already found his mind wandering to the red light district.
 
    
 
   ------
 
    
 
   Asura appeared on the top floor of the fortress. To her right she saw a gaping hole where a catapult rock had hit, but it was already being repaired by a number of NPC masons. She glanced around for a few seconds before stepping back, close to the doorway to the lower levels, and moved her hand through the air. She hummed softly when a few new messages popped up and she flipped through them.
 
   “Mmm hmmm... no news... no news... no news... ah hah!” She came to a message from B4hamutt. “Found them... small squad of seven... perfect!” She sent out a response and within a few minutes she received another message. “Hmmm... we're almost good to go. Two of our group won't be on until later tonight so... well that sucks. What am I going to do for hours?”
 
   An explosion nearly sent her toppling when the ground a few feet from her exploded, pelting her in pieces of stone while her ears rang with the deafening blow. She laid there, stunned on her stomach while the world shook and her hearing slowly returned. She stared at the hole for a few moments and struggled to recollect herself and shake off the sudden blast. With shaking legs she got to her feet and moved to the edge of the fortress to peer out. Right. War. Defending the place was still important.
 
   With a deep breath she reached out and performed a quick class change so a mace and shield formed in her hands and smooth blue scales formed along her body. “Might as well work on maxing out the mace while I've got a few hours,” she said gleefully before jumping off the roof and flying down to the battle.
 
   It was madness. There were three areas of defense set up to keep the fortress secure. The internal fortress, which had yet to be breached, and housed all the leaders of the coalition. The inner courtyard, which was surrounded by a thick wall and had been breached once, but they had barely been able to hold it. Finally, a base of operations outside. Fortunately there were plenty of advantages allowing the defenders a fighting chance, even with the numbers outside.
 
   For one, any of them who died resurrected inside the fortress while their opposition resurrected at their own set bases, far away. Two, the only way to get through the gate outside was by getting massive battering rams to the entrance and breaking the door down, not an easy feat. Three, people couldn't betray while inside the fortress. Which meant they couldn't try to help people get inside or kill the leaders without first leaving. Fortunately, they had managed to catch everyone so far who had tried to sneak in and the leaders were under constant guard in case someone finally did.
 
   Another thing on their side was that the opposition was getting bored. They had to keep defenses for both their cities and an attack going. With such little headway being made, many of the legion's army had left to quest or do other tasks, except on occasions where they prepared for big pushes. The Coalition's spies had managed to keep on top of such matters and had plenty of defenses up when the massive assaults occurred.
 
   There was, however, always at least a small attack force trying to breach the walls. Small compared to the truly massive force they could unleash during more precise attacks. The ground was torn apart from the hundreds of people who fought and died in the field no matter what the weather, and craters surrounded the area where catapult's had struck. Tall walls of dirt and stone were strewn about, created by powerful holy beast magic.
 
   Asura landed in the inner courtyard and quickly made her way through the exits and out towards the full battle. The sounds of metal and spell enveloped her almost instantly, screams almost overpowering compared to the inner courtyard. A barricade had been set up where angels were sending out healing spells left and right, while the close range fighters kept the legion out of the barricade, forcing the enemy to pepper the area with arrows which had trouble hitting with the walls blocking them.
 
   She charged straight into the fray, stepping around a fellow leviathan and bashing her shield into a demon, before driving her club down between the man's eyes. She quickly joined besides fellow shield bearers and they formed a shield wall with which to fight, bashing and slashing through the hordes as they came. Unfortunately, they were still horribly outnumbered, but the fortress was designed with only one side that could be feasibly assaulted by a large force, and since they were forced to funnel into a tighter area the Coalition was able to hold them off with smaller numbers. Oddly, the skies seemed mostly clear as no one seemed willing to use flight to fight. Only a few enemies seemed to have the weapons to destroy or go through shields, and they tended to be targeted first.
 
   It wasn't long before her shield arm began to get tired with every attack striking against it, and no chances to rest. She lost track of time, as well as how many wounds she had suffered and been healed, as someone else with a shield took her place. She made her way back behind the barricade and sat down, holding her head. “So... loud. How is this still going?” she asked with a groan.
 
   “You came during one of the heaviest times. In a few hours most the fighting tends to die down and a lot of the heavier fighters run off,” a nearby angel said as he glanced over.
 
   “How? WHY? It's just... boring! The line has only moved a few feet since I've been out here! Why would-- shit!” she shrieked when a massive fireball enveloped the wall of shields and sent them scattering. She grinned wickedly before her shield disappeared and her sword formed in her off hand a moment later. “Okay, I think I see. But--”
 
   “Have you tried lowering the volume?” the angel asked.
 
   Asura froze for a few moments before hanging her head. “No. I honestly hadn't even... wow, I'm an idiot...” She brought up the menu and lowered the volume before charging back into the fray, swinging her mace and sword into the hordes while the Coalition attempted to form another wall of shields. Those in the barricade cast spells to attempt to stop any more explosions from getting through to them. Shrugging she looked ahead, towards the back of the enemies lines where their catapults and other ballista were stationed. Spreading her wings she took to the air and flew straight at them.
 
   “No! Don't!” a voice yelled from behind her, though she quickly realized why no one had been flying. While the Coalition had more wings with the angel's, the legion had something equally as important. Arrows. 
 
   “Ice barrier!” she screamed while arrows shot at her, forcing her back down. She glanced and let out a curse, she was flying over the legion and would be slaughtered if she landed like this. She sheathed her sword and held out her left hand. “Tornado!” Powerful winds knocked some of them away and she dropped back down and drew her blade again. Surrounded on all sides she swung her blade with all her might when they charged her. Her HP disappeared rapidly before finally hitting zero.
 
    
 
   ------
 
    
 
   Countless more deaths found Asura before she retreated from the battle to lay down in the fortress's library. While technically there weren't any books from the game created for it, player's could, like in many other games, access an online library or read their own downloaded books while immersed in a proper environment. Or, as was her case, lounge about on the cushions as they waited for the headache to go away.
 
   “Have fun?” a familiar voice asked, causing her to look up.
 
   “Wha? Star? Ugh... What do yah want...” She groaned and lifted her head from the cushion to look at the angel.
 
   “See how you were doing. Surprised to see you down here, I thought you'd be preparing.”
 
   “Tired. Didn't wanna log off...” Asura said with a shrug.
 
   “Yeah... you've been doing that a lot lately. Is everything okay? Are you getting enough sleep in the real world? Maybe you should--”
 
   “I'm doing fine. I just... it's harder to sleep in the real world. These are more comfortable. Besides, I was fighting for like, two hours! I deserve this break... my head hurts...” She let out a groan and lowered her head. “So many death penalties... I really should have called it quit ages ago.”
 
   He snickered and nudged her with his hand. “Mutt's friend will be coming on soon. You ready for this? Wanna try another time?”
 
   “No... yes... I don't know... probably. I'm ready. So the message said it was one of your friends who got you us the information, right?” she asked before moving to rest her chin on the side of the furniture. 
 
   “Yeah,” he said shyly while glancing off to the side, his arms wrapping around his chest.
 
   “Well... thank you. It means a lot that you were able to help them and all,” she said before turning back to face him. “Especially since it was my fault they were captured to begin with so... thanks for picking up for my mistakes.”
 
   “I-It's nothing, really. I know you'd do the same for me if you had too...” he said gently while shuffling nervously from foot to foot.
 
   “I guess... but hey, we're in this together,” Asura said and patted his arm. “If you got captured I'd probably end up getting captured with you. Then we'd just break out together, easy.”
 
   “Heh. Maybe. So enjoying the cushions?”
 
   “Oh god yes. Are real libraries this comfy?”
 
   “No, not generally. The one where I live all the cushions have holes in them and smell like old socks,” 5t4r said with a smirk.
 
   She cringed and shook her head. “Ew. Thanks for that mental image...”
 
   “Don't you ever go to the library? How do you watch movies or get books?”
 
   “Huh? I haven't been to a library since I was six,” she said with another shrug.
 
   “Wow, you must be rich. Lucky,” he said as his eyes went a little wide.
 
   “Errr... sorta,” she said before lowering her gaze. “My parents have a bit of money, but I mostly don't read or watch much. Most my time is spent on here trying to get better at the game.”
 
   “What about school?”
 
   “... I uhhh, graduated early. I do some studying in my off time,” she said before hugging her knees to her chest and burying her head in them. A message popped up, grabbing her attention. She groaned before getting to her feet and stretching. “Just as I was getting comfortable, too. Seems it's time to go. Everyone's here.” She sent 5t4r a group invite and moments later received one from B4hamutt.
 
   “Okay everyone,” Scalios's voice could be heard over the party chat. “Meet me on the roof. We'll be heading out as angels to bypass a lot of the defenses. Hope you're all ready.”
 
   Asura nodded, “On our way.” The two walked towards the roof. Scalios was the group leader, but she was happy to see that B4hamutt was in the group. Andremedia was joining as well, and then two others she didn't know personally, but she recognized them as members of the council who once ran their own powerful guilds. Skyth a master leviathan and Odexin a master holy beast.
 
   Once she and 5t4r arrived the group of seven took off from the roof and headed south towards the dragon lands. “Okay, let's get all the information out,” Scalios said. “I know some of you haven't done a prison break, so I'll explain how these work. There are two ways to break people out of prisons. The first is finding and eliminating the NPC warden. That is the harder way, but it releases all the prisoners from their cells and gives them access to all their items. The second, but easier, way is to eliminate the NPC guards protecting the cell itself. This releases that specific cell, but it leaves us in danger since we can still, potentially, be captured. We'll be going after the warden for this one. Quite a few players have been captured and we're going to get all who are in this prison out at once. The good news is once the warden has been eliminated, even if we're killed we can't be captured until after we leave the territory. Any questions?”
 
   The group remained silent and he continued. “Good. According to Star's sources the prison is located south of where Camelot used to be, carved into the mountains around there. It'll be fairly hot but, fortunately, we've sent some people to investigate and found an opening we can access through an underwater river. We should be able to sneak in from there and get inside. We'll go in together as one unit, not split up this time.  Any questions?” Once again silence answered him and the small group continued on.
 
   The dragon lands were filled with towering mountains and powerful volcanos, some of which were spewing out smoke, but for the most part seemed almost empty. From the distance they could only occasionally catch sight of players far below, slaughtering some of the large reptilian creatures that filled the zones.
 
   Asura glanced around and noticed a few of the others had apparently gotten bored as they tapped their fingers through the air. She moved over towards B4hamutt and looked over to him. “So, any thoughts?”
 
   He merely shrugged.
 
   “Thanks for helping me with everything. I know there are others in here, but I know the main reason you came is because I asked,” she said with a sheepish smile.
 
   He nodded, but continued on.
 
   “Are you mad at me?” He shook his head and she let out a sigh. “Okay? Any idea on where the warden will be?” Once again he shrugged in response and she let out annoyed growl. “Okay then...”
 
   The group came to a large range of low altitude mountains covered in lush trees surrounding a crisp clear lake. She stared at it with wide eyes. “Oh... wow... I've never even seen this place before. Is this new?”
 
   “No,” Scalios said as they descended down near the river. “It's deceptive though. Asura, don't!” But it was to late. She landed by the edge of the water and put her feet in right as he uttered his warning. She let out a loud shriek and jumped away, staring at the water in disbelief before she yanked off her boots and fanned her feet with her hands.
 
   “It's boiling! How... why... but it's so clear, and it's... what? It doesn't look anything like... how?” she asked before casting an icy spell on her feet to cool them.
 
   “Boil point lake. Deep under the water are vents and fissures connected to underground magma. The entire thing is boiling beyond belief, only dragons can endure it.”
 
   “But it's not bubbling or anything? No steam, nothing?”
 
   Scalios shrugged. “Rumor has it that the lake is enchanted and used as a trap. Me? I think the entire  area was supposed to look nice for dragons, kind of a get away hot springs area, and they didn't want to make it look bad by making the water churning and bubbling. We won't be going in through here though and, fortunately, the rivers that feed into this are much cooler. Come on.”
 
   The group began slogging their way through the thick foliage, bushes, trees and vines trying to impede their movements. They followed a river that came from the north and emptied into the lake.
 
   Asura, tentatively, reached out with her foot to tap the water and, to her relief, found it was far cooler. With a happy sigh she jumped a few feet forward into the water. With a startled shriek she found herself floundering, neck deep, and trying to get back to shore. “What, hack cough, is with this place? It tries to drown me or boil me!” She yanked herself out and gave the water an annoyed glare.
 
   Scalios snickered as he went through his class change into a leviathan. “Sorry, I guess I should have warned you. Those first few steps are a doozy,” he said with a wide grin plastered on his face before diving in and splashing her.
 
   “Hey! No-” Her words were drowned out as the others jumped in a moment later, sending more water up and drenching her. She glowered angrily before switching to the leviathan as well. “You all suck.”
 
   “Aw, come on. We were jus--” Scalios started with a chuckle.
 
   “SUCK!” she reiterated before jumping in after them. Together, the leviathans swam through the water, moving around fish and against the current rapidly as their smooth scales easily resisted the river's force. They were soon in the darkness where the river flowed out from underwater caverns. The tunnels went off in multiple directions but, fortunately, with Scalios there he slowly led them through the underwater maze. It seemed like they would be there forever before the group surfaced in a large chamber.
 
   The entire open cavern glowed a ghostly blue, with small glowing crystals lined up along the walls and throughout the damp rocky area. The water they were in was surrounded on all sides by a large incline of moss covered rocks. The group reached out and began the slow task of climbing out of the water. Once she was out, Asura formed her wings again and flew up towards the top of the incline.
 
   She landed and looked around, frowning. Nearby she could see the entrance to a large complex built into the mountain itself, judging by the door size it was a back entrance. She tossed down some ropes and scanned for anyone who might notice them. “I don't see anyone. Shouldn't they have some guards?”
 
   “They probably aren't suspecting anyone to come here,” 5t4r said before he landed besides her and helped by sending out a rope as well. “After all, we already took out the dragon city so they probably don't think anyone will find this place.”
 
   “Yeah, but I don't even see NPC guards. You'd think they'd have a few.”
 
   “They probably didn't want to distribute anyone beyond the bare minimum,” Scalios said before climbing up and drawing his weapon. “No reason to look a gift horse in the mouth, let's go.”
 
   “Gotcha,” Asura said before they changed to their preferred classes and slowly made their way towards the door. She looked around a few times before stabbing her blade into the lock and easily slicing it apart. The door swung open easily.
 
   Silence.
 
   Cautiously the group advanced through the compound. The walls were carved from the stone with wooden tables and counters set up in the room they entered from, seemingly the cafeteria. The wood looked clean and, while old, still strong and firm. The hall and rooms had metal torch bearers sticking out every few feet with fresh torches inside, keeping the place well lit as they slowly traveled. The floors were un-carpeted, but sanded completely smooth under their feet. An interesting sight was how it seemed to have been completely formed from the rocks around it, as in some places the walls went from normal rock to a few feet of crystal and then stone again while remaining perfectly smooth. The halls were barren aside from the torches, not even guards on patrol or sentry duty.
 
   “It's so quiet...” Asura mumbled before peeking through a doorway into a dark room, the torch mounts empty and the room completely barren of even basic furniture. “Are you sure they still used this? Star?”
 
   “Huh? Oh, yeah. I'm gonna see if I can get a hold of my friend. Maybe they moved or something...” he said before flicking his hands through the air a few times and moving his lips to speak, though no words could be heard. Warily they continued to advance. She glanced over to Scalios and B4hamutt. The two were clenching their weapons tightly, obviously quite tense. She took a deep breath as she moved up besides the leviathan. 
 
   “Is everything okay?” she whispered before they came to a ladder built into the wall, as the prison lacked stairs. He let the others go down first before speaking.
 
   “Just nervous. You never know, right? Just on guard in case anything happens.” He kept looking down, not actually looking her in the eyes.
 
   “Scales? What's wrong? You and Mutt have been acting strange for a while now, since we started this. What aren't you telling me?”
 
   He let out a sigh and looked up at her. “Fine. I guess it's only right I tell you. There's going to be an attack going on at Yggdrasil while we're doing this. A helpful distraction, but a big one.”
 
   “What? Why? Do the others know?”
 
   He shook his head. “Only Mutt does. We've been working to keep it hush hush but, once we get further in and eliminate the warden we're going to gather as many as we can, quite a few since a lot of guilds have prepared 'training sessions' for today, and launch our biggest attack yet.”
 
   She stopped then. “So by a helpful distraction... you mean us. Not them.”
 
   “Yes. When the prison falls they'll rush to try and stop us. While they're doing that, the attack will be launched.”
 
   “We should tell the others. They have a right to know if we're being used for that,” she said softly before glancing down the ladder.
 
   “If you want. It's too late to do anything about it though, unless they want to run away,” he said before she headed down the hole.
 
   “What took you two so long?” Andremedia asked when the two climbed down.
 
   Asura glanced at B4hamutt and Scalios before turning back to the fae. “I have something to tell all of you,” she said before telling them the plan. When she finished up she let out a sigh and awaited the inevitable back lash.
 
   “That's it?” Skyth asked with a cocked eye.
 
   “Well... yeah. I though you might be mad, or--”
 
   “Why would we care? No, actually I do. I'm mad you didn't tell us,” she said with a glare aimed at B4hamutt. “Also, that I won't be there to see the city fall. But it's not like we weren't expecting any resistance, or risks, with this mission. I'm not going to be mad that we might win another foot hold in the war thanks to it.”
 
   “I wish you would have told us too,” 5t4r said as his fingers danced through the air and tapped at the menus. “We could have done something to make a bigger diversion then. I think I have some explosives we could use...”
 
   “Sorry. It was top secret. We didn't want to risk telling anyone more than we had too,” Scalios said with a polite bow of his head. “Since none of us would be there to do anything, we determined it best to keep everyone here out of the loop. Now it's too late for them to prepare anything. Come on, let's go,” he said before they started walking through the compound.
 
   To make the search quicker, they started splitting up to explore the rooms. They searched for any secret passages, cells or any hint to where the prisoner's could be. When she and 5t4r went down a passage she glanced at him. “Are you sure they're here? You'd think we'd have seen or heard something by now...”
 
   “They're here. We just haven't found the cells yet. It's definitely a prison, but with almost no guards they probably have all the cells set up in one small area,” he said before looking into a small storage room.
 
   “I guess it's possible...” she said before looking around a different room. “Find an--” A small sound to her right drew her attention so she whipped around and drew her sword. She slashed out with the blade once, but didn't strike anything.
 
   “What's wrong?” 5t4r asked as he ran into the room.
 
   “Thought I heard something... paranoid I guess,” she said before holding out her fingers. “Flaming hands.” Flame sprouted and lit up the area, revealing nothing.  “Yeah, just being paranoid.”
 
   “It's fine. We should rejoin the others,” he said before taking her hand and guiding her away.
 
   She blushed and lowered her gaze. “Star...”
 
   “Oh! Right, uhh, sorry,” he apologized before he let her hand go.
 
   The group gathered together again and finally came to another ladder. Asura went down first this time while holding out her flaming hand, though the torch light made it obsolete. Cells lined the hall and, for the first time, they saw a few guards. They were dispatched within moments, but that did help settle her nerves.
 
   A few quick looks revealed the cells were empty, but more were lined up down the hall. “Looks like we've found them. Warden should be around here with everything so focused,” Asura said as the group slowly made their way along.
 
   When they passed through a doorway separating the next room, metal bars shot down behind them, trapping them in. Asura froze for a moment before rushing back and lifting her sword to slice the bars to pieces.
 
   “Hold!” Scalios yelled, making her stop in place.
 
   “What? Why?” she asked before glancing around. While the room had torches, there was still plenty of areas covered in darkness. Slowly figures began to walk out into the light, demons. She tightened her grip on the sword. “A trap.”
 
   “Indeed,” an all to familiar voice said. Slowly from the doorway opposite their entrance a massive spider entered, it's frame blocking almost the entire hall. The demons appearing from the darkness struggled to keep away from touching it as its rider smiled down at them. Asura's mouth fell open and she stared.
 
   “Evealie?!” she asked.
 
   “You know her?” Skyth asked as she readied her weapon.
 
   “Yes. She and her friend tried to capture me and a number of others to prevent us from getting our second mastery.” Asura turned back to the woman. “I honestly figured you'd quit by now after you failed to get yours.”
 
   “Not a chance,” the demon said with a grin. “Though you may all want too. After all, you are out numbered, out gunned and frankly out smarted.”
 
   “We should kill them, now!” another demon yelled. Asura glanced over and saw his name floating above. Caelite. Her eyes twitched when she recognized the man.
 
   “Please, I beat you once and I can do it again!” she said before taking a step forward and raising her sword arm, then the spider woman merely smiled and nodded. Asura let out a cry of pain as a shining blade cleaved through her arm at the elbow, sending both it and her sword scattering to the ground. She clutched her arm stump and looked around in confusion before staring in disbelief.
 
   “S-Star? What? Wh--” His sword darted a moment later, slashing clear through her leg and dropping her to the ground with a pained and confused groan.
 
   He quickly jumped back a moment later, joining the demons that surrounded them.
 
   “You didn't think you were the only one with spies, did you?” Evealie asked with a chuckle before holding out her hand. “Yes, we know about your little attack in waiting on Yggdrasil as well. I have to admit, it was rather clever. Trying to distract us by freeing our prisoners and then launching a sneak attack. But really? Sending the leader of your little heroes guild into our lines when you did it? That was just stupid. We've already set the majority of our NPC defenses in the city and have our forces scouring the woods for your force. Once word gets out that we've captured the leaders of your little alliance, your armies will crumble and beg for a chance to join our side.”
 
   “Not exactly,” B4hamutt said, though his voice sounded far deeper than Asura remembered it. She struggled to get up, fortunately the pain of losing a limb was dampened severely after the initial shock. The dragon pulled out a little blue orb and crushed it in his claws. A moment later a completely different dragon stood in his place and the name changed to Grated.
 
   “What? A clone orb? How? When? Why?” the demoness asked before she took a step back, placing a hand on her massive spider's head.
 
   “Because the real Bahamut is leading the charge,” Scalios said before glancing towards 5t4r. “We already knew you were a traitor. Sorry Asura, we didn't want to hide it from you but we didn't want to risk you not believing us and tipping him off,” he said before glancing down at her.
 
   “Restoration.” she cast, not responding to him as her cheeks turned red with shame. Slowly her leg and arm began to reform and the others formed a defensive wall around her.
 
   “Wait, if you knew he was a traitor, then the attack on...” Evealie trailed off.
 
   “Isn't happening. Right about now, our assassins are likely taking out your teleportation mage and Feldusk is about to experience the largest assault it has ever had to fight off. While I'm sure the defenses you left were quite high, with most the NPC guards and PC forces routed to Yggdrasil, I'm sure you have plenty of reason now to worry.”
 
   “You... I... gah!” she yelled before tapping rapidly at the air and looked confused. After a few more moments she stopped and glared at him. “What did you do?”
 
   Scalios merely smiled as he held out a glowing red crystal. “Anti-message array. Very high grade, but it will prevent anyone from sending messages out for the next half hour. Even if you kill and capture us, it'll be too late for you to warn anyone.”
 
   The spider queen clenched her fists and glared at him. “You... you bastard. All of you. You'll rot in prison for this! Forever! For years... you... you...” She seethed and the leviathan merely shrugged.
 
   “There's more. I activated the array for another reason.”
 
   Caelite took a step forward. “We should kill them now! We need to get a message out and--” He was silenced when one of the other demons gripped his shoulder and pulled him back.
 
   Asura stood up and glanced at Scalios, cringing at the wicked grin now spreading across his lips.
 
   “We knew this was an ambush. Already our soldiers are moving towards our position, slaughtering any of the demons you left up above in the shadows, to warn you. Frankly... you may kill us. But we'll be freed a moment later and you'll be captured. All of you.”
 
   Evealie looked worried now and her soldiers looked between each other with unsteady gazes.
 
   “That's why I came here. I have an offer for you and the rest of your faction. A temporary truce,” he said before crossing his arms.
 
   “WHAT?” Evealie took an angry step forward. “You tell me you're taking one of our cities and then you think we'll just perform a truce with you? Wh--”
 
   “Because we're on equal ground. One city each and we both know there are prisons, on both sides, filled with people we won't be able to free. There's another mastery event coming up and I'm sure all of those players would love a chance to try, which they will miss out on if they're still trapped in prison.”
 
   “What? That's what this is about? Who cares if they perform the mastery trials? We have plenty who can do it and still--”
 
   “I'm not asking YOU to decide,” Scalios yelled before he took a step forward and, to Asura's surprise, many of the demons took a step back. “You're the messenger. That is all. I want you to tell your faction we offer a truce, all prisoners on both sides released and, until a week AFTER the mastery quests end, no more fighting. After that it goes back to business as usual.”
 
   “Why would I deliv--”
 
   “Because my reinforcements will be here soon. You can either agree to deliver this message or I promise that each and every one of you will be taken to our most secure prison and will miss this event. Well, except the ones willing to deliver the message? Are there any volunteers?” he asked.
 
   “Okay! I'll deliver the message!” Evealie said quickly before others could volunteer. “How do we know you're not just making this up? There probably aren't even any reinforcements coming, I bet you're just bluffing.”
 
   “If you want to test me, feel free,” Scalios said before resting a hand on his mace handle and waited.
 
   The spider girl growled and motioned towards them, but none of the others stepped forward.
 
   “That's what I figured. We'll be leaving now,” he said before glancing to 5t4r. “I hope you're proud of what you did. After all we did to help and train you.” He sneered before turning away.
 
   “H-hey. Relax man. It's just a game after all. Not like any of this matters,” 5t4r said though he refused to look at them as they slowly walked out from the room.
 
   Caelite took a step forward. “Wait, we can't just let them go! You know how long I've been waiting for a chance to fight her?” he asked as he motioned towards Asura. “I have a mastery now, it's--”
 
   “Shut up,” Evealie said before turning away. Caelite clutched his polearm and dug his foot into the ground, but slowly nodded.
 
   The group slowly made their way from the room and towards the ladder. “Why didn't you tell me?” Asura asked.
 
   “Which thing?”
 
   “Everything! If you knew he was a traitor you should have told me! Not to mention your plan, why--”
 
   “I'm sorry. We're both sorry, okay?” he said as he started climbing up. “We weren't sure if he was or not, that's what part of this plan was about. We knew if we had so many high ranking members of the guild coming here they'd have to try to capture us. If Star leaked the information, we'd know he was a traitor. If he hadn't, well... we didn't want you always questioning him and checking out every move he did if it turned out he was innocent. We were really hoping he would be.”
 
   “Who here knew?” Asura asked while climbing up after him. “You led us right into what you suspected was a trap. How many here knew it and still--”
 
   “We all knew it was a trap!” Andremedia yelled. “But, like you, we all had people we wanted to save. All the prisons are traps, we just hoped we could get through it. Stop being so angry at him! It worked, didn't it?”
 
   “I don't like being lied to and having things hidden from me!” she said before glaring at Scalios. “How many others do you suspect? How many do you think can't be trusted in my unit?”
 
   “Asura, we can discuss this--” the leviathan tried.
 
   “No!” Asura stomped her foot. “I want you to tell me now! We--” She stumbled back after Andremedia slapped her across the face.
 
   “Stop. It. You're being childish,” the fae said with a shake of her head. “We don't have time for you to throw a little tantrum. We're still in enemy lands. If you wanna yell and cry at him, wait until we get out of here.”
 
   The angel stared, dumb struck, at the woman before slowly nodding her head. They made their way quickly from the prison and, once outside, met up with over a dozen more members of their faction. They made their way quickly to the water and soon they were out in the open air and flying back towards the fortress.
 
   “So how's the battle in Feldusk going?” she managed to ask after they flied for a few minutes.
 
   “Fine. Have you been glancing at the guild chat?” he asked, though didn't look back at her.
 
   “No...” she said before reaching out with her hand. A small wall of text appeared to her left, so she gripped it and maneuvered it in front. People were sending messages over and over but, for the most part, they seemed good and excited. It looked like the city was falling with few reinforcements able to make their way. “So I guess after this both sides will be tied up...” she said softly. “Well, at least in number of cities. We still need to eliminate their last one to get them to fall back to whatever their fortress is.”
 
   “Yeah, I guess so,” he said unenthusiastically.
 
   “I'm sorry, okay!” Asura snapped at. “I over reacted! I should have kept my cool and just... how long have you suspected Star? Why?”
 
   “Some rumors. He has a second character. A demon. He seems to be dating a girl on their side. We didn't want to believe it but well... we'd been watching the demon ever since. The two were never on at the same time, one would log on sometimes right after the other logged off. In the end we knew we had to test him, but we didn't want to get him in trouble if it turned out it was just a coincidence.”
 
   “You should have told me. Is there anyone else you think might be a traitor? Any more of my friends?”
 
   He sighed and sped up just a little bit, though she easily kept pace. “There is one other... Andremedia.”
 
   Her wings locked up for a moment, forcing her to flap faster to catch back up. “What? But that's impossible! She helped train me! Not to mention--”
 
   “This is why I didn't want to tell you. I never said it was a hundred percent certain she was. I said we just suspect her.”
 
   “We? You mean Mutt too?”
 
   The man sighed and nodded slowly.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “She's... mostly the schedule she keeps. Always logging on and off at set specific times. Every day. Sure, sometimes it's a few minutes off, but it happens. There are only a few people we've noticed who do that and quite a few are on the enemy side as well. She was also a fae originally and even though she is aligned with our faction, she hasn't actually joined any of our guilds. Her entire connection to any of us is just the people she's met who bring her along. Not joining a guild is fairly rare, so we think she might be a second character and her main is on one of their guilds.”
 
   “I see. Is that why you brought her? Hoping you'd unveil her too?”
 
   “No. Not yet at least. We're not really sure about her. There are dozens of others who we are just as suspicious of. Heck for a little bit we were suspicious of you,” he said before cringing.
 
   “You were suspicious of me? But... I... why?” she asked, pain filling her voice.
 
   “It's nothing personal! Just, after we rescued you and the others, lot of things started getting damaged and sabotaged! Everyone in the rescued group was under suspicion. We took you off the list quickly though. Mutt vouched for you himself, said you'd never betray your guild. You're just not that kind of person.”
 
   Red flooded her cheeks again and she fell back slightly. “W-well... yeah, w-when you put it like that... o-okay...” she said with a small smile. The rest of the flight she was silent, barely paying attention while the others discussed plans and strategies. When they arrived back at the fortress she retired to her room and laid back in her bed with a soft sigh. She still had a while before she had to leave so she decided to do a bit of browsing, rather that entertain the thoughts of suspicion that plagued her mind.
 
   She brought up a small out of game menu, though she maintained the connection so she could lounge in her virtual bed. As she was still under age she was not allowed to see anything in the Red light district, besides the names and small descriptions. She could still book mark some for later examination.
 
   The district was pretty much what it sounded like. Every kind of desire or fetish could be acquired there, for a price. Not just sexual either. Anything that was deemed unsafe for those younger than adults was tagged and sent to this one area. Granted, sometimes things would be mislabeled and be accessible to those who were underage, but as time went on that was becoming far less frequent.
 
   She glanced at the most popular items first. The first four were to be expected, sexual things. Three of them were fairly normal, but the second one seemed to allow the users to turn into anything. Alien, human, animal, giant centipede. She bookmarked it because it at least seemed interesting, if slightly creepy.
 
   The fifth made her freeze. A death simulator. Allowing the user to either die in a way they choose, kill someone the way they wish or something completely random. It was simulated of course, but apparently the sensations felt real and required a waver to be signed. She shivered and continued on down the line.
 
   In the end she only bookmarked a few small items. A small kinky dungeon experience, the weird transforming sexual one, a pregnancy simulator and a few small add-on programs for them and Landasy Reality. She then closed her eyes and wrapped herself in her blankets, nestling into the warmth, enjoying the feel of the silk on her skin. Now that she allowed herself a few moments to rest, she hoped whatever sleep she began would continue into the real world.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 13
 
    
 
   Age: 18 years, 0 months
 
   Asher went wide eyed when his face was covered. He couldn't breathe! What was going on? Where was he? He struggled to move, but his body refused to listen to him. Something was over his face, soft and warm. Light as well. He tried moving his head, but nothing moved. He tried screaming and calling for help, but no noises came out. His heart beat frantically against his chest and he tried to do something, anything. Whatever it was curled around his head and slowly began to slide into his mouth, nose and ears. Unable to move he laid there and trembled when death slowly began to envelope him.
 
   “HAPPY BIRTHDAY!” His eyes burst open and light blinded him. Nothing was covering his face and he could breath clearly. His eyes turned wildly as he tried to figure out what happened, and his cheeks turned red when the realization that it was a dream struck him.
 
   “W-wha?” he asked softly once he could focus. Amy was standing over him with a smile. In her hands she was holding his gaming headset.
 
   “Happy birthday!” she said again before moving closer to attach the headset. “Your parents asked me to get you up bright and early today for your special day. Are you excited?”
 
   “Huh? O-oh... o-of... c-course...” he said once she strapped his chin in.
 
   Once the headset was turned on the world slowly began to fade out of existence yet again. Messages popped up and soon as the world loaded. He gulped and reached out to touch his face. “Was just a dream. No need to be freaked out anymore. It was just a dream,” he said before clicking the messages. One was from B4hamutt, asking if Asura was ready. He applied Asura's voice filter. “I'll be around later. I have some things I need to deal with first. Bye!”
 
   He then disabled the filter and clicked on his parents invite, accepting it. Almost instantly the world around him shifted and a room materialized around him. A large table with cake and other decorations and a few dozen chairs lined the room. A few of his family members, at least he assumed they were, sat around the table and seemed to be discussing amongst themselves. Across the room from the table he saw a small terminal, designed for choosing games or attractions to play, and a few children playing in a bouncy house it had summoned. He snickered a little at that. “The power to fly through the stars or go under the ocean, and they choose a bouncy house.”
 
   Asher crossed his arms and walked towards the table. “Hey everyone! I'm sorry I'm late, just woke up.”
 
   “Hey honey,” his mom said before getting up and walked over to give him a hug. She looked far different, younger, not pregnant and with much shorter hair. A lot like how she looked in his parents old wedding videos. “How's my little boy today?”
 
   “Fine. You do realize I'm taller than you here, right?”
 
   “You'll still always be my little boy,” she said with a smile. He smiled and noted she didn't seem as nervous about being in the game world any more. All their time together was helping.
 
   “Is this everyone?” he asked before glancing at the bouncy house.
 
   “What? No. Just your cousin Alison's kids got here early. My parents are over there,” she said with a motion toward the mid-30's looking man and woman talking to his father. “We're expecting a few more, though not everyone can make it.”
 
   He nodded and crossed his arm. “Yeah, the home sets can be kind of expensive. I guess not everyone wants to spend the money on the arcade ones either.” He paused for a moment before glancing to her stomach. “How's ummm... the kid doing? Have you... had it yet?”
 
   She froze for a moment and glanced down. “I... no. It'll be another month or so. If you want to see the bir-”
 
   “NO! God no! Just, no!” he said quickly and shook his head. “I'll just wait until after birth pictures. Errr, of the kid after it's born.”
 
   “Well, suit yourself. Your father is going to try and stick through the birth this time. Did I ever tell you about when I had you? He ran-”
 
   “From the room and toppled over a nurse. I know, you've told me a hundred times,” he said and his eyes wandered off to the side.
 
   “Fine, fine. So what have you been up to then? Any plans after you finish hanging out with your boring parents?”
 
   “Actually, yes. There's another master quest coming up in my game so I've been training with some of my guild mates. We all have our class and weapons to the highest level, so we've been practicing actual combat. There's this really fun medieval combat game with arenas and stuff that we've been playing lately. You can choose all kinds of different weapon combinations and it even gives you combat training on how to throw certain shots, watch out for and counter them. We formed a three man team and... mom, I can see your eyes glazing over.”
 
   “What? No! I'm listening. You're playing castle with your friends and getting points,” she said quickly.
 
   He gave a sigh. “That's about as close as I can expect. Anyway, I told them I'd see them around four tonight so I should have plenty of time to--” He stifled a yawn. “--hang out with the family. Did you have to have them wake me up?”
 
   “I'm sorry. I just didn't want you sleeping through your party. You always stay up so late and sleep so long,” she said with a low, sad voice.
 
   “Well, there's just not a lot to do during the day. Most the other players come on later at night after work and school. The place gets pretty dead in the morning so I don't see as much reason to get on,” he said. His eyes went a bit wide. “I-I'm not complaining. I really am thankful you and dad let me play all I want now. I can try to fix my sleeping schedule if you like.”
 
   “No honey, relax. We know how precious all that is to you. Your father and I only want to keep you happy, we won't be taking them away from you. Promise. Now, come give your mother an actual hug.”
 
   “Ugh, fiiiine,” he said with mock exasperation before wrapping his arms around her. “So, what game is this?”
 
   “Birthday something seven. Your father got it from a special at work. Apparently a couple of his co-workers used it to celebrate their birthdays and went sky diving.”
 
   “Oh? Well I'm turning eighteen now. Does that mean I get strippers?” he asked with a chuckle. His mother whipped her head around and glared, causing him to gulp nervously. “N-never mind, w-was just a joke. You know what? Those cookies look delicious. I'm gonna go have a few. Bye!” he said quickly before walking to the table layered with food. He took a raisin cookie right when a loud chime went off.
 
   He glanced over to the bouncy house and a couple appeared in front of it. He recognized them, his cousin Alison and her husband. “Sorry we're late. We had to make new avatars since our other ones were so basic. The kids haven't been causing any troubles, have they?”
 
   “No, they've just been playing a few of the games,” his mother said with a smile. “Complete dears. We were just talking with my dad about the riots down south. Have you been keeping up on the news?”
 
   “Not much. We've been pretty busy with the kids and their activities. First time we've all had a day off in ages. After the party we were planning to drive down to the park,” Alison said before walking over to give Asher a hug. “I haven't seen you in ages. How are... oh. Right. I ummm, hope everything is okay there.”
 
   He let out a sigh and crossed his arms. “It's fine. Everything has been fine. I've been playing a lot more and keeping myself occupied.”
 
   “Well, it can't be all bad then, right? I mean, I'd love to be able to sit around all day and play games,” Alison's husband said with a nervous chuckle.
 
   “Chuck!” Alison snapped angrily as he garnered the glares of both women.
 
   “It's fine, really. It is kinda nice being able to play games all day,” Asher said before glancing to the bouncy house. “I've actually been playing a lot of sword games lately.”
 
   “Oh? I used to do a little kendo back in college. Maybe we can try a match sometime.”
 
   Alison shook her head. “Don't. It's his birthday and you know he's... special...”
 
   Asher's eyes twitched and moved to the terminal. “No, it'll be fun. Don't worry, if it's too... intense, I'll stop,” he said with narrowed eyes. He flicked through the options before choosing a small dueling game. Not too advanced, but it would suffice. He chose single longsword for himself and katana for Chuck. “Shall we?”
 
   The man glanced to his wife who, after a few moments, gave him a nod. “Just be careful,” she said just loud enough for Asher to hear, though she tried to hide it. “He's not like the kids. If you hurt him who knows what will happen?”
 
   Asher sighed and entered the game with a click of the button, appearing in a small round field. A long sword with a simple brown hilt and scabbard appeared around his waist.
 
   A few moments later his Chuck appeared opposite him, katana sheathed at his side. “So how does this work? Do we get armor?”
 
   “No. First one to receive a death shot loses. I've turned down the pain feed back to minimum so there shouldn't be any problems. Ready?”
 
   “I don't see why n- GAH!” Before he even finished the sentence Asher's sword charged through his chest.
 
   “I thought you said you were ready?” he asked once the man reappeared a few yards away.
 
   “I didn't expect you to come at me like that. Heh, don't worry, one lucky swing won't be all,” the man said and gripped the katana in both hands. “Try that again.”
 
   Asher charged forward while holding his blade tip a few inches from the ground. The man swung down hard with both hands. The boy quickly stepped to the side so the blade flew by and brought his sword up once to cleave through Chuck's arm, before twisting around to stab the blade through his uncle's throat. When he respawned the man looked shocked.
 
   “How are you able to move so fast? I thought--”
 
   “There aren't any physical limits here. Your real speed, strength, weight, none of those matter. All that matters here is experience. When it comes to sword play, well... I've been training a lot. Even if I can't move in reality, there is nothing here to hold me back.”
 
   “I see. I guess I won't have to hold back to much then, heh,” Chuck said before charging forward, swinging wildly.
 
   Asher frowned while he watched. It reminded him of the way he used to fight, wildly swinging and hoping to cut something. He wondered just how well his uncle had practiced his kendo. Granted, with the spells it had made it far easier. It was one of the reasons he originally got into player combat, because he knew his actual sword skills were sub par. He easily deflected the katana away with the flat of his sword and struck up, beheading the man. Again and again he cut Chuck down, easily knocking his blows away and cutting through him. Asher did die a few times though. His defense was far from perfect. After a while he raised a hand. “How about we stop here?”
 
   “What? Getting tired?” Chuck asked with a glare, his hands clenching the katana tightly.
 
   “A little. Even if it's not physically tiring it can wear on the mind. Being so tense.” Though there wasn't a drop of sweat on them and the game didn't register fatigue, he was beginning to feel the strain on his mind. “Besides, if we'd actually been fighting in the real world we'd be near the point of exhaustion by now.”
 
   “Fine, I guess,” the man said before his hands moved through the air. Within a few seconds the two were back in the main party room. A few more adults had joined and the bouncy room was now empty.
 
   The kids ran up to the two when they appeared. “That was awesome!” one of them called out. “You were all like, slash cut jump jump! Can we try next? I wanna fight next!”
 
   “No, I do!”
 
   “I wanna play next!”
 
   Asher chuckled and made his way towards his parents. “Maybe in a bit. I need to take a little break.” He took a seat at the table. “So how is it going?”
 
   “Good, good. We're just discussing some business matters. Are you having fun?” his dad asked.
 
   “Loads. Thanks for setting all this up for me. I know virtual parties can be difficult to get everyone together for.”
 
   “It's fine, son. Today is a special day. You're legally an adult. One of the big land marks in anyone's life,” he said with a sad sigh.
 
   “That and you don't think I'll make it to my next landmark? Or my next birthday?”
 
   “What? No. I'd never say that,” he said before his eyes gazed down at the plate in front of him. The table went quiet and the adults nervously looked to each other.
 
   “Dad? Can I talk with you for a moment, in private?” he asked softly. Almost instantly everyone stood up and walked away. “I actually meant me and you heading a bit away, but I guess this works. I ummm... I just want to tell you, thanks.”
 
   “It's fine. Everyone deserves something special on--”
 
   “No, I don't mean for this. Well, I do mean for this. I mean for... everything. I know you and mom work really hard so you can afford paying for all my medical bills and games.” Asher said and nervously rubbed his shoulder. “You do so much to keep me happy. I wish there was something I could do to make it up to you too.”
 
   The older man glanced back to his son before reaching out and hugging him. When Asher was pulled into his father's chest his eyes went wide, he couldn't remember the last time they had hugged. Even if it was virtual.
 
   “Dad, I--”
 
   “You never have to make it up to us. You're our son. All we ever cared about was making you happy and ready to head out into the world. We would have worked ten times as hard as we do now to always ensure that,” he whispered into Asher's ear. “Don't ever be sorry for any of this. Just be happy. Enjoy the life you have and that is all your mother and I will ever ask for.”
 
   Asher felt his eyes get warm and wet as he nodded. “T-thanks dad. I... I am happy. You know? I still have goals and things I'm trying for. I don't... I don't think things could be going any better for me than they are. Thank you.” He hugged his father back. After a few moments the hug ended and the party continued on around him. He played a few more rounds of combat, had some of the desserts and talked with some more of his family that made it. Eventually it was time for him to leave and he waved good bye before he brought up the menu. He gave one last glance to his parents before disappearing from that world.
 
    
 
   ------
 
    
 
   Weeks passed quickly after his birthday and soon the announcement he waited so long for finally came. It was time for the masterhood quests. The truce had, fortunately, been negotiated a few weeks prior. All prisoners had been released and the borders were temporarily open between all the races. There had been a few incidents where those wishing to end the truce had captured and imprisoned others, but they were quickly broken up by the combined forces that wished for the temporary truce to succeed. There was nothing like the threat of imminent and total destruction to make people want to play nice.
 
   Asura flew high over the oceans and looked around. Her masterhood quest had directed her to the Black Sea, waters so murky and dangerous that not even the leviathans held an outpost. The water, despite it's name, was not actually black. In fact, from above the water looked clear and calm. The sea was completely smooth without even a ripple, and as far as the eyes could see it was completely clear.
 
   She dove down as the small map in the corner of her vision alerted her she was at the location. The water was ice cold, even with the leviathan's resistance to it. She swam down a few feet and the world around her changed. Despite the sunlight being only a short distance away, it was completely dark. Even with her dark vision abilities she could barely see more than a foot ahead of her. She nervously gulped and brought out a small compass from her inventory.
 
   It was called an enemy-pass. In areas with heavy vision problems it showed just how close enemies were by displaying a small dot in the center and other creatures, as dots, in the distance. She let out a gulp as almost instantly dozens of dots, far larger than hers, appeared around her. None appeared directly on top of her though so she kept swimming forward and prayed nothing caught her.
 
   It was, for obvious reasons, one of the least explored regions in the game, along with spider hell. She remained extra alert for anything to appear. She nearly screamed when an alert flashed in her vision. A call from B4hamutt.
 
   “What do you want?!” she hissed once she accepted the call.
 
   “I was curious how your masterhood is going? Have you found the quest location yet?”
 
   “No! I only just arrived at the location it's supposed to be. I haven't actually found it yet,” she whispered softly, as if afraid something might hear her.
 
   “Really? I just found mine a bit ago. It gave me a guide to follow this time. How about yours?”
 
   “Big arrow. Straight to the Black Sea.”
 
   “The... Black Sea? It sent you there? Have you ever been there?”
 
   “No! I brought a few enemy-passes though. I should be able to avoid any fights until I get to the masterhood location,” she whispered again before looking back at her device, nothing seemed to be coming yet. “I don't know how deep it is though, I can't see anything.”
 
   “That's why it's called the Black Sea. Be careful. I've heard from a few players who went there, most the monsters aren't cataloged so they'll be hard to fight. There are even rumors that some of the original leviathans live down there.”
 
   “What? You mean something like Niohoggr?”
 
   “No. Well, yes, but the awakened version. You'd never even know it was there until suddenly it's jaws clamped around you and--”
 
   “Enough!” she said quickly while her eyes refused to look away from the enemy-pass. “This is freaky enough without you telling me stories like that. Is there anything else you wanted to ask?”
 
   “No. I just wanted to say good luck.”
 
   “You too. Don't worry, I'll be fine. With all the practice I've been doing this will be a cinch. Well, it will be once I find the place I'm-- GAH!” she shrieked once a sword suddenly appeared in front of her and she slammed into it face first. “My eye!”
 
   “What happened, are you okay?!” he asked quickly, his voice worried.
 
   “Ow, ow ow, yes. Greater heal. Ow. I think I've found what I'm supposed too. It's an old rusty sword just floating in the water,” she said before knocking it aside and swimming down again, albeit slower. “There's more of them,” she whispered once spears, swords, maces and other debris slowly began to appear in her small field of vision. She knocked them aside or swam around them while she went. Within a few moments of swimming down she came to a floor of wood planks. “Bingo. I think I've found it. I'll call you after I finish, okay?”
 
   “Okay. Good luck.”
 
   The call went silent and soon the only sound was the movement of water as it flowed around her. She reached out and wrapped her fingers around a piece of the wood. It snapped off in her hand, sending small pieces of long rotted timber into the liquid. She glanced at the piece in her hand before tossing it away. She lifted her foot up and brought it slamming down so the wood planks crumbled under the blow and fell down, out of her range of vision. A smile slowly spread across her face before she swam in through the hole.
 
   It opened into a rotting wooden room, filled with long broken furniture and damaged crates. She moved over towards one of the crates and tore a chunk of moldy wood away. A scream burst from her throat when long slimy creatures, with bodies like eels and small glowing orange orbs dangling from their foreheads, burst out of the crate and darted past her. When they passed she felt their slick bodies rubbing her flesh and it sent a shiver down her spine. After a few moments the creatures were gone, leaving behind a crate holding a few rusty chunks of metal.
 
   “Calm down, you can do this,” she whispered to herself before she turned back around and glanced up. “So I just need to go down, huh?” A quick glance at her enemy-pass made her blood freeze. Something big, so big it took up about a fourth of the device and still continued out past its boundaries, was coming towards her. Slow, but steady.
 
   She kicked the floor out from under her and slowly swam through. A skeleton suddenly appeared in front of her and she quickly drew her mace and shattered the bone. After a few moments she realized it hadn't been moving. “Oh... well. I'm happy no one saw that.” Once again she broke through the rotten floor and this time she was gifted by the sight of rock under it. The seafloor.
 
   She glanced back at her device and trembled when the thing came ever closer. It's body now took up almost half the screen and still spread out past it. It would be on her soon. A loud hum filled the air and she heard something above her crackling and snapping. A shard of wood came down between her legs and she let out an eep. Quickly the leviathan girl turned and swam as fast as she could, keeping as close to the floor as possible.
 
   Light suddenly filled the underwater region when thousands of eel like glowing creatures suddenly burst out from behind her. Turning back she saw the wrecked ship she had been moving through was being torn asunder by massive tentacles that, as far as she could tell, were attached to a wall of purple flesh and fangs. The wall moved after her, chewing through the ship and grabbing mouthfuls of the glowing fish as it swam.
 
   Asura gulped and looked around. With the new and temporary light she saw a large number of sunken ships and, to her delight, a large crevice in the sea bed. She swam at it as fast as she could and, right as her hands went into the breach, she stopped. She shrieked and looked back. A long, purple tentacle had wrapped around her leg and was slowly drawing her towards the gaping mouths. The teeth jutted out in random directions, but they moved and wiggled about as if they were alive, cutting through wood and fish with ease.
 
   She lifted her sword in her right hand and pulled her leg as close to herself as she could. Before she could strike, another tentacle shot out and latched around her arm. “NO! Let me go! AHHH!” she yelled before another tentacle wrapped around her left arm, stopping her from drawing her dagger. Slowly but steadily the appendages drew her closer and closer to the wiggling teeth. “No no no! LET ME GO!” When she got closer she could see weird things moving around the mouths of the creature. The teeth were alive!
 
   They buzzed around the creature's massive mouths, cutting and slicing all that came closer for the thing to absorb as its tentacles brought larger things within reach. “No no no! Flaming body!” Flames erupted from her body. The water around her boiled and the tentacles pulled away, though the fire quickly disappeared. An ear splitting cry that seemed to come from all directions deafened her before she turned, unwilling to see the monster a moment longer. With a powerful kick she took off towards the crevice and within moments she entered it. When she finally worked up the courage to glance back, back she saw one of the tentacles attempt to slide in after her, but it wasn't nearly long enough.
 
   When she swam she occasionally bumped the walls and had to crawl, rather than swim, down. She glanced at the enemy-pass regularly, but nothing appeared on it. The crevice began to get narrower and she struggled to squeeze through. Finally, she saw a strange glow ahead. Gripping her sword tightly in her right hand she clawed and crawled her way to the glow until, eventually, she saw the source.
 
   The crevice opened into a large underwater cavern. Glowing magical orbs drifted through the space, casting their light and creating shadows throughout it. The water was crystal clear, allowing her to see all the way to the opposite side of the chamber. There was no life in the chamber, not even coral or moss. All that resided in the wide open space was an underwater castle. It had five towers, though three of them had long since collapsed, with pearls the size of her head on top of the tower tips. She slowly swam to the building to get a closer look.
 
   The stones were smooth and, when she ran her hand along them, she didn't feel any slime. She pushed on them a few times and they didn't budge. Finally she drew her fist back and punched into the wall, hard. Pain shot through her and sparks enveloped her arm, sending her flying into a pile of rubble.
 
   “Ow. Magic protections on it still work. Mental note, don't kick the walls,” she said with a groan. She glanced at her health. “Good, not too much damage. Guess this is where they wanted me to go. Here's hoping this works okay.” She gave one more look at the massive stone building before swimming in through the large open gateway in the front.
 
   The inside was much like the outside. Small glowing orbs were fused with the walls to spread light through the halls. Many of the walls had collapsed, but a few of them were still standing. Aside from the lights, the halls were completely bare white stone in all directions. Not one speck of algae anywhere. As she looked in the bare rooms she sighed in annoyance. “Come on, something like this and there isn't even any treasure? There should at least be a golden chalice or something. I wonder if someone else found this ages ago and-- ahh!” she yelled when she saw something move from the corner of her eye, darting into one of the rooms. She gulped and slowly made her way towards the room and peered inside. Empty.
 
   “Okay. Keep it together. There's nothing... hostile down here. If there was, your enemy-pass would be going off. Calm down,” she whispered to herself before peering down another hallway and saw a stairway heading down at the end. She swam to it and began her descent. The staircase ended in what had once been a dead end. The stone, however, was broken to pieces and continued on into a dark cave. She gulped and slowly swam forward. After a few moments words appeared in front of her. 'This is a one time event. Once you participate you will be unable to attempt again this year. Would you like to proceed?'
 
   She gulped and clicked accept. The world around her shifted for a moment, but soon she was back swimming through the dark tunnel. Despite the lack of lights she was still able to see thanks to the leviathan's racial abilities. The walls were covered in algae and moss, which slid across her body as she swam. She was soon out of the tunnel and into a new cavern, much smaller than the one holding the castle. Dozens of similar tunnels opened into the large rock filled space.
 
   She slowly drew out a sword and dagger and looked around for any sign of her challenge. “Come on. I don't know what kind of challenge you are, but I know I'm going to crush you. Just hurry up and show yourself...” Nothing happened and she swam about.
 
   After a few minutes of waiting she sighed. “A puzzle? Come on. This is my fourth masterhood! I was expecting something... major! You guys didn't even make me choose a category this time.” She swam down near the rocks. She sat down on one of the larger ones and sighed. “Okay, tunnels. Probably supposed to go through one of them.” She failed to notice the rocks behind her when they slowly began to shift around and gather into a pile. “But which one? Any of the tunnels could be it,” she said with a frustrated groan. “Going through the wrong one probably makes me fail the challenge too. I won-- AHHH!” she yelled when she was suddenly sent flying forward into the ground. “Owie...” She slowly looked back while getting to her feet.
 
   The stones had gathered together into a large humanoid shape. One large rock stood in the center of the massive creature and the chunks of smaller rocks came together to form crumbly limbs for the creature to walk, and others to strike with. “A golem? Really? My big challenge is a golem? Easy!” she said once the name appeared over the creature. Guardian of the lost city.
 
   Asura swam straight at the beast, weaving around its arm when it struck, and stabbed her blade into the stone in the center of its body. Her sword shattered to pieces. “W-what? But that's imp-- ugh!” She was sent hurtling back when the creature's other arm slammed into her. She hit the wall opposite the creature and slowly peeled herself off it. “This has to be a joke,” she said as she held up the hilt of Excalibur. “This sword can't be broken. It's a master level weapon! Ahhh!” She ducked down when the golem's arm attempted to crush her. Turning around, the leviathan quickly darted into one of the tunnels.
 
   “Okay, think. You can do this! It's obviously weak somewhere. Maybe the game glitched and it was only supposed to break normal weapons. But how do I kill it then?” she asked herself. A loud scraping could be heard behind her, and when she glanced back she saw stones barreling down the tunnel in pursuit. “Oh, you gotta be kidding me!” She kicked her legs harder and she flew through the tunnel. Hanging clumps of algae made it difficult to see, making her brush against the walls with each turn. Fortunately, the stones were slow and unable to keep up with her speed.
 
   Unfortunately, she popped out of the tunnel's opposite end and found herself back in the chamber. The massive stone creature charged immediately after her, not even pausing to turn around. She swam to the right as one of its limbs shot at her. As it went by she held out her right hand. “Freezing draft!”
 
   The rocks went still as the water between them froze solid. She quickly swam out of reach as the creature remained still for a moment. “Okay, new sword, new sword... come on!” she said before bringing up the menus. The dagger changed in her hand to an exact replica of Excalibur. “Really? I don't get to keep all the benefits I had with it? That sucks,” she said. “It better not be permanently broken.”
 
   She swam down to the ground before the golem finally freed its arm. It slowly began to lumber back to her. “Come on you over grown lawn ornament...” After a few moments the creature's arm lashed out at her and she tapped on the ground twice with her foot. She disappeared and reappeared a few feet away and lifted her hand. “Freezing draft!” The arm was encased in ice and she charged the golem. “HIYA!” She brought her blade down. When it struck the ice, a large fireball burst from it and enveloped them both, boiling the water. Fortunately she was immune to the fire from her blade.
 
   Once flames died down the ice was completely melted and, to her horror, the creature appeared unhurt. “Oh come on! I hit you with... everything...” She caught sight of the massive stone in the center of the creature. Cracks and burns had formed across the boulder, covering about one fourth of it where the arm attached. Once the arm returned the damage began to heal quickly.
 
   “So that's it!” she said before swimming back at the creature. “Freezing draft!” She froze the beasts other arm before slicing down on it with her blade. When flames enveloped the two, she was knocked aside by the stony monolith's other arm. She slammed into the chambers opposite wall and alarms went off. Her HP was dangerously low.
 
   “Ow, okay. But too little, too late big monster. I know your... what?” she said and stared at the thing. Not only had the first damage marks already completely healed, but there was no damage from her second strike. She peeled her way from the wall with a groan before the beast lumbered towards her. “Okay, so this is going to be harder than I thought. Greater heal!” she cast and her health recovered. She began swimming up again and the beast sent its arms flailing about to crush her. Stones rained around her as she weaved around, struggling to avoid them.
 
   When she turned to avoid one of the arms the monster's leg shot out. Unable to avoid it in time, she lifted her arms with a shriek. The stones crushed and cut her as they drove her back with the strike. Rather than hitting the wall, she was sent hurtling into one of the tunnels. Trapped in the confined space the rocks pelted and twisted around her, crushing and smashing her as she tried to crawl out. Her armor began to crack and dent under the fierce assault and she felt herself being torn apart. Desperate and hurt, she finally kicked out with her foot and tapped twice on the wall.
 
   She fae-stepped away and appeared outside the tunnel. “Ice wall!” she yelled out before ice coated the exit, trapping the limb of stone within. She stared for a few moments while the rocks pounded on the other side of the wall, but couldn't break free. “Of course! That's it! Okay, you over sized lawn gnome! I've got you now!” she yelled and turned around to the golem, which was now missing a leg.
 
   She turned towards the nearest open tunnel and swam in a tight circle for a few moments. The creature struck out in a horizontal swing as she moved out of the way and narrowly dodged the blow. The creature swung again and again as she dodged and weaved, never moving more than a few feet from the tunnel. Finally the creature sent the stones hurtling straight at her and she quickly dove to the side. When the stones brushed past her and disappeared into the tunnel she lifted her right hand. “Ice wall!” Instantly ice covered the hole and blocked the stones.
 
   She tore off at the stone again and, diving around the golem's remaining arm, drove her sword across the stones now bare side. Her sword cleaved through the rock and fire enveloped them again. She kept swimming and moving towards the next tunnel. “Yes! Hah! I've wo-- AHHH!” Suddenly stones shot out from the hole and enveloped her. “No! Aghhh!” She struggled and slashed with her sword in an attempt to break free, but to no avail. The creature lashed out with its other arm and enshrouded her in stone.
 
   Within seconds her HP hit zero and the world turned dark. After a few more moments she appeared back in Everlight. The words 'Mastery quest failed' flashed in front of her, but she didn't look at them. She just fell to her knees, mouth hanging open.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 14
 
    
 
   Age: 18 years, 4 months
 
   Asura couldn't move while the world went by. A few players stopped to ask if she was okay, but her lack of response made them eventually leave. Finally, after she didn't know how long, she got to her feet and slowly made her way through the halls of the fortress. Her stomach felt like it was tied in knots and she nearly puked a few times but, eventually, she made her way to her room and crawled into her bed.
 
   Once she laid down her entire body began to shake and tears formed in her eyes. “Why... just... not fair. I... I deserved to win. I worked hard. I figured out how to win. I did everything right. I've thrown everything I have into this game. It's not fair... IT'S NOT FAIR!” She reached for her pillows and threw them across the room. The sound of them hitting the wall and making a gentle poof sound did little to ease her pain.
 
   Her hands reached out and brought up the menu and went through her friends. Only a few were online, and only one she felt close enough to. Slowly she brought up the recorder as she spoke, “M-Mutt... when you get this please respond. P-please meet me in my room. H-here, I'm sending you an access key. P-please come a-as soon as you can.”
 
   With another pained cry the girl rolled onto her stomach and pulled the pillows up against her face, screaming into them. “IT'S NOT FAIR! I deserved it! I've given everything to this damn game! I don't... I don't have enough time to g-get another chance... I just want something to still be here after I'm gone. Why did you have to take that away from me?” She kicked the bed as hard as she could.
 
   She drew her hands back and she punched the bed as hard as she could. After a few minutes of abuse she finally went limp and sighed. “I give up... I can't win. I can never win. I just wasn't meant to,” she whispered into the pillow before closing her eyes. She slowly drifted off, neither fully awake nor asleep, just dazed as she let the pain gnaw at her like a demonic dog.
 
   A gentle shake of her shoulder brought her back to reality. She slowly stared up at B4hamutt with tear stained eyes and smiled. “H-hey...”
 
   “Holy crap, Asura,” he said when her looked her over. “You look like hell. What happened?”
 
   “I... I failed,” she said softly before rolling onto her back. “It's done. I failed. I'm not a master. Heh heh. It's all over, done, game, set, match.”
 
   “What? That's it? I thought your sister or parent had died or something,” B4hamutt said with a roll of his eyes. “Lots of people failed too, but you don't see them crying. It's just a game.”
 
   Those words cut through her like a knife, causing her heart to throb. She grabbed her chest and shook, though the pain slowly dimmed. She looked up to him as the tears began again. “It's... it's not just a game. It was my only chance to do anything with my life! It was my only chance and I blew it!” She stared up at him with tearing eyes.
 
   “Asura, relax,” the man said with a sigh. “You're what, seventeen?”
 
   “Eighteen.”
 
   “Fine, eighteen,” he said and rolled his eyes. “You have your whole life ahead of you. It's just a game. You'll probably play hundreds of games like this one if you want. No need to care so much--”
 
   “I'll be dead within a few years,” she said.
 
   “--About th... what?”
 
   “I said I'll be dead within a few years. Possibly even this year.” She rolled over to stare at the roof.
 
   “But you said, you said you're only eighteen. How...?”
 
   “Didn't you wonder why I've been on so much this last year?” she asked with a soft sob. “Why I'm constantly playing? I come online first thing in the morning, don't even go offline half the time when I sleep? It's not because I'm addicted to the game! It's because there is nothing out there for me! I just lay in a hospital bed! I can't even move to change the channel or call for help if anything happens! I'm just trapped there!”
 
   “You are? But, I thought there weren't any... is there a cure? What do you have?” the dragon asked as he stared at her, mouth open.
 
   “I'm not going to be euthanized if that's what you're asking. Well, I probably will now,” she said before her hands balled into fists. “My parents have a lot of money. They paid all the fees so I wouldn't be... put out of my misery. They have really good insurance that even covers the majority of my medical needs. They bought the equipment and a constant feed so I can play this game as long as I want, so long as someone helps me put the headset on. There's no cure. All they can do is delay the effects. It's... hard to explain,” she whispered and rolled over onto her side before hugging her knees to her chest. “It's all over... I won't get another chance...”
 
   “What... how? What's happening? How? What is it?”
 
   She let out another soft cry as tears trailed down her face. “I got it when I turned twelve. It started with just making my feet hard to move. Since then it has slowly moved up my body. Now I can only barely talk in the real world and in a few months I won't even be able to do that. I won't even be able to open my eyes.”
 
   “Oh god...” B4hamutt said before he sat on the bed next to her. “You're messing with me, right? This is because I said it's just a game, right? I've only even heard about one case like this, and it's only because it's a pati--”
 
   “No. I'd never make something like this up,” she said loudly, her frustration building as she barely listened to him. “They're going to have to feed me through a stomach tube soon. In a few years it'll likely become so bad that they'll have to put me on full life support in order to keep my blood pumping and replace the rest of my organs that stop. If I even make it that long. If they decide not to just end me. At that point they say death will be almost there.”
 
   “Oh God... why are you even playing this game? Why don't you... don't you...”
 
   “Why don't I what? Just sit there, laying in my body as it slowly decomposes around me? I can do things here! I can feel! I can touch! I can run, fly, yell, fight!” she yelled before rolling around and clutching his chest. “I-I can do anything I want... I can even have dreams and goals here,” she said with a soft sob as her body trembled. “I... I was going to become a legend. I spent all my time practicing. I learned how to fight as good as anyone else. I solved puzzles. I was prepared. I was going to become one of, or possibly the first, to master all the classes and unlock the advanced races. I was... I was going to... I was going to do something... become someone...” Tears soaked her face, falling down in torrents.
 
   B4hamutt reached out and grabbed her by the shoulders. “Asura... I...” He bit his lower lip before pulling her up and against his chest. He held her tight as she sobbed. “I'm so, so sorry. You should have told me. I could have... I would have...”
 
   “T-there... i-isn't anything y-you can do. A-all you would have d-done is f-feel sorry for me... I just... I wanted to spend my life here.” Her hands slowly fell from his chest before she pulled away and collapsed onto her bed. “To d-do all these amazing things. To be someone else... anyone else... than who I was in the real world. I wanted t-to become something p-people t-talked about for years...”
 
   He sighed softly before laying besides her and putting an arm around her. “I... I don't understand. I'm sorry, I don't think I could ever understand. Just... just cry as much as you need too,” he said before pulling her back to his chest. She was too miserable to even care how strange it was.
 
   She sobbed into his shoulder until the tears would no longer come. Her throat was sore and her eyes were puffy before she finally began to relax in his arms. A light red filled her cheeks when she realized she could smell him, or at least what the game decided his character smelt like. She slowly moved her head to look at his face and pulled back just a little bit. His eyes were narrowed with concern and she wondered how close they were to his real eyes. His dragon scales were rough and jagged but, even so, she couldn't help feeling how soft his gaze was.
 
   Her hands tensed before she slowly leaned in and kissed him. Their lips touched for a moment and his eyes went wide, but he didn't try to shove her away. For a few seconds they sat there, lips pressed together until she finally pulled away.
 
   “I... I'm sorry,” she said softly while staring at him. “I just... I felt...” Her hands began to tremble. “I must seem so pathetic. Heh. The only kiss I'm ever going to get and it's just in a game.”
 
   “It's... I don't think you're pathetic,” B4hamutt said before looking away. “You're having a lot of problems. Just... I'm sorry. Is there anything I can do?”
 
   “No. There really isn't,” Asura said with another soft sob. “I'm going to die. Pathetic, useless and having never done anything with my life aside from holding my parents back. I can't even do anything in this game. You're right, though. It... it is just a game. I tried treating it like it was so much more, but it isn't. I just... I didn't want to have nothing to show for my life.”
 
   “I know,” he whispered so softly she almost couldn't hear it. “What do you plan to do now?”
 
   The angel gazed up at the roof for a few moments before sighing. “I'm going to do all those things I'll never be able to do in real life. My parents got me plenty of money to spend in the Red Light District. I'm going to just try a bunch of games and then... I'm going to tell them not to put the feeding tube in.”
 
   “What? I thought you said you needed it?”
 
   “I do if I want to live. I just... I can't do this any more,” she said before coughing into her hand, the knot in her throat refusing to go away. “I just... I just want it to end. I don't want to make my parents keep wasting their money on me. I used to be able to at least have a reason. I told myself I had a goal. Something to shoot for. Look at me now though... I'm a failure. I've lost.”
 
   “Asura, I don't think you're a failure,” B4hamutt said quickly before gripping her arm. “You've been with us in the guild for years. There's no reason for you to leave. There's still the war, you could make a legend of yourself that way. Maybe there's something else we can do.” She could hear the panic in his voice, but she tried to ignore it.
 
   “Mutt, don't. Just... don't. I just... I don't know why I called you here. I just needed someone to talk to.” She looked down when she felt his fingers wrap around hers. “Please don't... tell anyone about this. When I die, I don't... if I can't be remembered for anything good, I don't want to be remembered at all. Good bye.” She pulled her fingers away.
 
   “Asura, wait! You don't--” She didn't hear the rest of his words when the world around her faded and she was brought to the main selection screen. She stared at it for a moment before sighing. “I guess this is the last time I'll ever see you. Good bye, Asura,” she said softly before exiting one last time and the letters faded around her.
 
    
 
   ------
 
    
 
   Days slowly turned into weeks and months as Asher began the final months of his life. He spent every moment in the Red Light District, either finding a new experience to try or just sleeping in a warm bed, and sometimes warm arms. His parents sent him occasional messages, but he usually responded that he was in the middle of something or he'd chat with them later, unable to bring himself to face them. Despite this, his parents didn't cut off his game time, allowing him to spend almost every waking moment connected. He found himself frequenting a 'hook-up' joint set up like an old generic bar. It was the same one he found himself that night.
 
   Asher sighed while looking around the virtual bar. He was in the form of a large, at least eight feet tall, lizard-man. The bar was filled with all manners of different creature's, elves, fairies, dwarves, cat-people, vampires, dog people, even a few robots. He made his way to a secluded table while his hands reached out to weave through the air. Words formed in front of him and he slowly tapped through options. “Lizard man seeks... huh... what do I want to try tonight?” he asked himself. “What haven't I tried?”
 
   He pushed a button marked 'History' before a long list formed in front of him. His eyes glanced over them and he shivered. “Ugh... I can't believe I tried that pregnancy thing. Never again. I don't know how such a painful experience sells so well...” he said and kept flipping through them. Each encounter he had experienced over the last month was recorded and logged in his history, many of which were bundled with other similar experiences of different patrons to be sold to those who wished to watch. It was how many of the experiences remained so affordable.
 
   He brought up his messages and let out a soft sigh. “Over a hundred messages now, Mutt. Just give it up. I'm not going to read them. I'm never coming back...” he whispered before flicking the messages out of his main storage and into a side storage area. Another beep drew his attention. A small flashing message. He clicked it with a sigh.
 
   Words flashed across his view. 
 
   'Congratulations! Your hunter vs hunter game has been accepted! Please click accept to begin.'
 
   A big red 'Accept' sign formed in front of him and he slowly reached out to click it. The world around him turned black before a contract formed in front of him. “I accept the terms,” he said softly, without reading them. A moment later a warning appeared, alerting himself that feedback had been set to maximum. He rolled his eyes and waited.
 
   After a few seconds he appeared in the center of the woods. He was completely naked and the sun was slowly beginning to rise, revealing thick undergrowth and trees as far as the eye could see. He gulped and began walking, cringing when roots and pine needles dug into his feet. A small five minute timer appeared above and to his right.
 
   Hunter vs hunter was one of the most dangerous, and barely legal, games in the Red Light District. It was simple, for the most part. Just a basic survival game for five minutes, you versus one other person. The only thing that separated it from a normal game was the fact there were no limits on what each player could do to each other, no way to exit the game until the five minutes ended(aside from manually exiting which got you permanently banned) and the feedback was set to maximum so everything felt real. Groups had been trying to outlaw the game for years but, due to the age limits on the game and the fact that nothing that happened in it was really 'real', it had managed to barely scrape under the law for years.
 
   There were rumors that it got so intense at times that players had died in the real world, sometimes from heart attacks. The fear and pain that the game inspired eventually resulted in it becoming one of the most bought games in the district, while simultaneously not even being played by over a tenth of those who purchased it.
 
   Asher slowly walked through the woods, as silent as he could while searching for his rival. He had read a few guides so he knew there were no animals or other dangerous things to look out for. The only true danger was each other. Weapons were scattered randomly throughout the woods, as well as clothing, but they could use branches and other obvious objects to defend themselves. A sharp pain went through his toe when he stepped on a rock, causing him to leap back with a startled cry. A few drops of blood went down from the toe and he hopped for a moment.
 
   “Damn it, need to be careful,” he whispered before slowly lowering his foot back down, the toe still throbbing. He looked around until he saw a small cave off in the distance. He gulped and leaned down, grabbing a small rock and slowly making his way towards it. He stayed low to the ground while making his approach.
 
   He made it to the entrance of the cave and slowly peeked his head around the wall and looked inside. It wasn't too deep and inside he saw a small closed box. A spawned item! He grinned before running to it, lifting the lid up.
 
   The box was empty. He heard a crunching behind him. He turned around and saw a tall, naked man who was holding a knife in his right hand. The man chuckled while he gazed at Asher, gently licking his lips as he watched Asher with a look similar to a how one might view their next meal. “Newbies always come straight for the cave.”
 
   “A trap?” Asher asked before looking down at the empty box and tossing the lid down. “So is this the part where I'm supposed to run?”
 
   “Nah, kid,” the man said before stretching his wrist. “This is where I get to have my fun!” He charged.
 
   Asher lifted his clutched rock high and tried to bring it down on the man, but his swing was wild and awkward. The man easily moved around the sluggish stone and stabbed him in the chest. The taller man then shoved him up against the wall before twisting the knife.
 
   Asher groaned and grabbed the man's hand. “S-stop...” he whispered softly as he tried to push it off.
 
   “No. We still have three minutes. I get to do whatever I want to you,” the man said before he yanked the knife out once more and jammed it into the boys shoulder. “I get to have a lot of fun this time. I haven't had a dagger spawn in ages.”
 
   Asher stared at the man for a moment as his right fist clenched. He felt adrenaline surge through him, though for a split second he wondered if it was happening in the real world as well or just the game. Years of game training came to him as he moved. He first raised his left knee between the taller mans legs while his other hand lashed out and caught the man under the chin with a powerful punch. The man stumbled back and clutched himself with eyes shut tight.
 
   Asher reached up and grabbed the knife, pulling it free from his shoulder with a pained cry. He then jumped at the man and tackled him to the ground, straddling him around the stomach. The boy clutched the dagger tightly in his hands and gazed down at his assaulter. He slowly raised the dagger up before plunging it into the older man's shoulder.
 
   “AGHHH! Stop!” the man screamed as he tried to grab Asher by the wrist.
 
   “No,” Asher said before drawing the knife up again. “I've tried everything else. I want to know how this feels.” He growled before plunging it into the man's wrist and sliced the hand off. He didn't stop, instead he lifted the blade again and again, cutting into the man and slicing pieces off as he stared down calmly. “You couldn't even make me scared...” he whispered, though his words were drowned out by the other man's screams. “Couldn't make my body shut down,” he said louder before bringing the blood soaked blade down yet again. “You've won before, why couldn't you do this?” he asked before he stabbed again.
 
   He kept stabbing until he realized the screaming had stopped, as had his pain. The dagger and blood were gone and he was now sitting on his knees in a black void, hands still wrapped around a vacant dagger. He slowly held his hands out, palm up, and stared at them. Tears began to go down his eyes and he wept in the darkness.
 
    
 
   ------
 
    
 
   The real world slowly came into focus around Asher when awoke, days after the hunter vs hunter incident. He slowly looked around in confusion before letting out a soft grunt. There was no response. He sighed and glanced about. A few streaks of sunlight leaked into the room. He looked down and almost screamed, his entire body shaking as it crawled along his unmoving body. “A-ahhhh. G-go away. Shoo!”
 
   The spider froze, for a few moments. It then began walking towards him, skittering along his chest as he tried to move and shake it off. It was almost to his face when a large hand moved down, blocking its way and then scooping it up.
 
   A large, older man, likely in his low thirties, stood over the boy. He was wearing scrubs and holding a clip board. He moved to the window, tossing the spider outside before glancing down at him
 
   “Ah, Asher. Awake?” the man asked before he moved to stand over the patient.
 
   “Y-yes...” the boy mumbled out while he stared at the man. “T-that was... h-how it... g-get in.”
 
   “My name is Tod, one of the nurses here. I think this is the first time we've met here in the real world,” the man said while flipping through the clipboard at the foot of the bed. “Sorry about the spider. They're so small here, I guess they have trouble keeping them out. Back home they got as big as my hand,” he said absent mindedly as he transferred information between the two boards. He couldn't place it, but something about Tod's voices and movements were oddly familiar. “Don't worry, you'll be able to get back into your game in a little bit. Your parents are just coming by shortly. They asked us to prepare you.”
 
   “H-huh?” Asher asked before blinking a few times. The crust along the edges of his eyes was beginning to get to him.
 
   “Oh, right. Hold on,” Tod said before moving forward with a small sponge and began wiping the boy's eyes.
 
   After a few minutes of cleaning Asher blinked a few times and sighed. He knew what was coming next when the blanket was lifted and he was cleaned. The process only took about twenty minutes, but to him it felt like an eternity.
 
   “There, all better. Are you excited to see your parents today?” Tod asked with a happy smile that made Asher want to punch him. It reminded him of one of Jessica's.
 
   “Guh...”
 
    “Good! They'll be here soon,” the nurse said before looking at the clip board again. “Okay, everything looks good. I'll just go get them. Don't worry, you can go back to your games after they leave,” the man said before turning and walking out the door.
 
   Asher sighed and closed his eyes again to wait. He couldn't imagine what would make his parents want to come here of all places. Fear clutched his heart when a terrifying thought filled his mind. What if they decided to just let him die? No feeding tube? Already his meals were getting harder and harder to swallow, soon he wouldn't be able to eat at all. He opened his eyes and looked around as his mind raced, grasping for any excuse other than the obvious.
 
   His thoughts were broken as the door to his room opened. He stared, wide eyed, as his mother and father entered the room. His mom was far slimmer and in her arms she was holding a small bundle wrapped in a red blanket.
 
   “Hello, honey,” his mother said before moving over to stand by his bed. “I went into labor last night and well... say hello to your little sister, Hope,” she said and slowly moved the blanket around so he could see. A small head was nestled up to his mother's bosom, unmoving.
 
   “H... h-hello...” He barely managed to struggle out around the knot in his throat. His mind raced, but it was fruitless to try and say more. Instead he just stared at the little bundle.
 
   She sat on the bed besides him and sighed sadly “We... know it must be hard for you, dear,” she said softly. He could see his dad pretending to be focused on one of the medical posters. He stared up at his mother as he awaited the death sentence. “We know you haven't wanted to spend time with us lately, either,” she said before reaching out to take his limp hand in hers. “If you've... decided to... not take the surgery, we understand. But please know your father and I don't... we don't want you to go if you don't want to. Take all the time you need. We just want you to be happy...” He looked up and saw tears forming in her eyes. “We know how hard it is for you to talk here. So please, send us a message when you make your decisions. Know that no matter what happens, you'll always be our little boy. We love you,” she said before leaning forward to give him a soft kiss on the forehead.
 
   He blushed and made a soft grunting noise when she pulled away. She smiled a moment and let his fingers slip from hers. “Do you want to go back to your games, dear?”
 
   “Y-yes...” he said weakly.
 
   She sighed and soon handed off his little sister to his father. She then walked over to his headset and picked it up. “Remember dear. We do care and love you. All we want is for you to be as happy as you can.” She slowly slid it on and flipped the switch.
 
   Within a few moments the world changed around him and he was brought to his loading screen, the empty black void. He slowly fell to his knees and sobbed. “I... I don't know what I want... I just... I'm not happy. Mom, dad... how can I possibly be happy? I just want to die, but I'm just...” He rolled onto his side and hugged his knees to his chest. “The only time I've ever been happy was when I... when I...”
 
   He slowly looked up and reached out to touch the air. A small menu soon appeared as he clicked a few buttons. Before long his mail box formed and he clicked on the newest message sent by B4hamutt.
 
   “Hey, Asura. Please answer as soon as you get this,” the guild leader's voice filled the void. “I know you're upset about... everything, but I just want you to know I understand. Well, I don't understand, but you're my friend. I want to be there for you... ummm... if you've seen any of my other messages just, please let me know. I think we can do this if we work together. Maybe we can find another way.”
 
   Asher gulped and slowly began going through the rest of them. The oldest were practically begging Asura to return, to not just give up. But newer ones were giving advice, ideas. Plans. The war seemed to be going well, apparently each side was down to their fortresses now as all six capitals had been destroyed, and new information had come to light. One of the newer messages caught her attention.
 
   “We've been planning for a while,” B4hamutt said. “We're going to try to take on Niohoggr. Not the one with the dragon egg, but the actual full powered one. Its haven't been beaten yet, so I figured we should give it a try. New areas and creatures are being added all the time, some places have never even been explored. We may find something we can use. Please message me when you get this.”
 
   Tears began to well up in his eyes and he made his way through the rest of his messages. He slowly applied Asura's voice filter before sending his response. “H-hey, Mutt. I... I want to talk with you. I want to play... I want to come back,” he said before sending the message.
 
   He sat back and waited. His eyes glanced at the mail symbol over and over, though it didn't flash. “Come on, Mutt. I'm sorry... you sent me all those messages, so you can't have given up on me,” he whispered to himself. “Why aren't you on? Are you busy?” he asked as he checked his friend list, the man was gone. “I need you!” he finally yelled.
 
   After a few hours the alert came up and he nearly screamed. His hands tapped the message and, unsurprisingly, B4hamutt's name showed. He pushed play as the message began.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 15
 
    
 
   Age: 18 years, 8 months
 
   “Asura!” B4hamutt's voice filled the void again. “I'm sorry I didn't respond sooner, I just got off work. I'm on the way to Everlight. Don't go, don't leave! I'm coming!”
 
   Asher let out a sigh of relief before he moved through the menus again. He clicked a few times and Landasy Reality loaded. He quickly entered the game and found himself back in the room he had once known for so long, and in the body he had spent so much time.
 
   Asura brought her hands to her eyes, the limbs shaking. “I-I can't believe I'm back...” she whispered. Slowly her hands moved to her side and she clenched her fists and waited. A message soon popped up, alerting her that B4hamutt was attempting to access her room. She quickly clicked to allow it and the dragon appeared in her room. “H-hey...” she said sheepishly as she eyed the floor.
 
   He didn't say anything as he ran to her side and pulled her into a tight hug. She eeked as he held her close for a few moments. “Asura, I'm so happy you're back. I'm sorry for what you've had to endure but...”
 
   “No, stop,” she said quickly before trying to pull away. “I don't want to talk about it. I just, I just came back to play. To have fun. I want to try those things no one else been able to do.”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “You mentioned fighting... things. Going places others haven't,” she said before clenching her fists. “I want to do it. I want to try all those things, go to all those places and defeat monsters that no one else could. I want to be the first.”
 
   “Okay. But what about your uhhh... condition?” he asked softly.
 
   Asura glared at him before speaking. “I've spent too many months thinking about it. I don't have much left. I just want to enjoy myself for now. Is that okay?”
 
   “Right, sorry,” the dragon said before looking off to the side, before finally allowing her to pull away. “What did you want to do first?”
 
   “Niohoggr. We tried once during the first year, so we might as well try again. It's in dragon lands though, any idea how we can get to it without getting caught out?”
 
   “Maybe. Since most of their forces have focused onto their own fortress now, Voidhall, there should be a relatively minor force in the dragon lands. I have some important information I need to tell you about that, later. If we can get to dragon rising valley, it won't be any issue actually fighting the beast,” he said before moving to her desk and leaning against it. “But there will only be five of us. We can probably bring Scales, but I haven't decided who the other two will be.”
 
   “Heh, you, me and Scales. Just like old times, right?” she said before laying back on her bed, letting her feet dangle over the side. “How about Andremedia? How many masteries does she have now?”
 
   “She has three I think,” he said before moving his fingers through the air. “Yeah, fae, angel and leviathan.”
 
   A smirk formed on Asura's lips before she glanced to him. “My my. You sure knew that awfully quickly, didn't you? Keeping notes on her?”
 
   The dragon rolled his eyes before crossing his arms. “She's a member of Heroes of the Coalition, she joined while you were gone. She's... actually been asking a lot about you. I didn't tell her anything but I think she missed you. Anyway, she's proved to be very useful. Helped me organize a number of events and was pivotal in taking down the last capital. Since then I've been keeping notes on her and a number of others in the guild.”
 
   “Wow... wait, if you have all those notes do you know anyone else who could be useful for this?”
 
   “Possibly...” he said before tapping on the air a few times. “Most of the fight takes place in the air, so someone with an angel mastery would be best.”
 
   “Someone with...” Asura looked the dragon over as she felt a sharp pain in her heart. “Your... your fourth mastery. W-was it angel?”
 
   B4hamutt stopped for a moment before slowly nodding. “Yes. I passed. It wasn't easy to beat the puzzle, but I killed it. I'm sorry.”
 
   “You... you don't need to be sorry. How many others... got their fourth?”
 
   “Not many. There's actually a post about it on the forums,” he said as he kept flipping his hands through the air. “Only three succeeded. Me, Eighth and Scales.”
 
   “So I was the only one of us three who didn't pass,” she said bitterly while her hands gripped the bed. “Did Scales get an angel mastery as well?”
 
   “Yeah... after I passed I gave him some pointers for it. I'm sorry...”
 
   “I told you, you don't have to be sorry,” Asura said before crossing her arms, struggling to find a use for them without tearing the covers. “It's my own fault.”
 
   “Sorry,” the dragon whispered again as he stared down at her before shaking his head. “O-okay, I think I have someone,” he said before he put his hands together then pulling them apart, a gesture for expanding a menu. “Mastered leviathan, angel and dragon. Mostly like Scales, actually. Seems pretty skilled. If I remember correctly, the only reason she failed the first mastery quest was because she joined fairly late.”
 
   “Yeah, a lot of people didn't,” Asura said with a chuckle. “Heck, if we hadn't pushed ourselves so hard with all those plans to defeat the bigger bosses, we probably wouldn't have either. Why didn't we ever try to do them again, once we got stronger?”
 
   “I guess we got too busy,” B4hamutt said absentmindedly before flipping through some more invisible menus. “We got out first mastery and focused on the next quest. We did a few things, here and there, but for the most part we stuck to ourselves. Did lower level quests that gave more experience and rewards or went after bounties. Lost touch.”
 
   She nodded and let out a sigh. “Yeah. I guess I kinda got a bit too absorbed. Spending all my limited time just... never mind. Is she messaging you back?”
 
   “Yeah, she says she'll be able to in an hour or so. You should remember her, she's joined us a few times before and says she's happy you're back. Scales won't be on until then anyway. I'll send a message to Media and then we can go prepare. Sound good?”
 
   The angel nodded and got to her feet. She brought up her own menu and went through her equipment, bringing her full body armor on once again. When it attached to her and she felt the familiar weight she reached up and ran her hand down the front. The grooves of the metal and jewels brought back a happy flash of memories. “Remember when we first got these armors?” she asked B4hamutt.
 
   “Huh? Oh, our racial ones? Yeah,” he said with a smile. “Took forever for us to get all the requirements and money together to make them. It's really easy now though, they've released so many pieces of equipment that are just as powerful that most people just buy the cheaper ones.”
 
   “Yeah,” Asura said with a chuckle. “Doesn't help the equipment doesn't scale as well with other races. Are you almost done?”
 
   “Hold on, Media just sent her response,” B4hamutt said before tapping the air. “Okay, she says she'll be here. So I guess we should go prepare. She's also happy you're back.”
 
   She nodded as the two left her room and headed straight for the fortress's library. “Last time we fought it, I remember we barely even nicked its scales.”
 
   “Yeah. Though we didn't have master weapons then. I think some people tried it again after the second mastery quest. I don't know how well it went though, I can probably find some mentions if I do a few searches. Wanna try?”
 
   Asura sighed before nodding. “Yeah, I guess it'll be faster,” she said before sitting on one of the soft cushions. She brought up a menu and connected to the outside world within a few moments. A few quick searches later and dozens of videos came up. The most recent one was nearly two years old. She played it none the less. It showed a group of five angels, each with an Excalibur, waving at the camera. A few quick introductions later and the fight began. It ended within a few moments, though to their credit the dragon did take some cuts from their blades.
 
   She began going through more videos and checking the comments. Most of them were the same, the party would get slaughtered after dealing some damage, unable to escape the blows fast enough. The comments were filled with insults and complaints, either about the beast being too powerful, players claiming to have killed it easily, others saying there was no proof that it died and they were liars and some saying the beast was unkillable.
 
   After a few more videos she closed out and glanced to B4hamutt. “You done?” she asked before reaching out to poke his shoulder.
 
   “Yeah. That was... I think I learned a few things.”
 
   “Oh? Like what?”
 
   “Our weapons should do far better than they used to,” he said before moving his hands through the air. “Don't keep bunched up or his flame breath will melt us. Cutting his wings and trying to ground him will backfire if done too soon.”
 
   “They did that in one of the videos? Where? How? What happened?”
 
   “Yes, they cut through its wings. It wasn't pretty,” B4hamutt said with a cringe. “It landed on two of them, and when it was down on the ground they couldn't find any openings to strike it without getting crushed. Did make it slower though. This isn't going to be an easy fight.”
 
   “I didn't think it would be. Where's the fun if it is?” she said with a grin. “How long until the others will arrive?”
 
   “Shouldn't be too long. We still need to come up with a plan to get there,” the dragon said before he tapped the air a few times. “We can go through leviathan lands, they're the closest. From there we can go through the rivers and make our way to the lava pits. We can fly over those so we shouldn't encounter any trouble, and we'll be hard to see through all the smoke. From there we'd... huh. No way around it, we're going to have to go through either Mordred mines or over Morgana rise. Either way we'll likely be seen.”
 
   “I say we go through the mines,” Asura said as she started walking again. “We'll be more closed in, but avoiding being seen will be easier if we're careful. How about we tell everyone to meet us there and we go ahead to scout?”
 
   “Fine, hold on a second while I let them know,” he said as he tapped the air a few more times. After a few moments he walked after her. “Okay, to the mines.”
 
    
 
   ------
 
    
 
   The two glided through the air, smoke surrounding them on all sides. Below were thick pools of magma that filled the air with streams of ash and smog.
 
   “It's so quiet,” Asura said as she scanned the lands below. “Where do you think everyone is?” 
 
   “No idea. There isn't really a lot for most players to see here though,” B4hamutt said softly. “The lava pits don't offer many rewards aside from a few fire elemental enemies. The real rewards are in the mines. All those jewels. Hopefully more people will be farming the rise though. Better rewards, if a bit harder.”
 
   “Probably,” she said and soon a massive mountain range came into view. “There they are. This shouldn't be too hard, hopefully. The entrance is near the bottom, right?”
 
   “Yeah. We just have to find the cart tracks, and then it's easy,” B4hamutt answered before they left the cover of the smoke and descended towards the range. Within moments they spotted a long line of cart tracks and landed by the entrance. “I'll go on ahead, can you wait here?”
 
   “What? Why?”
 
   “Because if only one of us go in, less chance of detection,” he said as he stepped into the darkness of the mines. “The others will need to know where to find us too.”
 
   “Fine, don't be too long,” she said with a hint of annoyance. When he disappeared into the mine, she drew out her sword and dagger. She took a few swings with the blades and tried to get used to the weight once again. When she glanced back to the dagger, her mind flashed back to the last time she felt one. The way it felt as she plunged the dagger again and again into the man's chest, the blood coating her hands.
 
   “It's clear,” a voice said from behind her, tearing her from her memories.
 
   “What?” Asura asked and looked up. B4hamutt walked out from the darkness.
 
   “Come inside,” he said as he motioned her forward. “I saw a few players, but nothing too bad. It might be our lucky day.”
 
   “Oh, right,” she said before she slowly moved the dagger to her side. “Sorry, I was just a little... distracted.” She moved besides him. “Hey Mutt? Thanks for doing this with me. I know I left on... I didn't leave on the best terms.”
 
   “Don't worry about it. I'm just happy you're back,” the dragon said before leaning against the wall and watching the exit.
 
   Asura glanced down for a moment before sheathing the blades. She reached over and wrapped her arms around his neck and pushed against him in a hug. “I'm sorry I freaked earlier...” she whispered before she laid her head against his chest and let out a soft sigh. He felt warm and firm as she listened to his heart beat. His character's heart beat. “I was just... these last few months have been... I didn't know what I... I'm sorry. I'm not making any sense, am I?” she asked before closing her eyes.
 
   “No, not really,” B4hamutt said before wrapping his arms around her as well. “You don't have to talk about any of it, okay? No matter what, you're still my friend. If you're hurt or suffering, I'm always here to talk about it.”
 
   “O-okay...” she whispered. After a few moments she realized she could smell him, even worse was she didn't think she minded. Her cheeks turned red before she pulled away. “I think that's enough of that. I feel a lot better now. Uhhh, t-thanks.”
 
   “N-no problem,” he said and looked away. She couldn't quite tell in the darkness, but she thought she could see a bit of a blush in his cheeks as well. “They're on their way.”
 
   “Huh?” she asked before gazing up at him.
 
   “They're on their way,” B4hamutt repeated. “Scales just sent me a message, he was the last one, so it'll be a while before he arrives. He's close though, might even beat the others.”
 
   “O-oh, right,” she whispered and glanced back towards the lava pits far outside the cave. “I guess we just sit and wait...”
 
    
 
   ------
 
    
 
   Scales, still his normal leviathan self except with a pair of big leathery blue wings, burst from the smoke and plummeted towards the group. When he landed at the side of the cave, Asura and the others moved to join him. She was the only angel. Andremedia had arrived first and was a normal fae, though she had two large purple, red and blue butterfly wings on her back.
 
   “Asura!” Scales yelled and moved straight to her. She eeked when he picked her up in a tight hug and swung her around in the air.
 
   “Ahhhh!” she screamed. “Put me down! What's wrong with you?”
 
   “Heh heh, sorry,” he said with a chuckle before stopping and setting her down, though he didn't let go. “I just haven't seen you in so long! I don't think I've ever seen you logged out from the game longer than a week!”
 
   She blushed and looked away from him. “I've been busy...”
 
   “School or work?” he asked with a chuckle before removing his arms. “I was beginning to think you decided to abandon us. Didn't know what we'd have done without our healer.”
 
   “Pfft. I haven't healed for you in ages,” she said with a roll of her eyes. She then glanced to B4hamutt for a moment before looking towards the cave. “Yeah. School. I've been just busy with that. Big projects and all that. So, how long until our fifth gets here?”
 
   “She should be here soon. Ah! There!” B4hamutt said as he motioned towards a figure plunging through the smoke. The woman landed in front of them after a moment, a smile on her lips.
 
   “Skyth?” Asura asked.
 
   “Oh, so you remember her name,” Andremedia said with a smirk.
 
   “Please, let's not go into that again,” Asura said with a roll of her eyes. “Long time no see.”
 
   “Yeah. Haven't seen you since the masteries,” Skyth said with a shake of her head. “Thought you'd left us. Happy to see you came back.”
 
   “Yeah. I've just been... busy. Let's go, okay? We've wasted enough time here as it is.”
 
   “Right,” B4hamutt said and went ahead of the group. The others fell in line behind him as they snuck down the tunnel.
 
   “So, lots of leviathan masters these days?” Asura asked as she glanced between Skyth, Andremedia and Scales.
 
   “Yeah,” Scalios said with a curt nod. “Once people figured out that the master classes removed the stat limits, leviathan, dragon and angel became the three most popular. There are dozens of leviathan-slash-dragon masters out there now.”
 
   “Really?” Asura asked with a cocked eyebrow. “I figured the special bonuses from the demon and fae would have made them more popular.”
 
   “Sometimes, yeah,” the leviathan said with a shrug. “A lot of players prefer the power of those three, though. Since it gives your weapons their max power as well as giving you the best defense to both forms of attack. Demon isn't as popular since the master level spells are only one time use and normal spells aren't as amazing. We'll probably see more variation next year when people start getting their fourth mastery,” he said with a chuckle before stumbling a few steps. “Oh... right. I'm sorry, I didn't mean... I'm sure you'll pass this time. I didn't mean to rub it in...”
 
   “It's fine,” Asura said, though her fists clenched at her side. “I'm fine. There is absolutely nothing to worry about.”
 
   “Hold,” B4hamutt said and raised his hand to motion them to stop. The tunnel branched off in two separate directions, left and right. “It parts ways here. We'll need to be very careful, since we're going through heavily contested areas. Everyone ready?”
 
   The others nodded and slowly the group began traveling down the right tunnel. As silence fell over them, Asura began to notice every little sound. The gentle drops of water off in the darkness, the way their feet gently disturbed the rocks and dirt that coated the ground. But most of all, she heard the rhythmic sound of pickaxe against stone off in the distance. Soon a great light could be seen at the end, practically blinding compared to the dark tunnels. With nervous steps they stepped out from the darkness.
 
   The tunnel opened into a massive cavern, lined with lanterns across the walls. Deep, treacherous pits occasionally opened up in the floor and dozens of tunnels spilled out from the large open space, as it went through the mountain. The cavern went on farther than they could see, the entire area lit up like an underground festival. The sound of miners working could be heard echoing through the walls, seemingly as if coming from all directions.
 
   The five slowly began walking through the open area and kept their eyes peeled for any signs of life. Far to the right they could see a few players who picked at the stones. “Careful,” B4hamutt whispered as he watched them. The players were moving in perfect alignment, moving the picks up and down before hauling some stone to a nearby cart. After a few moments he shook his head. “I can't believe this. AI's? Here?”
 
   “Huh?” Andremedia asked.
 
   “AI's,” Asura said with an annoyed sigh. “Basically players do a task a few times and then the AI learns how to mimic it. They aren't as popular as they were before direct neural interface games existed, since they have to be far more complex. I'd heard a few games were starting to get them, but I didn't think there would be any here. Makes me want to kill them just because...”
 
   “What? Why?” the fae asked and took an aggressive step forward. “You said they are AI's, right? That means artificial intelligence. If they're that then they might be really complex!”
 
   “No, they aren't,” Asura mumbled when they walked by a few. The miners occasionally made strange face motions such as sticking out their tongues or moving their heads from side to side. “They aren't really AI's. They used to be called bots long ago, but once games like this became more popular people just started calling them AI's since they actually controlled the bodies. You could run over and stab them and they'd barely notice it. Probably.”
 
   “Unless they were set up to call for help,” B4hamutt said quickly. “Sometimes killing one can send an alarm to the actual player. They probably are logged on somewhere, just playing another game while the AI gathers things for them. We kill it then the player and all his friends might come down on us.”
 
   “A shame they aren't being AHHHH!” Andremedia screamed and jumped back, slamming into Asura. To their right, an angel with darkened wings and armor popped out from one of the large pits and flew over towards the cart. “S-sorry,” she said with a nervous chuckle.
 
   “Ow... you know if it was possible, I'd think you broke my nose,” Asura said with a groan while holding her nose. “Be careful, okay? I don't want you sending us down one of those pits. It's a pain flying out of such a narrow place.”
 
   “R-right, sorry,” the fae mumbled before glancing down the pit the angel had come from. The lights only went a few feet down before turning completely dark. “I wonder how the AI did it then.”
 
   “Probably by... ummm,” B4hamutt trailed off when he glanced to the angel who was over by the cart, back to them. He didn't appear to be moving aside from tapping on the air. “I don't think it could. Oh crap.”
 
   Asura drew her sword and charged towards the other angel. 'Class change: Dragon 10 seconds' appeared above the winged persons head a moment before her sword slashed through him. He let out a startled cry of pain as she cleaved through him twice more, before he disappeared in a burst of red sparkles. A few white rays of light remained where his body fell. “We need to move!” she yelled.
 
   B4hamutt took off ahead of the group and his golden claws formed on his hands. “Okay everyone, stick together and follow me!”
 
   The others nodded and raced after him, Asura taking up the rear. Around pillars of stone and over dips and rises in the chamber they ran until they heard a loud battle cry echo through the walls. To their right they could see a handful of people entering from one of the tunnels, two demons, a dragon and a fae.
 
   “Ignore them, keep going!” B4hamutt yelled as he motioned ahead. “We're almost out of this area, if they get in our way, we'll cut them down!”
 
   The fae fae-stepped closer and drew out his bow and took aim. He pulled the string back and fired. Asura skidded to a stop as the arrow flew at her, her sword held firmly in her hands. The projectile flew past her, missing by inches, as she tried, and failed, to cleave it in two with her blade. “Dang it,” she whispered in disappointment. “That would have been awesome.”
 
   “Asura! Move it!” B4hamutt yelled. The angel eeked and tapped the ground with her feet and fae-stepped after them. Andremedia held her bow in her hands and fired arrow after arrow at their pursuers.
 
   “Wow, that's amazing!” Asura said as she kept running. “How are you able to fire so well when you're running?”
 
   “Easy,” Andremedia responded before fae-stepping ahead of the group, “I just fire and don't aim!” A cry from behind them alerted them to a hit target. “Get your bow! The explosions could be useful!”
 
   The angel nodded and ran her fingers across the menus. Her blades disappeared and a big black bow formed across her back. She fae-stepped ahead of the group before turning and drawing the string back. As soon as the arrow formed in her fingers she let it go, and the arrow soared through the air towards their pursuers. It flew by the dragon, not even coming close to striking her. Asura didn't slow down, quickly pulling the string back over and over as the arrows went wild. She finally hit someone and the arrow exploded in a massive fireball.
 
   The four pursuers stopped for a moment before taking cover. After a few more arrows, she finally realized her friends were yelling at her.
 
   “Damn it, Asura,” B4hamutt yelled. “Get over here! We're out!”
 
   She fired another arrow before turning and running after the others. They were inside one of the tunnels not far from her, but she also could hear more yelling and running from behind her. Pain shot through her right leg as she stumbled and fell. She looked down at it, a single arrow jammed all the way through. “Ngggg...” she groaned before reaching down and snapping the head of the arrow off. With a quick tug she yanked it out, sending a dull, temporary pain through her leg. “So thankful the pain sensors are so low. Hate crippling attacks,” she whispered before getting to her feet and limping after the others.
 
   Andremedia stood just outside the tunnel, her bow out and she shot arrow after arrow at their pursuers. “Move it!” Once Asura was in, the fae jumped after her.
 
   “Rock wall!” B4hamutt yelled, rocks soon flooded over the tunnel entrance and blocked it off. “Okay, we need to move fast. Asura, heal the leg and then we need to go.”
 
   “Rejuvenation,” Asura said before she tapped her leg. “It's only four of them, we can handle it.”
 
   The dragon shook his head as he started walking again. “More of them were coming out of the tunnels while you were running. Their reinforcements are here. We need to go before they break down this wall.”
 
   She gulped when the wall began to tremble and shake. The five quickly ran down the dark tunnel, the only light coming from B4hamutt's flaming hand. They soon heard a loud cheer behind them as the stones crumbled.
 
   “Move!” the dragon yelled. The tunnel twisted and turned as they went, even branching off a few times, but their leader continued on without hesitation. It wasn't long before a light formed ahead. “Come on! We're almost there!” he yelled and motioned them ahead before stopping and turning. “Stone wall!” The tunnel closed up behind them.
 
   The five burst out of the tunnel into a wide open grassy field. The wind blew the fresh scent of grass into their nostrils. Dandelions covered the plains as far as the eye could see, except a large stretch of land near the center where all the flowers had been smashed. Mountains surrounded the massive field to create a natural bowl with a rim that towered even over the clouds. Fortunately, it was mid afternoon so the sun could still fill the area with its light.
 
   “You guys ready?” B4hamutt asked before stepping forward.
 
   “It's the dragon here,” Asura said, “or the horde back there. Let's go.”
 
   The five began walking into the field until a large message appeared in front of them. 'Warning, you are about to enter the territory of Niohoggr, lord of dragons. Turn back.' Other small text formed under it, but none of them stopped to read it. The group ignored the warning and parts of the world around them blurred for a few moments. Soon, everything was returned to normal and a massive roar tore through the air.
 
   “Okay, we're in. Let's go!” B4hamutt yelled before his leathery wings formed on his back and began to flap. The others nodded before their wings formed and they took to the sky. High above, thick clouds had formed to block out the sky. They swirled until a large scaled claw tore through them. With a powerful flap of its wings, the clouds parted to reveal the massive beast, it's powerful black scales gleaming in the sunlight as it opened its mouth, revealing a row of powerful teeth. “Remember! Don't bunch up! We need to keep it moving and not let it get us in its fire breath!”
 
   “We know!” Asura yelled before navigating the menu. Her bow disappeared and her sword appeared on her back, this time nearly as large as her. She reached back to grab the blade before pulling it out with both hands. “YAHHHHHH!” she yelled and flew at the beast. When she got closer the powerful flapping of its wings sent her tumbling back a few feet, the winds almost as strong as a hurricane. Despite it, she pushed through with all her might, weaving around the dragon's claw when it took a swipe at her. She shot in she with closed wings and flew like an arrow into its chest. Her speed thrust the sword in deep, cutting through scales, but when the blade stopped her grip slipped and she slammed into the beast, its rough scales cutting into her body.
 
   “ASURA! Get out of there!” Scalios yelled. The noise drew her attention, causing her to look up. The dragon's mouth was open and she could see the flames beginning to form. With a kick, she shoved off from the beast, pulling her sword free as she went back, and fell as quickly as she could. A moment later flames enveloped where her body had been and, even though she wasn't struck, the heat radiating from the flames was almost unbearable as they threatened to sear her body.
 
   Asura let out a sigh of relief before opening her wings and flying up. A shadow fell over her and she turned her gaze, one of the massive claws coming right at her. “Ahhh!” she yelled and tried to fly out of the way, but it was coming too fast. It stopped, for a split second, allowing her to narrowly escape. She looked up the beast's arm and saw large chunks of ice around its elbow and shoulder. Skyth was flying by the shoulder, her mace out. When she struck the creature across the neck, ice formed and temporarily enveloped where it struck. It only lasted a few seconds before shattering under the beast's strength. A moment later an arrow flew by and struck the beast's other elbow, encasing it in ice as well.
 
   “So that's what the leviathan weapon does,” Asura whispered. “Scales! Look out!” The leviathan struck at the dragon's other shoulder, but when he did the Niohoggr's head turned around and opened its mouth.
 
   “Ice shield!” Scalios yelled and a barrier of ice enveloped him. A moment later Niohoggr's flaming breath surrounded the ice. The fire rapidly died down, revealing the leviathan. The ice shield was gone, and the warrior fell through the air, his entire body charred black.
 
   “Scales!” Asura yelled as she reached out for him. She had to pull her wings close to her body and dive, as the blue warrior plummeted to the ground. “Pull up! Use your wings!” She soon saw the leviathan's wings had been scorched and mangled by the powerful flames.
 
   Scalios groaned and attempted to do as he was told, before letting out a hiss of pain when the wings refused to move. He held out his arms and legs as wide as he could as she dove at him.
 
   “Almost there!” She reached out her hand for him. The ground was coming up fast as she tried reducing wind resistance as best she could. A split second later she felt something and wrapped her fingers tightly around his burnt arm.
 
   “Agh!” The leviathan hissed with pain. Ignoring him, Asura spread out her wings and pulled him up higher to wrap both arms around him. Angling herself she slowly changed her angle horizontally and she flew in a wide circle before shooting back up.
 
   “Restoration.” A white glow enveloped her friend. After a few moments the tattered remains of his wings began to grow and heal as black, charred scales reformed into slick blue ones. When they came back up into the fight she looked down at him. “Better?”
 
   “Yeah,” he said with a groan. “Those burns hurt. I think they dialed up the feedback on this fight.”
 
   “Maybe, just be careful,” she said before letting him go and gripping her sword tightly. “If you fall from this height there's no way you're going to survive.”
 
   “I know,” he whispered before tearing off towards the dragon. The other three were holding it off as best they could. B4hamutt's claws were tearing at the monster's back while Skyth was doing everything she could to try and disable the beast's mighty claws. Andremedia was keeping her distance and shot arrow after arrow at the beast, freezing its mouth whenever it attempted to use its powerful breath.
 
   “Scales, I got an idea!” Asura yelled. “While Media has the mouth dealt with, help Skyth freeze one of his arms!”
 
   “What? Why?”
 
   “Just do it!” she yelled before flying up above the dragon.
 
   Scalios sighed and flew towards the right arm. As soon as Skyth froze the shoulder he charged down and brought his mace down on the elbow, striking it three time so ice flew over the limb.
 
   The moment the arm stopped fully, Asura dove down as fast as she could. Gripping her sword in both hands she struck and cleaved down into the immobilized limb. Her blade cut through the scales, and deep into the creature's limb while it howled in rage and pain. Unfortunately, she didn't have enough force to cleave through fully. She gripped the hilt tightly and tried to pull it free, but the blade refused to budge.
 
   “Come on!” she said as she pulled with all her might. “Let it--”
 
   Her last words went silent as pain shot through her and the world went dark. The massive beast's other paw wrapped tightly around the angel before squeezing.
 
   Agony shot through her body as the beast crushed her in its grasp like a grape. “AHHHHHHHH! AHHHHHH! GAHHHHHHHH!”
 
   After what felt like hours of mind numbing pain, the dragon released her and she tumbled towards the ground. Arms wrapped around her crumbled body, and quickly flew her away from the monster's claws.
 
   “Asura, are you okay?” Andremedia asked.
 
   “So... much pain...” she whispered. It was mostly gone now, but she could still almost feel it as if it was echoing through her bones.
 
   “Hold on,” the fae said and leaned in. “Holy ki--”
 
   The angel blushed and her hand shot out to push against Andremedia's forehead. “Whoa there. The holy kiss spell doesn't actually need a kiss.”
 
   “What? I know!” the fae said curtly and her cheeks turned red. “I wasn't going to kiss you, I was just... ugh. Holy kiss.” The two glowed for a moment. “There, better?”
 
   “Yes, thank you,” Asura said before pulling away. She looked to the giant's claw and saw her sword still lodged deep into the scales and bone. “This is going to be interesting. Maybe I should have kept the explosions on instead of the damage. I just didn't think that would hurt it.”
 
   “Probably not, come on!” Andremedia yelled before shooting more arrows at the creature.
 
   The angel charged forward after her sword before opening her hands and aimed them behind her. “Gust!” A burst of air sent her hurtling forward and she closed her wings. The powerful winds from the dragon's wings buffeted her on all sides so she lifted her hands in front of her face to block. She flew at the blade and, when she got close, opened her wings and grabbed the hilt. She kept flying forward, pushing against the blade as it finally slashed through the beast's arm. Its claws fell through the air, before disappearing in a flurry of red sparks. “We did it! We can do this!” she yelled before diving again, narrowly avoiding the dragon's other claws.
 
   Niohoggr let out an ear shattering roar before it twisted its body around to face her. With a powerful flap of its wings, that sent the others tumbling back, it tore off after the angel.
 
   “Ahhhh!” she yelled before turning and flapping her wings as quickly as she could. The dragon didn't care, as it flew after her, the others struggling to keep up with the two. Its head shot out and attempted to bite down on her, but she performed a sharp right turn so the jaws narrowly missed her. The beast's claw shot out at her next, clipping the tip of her wing and sending her spiraling through the air. “Ahhhh ohhhh urrgggggg...” She groaned and held her stomach, struggling to stop the world from spinning around her.
 
   “ASURA!” Andremedia yelled.
 
   The angel looked up, though she was still unable to stop spinning. The dragon's mouth shot down and swallowed her whole. She screamed as wet gooey dragon saliva surrounded her on all sides and she was dragged down the dragon's throat. Nasty liquid shot into her mouth, gagging and choking her as she tried to cough it out, but it kept flowing around her and enveloping her. Unable to see or hear anything as she shot down the dragon's gullet, she stabbed out with her sword. She held onto the hilt with both hands and, despite the slippy liquid enveloping her, cut with all her might.
 
   After a few moments she felt herself pushed out and into the open air. She fell through the sky and struggled to cough all the foul liquid out from her body as bile rose in her throat. After a moment she felt herself sufficiently purged and held out her hands. “Cleansing torrent.” Water enveloped her, allowing her to open her eyes. The dragon was flapping around as it writhed in pain. A large hole was cut into its chest, where she had escaped from.
 
   The others were striking it over and over as B4hamutt went straight for the wings and slashed through them, slowing the beast, but not managing to ground it. The dragon turned to him and opened its mouth as flame began to gather, a moment before Asura saw the most amazing shot she'd ever seen.
 
   Andremedia's arrow shot through the air and jammed right into the hole in the monster's chest, coating the entire area in ice. The flames struggled to escape through the hole, but with the heat blocked she was able to see as the glow of hot flames traveled back into the dragon's body before creating a new hole in the monster's chest.
 
   Skyth brought her mace down on the creature's left wing and ice enveloped it, while B4hamutt shredded the right wing with his claws. Scalios dove down and brought his mace crashing against Niohoggr's skull. Ice coated the dragon as it tumbled through the air. It writhed and twisting about before its massive frame slammed into the ground below.
 
   The creature hit the ground like a meteor, sending out waves of dirt and flowers as the world around it shook. Dust filled the air and blocked the creature from sight as the five watched it from above. “D-did we w-win?” Asura asked before flying over to the others and looking down.
 
   “Maybe,” B4hamutt said as he tried to see through the dirt. “Did you throw up?”
 
   “Yes,” she said softly.
 
   “I didn't think you could do that in game...”
 
   “Not many games you can,” she said as she shook her head. “I'd heard of it, but I really don't think they needed to make it quite this realistic.”
 
   “What caused it?” Andremedia asked.
 
   “Mouth full of dragon saliva,” she said with a shiver as her stomach twitched at the mere thought. She put a hand over her mouth and waited for the nausea to subside. “I can still taste it... ugh. Like rotten eggs mixed with gasoline... I couldn't even spit it out.”
 
   “Ew,” Scalios said and shook his head. “Happy you got out of there before it flamed you. Media, that was an amazing shot. How often do you practice with that bow?”
 
   “Well, it is my primary weapon,” the fae said with a light blush. “I have years of experience with it.”
 
   “Yeah, but you did that while flying,” Asura added quickly. “I've never seen anyone shoot so accurately in the air. The wind their wings gives off tend to throw off the shot.”
 
   “O-oh, well, it's nothing really,” Andremedia said and waved them off. “C-come on, anyone could do it with enough practice. You just need to learn when to time it.”
 
   “Still, that's--” Asura was cut off when a loud roar tore through the air. Below the dust settled and Niohoggr's body lay still on the ground in the middle of a massive crater. Cracks and fissures had spread throughout the entirety of the valley. Slowly the beast's body began to twitch as its head slowly lifted up from its downed position, before letting out another roar. It slowly climbed back onto its claws before aiming its head at them and letting loose a massive blast of flames.
 
   The five scattered, though they soon realized there was no point. Fire spilled out from the dragon's chest, weakening the blast. It died long before it came within reach of touching them. “We've got this!” B4hamutt yelled before clenching his fists. “It's missing a claw and its fire breath is weaker. We just need to watch out for the tail and remaining claw and we can do this. Don't let it corner you!” he yelled before diving down at the beast. The others nodded as they followed after him.
 
   When B4hamutt shot down at Niohoggr, the beast opened its mouth once again. An arrow to the mouth quickly froze it shut before he dove by. A moment later Asura brought her blade crashing down on the dragon's head, slicing deep into its snout before yanking her blade free and diving around the massive, writhing head.
 
   “It can't take much more!” B4hamutt yelled as he tore his claws into the beast. “I have an idea! Let's guarantee this! Our most powerful spells!”
 
   “You mean like rapture?” Asura yelled before she jammed her sword into the beast's neck and tore more scales away. She flew back up into the air as the dragon's tail slapped at her.
 
   “Yes!” he yelled flying back, the red hot flames nearly incinerating him. “Everyone, come on!”
 
   Asura gulped and slammed her sword into the beast's back and let it go. Throwing herself flat on the monster she gripped one of the jagged scales. “Okay!” she screamed as the others dove down around her. The dragon inhaled deeply and turned its head towards her. “RAPTURE!” White light shot through the monster.
 
   Explosions tore through the air around them as five master level spells went off simultaneously. The blast sent her flying back as the sound rocketed through her ears, so loud she thought her teeth would shatter. The continuous force held her pinned against the valley floor as lights and sounds enveloped her from all sides. The pain made her scream as she struggled to move against the force. Then, as quickly as it came, the force ended. The entire world turned silent and everything she saw was a blinding white.
 
   The world slowly began to reappear around her and the light slowly disappeared. Dust and dirt filled her vision on all sides. Across the valley she could see the others, some slowly un-burying themselves. The dragon was nowhere to be seen. She looked around as she tried to touch the ground, but she couldn't feel it even though she could, dimly, see her arms moving. Everything was blurry and seen through a weird filter.
 
   “Did we win?” Asura asked, though realized she couldn't hear herself say it. She tried yelling, but no sound came out. She looked around in confusion until suddenly messages began flooding her vision.
 
   Warning: Brightness levels reaching dangerous levels, vision will return momentarily.
 
   Warning: Sound levels reaching dangerous levels, audio will return momentarily.
 
   Warning: Force feedback system experiencing brief malfunction, touch will return momentarily.
 
   There was a sudden whirling sound and the world returned completely to normal, allowing her to see and feel normally again. “Guys? Are you okay?” she yelled, and to her relief she could hear herself.
 
   “Yeah,” B4hamutt yelled out before getting to his feet. He glanced around and sighed. “I think Media's frozen and Skyth disconnected. Scales? Can you hear me?”
 
   The leviathan was crawling from the wreckage, but didn't respond. When he finally got to his feet he waved his hands at them and started talking, though no sound came out. After a few moments his voice finally came out, “REBOOT AND-- Oh. Never mind, it seems to be working out. What in the world was that?”
 
   “I don't know,” Asura yelled before flapping her wings and flew over to them. Skyth's body was completely gray and Andremedia was unmoving. “I think we may have overloaded the game.”
 
   “Maybe,” Scalios said before looking around around. “I guess using five top level spells at once on such a detailed enemy was a bit of overkill. We won though! That's gotta be one for the history books.”
 
   A shrill shriek filled the air, making them cover their ears. After a few more moments it stopped and Andremedia groaned. “I'm back, ow.”
 
   “What was that?” B4hamutt asked as he glared at her.
 
   “Sorry, just an error in my voice module,” she said before getting to her feet and stretching. “Did we win?”
 
   “Seems so,” Asura mumbled and nudged Skyth's body with her foot, though she went right through the leviathan. “Nothing's happening though. I wonder if she'll be able to reconnect.”
 
   Her thoughts were answered a few seconds later when color flooded into Skyth's body. The woman groaned and went limp. “What was that?” she asked before shaking her head. She took Asura's hand and was helped up.
 
   “We think we overloaded something,” Asura told the leviathan before looking around. “Niohoggr is gone though, so I think we won.”
 
   Fireworks suddenly filled the air, illuminating the area in their colorful glows. Blues, reds, golds, purples and greens streaked across the sky as dozens of lights went off throughout the wrecked valley.
 
   “Congratulations!” a loud man's voice called out. “As the first to ever defeat Niohoggr, the king of dragons, please accept this reward!”
 
   Another flash filled their visions and Asura cringed, but after a moment the light disappeared and revealed a small two dimensional treasure chest in front of her. She blinked and tapped it. A message popped up, 'Acquired: Essence of Niohoggr, Skins of the dragon slayer.'
 
   “Anyone know what these are for?” Asura asked and opened her inventory. Neither item was there.
 
   “Not a clue,” B4hamutt said and his fingers moved through the air. “Wait, hold on. The timer for my hell fire penalties is gone. No way,” he said and his mouth fell over. “Holy... the penalties for hell fire are gone! It still has a timer on use, but that's all.”
 
   Asura's mouth fell open and she opened her skills and looked at her own. “Wow... that makes that spell far more... hold on,” She activated her class change. “I wonder if it altered anything else. Maybe...” she said and her body changed to the scaled form. She navigated to her status. “Oh you won't believe this. The caps are off for the same stats my angel has.”
 
   “That's useful at least,” Andremedia said and navigated through the menus as well.
 
   “Guys! Look!” Scalios said and held his hands out. His blue armor began to shift and change. Jagged black scales formed over his armor and molded across his body. The scales spread out, even coating his wings so rather than light blue scales they turned the same black with gray leathery skin, like the dragon's. His helmet changed as it took the form of a much smaller dragon's face, with bared fangs and glowing red eyes. He held out his hands for a moment as his mace formed in his hand, rather than having the face of a lion it was now a long black pole with a golden orb on the end. On top of the orb a black dragon lay, coiled around it as its scales gave the weapon jagged edges. “I think I found what the skins do.”
 
   Asura gaped and went to her own weapons. She found she could change her weapons and armor as well. Her sword hilt changed into the form of a dragon, with the tail as the handle, its wings as the hand guard and the blade shooting out from the dragon's mouth. The blade was gold and covered in rubies down the center. The edge of the blade was shaped with edges that constantly shifted about, as if they were flames.
 
   “It seems to be an option, same as our master weapon appearances,” B4hamutt said softly. “This is amazing.”
 
   “No, not just that,” Asura said and a grin formed on her lips. “What if there are more?”
 
   “More?” the dragon asked before he cut the air a few times with his now black scaled claws.
 
   “Essences. For all the races.” She glanced down at her sword with wide eyes. “We defeated the dragon... what if there's one for the angels, the demons and all the other races?” she asked in awe. “What if we beat them all?”
 
   B4hamutt crossed his arms and nodded. “I imagine we'd have to work quite hard,” he said gently. “There are probably a few legendary monsters like Niohoggr. If we were to slay them all...”
 
   “Exactly,” Asura said with a chuckle. “and I think I know exactly where we can search for the leviathan one.”
 
   “Oh? Where?” the dragon asked. The others moved in closer.
 
   “Well, not exactly where, but I can find it,” she said with a sigh. “Listen, there are five more of these out there, possibly. Let's all choose one to search for and then we can take it down as a team. Five of us, five more essences. What do you say?”
 
   “Shouldn't we tell the Coalition?” Skyth asked as her gaze moved away from them.
 
   “No!” Asura said quickly. “This is a once in a lifetime chance. If word gets out to the legions what we're doing, then they'll try to stop us. It'll be hard enough to do this without having them combing the country side for us.”
 
   “What about the skins?” she mumbled before she held up her own dragon mace. “We can't exactly hide them.”
 
   “We don't have to,” she said with a smile. “We can tell people we got them, and how. We just don't have to tell anyone that we're trying for the others. At least until we slay them. Agreed?” she asked and put her hand out.
 
   B4hamutt sighed and reached out with his hand, placing it on top of hers. “I don't see the problem with it. Agreed.”
 
   “Eh, I'm with you guys,” Scalios said and put his hand on top.
 
   “Fine by me,” Andremedia said with a smile, joining her hand
 
   “Well, I guess we aren't really hiding anything,” Skyth said and her hand joined them at last. “It's not like this gives any real advantage. I'm in. Well, not a big one.”
 
   Asura smiled and nodded. “Thank you. I guess we should get going.”
 
   “Scalios, can you set up a teleporter to the guild hall?” B4hamutt asked. The leviathan nodded and walked off. The dragon then tapped on the air a few times. To Asura's surprise a small message popped up a second later.
 
   She opened it and blushed when the words filled her screen. “I know what you're trying, Asura. Don't worry, I'll help you every step of the way.”
 
   She looked over towards him and softly mouthed thank you, before turning away. Before long the teleporter was set up and they were off.
 
    
 
   ------
 
    
 
   Asura sat on her bed, her right leg hugged up to her chest. “So, the war efforts, what all did I miss?” she finally asked.
 
   B4hamutt let out a sigh before leaning against the wall opposite her. “Well, both sides are down to their final city. It's kind of stalled a bit. Turns out that, since the war started with us losing our three cities, the game admins ended up setting up special bonuses. You know, to keep it fair. There was a whole interview about it, want me to send you the video?”
 
   “No, just give me the basics,” the angel said with a shake of her head.
 
   “Basically, they wanted each side to have a different feel. That's why we lost so much from the beginning. We had extra NPC bonuses to compensate, as well as hidden bonuses so even if we were penetrated, it was harder to finish us off. Now that we've managed to push them back to their final fortress, the benefits have, for the most part, left. We're still out numbered, but apparently that's compensated automatically by NPCs at the fortresses to give them a fair fight.”
 
   Asura nodded. “So, any idea what happens when one side wins?”
 
   “Nope,” the dragon said and slid down the wall to sit down. “There are rumors, though. Some people think there's a big event planned after this. Depending on which side wins, there will be a tournament or some kind of total destruction event. Basically, wipe out the enemy faction.”
 
   “So, when do we launch an attack? I assume we're going to wipe this fortress out as well, right?”
 
   “Maybe, but it'll be a while before we're able. All forces interested in attacking or defending tend to do so now. Getting back to your own fortress is pretty easy, so neither side has been able to overwhelm the other yet.” B4hamutt glanced up to her and smiled. “If you want, I can see about preparing another large assault. Maybe during a high season, when more players are around? Possibly after we find some of these monsters?”
 
   “I'd like that. Worse comes to worse, at least we can't be imprisoned at the fortresses. I can't imagine anything drawing the war to a stand still as fast as that would.”
 
   He nodded and got to his feet. “Me either. I'll see you later, okay? I need to take care of some things before I log off,” he said before he turned towards the door. He stopped a moment later and looked back. “Asura... I'm really happy you're back. I hope we can make this as exciting for you in your... ummm... as you want.”
 
   The angel smiled and nodded. “I know. Don't worry. I'm just... happy I can spend this with my friends. I'll see you again, soon.”
 
    
 
   ------
 
    
 
   Asher was awoken by gentle movements of his bed. Amy stood over him, clip board in hand. “Good morning, Asher,” she said with a cheerful smile. “Are you ready for today?”
 
   “Uuhhh... uhhh...” he managed to grunt out weakly as his eyes moved around. It had been a few months since he and the others had slain Niohoggr and time had flashed by almost too quickly. While they did on occasion help with the war efforts, they weren't ready for a final battle yet. So the majority of their time had been spent exploring the world and attempting to locate the other great beasts. Unfortunately, they had yet to have had any luck. Nothing had nearly the flare Niohoggr had.
 
   When it finally came time to decide on his survival, he had sent his parents the letter as requested. He asked to live. He wanted to see the world for a little longer. Now, it was finally time for his surgery. He had lost all sense of feeling and control of movement in his body and the majority of his head, no longer even able to turn it. The tube down his throat had already been removed, after it had begun to inhibit his ability to breathe.
 
   “Just stay calm,” she whispered and pat his head. “Considering your condition, we'll be using an inhalation drug to put you to sleep. Just relax,” she whispered before pulling up a gas tank on wheels. She slowly lifted up the mask and put it over his face.
 
   He wondered why they even needed the gas. He couldn't feel anything they were doing anyway. As the gas began to take effect and he felt his eyes droop, a terrifying thought filled his mind. What if they weren't going to operate on him? What if this was just supposed to kill him, and they were lying about the surgery to give him hope? His breath began to quicken as he struggled to try and lift his arms, to kick, to roll around, but all he could do was blink in agitation as the world leaked away into darkness.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 16
 
    
 
   Age: 18 years, 11 months
 
   Asher looked around darkness surrounding him. He tried moving his hands or legs, but, unsurprisingly, they refused to move. He tried to call out for help, but his lips didn't budge. Had he finally died? Was this the afterlife? They had killed him. He knew it. He tried wiggling about, but his body hadn't moved. He had to go into the afterlife with the same body? It wasn't fair.
 
   A bright light filled his vision suddenly. He let out a groan and tried to move towards it, but again he couldn't. Instead, the light came closer and closer. Before too long it surrounded him, blinded him in its glow.
 
   His eyes opened to stare into the large white lamp over his face. “Asher? Can you hear me?” Amy asked.
 
   “Grrgl?”
 
   “Good, good. The operation was a success,” she said before reaching down by his stomach and lifting up a small machine. “You'll be receiving your food from here from now on. Are you feeling any pain? The doctors say you shouldn't be, but phantom pain may occur.”
 
   “Guh.”
 
   “Good, good,” the nurse said before reaching over to take his headset. “Do you want to go play your game?”
 
   “Uh uh!” he said from the back of his throat.
 
   “Okay, here you go,” she said as she put it on and turned it on. The screen flashed for a moment before the words 'Applying update' came across the screen. He sighed.
 
   “Complete waste of money.” Amy's voice suddenly said.
 
   “I'm sure it's not that bad,” another voice, he recognized it as the male nurse he had. He tried to remember his name, Tod? He couldn't place it, but the voice was so familiar. He swore he had heard it somewhere before.
 
   He didn't move, instead listening the nurses working in the back ground and discussing.
 
   “Don't see why they keep throwing money at him like this. It's not like he has any chance of survival, they're just delaying the inevitable.”
 
   “Well, he is their kid. Not like it's his fault he got this,” Tod said before something metal clattered.
 
   “Just goes to show you, when you actually have money you can spend it on whatever useless thing you want,” Amy said with a sigh. “Could have put a hundred kids through-”
 
   'Update complete' flashed across the screen and the world disappeared around him. He sat there for a moment, floating in the darkness as her words echoed through his mind. He slowly began logging into LRVR as he mumbled. “Is that all I really am? A waste of money?”
 
   The world shifted again as he found himself once again in the body of Asura. He gulped and opened her friend list and looked through the names. B4hamutt wasn't on, but, to her surprise, Andremedia was. She sent a message, “Media? It's Asura. Do you think you'd be able to talk for a bit? I really need someone I can chat with.”
 
   After a few moments she heard a light ringing, alerting her that the fae was establishing a private connection. She accepted it.
 
   “Hey Asura. What's up?” Andremedia asked before letting out a little grunt.
 
   “I... ummm... not much. I just wanted to talk. Are you busy? Are you sure you can talk? You're not usually on at this hour.”
 
   “Huh? Yeah. Just got on. Running some system tests. I'm not fighting anything really tough so I can chat.”
 
   “I just... I... I wanted to know if you had any leads on your monster yet. Heh heh,” the angel lied before lying back on her bed. “Wait, system tests?”
 
   “Huh? Oh, not yet. Tests on my set up. You know, make sure it doesn't lag. So, you wanted a private chat just to see if I found anything?”
 
   “Yeah,” she said gently. “I'm gonna head down to the Black Sea later. Wanna come with me?”
 
   “Maybe. I can't be on too late today.”
 
   “Really? Wanna go now then?” Asura asked before clenching her hands over her stomach.
 
   “Well... sure. I'll meet you there,” Andremedia said softly. “Invite me to a party when you arrive.”
 
   “Okay.” She ended the call. With a groan she slowly got to her feet and made her way to the exit.
 
    
 
   ------
 
    
 
   Despite spending nearly an hour in the dark seas, Asura and Andremedia came up empty handed. They found no new information about the leviathan's special boss. The angel tried talking to the fae a number of times, but each time she couldn't bring herself to talk about what was really bothering her. Before she knew it, her friend had to log out from the game and she was alone again.
 
   With nothing better to do, she returned to Everlight and joined in the fighting once again. She charged through the enemy forces, her sword cleaving and dagger stabbing. With each kill and death, the thoughts of the real world slowly melted away like snow on a summer day. After an hour she found herself lost completely in the battle. Adrenaline pumped through her veins as she fought the enemy forces with all her might, even using her new dragon slayer blade.
 
   She was so distracted that when she finally stepped back from the battle, panting and exhausted, she realized someone had messaged her. She opened the menu and sighed when the name appeared in her view. B4hamutt. All he asked was a simple question, and it tore through her like a knife, bringing all the pain back to the surface. 'Is everything okay?'
 
   She slowly reached out and clicked reply. She felt tears forming into her eyes as the emotions slowly began to break through her barriers. “N-no. It's not,” she said.
 
   After a few more moments his response came. 'Come to my room, we can talk.'
 
   She nodded and headed into the fortress. When she came to the barracks an invite came up and she quickly accepted it.
 
   She appeared in his room a moment later. She looked around with wide eyes. She'd never been in another person's room before and, while his did have trophies from their past victories on the walls like hers, that was where the similarities ended. His wallpaper was a very dark brown and the carpet was an even darker red. The bed was just a simple cot with a scratchy looking blanket. Other than that, the room was empty. Not even a desk. Not that it would fit, since the room was so tiny.
 
   “You don't come in here much, do you?” she asked.
 
   “No, not really. Decorating the room always felt like a waste of time,” the dragon said before looking up from his cot. “Only thing I ever put up were the free trophies we got. I always preferred to live in the real world when it came to things like sleeping. No offense.”
 
   She sighed and sat by him, before shaking her head. “Yeah. I can see that. You still have a standard room. I figured you'd at least have a master level room.”
 
   “Most those bonuses don't mean much to me,” he said with a shrug. “The food, the view, the extra storage. I don't really use any of that stuff. Not worth the gold either. So uhhh... how are you holding up?”
 
   “The surgery went well. I uhhh... for a moment... I thought they were going to kill me. I mean...” Her hands folded in her lap as she shook. “I-I really thought they would. T-that they were just putting me to sleep to make me think I would get the surgery. S-so I wouldn't panic.” Tears began to flow down her cheeks. “I... I wonder if they should have. M-maybe that would have b-been for the best. It's just...” She trailed off when B4hamutt's arms wrapped around her and pulled her close.
 
   “Shhhh... it's okay,” he whispered and lightly patted her back. “It wouldn't ever be for the best for you to just die.”
 
   “H-how can it n-not be?” she whispered softly and hugged him back. “My parents have spent who knows how much money on me over the years? If my family didn't have so much, I'd of died years ago. They could all be living better lives if it wasn't for me.”
 
   “If that was true, you wouldn't be here,” he said and tightened his grip. “If your parents didn't feel you were worth it, they wouldn't. You obviously have to be.”
 
   “But it's just delaying it... nothing more. I'm going to die. I'm going to die soon and... and I don't want to...”
 
   “Asura... It's okay,” he whispered gently into her ear. “I know you're scared, but listen. We all have to die eventually. I know you'll be doing it sooner than you'd like but... we're here. I'm here, your friends are here, your family is here. No matter what happens, I promise I'll be here for you until the end. You mean something to all of us, and no one wants to see you gone before you have to.”
 
   The angel closed her eyes and tightened her grip on him, before leaning up and kissing him on the lips for the second time. This time she didn't pull back and instead slowly leaned in closer to him. He didn't pull away. Her hands tapped on the menu as her armor disappeared and she slowly pushed him onto his back.
 
    
 
   ------
 
    
 
   Weeks slowly passed as time in the game world went on. Before long the master quest line was announced once again. For the first time in years, Asura didn't feel the quiver of excitement as a new challenge came to mind. The war was put on hold once again, to allow others to compete. She eventually found herself flying over the oceans, one of dozens heading towards the Black Sea.
 
   Where as just the year before, she had looked forward to the event with every fiber of her being, now she swam straight to her destination with barely any worry. She'd since searched the sea many times for the king of leviathans, so finding the narrow tunnel again was almost child's play. Before long she swam in front of the golem and merely dodged around as she began sealing its limbs within tunnels and then cleaved the creature to pieces. She was almost in a daze while doing it, hardly focusing.
 
   When the golem exploded it encased itself in a massive ball of ice. The ice began to shift and mold itself into the form of a roaring lion. As the ice lion's mouth opened a mace formed over its tongue. The newly master-level leviathan sighed and reached out to take the new weapon. Sharar.
 
   She held the weapon in her hand and shook her head. “You're a year late...” she whispered before it disappeared into her pack. She turned and swam away, abandoning the cave and headed back towards the surface. Midway towards the open air she brought up the menu and changed her class once again, becoming an angel. With the new leviathan class mastered scales formed across her body and the feathers of her wings receded under thick scales as well. She swam with ease towards the surface.
 
   Then something grabbed her ankle.
 
   “Huh?” she asked and looked down. A long, thin tentacle had grabbed her leg and was dragging her towards an all too familiar wall of mouths. “AHHH!” She drew her sword and cleaved through the tentacle. More of them reached out to try and latch onto her, but she quickly swam back and away as the creature tried to pursue her. “How are you up here?” she yelled. “I thought you were on the floor?” she shrieked and used her sword to cleave through another tentacle. She shot up through the water like a bolt and, when she broke the surface, the feathers of her wings opened and she took to the sky. She glanced down one final time as she flew off, but nothing broke the surface.
 
   She let out a sigh of relief as she took off, back towards the fortress. “Well, if nothing else I can at least tell the others the creature is still there. Eesh.”
 
    
 
   ------
 
    
 
   Asura laid on her bed, her eyes drooping on occasion as she waited. After a few minutes she reached out and brought up her message box, but there were no new messages. She sighed and closed her eyes for a few minutes before reopening it yet again.
 
   “Come oooooon. Hurry up you two...” she said in a high pitched whine.
 
   Finally after checking over a dozen times, an alert popped up. She quickly checked her messages, unfortunately it was from Andremedia. She opened it with a sigh. It was just text, not a voice clip. 'Did you hear? It's all over the forums. The Eighth failed to pass. She didn't get her fifth mastery.'
 
   Asura's heart jumped. “The Eighth failed? The fifth challenge must be extraordinary. I wish you two would hurry up!” she yelled before glancing at Scalios' and B4hamutt's names. She reached out to tap them, but shook her head. “No. You've already sent them one message. They'll message you as soon as they finish, I'm sure. If you message them again you might distract them...” she whispered and stroked her finger along their nameplates. “NO! They deserve to pass. They are good. You will not distract them! Ugh!” She flipped through the names. She then clicked on Andremedia and sent her a request to talk. After a few moments it was accepted.
 
   “Hey, Asura. What did you need?” the fae asked.
 
   “Just curious how your master quest went? Did you pass?”
 
   “Of course. Didn't you search for my name on the site?” Andremedia asked.
 
   “On the site? No. Is that how you knew Eighth failed? Can you see how Scales and Mutt are doing?”
 
   “Yeah, hold on...” the fae's voice trailed off. After a few moments she spoke up again. “They're still doing theirs. If they fail though, there will be a few hundred people trying to be the first fifth master next year.”
 
   “A few dozen?” Asura asked with a little squeak.
 
   “Oh, yeah,” Andremedia said with a chuckle. “There are already over thirty who made it to four masteries, and this is only the first day. Once more information is out and the people who are too scared to try now get it, there will probably be over a hundred.”
 
   “But... there were only nine of us. How did so many catch up?” She asked before staring up at the roof. She slowly reached up and grabbed her pillow, hugging it to her chest. “I think I have a lead on the leviathan king. It attacked me on the way down. Once Scales and Mutt get back, wanna... oh, wait. Can you check if Skyth passed?”
 
   “Sure, hold on and... and... huh. Don't think she's done it yet. Says she still only has three masteries. It's only the first day, so she might be pushing it pack to prepare or get more information first.”
 
   “Oh, yeah. I guess that's likely. Once they're done, wanna help me go through the black sea? I have a plan to catch the monster, but I want us all to be there. You have any plans later tonight?”
 
   “No, not really. I have to go for a few hours, but I can be on later tonight. Say in about three?”
 
   “Sure. I'll see you--” Asura went quiet as the connection closed. “Well that was sudden. I hope they finish soon.” She stared back at the roof and waited.
 
   She soon drifted off, and was eventually jarred awake by an alarm going off. Scalios messaged her. Her hands brought the messages up and she quickly tapped her newest one. It was a sound clip.
 
   'Hey, I just finished. I didn't make it. Sorry. Message me back when you get this.”
 
   She squealed in delight and clapped her hands together. “Yes! This just means if Mutt fails then we're tied! I can still... no no no!” She rolled onto her stomach. “You're done. You're not getting back into that. It's just... not important. You want your friends to succeed. You had your shot, it's over... r-right?” she asked herself before rolling into a little ball. A few moments later another message alert popped up. She gulped and slowly opened it.
 
   “I failed,” B4hamutt's voice said. A short clip.
 
   “No no no...” she said softly as she tried to hold it back. She couldn't. She felt the excitement as it bubbled up inside her. “It's not right. Stop feeling happy that they failed! Even if this does mean you can still become one of the first to master all classes and have your name down in... stop!” She finally slapped herself.
 
   After a few moments she took a deep breath, sat up and tried to establish a call with Scalios. He quickly accepted. “Hey. I ummm, I heard. How are you doing?” she asked softly.
 
   “Annoyed,” he said quickly. “That was just... ugh. That had to be one of the worst challenges... how did they expect anyone to win that on their first try? No one would be able to do that without preparation.”
 
   “What was it?” she asked nervously.
 
   “I just... it... ugh. Nothing. Ask Mutt. I don't want to talk about it,” Scalios said, his voice angry and bitter.
 
   “Okay. I uhhh, I might have a lead on the leviathan king. It looks like Mutt failed too so ummm, want to go? Media said she'll be on in a few hours.”
 
   “Fine. I'm going to get a drink, I'll talk to you later,” he said curtly and the connection closed.
 
   “Wow, he's pissed.” She moved back to her friends list and tried establishing a connection with B4hamutt, but he refused. A few moments later a message arrived from him.
 
   'I'm on my way back. We can talk in person.'
 
   Asura gulped and slowly laid back down. “Please don't be mad...” she whispered.
 
    
 
   ------
 
    
 
   Asura gulped and watched the door finally open. Rather than wearing her armor, she had instead chose a white fuzzy robe. Technically it was a non-combat costume, but it made a nice garment for lounging about in her room.
 
   “Hey,” B4hamutt said when he walked inside and glanced at her. His cheeks turned red and he quickly looked off to the side. “I uhhh, don't remember you having anything like that.”
 
   “Really? I've had it for years. I just don't wear it around others often...” she said and pat the bed besides her. “Come, sit down.”
 
   “I... o-okay,” he mumbled before walking over to sit besides her. He was tense, gripping his knees and his back rigid. “I... ummm... listen. I mean, I don't think errrr...”
 
   “Did you lose on purpose?” Asura asked suddenly.
 
   “What? Lose on... what? Huh?”
 
   “Did you lose on purpose?” she asked again and leaned in close to him.
 
   “D-do you mean the quest?” he asked with a light squeak as he tried to inch away from her, but she held him still with a hand on his knee.
 
   “What else would I mean?”
 
   “W-why would you think that?”
 
   “Because you know how much they meant to me. Becoming one of the first,” she said gently before wrapping her arms around his neck and leaning against his shoulder. “Because you were afraid if you passed, while everyone else failed, I'd be miserable knowing I'd no longer have that chance. That I might try to leave again and decide my life wasn't worth... living...”
 
   “I won't deny that it crossed my mind,” B4hamutt said softly before reaching up to grip her shoulders. “But I also know the kind of person you are. You'd never want me to fail like that. So I did try, and I failed. I'm sorry.”
 
   “I... I see,” she whispered before closing her eyes and leaning against him. “I just wanted to know. I wanted you to succeed. I know I... I know I've been... I'm kinda...”
 
   He pulled her into his lap and hugged her tightly to his chest. “You haven't been anything, but you. I failed because I just wasn't prepared this time. It was probably the simplest challenge yet, but I didn't expect something so forward to be so difficult.”
 
   “What was it?”
 
   “It was... I...” He shook his head and smiled. “We have a whole year, okay? We can talk about it later. We have a bit of time together, so how about we talk about other things for now. How have things been in reality?”
 
   Asura cringed and looked down. “I... fine. I haven't seen my parents much out there, but we've been playing every few days on the ship. They have been really busy with the kid. I've been thinking of telling them about this...” She motioned down to herself.
 
   “They don't know you play this game?”
 
   “What? No,” she said with a light chuckle and shook her head. “I mean, this! Me! About the fact I play a girl. I ummm, never told them.” She looked down, shame on her face.
 
   “Wait. You've been playing for years! You mean they've never seen your character?” he asked and his mouth fell open.
 
   “N-no, they haven't,” she said with a cringe. “I just, you know... they just... they are kind of traditional. I don't think they'd understand me playing a girl.”
 
   “There's nothing wrong with it,” B4hamutt said quickly.
 
   “Yeah, but they almost found out once and... they looked really upset,” she whispered and laid her head against his chest. She closed her eyes and listened to the way his heart beat. “I don't think I can tell them about you, though.”
 
   The dragon's face turned redder and he nodded. “I-I can completely understand that. I don't think you'd want to tell them about... any of that...”
 
   “How old are you?” the angel asked before gazing up.
 
   “W-what?” His gaze quickly shifted towards the wall to admire one of her hanging trophies.
 
   “I know you're over eighteen since... well I've seen...” She trailed off and her arms tightened around him. “How old are you?”
 
   “T-that's really not important,” he said quickly.
 
   “Oh come on, I've told you how old I am, my real life gender and even about my coming death. I think you can at least tell me how old you are.”
 
   “Thirty-three, okay?” he said quickly as he sighed. “I'm thirty-three. Can we move on?”
 
   “Oh,” she whispered before closing her eyes. “It's okay... it's not real, remember? No matter what we do, none of it's real. So it doesn't matter how old you are or that I'm going to die... just so long as we have each other for now.”
 
   “I know... just don't, okay?”
 
   “Okay... I might have found the king of leviathan's. Or at least a way we can find him. I'm going to message Skyth later, but I think Scales and Media are up for giving it a try. Come with?” she asked before leaning back and making pouty lips at him, cupping the side of his cheeks. “Look into my eyes, you know you want to...”
 
   “Uggggh. Fine, fine,” B4hamutt muttered before rolling his eyes and letting her go. She let out a shriek and tumbled out of his lap without him to support her. “No need for that, you know I'm just as interested in killing these things as you are. So, what's the plan?” he asked before looking back down. His cheeks turned bright red instantly.
 
   “Owwww, well step one is don't dump your girlfriend on the ground,” Asura said with a groan while she laid on her back for a few moments. She then looked at him before gazing down and blushed as well. She quickly gripped the front of her robe and closed it back up. “I uhhh... you shouldn't do that. But ummm, I'll tell you the plan later, okay?” she said before getting back to her feet. “You'll just have to wait like everyone else. I'm going to send Skyth the message now,” she said before her hands began moving through the air, though she was unable to look at him.
 
   “Fine. I'll wait for now. But it better be worth it.”
 
   “It is,” she sat back in his lap and put a hand on his knee. “I... know how we can pass the time until everyone is ready...”
 
   “Oh?” he asked with a cocked eyebrow.
 
   “Yes...” she whispered as she moved in, her lips mere centimeters from his. “You and me... can... talk about what the fifth quest was.”
 
   “Huh? Hey!” he objected before wrapping his arms back around her. “Fine. I guess I'll tell you. The first thing that happened was...”
 
    
 
   ------
 
    
 
   Asura, B4hamutt, Andremedia, Skyth and Scalios flew together over the black sea, keeping their eyes peeled as they each held an enemy-pass in their hands. “It's simple,” Asura explained, “the beast has only shown during the master-level quests. I think it's a secret timed monster. We'll go through the water and try to find something very big. Once we catch sight of it on these.” She motioned to the device in her hand. “We signal the others and group up to fight it.”
 
   “Will five of us be enough?” Skyth asked.
 
   “I don't see why not.” Asura shrugged. “We beat Niohoggr with the five of us, so this can't be any harder.”
 
   “Except it's underwater and we're partially blind down there,” Scalios said quickly.
 
   “Fine, except for that. Just fan out and keep the group voice chat open. If you find anything, let us know.” She looked around before diving into the water below. The water was icy cold when it enveloped her, and she felt the feathers in her wings receding before scales formed across her body. Within seconds she was swimming through the water like a dart. She activated the enemy-pass and a single ping went out, revealing small shapes. Nothing nearly the size she was hoping for. She began swimming ahead this time, instead of down.
 
   “Find anything?” Asura asked before cringing. Fortunately, the water didn't spill into her mouth and she could talk clearly. “Whew. Seems the leviathan's underwater speaking works fine even in angel class.”
 
   “You didn't know?” B4hamutt asked with a chuckle. “No, though. None of us have found anything in the twenty seconds we've been looking. It'll probably take a little longer than that.”
 
   “Fine, whatever,” Asura said with annoyance. “No need to be sarcastic. Anyone know any good underwater songs?”
 
   “Ugh, none I'd sing here,” Scalios mumbled. “Only ones that come to mind are from movies I saw as a kid.”
 
   “Most water songs are-- HOLY CRAP!” B4hamutt yelled.
 
   “What, what is it? Are you okay? Mutt! Answer me!” Asura yelled and stopped swimming.
 
   “Nothing, just... a fish,” he said sheepishly.
 
   “A fish?” she asked and a smirk formed on her lips. “You sound like you were going to wet yourself.”
 
   “I-it was a very weird looking fish,” he said quickly. “Terrifying even. It had these huge teeth and ugly glowing ball on its head and just... it was horrifying. It came right at my face, okay?”
 
   “Oh, I know the fish,” Asura said with a chuckle. “I just didn't imagine a big strong dragon like you would scream like a little girl because of it...”
 
   “Don't start.”
 
   She snickered while they continued swimming and talking. The darkness continued to envelop her on all sides while she slowly made her way through the sea, randomly glancing at her enemy-pass. Nothing bigger than an eel came near her. After a half hour of searching she was about to give it up when Skyth yelled.
 
   “I found it!” the leviathan yelled into their group chat. “This thing is huge! I think it's bigger than a ship!”
 
   “We're on our way!” Asura yelled before bringing up the party searcher. After a moment four outlines of her friends appeared in her vision. To her surprise, Skyth and Andremedia were both very close. She took off towards the leviathan as fast as she could. “Don't let it get away!”
 
   “I don't think that'll be a problem! Ahhhh! It's grabby!”
 
   “Don't worry, I'm coming at full speed! I'll be there soon!” Asura said before holding out her hand. “River's course.” The water around her began moving with her. It formed a small cylinder of water that flowed straight forward, allowing her to move through the water like a bullet.
 
   Within a few moments the giant beast appeared on her enemy-pass, straight in front of her. “AHHH!” She tried to stop, but the speed and the spell were too much and she crashed straight into the back of the massive creature. She hit between two of the mouths before the little teeth creatures darted out and started cutting into her. Pain shot through her side when one of them jammed deep into her skin. The angel kicked out as hard as she could and swam away from the beast.
 
   “Asura, are you okay?” B4hamutt asked.
 
   “Y-yeah. I'm fine,” she whispered before drawing her sword. “I slammed into it. Careful on the arrival.” She glanced around. With her vision so hindered by the sea, she was unable to see the beast. All she could see was the murky darkness. The enemy-pass in her left hand told her the monster was still just a few yards in front of her. “Skyth, you okay?”
 
   “Fine! Could use a hand!” the leviathan called back.
 
   “I'll-- AH!” Asura slashed out with her sword when suddenly a tentacle shot down at her from above. She cleaved through it just before two more came from either side and a final from below. Her left arm was grabbed and the other two wrapped around her waist and legs. “It's got me! Ugh!” She slashed with her sword yet again. The tentacles were cut to pieces, but just as quickly new ones shot out at her from all sides. She turned and swam as fast as she could. “I'm going to try and come around it to join up with you. How are you doing?”
 
   “MFFFFFFFFFF!” Skyth responded.
 
   “I don't think she's doing well,” Andremedia said. “I'm almost to you two. Hold on.”
 
   “Okay,” Asura said before turning to the right. She glanced at the small device and boggled at just how long the creature was. It filled the device screen up, and it took many seconds before she finally found the end of it. The tentacles continued to try and snatch at her, but they were so slow and predictable that she was easily able to maneuver around them while she slid around the creature's side. She could just see the outline of Skyth in the distance when she reached the end and was able to turn back around. “River's current.” Within a few moments she was almost at the leviathan's side.
 
   Skyth was covered in tentacles. She swung her mace back and forth, freezing them as she went, but they continued to pull her close. Fortunately, each strike coated the nearby area in ice, and it was making it near impossible for the beast to maneuver her near a mouth. Asura glided past as her sword flashed, cleaving through the tentacles wrapped around Skyth's arms. “Are you okay?” she asked.
 
   “Fine, thanks,” the leviathan said before pushing away.
 
   A ball of ice shot between the two and, a moment later, they heard it explode into the beast. “Sorry I'm late,” Andremedia said before swimming up to join them. “Any plan?”
 
   “Yeah,” Asura said before swinging at an attacking tentacle, getting back-to-back with Skyth. “We hold off until the others get here. We can't fully see the monster, but we can see each other a little with the party tracker. We'll use that to cover each other. It doesn't seem to do much damage with the tentacles.”
 
   “Yeah, but I don't think we can do much damage to it,” Skyth said before deflecting a limb with her shield, and struck out with her mace. “Its tentacles keep regrowing, and getting in close to the body is dangerous.”
 
   “We'll be fine,” Asura said before she cut another tentacle. “Media, cover me. I wanna try something.”
 
   “On it!” the fae said before she glided in around the two and began swinging with her own sword.
 
   Asura brought up the menu and re-activated the explosive ability of her sword before she changed it to a great sword. “Okay, I want to try something! I might need you to bail me out, but here goes!” she yelled and charged straight at the beast. She plunged the sword into the monster and flames began to coat the blade. The water around them boiled before exploding outward and, while it didn't hurt her, she was sent flying backwards with a shriek, her blade sliding from her grasp. She felt something catch her from behind and coil around her waist. “AHHHH!”
 
   She looked down to see tentacles coil around her from all sides. She tried punching at them, but soon more gripped her wrists and held them still while she was slowly pulled towards the mouth. “It's got me! I lost my sword!”
 
   “We're coming! We're trying!” Andremedia yelled.
 
   Asura shrieked when the gaping mouths appeared in front of her, the teeth fish skittering about as they prepared to tear into her. “No no no! Help!” she screamed before she was pulled into the mouth, the viscous fangs moving in and slashing across her body. Pain bursts shot through her and her HP began to plummet. “It's-- mmphh!” she was cut off as a tentacle wrapped around her face. She whimpered as the powerful limbs held her still, their slimy grips holding her helpless as the monstrous teeth fish slashed into her exposed body.
 
   The tentacles around her were slashed to pieces and an arm wrapped around her waist, tugging her away. B4hamutt held her to his chest and let out a sigh. “You okay?”
 
   “I-I'm fine. My sword is in it somewhere though. I stabbed it, but the blade was lost in the explosion,” she said while she stared into the darkness.
 
   “Wonderful,” the dragon said before motioning toward the other two. “Scales is almost here. Just stick back and heal us,” he said before his claws reached out to cleave through another limb. “I'll see if I can find your sword.” B4hamutt took off, swimming straight for the monster.
 
   “What? NO! Mutt!” Asura yelled. “Don't, it's too dangerous! You can't even see it!”
 
   “Asura, relax,” Andremedia said. “We're all still here. I'm coming in with you, Mutt!” She separated from Skyth.
 
   Asura watched the two when they moved through the darkness. Though she couldn't see the monster, she was able to see the outlines of the two as they fought their way through the tentacles in search of her blade. She flew back and tried to keep away from the tentacles. She caught sight of Scalios when he joined up with Skyth. The angel clenched her fists while she watched the two struggle and then gasped when she saw the two of them stop. “Are you two okay? Did you get hurt? Are you caught?”
 
   “We're fine, relax,” Andremedia said as the two began moving again. “We just got attacked by a lot at once. We're... holy... we found your sword. Guys, you gotta see this!”
 
   “What's wrong?” Scalios asked as the three others started towards the blade.
 
   “You'll see,” B4hamutt said while he and Skyth just floated there. Once Asura and the others fought through the tentacles, they could see why. The area around the blade, for a few yards out, was charred completely black. The tooth-fish creatures had completely left the area and all the tentacles nearby had fallen off, leaving burnt black stumps.
 
   “Really?” Asura asked and yanked out her sword with a grunt. “I thought it would destroy some of the mouths, but nothing like this.”
 
   She glanced around at the darkness surrounding them, but no tentacles reached for them. “Well, now that we know its weakness. I believe everyone has the dragon weapon?”
 
   The others nodded and quickly activated the explosion abilities on their weapons before spreading out. The moment Asura was no longer over the burn marks, tentacles began to surround her. She weaved around them, and dove back at the mouths. She gripped her sword tightly in both hands before plunging it straight into the beast. The water around her boiled and she was sent hurtling back, this time firmly holding the blade in her hands.
 
   A piercing scream tore through the water, the shrill sound piercing to her core. Even after it ended she felt as if she could still hear it, reverberating within her head and cutting into her skull. “I think it's angry.”
 
   “Keep going!” B4hamutt yelled. She could see the others charging back in and she quickly joined them. The water around the fighters boiled and bubbled as they slashed through the creature, its tentacles struggling to hold them off, but the longer the fight went on the fewer it had. 
 
   Finally Asura stabbed her blade into another one of the mouths. As the fires burst out and boiled the water, as well as the small tooth-fish, the explosion was pushed inward and the monstrous beast began to shake. From where her blade stabbed the flesh began to evaporate into red sparkles, spreading outward. “Guys, I think we did it!” she called out. “It's breaking apart.”
 
   “Yeah! It started breaking apart where I stabbed it too,” B4hamutt said, panting heavily. “Everyone group up, we don't know if there's a second part of this. Be ready for anything and watch each others backs.”
 
   The five gathered together and watched the beast as best they could. Their enemy-passes still showed the creature, but it was shrinking rapidly as its body disappeared into red sparkles. Within a few moments, the compass-like devices didn't show a single sign of the beast.
 
   “Think it's still there?” Asura asked nervously.
 
   “I'll go check,” B4hamutt said before swimming towards where it had been.
 
   “Wait!” she yelled and reached out to try and grab him, but he was already gone. The others stared at her, causing her to blush. “I-I just don't think we should go alone.”
 
   “It's gone!” B4hamutt yelled out. “Come to me.”
 
   The others swam after his location. The dragon was sitting on top of a large iron treasure chest, which was covered in seaweed and floating in the water.
 
   “Is that it?” Asura asked as she smiled. “I-is that the kings treasure?”
 
   “Maybe,” Andremedia said softly. “But I doubt it. This was nothing like the Niohoggr fight. It was a lot easier for one. Not to mention we never had the monster's name pop up.” She glanced to the angel and cringed at the glare she received. “B-but it might be part of it! I mean, maybe it's connected somehow? Some kind of event?”
 
   “Well, we won't know until we open the chest,” Skyth said with a roll of her eyes. “So come on, open it! Let's see what we got!”
 
   B4hamutt nodded and reached down, gripping the edge of the box. With a groan he opened the top and air bubbles flooded out. Once it was opened the chest began to sink, leaving its two piece of treasure floating. A pearl crown and a map.
 
   “Huh,” the dragon muttered as he held them out.
 
   “What? What is it? Where's the map point?” Asura asked before taking it. It was a map of tunnels. “Wait...”
 
   “Yep,” he said with a sigh. “It's a map of undersea tunnels. However, considering the entire ocean in the game is filled with thousands of them, it could take us years to find these particular ones.”
 
   “Oh, don't be so over dramatic,” Scalios said before taking the map. “I'm sure if we look online we can find whichever tunnels these are a part of. Then all we have to do is get to them and use the crown at this X mark.”
 
   “Leave it to me,” Skyth said and held out her hand. “I can build a program to go through all the maps and see which one it correlates to. It might take a while to get everything, but it shouldn't be an issue. Hold on while I copy the map.”
 
   “What if it's somewhere that hasn't been explored yet?” Asura asked before examining the crown. It had a small blue gem on the head.
 
   “Well, I guess we can start searching through the tunnels ourselves,” B4hamutt said and patted her on the back. “We've come this far, we won't give up now.”
 
   “Of course,” Skyth said before holding the map back out to them. “Okay, I have a copy. I'll get to work on it during my down time. It'll probably take a few days or weeks though.”
 
   “Don't worry about it,” Scalios said with a shrug. “Not like we're in a rush. We can try to find information on the other kings while you do that.”
 
   Skyth nodded before looking up. “I'm gonna head home. Once I do I need to log out anyway. Work in the morning. It was fun!” she yelled and swam up.
 
   “I need to go as well. School,” Andremedia said and quickly followed.
 
   “I uhhh, got some things to finish,” Scalios said as well. “Working on my demon class and all. See you two later.”
 
   Within moments the three left the chat as B4hamutt and Asura glanced to each other. “They're certainly subtle, aren't they?” she asked with a roll of her eyes.
 
   “Huh? What do you mean?”
 
   “Nothing, come on.” She took his hand and began swimming towards the surface. “We have a few days before we have to work on anything else.” Her hand tightened on his. “Anything you'd like to do?”
 
   “Well, I still need to work on my fae class,” he said before glancing to her. “I imagine you still need to work on your demon class. We could do that together?”
 
   “I was hoping for something a bit more romantic,” she said before smiling to him. “But I suppose it will have to do.” She leaned in and gave him a kiss on the cheek. Despite the icy water surrounded them, his cheek still felt warm to the touch. Especially when he blushed.
 
    
 
   ------
 
    
 
   Days soon turned to weeks and months as the two trained and leveled together. Even though Asura was gaining levels and experience far slower than she was used to, she never felt annoyed or anxious. As soon as B4hamutt came on she dropped whatever she was doing and the two would play together, be it by leveling their classes or simple things such as trying out the in-game diners or restaurants.
 
   He'd even begun staying up late with her, coming to her room and sitting with her until she eventually fell asleep. Sadly, he had to log off and return to the real world and could never stay the full night, but knowing he was there when she drifted off had helped to stave off her nightmares.
 
   Skyth had been keeping them up to date on her progress, though she had yet to have made much. She had gone through all the maps of commonly used tunnels in the game, even ones outside leviathan lands, and given them the locations to check out as possible connections. Asura, as the one with the most in game time, had been spending most of her solo time checking the tunnels, though she did it as an angel rather than risk leveling her demon class without B4hamutt. Each one had been a dead end, and she was beginning to doubt it was somewhere that had already been explored and mapped. To her surprise, she was finding she didn't really mind.
 
   Time in the real world dwindled even more. With no need for meals, his parents were allowing him to spend almost all of his time in the virtual world. Some days the nurses didn't even disconnect him when they cleaned him and he was able to spend the entire day with his friends.
 
   It was a day like that, that she awoke to a received message. Yawning slowly, Asura reached out and opened it. It was a text message, asking her to meet her parents in the space station at noon. She stretched out and slowly crawled out of bed before scratching her side. “Don't see why they couldn't just... huh?” she whispered when she checked her list. Her dad was already on. She sighed and sent him a text message asking if he wanted to meet now. A few moments later she received the go ahead and began logging out from Landasy Reality.
 
   Within moments he was on the space station, gazing out at the stars. He reached out to run his fingers along the glass and sighed. “I should try to visit them more often...” he told himself, though he knew he'd forget it later. He shook his head and began walking through the station. He clicked the menu and invited his dad to join his group. The two soon met up, at the nearby space diner. He waved and sat down across from him. “Hey, what's up?”
 
   His father sighed and gazed at him. The game didn't show the effects very well, but Asher could tell something was wrong by the creases in his father's forehead. “Son, we need to talk...”
 
   The conversation went on for nearly an hour, until eventually his father logged out from the world and left Asher alone. He exited the game and quickly logged back into LRVR before bringing up the menu, his hands shaking.
 
   Asura clicked B4hamutt's name, her hand trembling so bad it took her a few attempts. She gulped and slowly opened a side menu. A phone number popped up and she clicked it. “Mutt? I-it's Asura. I-I know you said only use this number in case of an emergency, but this is definitely one,” she said as she struggled to stop the tears. “P-please come on soon. I... I need you. I need someone to talk to...”
 
   She closed the menu and laid down in her bed, curling into a little ball. Her wings wrapped around her as the tears began to fall down her face. “Oh god... why... I... I don't want... this... any of this...”
 
   There was a small ding when B4hamutt logged in and she quickly gave him an invite into her room. When he entered his eyes moved over her. “What's wrong? Why did you call me?”
 
   She looked up at him and she tried to speak, but the words caught in her throat. “I... I'gh... I just... I...” She sobbed as she shook her head. The dragon moved over and wrapped his arms around her and held her head to his chest.
 
   “There there... cry it out,” he whispered and patted her back.
 
   She did so, sobbing into his chest as the tears flowed down her face. She clutched at his scales and held onto him, smelling the soft scent of his body and feeling the firm power of his thick scales. She didn't know how long she laid there, but eventually her tears dried up and her sobs turned to light hiccups. “T-thank you...”
 
   “It's okay... what's wrong?” he asked as his hands gently stroked up and down her back.
 
   “I... I talked to my dad...” she said softly, not letting go. “He... he talked to the doctors...”
 
   “What did they say?” he asked and she felt his hands tense up.
 
   “My kidneys will start to fail in a few months. After that I'll have about five to seven months before my heart gives out. T-they have machines but... after that... I only have a year, at most, before my brain shuts down.”
 
   “I... I see,” he said before running his claws down her spine. “I...”
 
   “They say I'll be deaf in a few weeks and won't even be able to open my eyes any more... this'll be the only way I... I can do anything...” she whispered and squeezed his back. “I... I don't want this...”
 
   “I know, I know...” he whispered and rubbed her back.
 
   “I... I won't even be able to p-play any more in the end,” she whispered. “Once it starts affecting my brain, the head set won't be able to pick up or send the impulses. I'll be... trapped. I-I won't even know when I'm about to die... I... I can't do this...” she said softly and looked up at him. “I-I don't want to die like this!”
 
   “No one does,” he said before stroking her cheek. “I... I know it's horrible. But you don't need to do this alone, I'm here for you. Until the end.”
 
   She nodded slowly and leaned up to kiss him, though he put a finger to her lips to stop her.
 
   “Asura,” he said softly. “I think you should tell the others.”
 
   “W-what?”
 
   “I think you should tell the others,” he repeated as he gazed into her eyes. “You're going through something I could never even dream of. You need them to be by your side. You need friends...”
 
   “But... t-they won't want to be around me any more,” she whispered softly. “I'll just be the sick person they pity and brings the mood down...”
 
   “No, you won't,” he whispered and gave another tight hug. “You're our friend. In times like this we all need people we can turn to. You need us. All of us.”
 
   “What if they don't want to keep being around me then?” she asked and her gaze lowered to his stomach. “What if they don't want to be around someone so sick?”
 
   “That's not going to happen. Trust me,” he said before gripping her chin and making her look him in the eyes.
 
   His eyes were soft and gentle, though she could see the moistness of forming tears. She smiled and sighed. “Okay... I... I guess I can tell some of them. We're hunting those monsters together, I should at least let them know I won't be able to finish with them...”
 
   He nodded and leaned in to give her a kiss. “You should tell your parents too...”
 
   She laid there, stunned, for a few minutes. He waited patiently. “Wait... tell them? What do you mean?”
 
   “You told me you never told them about Asura,” he whispered. “You should tell them what you have been working on. What you have achieved.”
 
   “No way!” Asura screamed and her face turned red. “You think I can tell them this? If they found out I was playing a girl they'd freak out!”
 
   “Do you really think that? After all you've told me, do you really think they'll be upset about that?”
 
   She stared at him for a few seconds sighing. “Maybe not,” she whispered softly. “But they'll definitely freak out if I tell them about us...”
 
   B4hamutt's cheeks turned bright red. “W-well, I don't see how that is any of their business. Just, umm, tell them about your goals. What you've done. All that and... I mean, they deserve to know, right?”
 
   “I guess...” she whispered before smiling up at him. “Mutt, I just want you to know. No matter what happens... I... I don't regret the time I've spent on here. With all of you. If I have to die, I'm happy I got to spend my time with people like you and the others.”
 
   “I know, I know,” he whispered before kissing her once more, both closing their eyes.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 17
 
    
 
   Age: 19 years, 6 months
 
   Asura paced nervously across her room. Every so often she stopped and glanced at the door, but began pacing again quickly.
 
   “Can you stop that?” B4hamutt asked from her bed, leaning against the bed posts. “They aren't going to be here for at least thirty more minutes. You're giving me a headache.”
 
   “What if they don't want to listen?” Asura asked as she continued to pace. “What if they think I'm looking for attention?” Her voice got higher and higher pitched. “What if they decide they don't want to --” She went silent when the dragon put a finger to her lips.
 
   “Shhhh... it's okay,” B4hamutt said and pulled her into his lap. “It's going to be fine. I promise. Just relax, okay?” He leaned in to kiss her cheek.
 
   “Okay... you're right...” she said before closing her eyes and wrapping her arms around his neck. “Do you think you can talk to them? A-at least at first? You know, loosen them up?”
 
   He rolled his eyes and shook his head. “Asura, calm down. It's going to be fine,” he said with a smile before he gently stroked her cheek. “You're shaking, there is no need for that. It's all going to be okay...”
 
   “F-fine... AH!” she shrieked when a message popped up in her vision. “Media's on. S-should I invite her in?” she asked, staring at him fearfully.
 
   “Yes,” B4hamutt said with a chuckle before patting her shoulder. “Just trust me, okay? We'll have a nice dinner, sit everyone down and talk it out.”
 
   “I know, I know, I hope...” Asura said before sending the fae the invitation. Within moments the girl appeared in the room.
 
   “So, what did you invite me all the way here for?” Andremedia asked and looked around the room.
 
   “Err, dinner mostly,” Asura said softly. B4hamutt elbowed her in the side. “Oh, and I have some things I need to talk with all of you about, after dinner. But it can wait, I'd really like everyone to be here.”
 
   “Okay. Is it about the leviathan king? Did you find out where it was?”
 
   “What? Oh, no,” Asura said and nervously rubbed her arm. “I uhhh, I haven't even been thinking much about that in the last few weeks. It's... something else.”
 
   “Okay? You're acting really strange. Mutt, do you know what this is about?”
 
   “Yes,” B4hamutt said quickly. “But it's not my place to say. If you want to relax, just sit down and we can chat. Asura has a lot of furniture... a lot. I don't even know why she has so much. It honestly seems kind of like a waste.” He gulped when the angel turned to glare at him. “T-though a lot of it is really nice and comfortable! Just pull a chair up or something.”
 
   Andremedia rolled her eyes and tapped on the wall. A large red recliner appeared and she sat down in it.
 
   “So, how has school been?” Asura asked.
 
   “Oh, you know,” the fae said with a shrug. “Doing homework, working on assignments, calculating a bunch of things to ensure I pass all of my tests.”
 
   “You know,” the angel said as she sat back down on the edge of the bed. “I don't think you've ever told us what you were studying for? Are you in high school, or college?”
 
   “Studying for? Oh, nothing major. Planning to go into computers mostly.” A small smile formed on her lips and she chuckled.
 
   “Really?” Asura asked and crossed her arms. “You might want to talk with Skyth. I think she does programming in her day job.”
 
   “Yeah, but how good can she be?” Andremedia asked. “I mean, the program she built hasn't helped us at all in finding where the crown goes, and she's probably gone through every map online. Not to mention the dozens of areas she's had us map and search.”
 
   “It's not her fault,” Asura said quickly. “It would hardly be a big quest if it was easy. I'm sure we'll find it soon. Besides, it's not like we've made much headway on any of the other big monsters.”
 
   “Well, no,” Andremedia said and closed she closed her eyes. “Sorry, I'm not trying to cause a fight. I'm just getting frustrated with having to wait like this...”
 
   “Oh,” Asura said, lowering her eyes. “I know exactly how you feel. Don't worry though, no matter what happens we won't be doing it without you. We're a team for this, remember?”
 
   “I guess, just do--” The fae went quiet when Asura raised a hand for silence.
 
   “Scalios and Skyth are on the way. Said they'll be here in a few minutes,” Asura said before jumping to her feet and sending their invites. “I better go prepare everything. I'll be right back.” She walked to the nearby wall and tapped on it. A small menu popped up and she clicked 'kitchen'.
 
   A moment later she disappeared from the room and reappeared in a large marble kitchen. She hummed softly while she began cooking. In the game it was a simple process which only required her to drag certain items, like minotaur meat, into certain parts of the kitchen, like the wood stove, as they combined to create the meal. Within a few seconds the raw ingredients created a thick stew. She tapped just above the pot and five bowls filled with the meal appeared on a large wooden tray. “There we go,” she said happily before taking it towards the exit.
 
   She reappeared in the main room and held up the meal. “Dinner is served!” she said and tapped the wall a few times. A large dining table appeared in the middle of the room and her bed disappeared.
 
   “Ahhh!” B4hamutt cried out when the mattress disappeared from under him, making him crash into the ground. “A little warning next time?”
 
   “S-sorry,” she said softly, while struggling not to laugh. She placed the food on the table. She took a seat as the others joined her. Slowly the scent of cooked meat, broth and vegetables filled her nose. “Mmmm... what do you guys think?”
 
   “It smells nice,” Andremedia said when she sniffed hers.
 
   “Hold on, I need to enable scent and taste.” B4hamutt tapped on the air.
 
   “Me too,” Scalios said when he took a seat and tapped.
 
   “Well, I'm happy to know I'm not the only one,” Skyth said with a chuckle when she sat down. “Asura, Media? Do you two have yours on all the time?”
 
   “Ummmm... yeah,” Asura said softly, lowering her gaze.
 
   “Only in towns,” Andremedia said and looked down at her food. “I like to snack sometimes. Outside, it gets kind of bad.”
 
   “Wow, lucky,” Skyth said with a chuckle. “You two must be rich as hell. Touch, sight and hearing alone plow through my connection and I have the settings on pretty low. How are you able to afford it?”
 
   “I uhh, get it through school,” Andremedia said. “I have the settings on pretty low though. I only come on a few hours each day too.”
 
   “My parents have a lot of money,” Asura said and slowly moved the spoon around in her stew. “They... spend a lot of it on me.”
 
   “Wow, you're pretty lucky then,” Skyth said and took a bite of the stew. “Hey, this is pretty good. Better than some of the things you can cook in other games.”
 
   “Yeah.” Scalios took a bite of his food. “I hear Spigot hired a lot of professional cooks to create the dishes. They really went all out when they made it.”
 
   “So, what did you want to talk with us about?” Andremedia asked before she took another bite of stew.
 
   “It can wait until after the food. So, what has everyone been up too?” Asura asked.
 
   “Oh, I think I may have found out where those tunnels are,” Skyth said with a chuckle. “Scales and I went to check it out, and I think it's right. You're never going to believe where it is.”
 
   “Considering we've been guessing all this time, how about you just tell us?” Andremedia said with a roll of her eyes.
 
   “Heh, fine,” Skyth said softly. “Under Atlantis.”
 
   Asura stopped, the spoon half-way to her mouth. “Wait, what? But we already checked those tunnels. They didn't work.”
 
   “Oh, they don't,” Scalios said with a smile. “The new ones don't. Since Atlantis was blown up, the tunnels were changed a lot.”
 
   “Yep. I never thought to check the old maps,” Skyth said with a shake of her head. “There were a lot of places that were close in the new maps, so it never dawned on me to check the old maps. But, I got a copy a few days ago and ran it through. A hundred percent match. We went and checked it out today and did a quick search where the X should overlap in the new ones. We found an old statue buried under a lot of sea weed, but the crown should fit on it. Who wants to give it a try later this week?”
 
   “That sounds awesome!” Andremedia said before glancing to Asura. “So, was that what you wanted to talk about?”
 
   “Huh? Oh, no.” She shook her head. “You know, it's really not important. Lets just enjoy our meal. Ow!” She glared at B4hamutt and rubbed her leg where he kicked her. “Fine! I'll tell them.”
 
   “Tell us what?” Skyth asked.
 
   “Nothing, something, I-I'll tell you when we're done...” Asura said timidly as she eyed the ground.
 
   “Oh, just tell us already!” Andremedia finally yelled, standing up and slamming her hands down on the table. “You invite us all the way out here and then keep talking about something being up. It's really getting annoying.”
 
   “I... I...” She quivered and gripped her knees. “It's just... it's not important. I'm sorry, I didn't--”
 
   “Asura, tell them,” B4hamutt said before reaching out to rub her shoulder. “You need to. Just take a deep breath and do it.”
 
   “Okay, you're starting to freak me out a bit,” Scalios said before dropping his spoon. “Why are you so serious? You make it sound like she's dying or something.”
 
   Asura cringed at those words. “I... I am dying. I'll be dead within the next two years. Or... or at least close enough that that no one could tell the difference.” She glanced up at her friends and then began to tell them everything. It burst out of her like a waterfall as she told them about her disease, the surgeries, her limited remaining time and her goals. When she finally finished she tried to control herself, but was unable. Tears began to fall down her face so B4hamutt moved in to hug her tightly.
 
   “Shhh, it's okay. That's all you had to do,” he whispered and gently rubbed her back.
 
   “That's... that's a lot to take in,” Scalios said softly as he got up. “I uhhh... I'm really sorry. Uhhh, is there anything we can do?”
 
   “N-no,” Asura whispered, laying her head in B4hamutt's shoulder.
 
   “Why are you telling us all this?” Andremedia asked, her voice tinged with panic. “It's not like we can do anything. It's a lot to just dump on us like that.”
 
   “Media!” Skyth said in a low hiss.
 
   “Well, it is,” the fae said with a roll of her eyes. “I'm not saying we should ignore it. I just want to know why. Is there anything you wanted from us?”
 
   “N-no, it was stupid,” Asura whispered into the dragon's shoulder. “I shouldn't have told you... I'm sorry...”
 
   “She just wanted someone she could talk with about it,” B4hamutt said and glared at the fae. “To tell her friends. Is that so much to ask?”
 
   “No,” Andremedia said before standing up. “I just... nevermind. This is a lot to process. I need to... I need to go.” She quickly turned away. “I'm not leaving for good, or abandoning you, Asura. I still think we're friends. I just... I just need to process all this.” The fae disappeared.
 
   “I kinda need to as well,” Scalios said before getting to his feet. “I'll just... yeah. See you later. I umm, I'm still up for the tunnels whenever you need me. Bye.” The leviathan disappeared as well.
 
   “See?” Asura said softly as she looked up at B4hamutt. “T-they're all leaving. N-no one wants to be around the sick guy...”
 
   “No!” Skyth said quickly and stood up. “Listen, I may not have known you as long as the others, but I know that's not the case. It's just... a lot to take in. They're just... they just need to think about it. A lot. They'll be back. It's not every day you find out a friend is dying.”
 
   “Are... are you going to leave too?” Asura asked and looked up.
 
   “I ummm, I'd like to,” the leviathan said and poked her fingers together. “It's... I mean... it's just I haven't known you long. This is kind of a personal moment and ummmm... awkward...” she said before her gaze lowered.
 
   “O-oh... right... I'm sorry, I just thought we were... friends,” Asura whispered.
 
   “We are! It's just... we're not that close,” the woman sighed and looked to the door. “Listen, I just... I'm going to let you two be alone. Just send me a message whenever you want to try solving the tunnels. Bye.” She practically leaped towards the door, disappearing from the room.
 
   “I-I told you this was a b-bad idea,” Asura whispered and held onto B4hamutt.
 
   “Shhh, calm down,” he whispered back to her and gently ran his hands through her hair. “It's just a lot to take in. They'll be back on tomorrow, or a few days from now. Then we'll be back to normal, except now you'll have more people you can talk with about these things. Even when I'm not here, you won't be alone.” He slowly gripped her shoulders and pushed her away so she had to look up at him. “Listen. This isn't your fault and isn't anything you need to be ashamed of. You don't need to hide it from everyone in the hopes that they'll still like you.”
 
   “How... how can I not be ashamed?” she asked and stared up. “I'm not like anyone else. I'm broken, damaged. I'm not... I'm barely even a person... I'm just a waste of money...”
 
   The dragon let her shoulders go and reached up to grip her chin. He leaned in and placed a kiss to her lips while his other arm pulled her closer. After a few moments he pulled back, his breath hot against her face. “You are a person. You're hurt. You're suffering. You deserve the same right to live as anyone else. Don't let anyone ever tell you differently. They aren't going to leave for good, I promise. We'll all be together again and working as a team. The only difference is now they'll have a bit more understanding of what you're going through and you won't have to ever be alone in any of this. No matter what happens. Okay?”
 
   “O-okay...” she whispered and closed her eyes. “Thank you...”
 
   He smiled and embraced her tightly. “You know, years ago I never would have thought I'd hold you like this.”
 
   “Years ago I never thought I'd have someone who ever would,” she whispered gently. “I never thought I'd be able to feel it even if they did...”
 
    
 
   ------
 
    
 
   It took nearly a week before Asura managed to work up the courage to send the three a message, and then two more days before all three responded. But finally, after another week, the five managed to return as a unit and found themselves amidst the wreckage of Atlantis.
 
   The once proud city was nothing more than charred coral and broken buildings, barely any of it managing to stand more than a few feet high. Crabs occasionally scuttled out from under rocks and across the wreckage in search of food.
 
   Asura sighed as she looked about. “I haven't been here since the attack. I didn't realize it looked so...”
 
   “Broken?” Scalios said.
 
   “Empty. They don't even have those cool water roads any more,” she said with a sigh. “So, where is the entrance?”
 
   “Same place as before,” Skyth said and started swimming down. “Under the city. Come on.” The others quickly followed after her.
 
   Asura moved up to B4hamutt as they swam and lightly tapped him. He glanced at her and she tapped on her menu a few times to establish a direct call. “Should I talk to them about what happened?”
 
   “Huh?” he asked.
 
   “About me... dying.”
 
   “No,” he said and smiled to her. “Unless you want to talk about it. Just do what you'd want to do.”
 
   “I want to kick this leviathan's butt,” she said with a grin.
 
   “Then that's what we'll do.” They entered the tunnels.
 
   Asura ended the call and heard Andremedia's voice, “Has it.”
 
   “Huh?” the angel asked.
 
   “I said, you have the crown, right?”
 
   “Oh! Yeah, right. Where do I use it?”
 
   “We're almost there,” Scalios said as they turned a corner and came to a small cavern. “We're here, we just need to find the statue. It's buried under all the seaweed.” He motioned below. The floor was covered in the slimy green plant.
 
   The five slowly descended and began tugging at the green plant life. Asura cringed when she felt the slimy tendrils wiggle about in her hands. “Ewwww, this stuff is disgusting. Is the real stuff this bad?”
 
   “Probably,” Skyth said with a chuckle. “I've only actually touched it when it was on sushi, and at that point it wasn't growing free in an underwater cave. Found it!”
 
   The leviathan tugged away at the seaweed to reveal the shoulders and head of a scaled humanoid. The rest was buried under the ground. “Okay, just slide it on.”
 
   Asura nodded and kneeled before the statue. A few quick clicks and she had the crown in her hand. With a deep breath, an odd sensation when underwater, she slid the crown on. “Okay, here we go!”
 
   Nothing happened.
 
   “... Well? Come on!” She kicked the statue. “You gotta be kidding me! How can it--” She let out a shriek when the world around her vanished. “Who? What? Am I logged out?” she asked and reached up to touch her stomach. “No, armor is still on. Where... oh.” Light finally began to fill her vision.
 
   She was inside a large, empty underwater cavern. The walls were completely covered in glowing moss, which lit the area. There was only one way in or out, a tunnel near the bottom, wide enough that she and her four friends could stand head to feet and not touch both sides. Near the top of the cavern she could make out a small air pocket.
 
   A moment later the others appeared besides her. “Took your time, huh?” she asked with a smile.
 
   “Well, we can't all just kick the statue and teleport,” Andremedia said with a chuckle. “Are you okay?”
 
   “Yeah, nothings popped up yet. Was dark when I got here, but the moss started glowing and the place seems pretty empty. I think we're supposed to--”
 
   A high pitched scream echoed through the chamber, making them cover their ears as it deafened them. After a moment it was gone.
 
   “What the hell was that?” B4hamutt yelled and shook his head.
 
   “I think we're about to find out,” Skyth said softly and motioned towards the tunnel. Large air bubbles, nearly the size of them, began floating up from within. “I think we may have finally found the king.”
 
   “Oh,” Asura said and drew out her blade, quickly changing it to a great sword. “Okay, everyone. Let's be careful. We've beaten one king, we can beat another.”
 
   “Hopefully,” Andremedia said and drew her own great sword. “I really don't want to have to fight that wall again. At least none of us will have to worry about drowning.”
 
   The shriek filled their ears again and a long green snout began to climb out from the tunnel. The beast soon revealed itself, a massive crocodile, easily larger than a football field, with a body like stained jade. Moss grew between the creature's scales and it opened its mouth, revealing hundreds of massive marble colored teeth. It let out a roar that made the entire chamber shake, but fortunately not as ear piercing as its shrieks. The words 'Broknus, Ruler of the Oceans' appeared under it in big white letters.
 
   “I think that's it,” Asura said before turning to the others. “Any plans?”
 
   “Well,” B4hamutt said, “it's an alligator--”
 
   “Crocodile,” Andremedia said.
 
   “Does that really matter?”
 
   “Maybe? I'm just trying to help.”
 
   “... Fine. It's a crocodile. Watch out for the jaws. As big as it is, I doubt it can turn quickly, so just use our maneuverability to our advantage,” B4hamutt said and cracked his knuckles. “Other than that, fight as best you can and don't let it get you. Probably has a wicked tail too.”
 
   “Yeah,” Asura said. The monster turned towards them. “It looks really slow. We can probably--” She let out a startled yelp when the massive crocodile was suddenly almost on them, crossing the distance between them and it in seconds. The five scattered, narrowly avoiding being grabbed in its massive jaws. “Holy crap! How is it so fast?” The monster went after Andremedia, who struggled to dodge around its rapidly snapping jaws.
 
   “It's a legendary boss after all!” Scalios yelled and brought his mace cracking down on its back. “Don't just stand there, attack!”
 
   “R-right,” she yelled and swam down and then up, striking across the monsters underbelly. One of its short claws came out of nowhere and smacked the angel full body, sending her rocketing through the water. She slammed against the wall of the chamber and let out a groan when pain shot through her back. “P-pain f-feedback seems to be higher here as well,” she said gently. “Think this is it...”
 
   “Well, that's nice! AHH!” Andremedia yelled before the monster's jaws closed around her. “MMMMMPHHH!”
 
   “We're coming, hold on!” B4hamutt yelled and raked his claws across Broknus's eyes. It let out another ferocious roar. With its mouth open the fae could be seen, her sword stabbed into the top of the monster's mouth and holding on for dear life. As soon as the mouth opened she kicked out from the beast, dislodging her sword, and swam out like a bullet.
 
   “I'm so thankful we're underwater,” the fae said with a groan. “Though even down here the beast smells horrible from inside.”
 
   “Why do you even have smell enabled?” Scalios asked and brought his mace down across the monster's tail, temporarily freezing the limb.
 
   “Because I... shut up! I just do!” Andremedia slashed the monster under the jaw.
 
   Broknus began to turn in the water, rapidly curving its body as it shot straight at Asura. She shrieked and swam up while the others struck at the creature.
 
   “Gahhhh!” she screamed when the monster snapped its jaws rapidly, trying to catch a bite of the fleeing girl. “Get it away from me!”
 
   “Hold on!” B4hamutt yelled and grabbed the thing by its tail. He let out his own shriek when he found himself being pulled along behind the creature. “Gahhhh!”
 
    Asura turned to face the beast and held both her arms out. “Ice shield!” The dome of ice formed in front of her and, when the monster snapped its jaws shut, the ice held it open. A grin flashed on her mouth before she charged out the opening left and drove her sword across the monsters jaw and down its side. The blade sliced through the scales, leaving a long trail of ice where the blade connected and holding the monster's mouth open. “Quick, get it while it's stuck!”
 
   The others moved in quickly, striking with their blades, maces and claws while the creature writhed around. Ice coated the beast on all sides, pinning its limbs down while it howled in rage and turned around to lash at the closest target. Skyth.
 
   “GAH!” she screamed and swam away. The beast followed, shaking the ice off as it went.
 
   “Hold on, we're coming!” Asura yelled.
 
   “No, don't!” Skyth yelled as she swam towards the opposite side of the chamber, the monster hot on her heels. “River's course!” The leviathan took off like a bolt. After a moment the creature sped up as well, using the same magics. She sped at the wall, turning into a blue blur, as the monster opened its mouth, almost within reach. “Now!” She veered off to the right. She was unable to turn well enough and slammed, hard, into the wall and skidded along the stones.
 
   Fortunately, she managed to move out of the way enough that Broknus missed her entirely and buried its head into the stone. Rocks began falling around the creature, burying it while it writhed frantically.
 
   “Get it!” Asura yelled and swam towards the wounded woman. “I'll check on Skyth!” She weaved around the falling rocks until she found the woman, buried under a few boulders. A quick slash of her blade broke the stone, freeing the scaled fighter. She reached down and helped Skyth up as she put a hand to the woman's chest. “Greater heal.”
 
   “Ugh... was all this just to cop a feel?” the leviathan asked with a chuckle. “Weren't kidding about the pain feedback being higher. I feel like I got ran over by a chuck... or three...”
 
   “A chuck?”
 
   “Truck... ow...” Skyth said with a groan. The wounds disappeared and she was released.
 
   Another roar tore through the caverns and the two looked back. The monster's tail lay limp on the ground of the cave, sliced from its body. Ice and rocks covered Broknus while it thrashed about, snapping at its attackers as they swarmed about like bees.
 
   “Should we try another big burst attack like we did on Niohoggr?” Asura asked.
 
   “Are you insane? Last time we nearly fried my equipment!” Skyth yelled and slammed her mace across the monster's back.
 
   “We could probably use them one at a time?” Andremedia said before stabbing into the crocodile's back and tearing away some scales. “We all have the hell fire spell boosted now!”
 
   “Come onnnn! As long as we don't do them all at once, it should be fine!” Asura sheathed her blade and dove at the monster. She placed both hands onto its back before yelling out. “Hell fire!” Black flames erupted from her hand and burned away at the creature, melting scale and flesh together and boiling the water around them. She coughed and sputtered before swimming away, the scent of charred scales trapped in her nostrils. “Ugh, that's horrible! Get out of their once you cast it, you don't want to smell that.”
 
   “Most of us have scent turned off,” Scalios said with a chuckle. “Just be thankful you aren't hurt by the splash back from the spell! I'm going in, Skyth?”
 
   “Coming!” the woman said and the two leviathan's dove in together. They each swam in from the side and gripped one of Broknus' feet.
 
   “Hell fire!” the two called in unison and the flames burst out from their hands and enveloped the limbs. As the two swam away the feet were left as nothing more than burnt, charred husks.
 
   “Media, with me!” B4hamutt yelled and he dove down. He dug his claws deep into the beast's face as Media dove up to jam her blade into its underbelly.
 
   “Hell fire!” they yelled and the black flames enveloped the creature's exposed body parts. Flesh and scales were burned away while Broknus writhed in pain. Finally the creature's body began to crack as scales flew into the water and turned into small red sparkles. Soon the rest of its body began to follow suit, its powerful shrieks echoing through the chamber as its body slowly disappeared into showers of red sparkles.
 
   Asura let out a sigh of relief and looked to the remains. “We did it. We've won. We finally killed the king of the leviathan's. I wonder if--”
 
   The chamber began to shake and the stones of the walls crumbled and broke apart. Behind the walls, statues of marble pushed their way out. The moss and coral crumbled to the ground and soon they were surrounded by a circle of statues, each shaped like a leviathan humanoid. Tridents, swords, maces and an assortment of other weapons were held by the marble creations. Stones from the roof began to fall around them in a thick layer of dust, revealing a multitude of upside-down clams. The shells opened before colorful gems began to fall from above, filling the chamber with their beautiful glow.
 
   “Congratulations!” a loud woman's voice called out. “As the first to ever defeat Broknus, Ruler of the Oceans, please accept this reward!”
 
   Once again there was a blinding flash and a small chest appeared in front of them. Asura smiled and tapped it as a message appeared. 'Acquired: Essence of Broknus, Skins of the ocean ruler.'
 
   “We did it!” Asura yelled and lifted her hands up to try to jump in excitement. Instead she flew up and slammed her head into one of the clams. “Owwwww...”
 
   “Smooth,” Skyth said with a chuckle. “Well, I guess that's that. Two down, four to go.”
 
   “Yeah,” B4hamutt said and looked around. “I guess we're going to have to teleport out of here or something. I don't see an exit.”
 
   “Well, we were probably going to have to anyway.” Asura swam around the group. “We've done it though! Two down! I think this one was even easier!”
 
   “Probably,” Scalios said with a sigh. “After all, it's probably not expected we'd all have leviathan class mastered. Look, there's even an air pocket to breath from. This one was probably the easiest, or one of the easiest.”
 
   Asura rolled her eyes, “Don't have to be a spoil sport about it. Come on, we won, be happy! We only have four more to go!” She cheered and pumped her fist in the air. Before long the group was back at Everlight and she could barely contain her excitement and hopped behind B4hamutt. “We did it, we did it, only four more to go!”
 
   “Yeah, I know,” he said before putting an arm around her shoulder. “We still have to find them though. What are your plans now?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “With your parents,” he said quickly.
 
   She stopped and looked down. “I... I don't want to tell them yet.”
 
   “Asura...”
 
   “I will! I really will! I just...” She bit her lower lip. “I just... I'll tell them after the quest, okay? After the next one?”
 
   “Fine,” he said before giving her a soft kiss on the cheek. “Do you want me to come with you?”
 
   “No,” she said quickly. “This is... this is something I need to do on my own.” She gently squeezed his hand. “Besides, I still have about... months before the next quest. Time to practice and prepare for that. Lots of preparing...”
 
   “How long until... you'll be going onto machines?”
 
   “Soon... I... I'm on the kidney one now,” she said softly. “Dialysis.”
 
   “What?” His arm wrapped tightly around her waist. “Why didn't you tell me? I should have been paying more attention. I could have--”
 
   “It's okay, it's okay, shhhhh,” Asura whispered and laid her head against his chest. “With all that was going on, my plans to tell them and everything I just... I just didn't want to bring it up. It's not that big a deal. I haven't been on it long.”
 
   “I think kidney failure is a pretty big deal,” B4hamutt said, anger filling his voice. He then let out a sigh and rubbed her arm. “I'm sorry, if you didn't want to tell me you... it was none of my business. I just worry about you. I want to think about you and... I want to know when these things happen. What if something had gone wrong and you...” He then smiled. “Though... I'll be honest. I... suspected you might have.”
 
   “I know you worry, and I'm sorry. But... I'd rather not talk about it before. I mean, what if I came on late? You'd think I was dead,” she said with a sigh before closing her eyes. “Let's talk about something else. Let's... let's plan for the next quest, okay? Or the attack on Voidhall? With all the advice you've given me I... I think we'll both have a decent chance to win this time, and we could launch an attack once the mastery quests are done. If I pass this time I... huh. I'll be honest, I haven't used him in a long time. Are you sure he's needed?”
 
   “Used... oh, me either,” he said with a chuckle. “Kind of funny when you realize how many players swear by them, and how hard you worked to get it. But I guess they aren't always the best with their penalties.”
 
   “No, but maybe he will work this time,” she whispered. “I wonder what the sixth mastery will be like...”
 
   “We'll find out together,” he whispered and gently kissed the top of her head.
 
   “Maybe... what was the first thing you saw when you started it?”
 
   “Oh, that's easy,” the dragon said as they entered her room, leaving the halls behind them.
 
    
 
   ------
 
    
 
   Months passed slowly until Asher found himself sharing his room with a new machine. Unable to hear, see or feel with his body, he lost any sense of connection to the real world. He was unable to even see the new equipment that now took up the majority of his room.
 
   Within the game world, however, her connections grew ever stronger. With the quests coming up, B4hamutt and Scalios had gathered Andremedia, Asura and Skyth for special training. They had retreated to a small forest near the fallen remains of Sanctuary, and practiced all the skills they believed they would need for the quest.
 
   When it was finally time, the angel traveled deep in demon lands yet again. She clutched her sword to her chest, before glancing at the dagger at her side. “Okay, I can do this. Be strong, Asura. You've practiced for this. You've trained for this. Just a little more,” she whispered to herself.
 
   Slowly she looked up. A temple, shaped like a large gaping maw with teeth, but no face, towered over her. Inside there was nothing but darkness and obsidian steps that went under ground. Slowly she stepped forward until a warning, the same warning she had seen so many times before, appeared. “Okay, now,” she whispered. She held out her hand on brought up a menu. After a few moments a loud shriek filled the air as her pet, a dragon nearly three times her size, appeared besides her. Fang.
 
   She slowly reached out and patted its snout. “Hey, big guy. Long time no see.” The reptile licked her hand in response. “Be careful, okay? I know how much you like lighting me on fire, but don't this time. I'm not in the mood to get fried by another one of your fire breaths,” she said harshly. The dragon made a soft whining sound and lowered its gaze. “Come on, Fang.” She walked into the darkness and clicked accept to the warning.
 
   The world froze around her for a moment before moving again. The stairs continued down for what felt like ages, though her leviathan abilities allowed her to still see. She glanced about on occasion, expecting something to attack, but nothing happened. Finally she saw torches down below and heard yelling and shouting. She began picking up the pace and grinned. “It's time!”
 
   At the bottom of the stairs were a handful of large demons, though heavily wounded. The ground was littered with dozens of their corpses. She stepped forward and glanced about. “Wow...” she whispered. “It's true...” She stooped down to examine one of the demons. The creature had been stabbed and had a few small round holes all over its body. “Swords and ray spells. Ohhhh!” She jumped to her feet and ran down the hall.
 
   Yelling and the sound of metal clashing greeted her. She came to a large open chamber, carved from the obsidian stones, filled with angels and demons fighting. There was a large hole near the top of the chamber where more and more angels flew in from. The demons had constructed walls and barricades, though they were quickly losing ground and being pushed into the tunnel she came through.
 
   The most impressive sights were the giants fighting in the front lines. Angels over twenty feet tall, with weapons and armor that glittered like jewels, cleaved through the demon hordes with ease. Their only opposition were massive demons, horned behemoths with claws like steel and teeth like diamonds. While the majority of the fighters were her size, the largest ones tore through the lines like unstoppable beasts of destruction. She let out a soft squeal of delight. “Okay, remember. Careful. Remember your training,” she said to herself before lightly jogging to the front line. “Don't let them surround you. Don't take too much damage, need to be ready for the second part. I can't believe I get to relieve a fight from the actual war! Real angels and demons! They... oh... my...” Her mouth fell open at the next sight.
 
   One of the angels held up their hands and a large pentagram formed in front of them. A moment later a golden bull charged out from it and tore through the demon lines. As the bull charged forward, one of the demons held out its hand and large tentacles formed from the arm. They wrapped around the beast and picked it up, before hurtling it back and shattering it against the wall of the cavern.
 
   “S-summoning magic! Transformation magic! It's really here! They do exist in the game!” Asura hopped up and down in excitement, clapping her hands together. “Hee hee, just you wait! One day I'll learn them! I'll learn all of them!” she yelled and charged forward. Behind her the little dragon flapped its wings and followed after. She went to the front lines, swinging her blade at the nearest angel. It brought up its own sword to block it, but her sword sliced clean through to the angel beneath. She struck the neck, instantly killing the man. “Awesome. He was right, kill-points work for these ones. Hup!” she said and took to the air to avoid a ground strike. She snapped her fingers. “Now!”
 
   A moment later her dragon opened its mouth and red hot flames burst out, enveloping a number of the angels. As soon as the flames died she landed in their midst and began cleaving through them once again. The smaller angels around her were soon dispatched. One of the larger ones turned to her and charged.
 
   “Bring it on, big guy,” she said before charging as well. It brought its sword down on her head, but she easily brought both her blades up to catch between them. Still, the force was so powerful it dropped her down to one knee. “Ow... son of a... damn. I guess your blade can withstand Excalibur. Well, let's try this!” She rolled to the side when the massive angel tried to cleave through her again. Jumping to her feet, the smaller angel charged forward and sliced across the giant warriors feet, freezing them in ice.
 
   “Take that!” Asura yelled before flying up and plunging the blade into the giant angel's chest. She cut a line up through the shoulder and then across the skull. The humanoid burst into a shower of red sparkles and she let out a victorious yell. “Hah! I wi-- ugh!” She was sent hurtling down to the ground. Her back smoked a little from where all the ray spells hit her. “Owie.” She looked about at the multitude of angels still standing. “Well, we have a lot of work to do. Come on!” she yelled and charged forward, her dragon at her side.
 
   The two fought through the opposing forces, her body soon dripping with sweat as exhaustion threatened to overtake her. Soldier by soldier the angels were pushed back, their numbers streaming from the tunnel in the back slowly decreasing. The demons fell as well, their numbers dwindling as the fight went on, forcing Asura to try her best to keep them from being overwhelmed. Finally, after her muscles had become so sore she could barely hold her sword, angels stopped flowing in from the tunnel and she managed to quickly eliminate the rest of their numbers. The moment they were gone she turned and ran the way she came. “Hurry up!” she yelled to her dragon.
 
   Asura barely managed to make it into the tunnel before the chamber began shaking. The hole the angels came through suddenly exploded and smoke shot out to envelope the demons. She gulped and watched the smog, waiting for it to clear.
 
   After a few minutes she could make out shapes in the thick smoke. A half dozen normal angels were standing, the bodies of the demons littering the room. Behind them stood a large angel, much like the goliathan ones she had already fought, except his armor was encrusted with precious gems, gold and lines of blue lights moved throughout each crack in the armor, repairing them. She took a deep breath.
 
   “Wow... that must be Samael,” She glanced to the dragon. “He's one of the high angels. Well, he was. Back in the lore of the game. He actually fell in this battle and... why am I even telling you this?” she asked before shaking her head. “Not like you can even understand it. Okay, here's how this is going.” She moved besides the dragon and motioned to the large angel. “I need you to keep him distracted. Defensive style. Try to avoid attacks, but keep him from fighting with me.” She smiled and gently patted the dragon's snout. “This is what our training was for. If you can keep him distracted long enough for me to defeat the others, we can win this. I just need a few minutes to rest.” She dropped to the ground and wiped the sweat from her face. Fortunately, the large angel didn't move and, after the exhaustion leaked from her body, she got to her feet. She tapped on the air a few times and a small satchel formed on her hip. “Break!” she said before drawing both her blades and charged forward.
 
   The six smaller angels readied their weapons. Samael lifted his right hand towards the girl, but was suddenly knocked back when a small black blur slammed into his face. Her dragon bit and clawed at the large angel's face before flying off, drawing him away.
 
   Asura held out her hands. “Ray burst!” Rays shot out and enveloped the winged fighters, knocking them back. “Fireball!” Flames shot out from her hands and surrounded the angels again as they cried out. She jumped back and readied her blade when two of the angels burst from the smoke and flew straight at her. She held out her hand and smirked. “Ice shield.” A wall of ice formed in front of her right as the angels closed in. One veered off, but the other slammed into it face first. She stabbed out with her sword, cutting through the ice and beheading the angel so it disappeared into red sparkles. “Whew. One down, five to go.”
 
   She shrieked and stepped to the right when a ray shot by her head. “Easy!” One of the angels dived at her, slashing down. She brought her own sword up to catch the blade and her left hand shot up to stab right under the chin. With it stunned, she quickly stepped to the left and jammed her sword through its chest. It disappeared into red sparkles a moment later.
 
   “Two do-- grrk!” Pain shot through her back when another one of the humanoids blind sided her. She quickly ran to the right towards the wall. The four angels pursued her. When she came to the wall she jumped and ran up it, her wings flapping. She went a few feet before pushing off and flying back over the angels. Her blade whistled through the air and she quickly dispatched two of the angels, their bodies disappearing in a flurry of red sparkles as their heads followed suit a moment later.
 
   “Heal!” she yelled and she put her hand to her chest, the cut on her back disappearing. “Heh, you guys aren't so bad. I don't see w--” She was interrupted as a loud shriek tore through the chamber. She turned in time to see her dragon fall to the ground, its left wing gone. “Oh, right. Just a little longer!” she yelled and turned back to the other two. She brought her sword up, blocking another slash before she stabbed into the angel's chest with her dagger. “Ray burst!” She let go of the dagger and sent powerful bursts of light into its chest.
 
   It disappeared and she charged through the sparkles at the final one, grabbing the dagger as the body disappeared around it. She heard the pained screams of her dragon from behind her, but she only let it slow her for a moment. “Guiding blade!” she yelled. Her blades seemed to move of their own accord and slashed into the angel as fast as lightning, zipping in and around its defenses. She heard another pained shriek from behind. A shadow fell over her moments after her attack stopped. She plunged her sword into the stunned angel's skull before more pain shot through her own back.
 
   Asura was sent hurtling forward, sailing through the sparkles of the fallen angel, and hitting the wall opposite her. She groaned and she glanced at her HP, cringing as the hit almost cut it in half. “Hit hard, don't you? Ice shield!” Ice formed in front of her, barely blocking Samael's blade. Her eyes widened as she looked past him, seeing the red crystal on the ground, representing the fallen Fang. However, she didn't have any time to focus on him, only having a few seconds to fly up before the ice wall fell and Samael's blade pierced the wall behind her. “Eesh! Careful!”
 
   “You will die, demon!” the massive angel yelled before holding out his hand. “Ray burst!”
 
   “Ice shield!” she screamed and the water formed, catching the torrent of rays. It only held a few seconds before two of the beams shot through and cut into her side, knocking her health down by another third. “How do you hit so hard? Greater heal!” she yelled and put a hand to her chest, her health shooting up. Unfortunately, her MP was nearly gone. “Okay, easy big guy.” She dove down and landed behind him. “It's just you and me. No more distractions.”
 
   Samael turned and brought his sword down, a strike powerful enough to cleave her in half. She caught the blade between both of hers, the force driving her to her knees. “Ugh... c-careful,” she whispered before lunging forward and rolling between the angel's legs, his sword slamming into the ground behind her. She quickly jumped to her feet and stabbed her sword up, into the angel's back. It cut clean through his armor and out through the other side, before she tore it out through the angel's left side.
 
   Asura jumped backwards before the larger angel whipped around and attempted to cleave her in half with his massive blade. “Holy... stay down! Why don't you... oh come on.”
 
   “Greater heal!” Samael said before his wounds healed.
 
   “That's no fair! Only I'm supposed to be able to-- GAH!” She jumped to the right, the charging angel swinging with a powerful downward strike. The blade cut through the obsidian tiles, all the way to the hilt. “Yes! Try swinging... oh... hell...” She whimpered when the massive angel ripped it out from the floor in a single movement. “That's not fair!” She reached into her satchel and pulled out a potion, downing it quickly. Her MP refilled and she readied herself. “Bring it on.”
 
   Samael struck at Asura yet again while she ducked around the blade. She moved in close, practically standing on his toes before stabbing him the thigh. She quickly weaved in between his legs to get at his back, striking at whatever she could as she struggled to keep him from being in a position to counter attack.
 
   He suddenly spread out his wings and her eyes widened. “NO! Don't you dare!” she yelled before jumping up and grabbing him around the waist. They took up into the air together, her still holding on tightly. “Damn... it!” she yelled as she lost her dagger. “Hold... STILL!” Her sword shot up and stabbed into the base of the wings. They locked up for a moment until she jammed the blade back and forth. “GET! DOWN!” Finally, the blade cleaved straight through and removed the left wing entirely. Without the means of flight, the two crashed to the ground.
 
   Unable to hold on, the smaller angel tumbled along the ground a few yards before stopping. Pain flowed through her body, especially her side, and she glanced down. Her fallen dagger was lodged into her hip. “Go figure,” she said with a growl before yanking it out, letting out a hiss of pain.
 
   Samael was slowly getting to his feet and put his hand to his chest. Asura let out a growl, “Oh no you don't!” she yelled before sheathing her dagger and reaching into her satchel. She yanked out two potions and chugged them both. The wounds across her body healed and her speed increased dramatically, allowing her to get into its face in mere moments. Her left hand moved through the air rapidly as the sheathed dagger changed to a sword and she pulled it out. Her blades flashed through the air, almost too fast to see as she cut through the larger angel, fire and ice coating the massive angel while he struggled to fight back.
 
   Asura fae-stepped behind the man when he attempted to cleave through her, and she stabbed upwards with both blades. She sliced through his body, cutting through his armor before he could whip around. His hand struck her across the chest, sending her flying back and into the wall. Pain shot through her body, but she ignored it. “I'm not going to lose!” she yelled before shoving off the wall and charging him again. He tried to cleave through her, but she ducked under the blade so it flew over and then jumped up. “DIEEEEE!” she screamed before she brought both blades together under him and slashed up, cleaving all the way up and through to his head.
 
   “GAHHHHH!” Samael yelled before falling to his knees. “You... you demon bitch. I'm-”
 
   Asura tossed both weapons aside before diving down and grabbing him around the head. “Hell fire,” she said as the flames erupted from her hands and enveloped him. He let out a scream as the flames burned away his body, but she didn't stop. “Rapture!” White light enveloped him and the force of the attack threatened to send her flying.
 
   Samael gripped his blade and stabbed straight into her stomach, eliciting a cry of pain as her HP plummeting.
 
   “I-I'm... I'm not done... Heaven's blizzard!” Large shards of ice enveloped the man even as he fell back, though he twisted the blade in her stomach. “J-just... jut DIE! Seelie's torment!” She screamed as green magic enveloped the man, cutting through his armor and slicing away his remaining wing. Still he did not fall as the blade twisted and turned in her stomach, her HP almost gone as his other hand reached up to grab and twist her wings, nearly tearing one off.
 
   “Not... not... done... Dark echo,” she said softly. Black magic coated every inch of the larger angel. The two screamed in unison before Asura fell to the ground, on her side, pain in almost every inch of her body. The sword in her stomach slowly disappeared in a flurry of red sparkles as the larger angel began to do the same.
 
   She lay there, unable to move as her breathing turned ragged. “Oh god... I feel like every part of my body has been run through a rin... rin... blarggggg.” She groaned before rolling onto her stomach and threw up. Her stomach retched as she convulsed, trembling on her knees. “Oh god... what's--” Her stomach rose up in objection once again, scattering its contents across the floor.
 
   Once the pain subsided she rolled onto her side and groaned. Slowly she pulled her knees up to her chest and hugged herself, taking deep breaths. “Okay... okay... you're okay. Just... urg... just need to calm down. Too much... ugh... sometimes this all gets a little too realistic,” she whispered before rolling away from the mess on the floor. “Going to take a very long bath after this...” She slowly climbed to her feet and looked around. The room was empty, except a handful of demons who stood and stared at her. “F-fang?” she called out, looking around. The crystal was gone. With shaking hands, she reached up to open her inventory.
 
   The dragon's egg was there, waiting to be hatched. She let out an angry scream of frustration, punching the nearest thing she could, which happened to be one of the demons. It merely stared down at her.
 
   “Great and powerful Asura, you have defeated Samael, one of our greatest enemies,” the large demon in thick red and black armor said. Held in his hands was a thick column of obsidian. “Allow me to give you a gift worthy of your strength.” The demon plunged the pillar into the ground, like a nail. After a few moments cracks formed along the length of it and pieces of obsidian fell to the ground. A long, thin obsidian pole was revealed under the crumbling stones. 
 
   She reached out and grabbed the pole, yanking it free. The obsidian holder crumbled, revealing a black blade etched with red runes. The runes glowed blood red, while the blade itself absorbed the light around it. She admired the blade and let out a low whistle. “Tonbogiri... Heh. Five classes mastered. One to go...” She glanced down and rubbed her stomach. She thought she'd feel excitement, but all she felt was empty. “At least the nausea is gone... I should probably report it.” She brought up the menu and started clicking. She was midway through the report before stopping.
 
   She closed the option and shook her head. “No... it's... it's probably just a problem with being logged in for so long. Sensations are becoming too accurate. If I report it they might try to get me to stop playing, possibly reporting to the provider. If mom and dad think there are any issues...” Her stomach jumped again so she reached down and gently patted it. “N-no. I'm not... that's not going to happen... I'm not going to lose this. I won't...” she whispered.
 
   She brought up her inventory one last time, slowly tapping on the egg before it appeared in her hands. It was oddly cool, almost lifeless, just waiting to be hatched. Memories of Fang filtered in her mind. While she rarely used him, he was still a part of her. Her pet.
 
   She finally sighed and wiped away a tear. “I... I guess this is goodbye. It's better this way. I... I won't be alive much longer. Now you won't have to be alone.” She softly placed the egg on the ground, pulling her hands away. It asked if she wanted to discard the item and she slowly pressed yes. With a heavy sigh, she got to her feet and turned. She knew once she left, the building and everything in it would disappear. But she decided that, just this once, she wouldn't believe it.
 
   As she walked out into the world, she chose to believe the room would never disappear. That the egg would stand as her pet's gravestone forever. Long after she was gone.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 18
 
    
 
   Age: 20 years, 3 months
 
   Asher sat in a black, empty room. The only thing with him were three small brown chairs, one of which he sat in. He whispered to himself while waiting, occasionally glancing up towards a small display, but the message didn't blink.
 
   “Come on mom, dad... hurry it up,” he said while his foot tapped on the ground nervously. He leaned back in the chair, far enough it would have toppled over if the programing would allow it. Finally, a small message popped up from his parents and he gulped. “O-okay Asher. You can do this. You're strong. You're brave. You've taken down monsters that most people have never even seen up close. They're just your parents and t-they'll understand...” He hugged his knees to his chest and waited. Any minute they'd arrive.
 
   Another small message popped up, warning him of their imminent arrival and he quickly put his legs down. “Okay. Here they come, deep breaths.” With a sudden sparkle, his parents appeared in the chairs in front of him. “H-hi mom. Hi dad.” He lowered his gaze to the ground.
 
   “Asher, what's wrong?” his mother asked before getting to her feet, taking a step forward before stopping.
 
   “I... I have something important to tell you. It's...” Asher choked on the words and fidgeted in his chair. “I know I'm dying. I have less than a year before... before it's all over. All the machines keeping me alive, I know they won't work forever. Before I die, I want you to know what I've been doing. What I've done.”
 
   “Is this about your games?” his father asked.
 
   “Yes,” he said before getting to his feet and moving towards the back of the room. He tapped on one of the walls and it turned blue. “I wanted to tell you why I decided not to... be put down,” he said with another sigh. “I'm going to show you.”
 
   A moment later the wall was covered with images. Pictures of the great beasts they'd slaughtered, pictures of his friends and, most importantly, pictures of Asura. Her angel, demon, leviathan, dragon and fae forms, each with different armors and master weapons. “This is what I've been doing.”
 
   “Pictures of your game?” his mother asked before exchanging confused looks with his father.
 
   Asher shook his head. “No. Not just... the game. It's what I've done in the game. This is who I am,” he said before motioning to his character and sighed. “I go by the name Asura. I am one of the most famous characters in the world. I've killed monsters no one else has been able to. Explored locations no one else could find. If I had more time, I could have even become a professional player in the game. This is what I've spent my last years doing. Practicing, training, all in order to do one thing.”
 
   “You play a woman?” his father asked with wide eyes.
 
   Asher stopped before shaking his head. “Never mind. This was stupid. I really thought I could just... I just want to do something with my life, okay?” he yelled before turning to them, the two leaning back from the sudden outburst. “I can't do anything, I can't be anything in the real world! Here, I can! I can do whatever I want! I can become someone people admire and look up to, not someone they feel bad for! Not someone they pity!”
 
   His father slowly leaned forward. He opened his mouth a few times, but didn't say anything. Finally, he nodded. “I understand, son. I've told you before, all we want is for you to be happy. If this... game makes you happy, we won't try to stop you. I'm just confused as to why you didn't tell us sooner.”
 
   “I... well... just...” Asher's face turned red before he tapped on the wall and the images disappeared. “I didn't want you two to think I was weird because I was playing a girl. I-it's not because I'm doing anything creepy with it. It's just... I... I wanted to be anyone, but me.” He clenched his hands into fists. “Being Asura has been... amazing. I get to do so much. See so much. I can travel the world.” His right hand moved up to gently rub his other arm. “I'm sorry I never told you what I was doing but... I'm telling you now. I want you to see what it is I've been working on with my little bit of time. I didn't want to keep this from you, forever...”
 
   His mother nodded before standing back up, walking over and giving him a tight hug. “Oh, Asher. We understand. If this is what you want to do, what you plan to do, we'll support it. Always.”
 
   He smiled and hugged her back. “Thanks, mom, dad. It really means a lot to me that you understand. I uhhh... I've really done a lot in it, actually. I'm one of only about a hundred players who will have a chance at a sixth, and final, mastery this year. I'm going to try it, as soon as I have the chance,” he said. “If I make it, and my belief is correct, I'll be one of the most famous players in the game.”
 
   “That's nice, dear,” his mother said before slowly pulling from the hug and walking back to his father. The two shared another concerned look.
 
   After a moment his dad let out a sigh and smiled. “So, tell us about some of the things you've done. How about that big dragon thing? Is that the... boss?”
 
   His face lit up as he tapped on the wall a few times until Niohoggr appeared on the wall. “Oh, it's not just a boss. It's a legendary, nearly invincible boss. Me and my friends were the first to ever defeat it, and we barely succeeded earlier this year. So, what happened was...”
 
    
 
   ------ 
 
    
 
   Asher leaned back in the chair after his parents finally logged out. He held his chest and softly chuckled. After a few moments he tapped on the menus before giving B4hamutt a call. He quickly enabled Asura's voice filter as well.
 
   “How did it go?” the dragon asked instantly.
 
   “Great. I feel amazing. I can't believe I've finally told them everything,” he said before beginning to log into LRVR.
 
   “So you told them about me, too?” B4hamutt asked with a chuckle.
 
   “I... uhhh... sorta.” Asher made a soft squeak before looking down. “Hold on, I'm logging in.” His body and the world around him disappeared, replaced by a featureless black void, before he reappeared as Asura. She was laying in her nice, warm bed. “I... told them. But my dad looked so startled I just kind of laughed it off. Mom said I was obviously joking and I didn't correct them. Sorry, h-how mad are you?”
 
   “I'm not mad, I'm just disappointed. I did tell you that you could leave that out, but if you wanted to tell them you should have stuck with it. Did you tell them about, well...”
 
   “Just disappointed? That's harsh,” Asura said before hopping out of her bed. “That I'm going to be dead, pretty much guaranteed before the next event? No. I want them to think my goal is still... achievable. Even if I can't do that, there are still things I want to do.” She moved to her desk and took out a brush. “I feel... happy when I'm here. I want to enjoy it as long as I can. I want to have all of you, as long as I can.”
 
   “I know. What do you want to do tonight? I don't have work in the morning, so I can do as much as you like.”
 
   She sighed and slowly looked through her clothing options. “I want to go to the neutral territories. Get something to eat. Not think about the war or monsters or anything. Just... hang out for a bit. Skyth is still looking into the angel special boss, right?”
 
   “Yeah. She has a few ideas of where it could be, she's been looking into them the last few days. Nothing major yet,” B4hamutt said, then let out a grunt. She couldn't help but smile, as she imagined him trying to find the right outfit to wear for her.
 
   “Neutral territories. There's a nice little NPC shop where we can pick up some delicious desserts. I feel like just eating a bunch of sweets today,” Asura said before a dress formed in her hands. It was backless and went down to her ankles. It was coated in liquid rubies, making the dress seem to almost ripple as it sparked a brilliant red. The front was a little low cut as well, perfect for showing off a small amulet, bearing her angel wing crest. She then pulled out a pair of matching elbow-length gloves.
 
   “Really? You know, you're going to ruin your supper like that,” he said with a chuckle. “I'll meet you on the roof in about twenty minutes, okay?”
 
   “Deal,” Asura said and the call ended. She started getting dressed. Technically she could have the clothes just appear on her, but she didn't want to. She sighed softly as she enjoyed the feel of the fabric moving on her skin while she slowly slid it on. She blushed while she soon looked at herself in the mirror and smiled. “It... is a lot more fun getting dressed for someone else, isn't it?” she said to her reflection before letting out another sigh. She put her hands on the desk and nearly fell over.
 
   Her breathing stopped and her heart beat erratically. The fear of failing, of knowing she would die before she could get a chance to master the sixth class, crashed in on her all at once as she fell to her knees. Tears formed in her eyes and her entire body trembled.
 
   “No... it's fine,” she whispered to herself. “I'm fine. It doesn't matter. I'm with my friends. I'm not alone. I'm not ALONE!” she yelled before slamming both fists down on the desk. After a few moments of panic, she finally managed to force the wave back and breath again. She focused on the evenings plans, the time she'd spend with B4hamutt. Told herself that was all that mattered.
 
    
 
   ------ 
 
    
 
   Asura gulped and held her arms wrapped around her stomach, occasionally glancing towards the doorway. From her vantage point, on top of the fortress of Everlight, she could see the war raging below. The attacking force was just enough to ensure the defenses were still there, but most the casual fighters had given up for the time being.
 
   A number of people stared at her when they passed, her dress obviously not meant for combat. The only racial trait she had on were her wings. It still didn't stop people from eying her. She couldn't deny, she loved the extra attention, but she still wished he'd hurry up.
 
   B4hamutt finally made his way up the stairs and stopped, staring at her. She blushed and returned the gesture. For one of the first times she'd ever seen, he didn't look like a dragon. He was as tall and muscular as ever, but he had the body of an angel. Literally. His tuxedo was a dazzling white, studded with diamond buttons. His hair was long and tied back in a ponytail. They locked eyes for a moment before looking away.
 
   “So, uhhh, what's he special occasion? You're always so... scaled,” Asura asked before lowering her gaze, her cheeks heating.
 
   The other angel moved over and gently put a hand under her chin, making her look up at him. After a few seconds he leaned in and kissed her and they both closed their eyes. With a gentle hold of her shoulders he finally pulled away. “I wanted tonight to be special. Besides, I thought you might enjoy the look. Not to mention, if we try anything else tonight, it might be nice for you not to have my scales digging into your body. Even if I know you like it.”
 
   Asura's face turned bright red and she punched him in the shoulder. “You... don't... gahhh! Let's just go!” she said with a hiss before turning and jumping off the roof. Within moments the two were flying from the fortress. They flew to the upper limits of the world, the clouds swirling by as the air got colder and thinner. When they came closer to the neutral territories, she felt her hand get squeezed. She looked to B4hamutt and smiled. “Couldn't resist holding my hand, huh?”
 
   “I'd hold other parts of you, but it's dangerous when we're flying,” he said with a smile.
 
   “Heh, you... oh, great. We got incoming,” she groaned and motioned to three players flying towards them.
 
   “Huh? Who are they?”
 
   “Raiders,” Asura said. “They move around outside the neutral zones. They won't attack once we're in, since they'll get both sides of the war on their butts. But outside it they'll attack anyone who moves. Think we should take them out?”
 
   “No, three of them,” B4hamutt said quickly. “I don't want to ruin my suit, either. Let's just lose them in the cloud cover.”
 
   “Ruin your... fighting won't ruin it,” Asura said with a quick laugh. “I think you're just lazy and afraid to fight a bunch of... huh. I wonder how many masteries they have. They might even have five, like us.”
 
   “Maybe, I'd rather not find out. We're almost to neutral lands, anyway,” he said before tugging on her hand and the two descended rapidly. The wind blew by them, whistling through their feathers and hair. Asura glanced back and saw the three trying to chase, but giving up quickly. It was near impossible to keep up with such a dive without going in one themselves, and even harder to pull up from one correctly while in pursuit.
 
   Once the raiders disappeared from view, the two pulled up and flew straight, gliding over trees until they saw a big brown wall. “There's the wall of Orphan Gully,” Asura said before glancing to him. “How about we head north and head to Diacoz?”
 
   “Sounds good,” B4hamutt said before the two flew up, and over the wall. Down below, near the wall, they could see a few players mingling about and chatting away in the small outpost. “I'll never understand why everyone goes here.”
 
   “Because it's the main entrance,” she said with a smile. “If you have business in the neutral lands, not much point to going deeper than you have to. This is the best place to find a few people, after all. If you want to find a group.”
 
   “So, why do you want to go to Diacoz? It's just a bunch of farm land.”
 
   “Because the cheese delights they have there are amazing! Didn't you hear? They've finally added pizza as a purchasable treat. Do you have any idea how long it's been since I've had pizza?”
 
   The other angel cringed. “P-pizza? I... I can't eat any of that. I'm lactose intolerant. If I do that I'll... well...”
 
   “It's a game. It's not real.” Asura burst into another soft chuckle. “I can't believe I have to remind you. Come on, we can enjoy our first pizza as a couple. I promise not to laugh if it makes you gassy.”
 
   B4hamutt turned bright red and looked away. “It's not... it doesn't... fine. Let's go get your pizza.” He flapped his wings faster, taking great care not to look at her. She smiled at him, squeezing his hand as they went.
 
   “I'm happy I'm with you...” she whispered.
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “Nothing,” she said with a blush. She remained quiet until she caught sight of fields and barns off in the distance. “We're almost there! We'll be passing over the farms soon! Hee hee!”
 
   “I can't believe how fast these wings make us,” B4hamutt said with an exasperated sigh. “I kinda wish I'd chosen them over dragon to begin with. The combat advantage is nice, but all this cut in travel time is just amazing.”
 
   She snickered. “See? You should have just leveled up with me. It's fine though, we needed a tank after all. I doubt you could heal at all.”
 
   “Hmph, healing is easy,” he said before starting his descent towards the small town as it appeared. “I'll just do what you do. Charge in, swinging a sword, and occasionally toss out a heal if no one has died yet.”
 
   “I did a lot more than that!” she said with a glare. They touched down after a few moments and she looked around, pulling away from him. The town was small, only a few buildings, a prison and a handful of shops. She looked around before pointing towards a small stone building with a cut-out of a barrel over the door. “There! That's probably the diner.”
 
   “We got dressed up... for this?” He cringed when a rat ran by. “No.”
 
   “What? But it has pizza! Just because it looks like a slum, doesn't mean--”
 
   “No,” he said again before grabbing her hand and flying off, dragging her behind him.
 
   “H-hey! Where are we going?” she shrieked, flapping her wings to keep up.
 
   “You'll see.”
 
    
 
   ------ 
 
    
 
   Asura blushed while she sat in her chair. The entire building, tables and furniture seemed to be carved from ivory, with a single golden candle glowing between them. Unsurprisingly, there were a number of other players in the restaurant, though they had a window view. Said window was slightly ajar, letting the soft summer breeze blow in from outside and ruffle their wings. “I didn't think you knew places like this,” she said sheepishly. “Especially not in the neutral lands.”
 
   “I don't,” he said with a smirk. “But, with someone so special, I figured I'd have to take the extra effort.”
 
   “How much gold is this costing you?”
 
   “Not telling.” He reached out to take her hand in his, stroking it gently. “I have enough and I can always get more. The blush and smile on your face, though? That is much harder to acquire. You're usually making me blush.”
 
   Asura squirmed and squeezed his hand. “How on earth... never mind. Let's just celebrate, okay? To telling my parents and not having them get mad.” She reached out and took her drink, filled with a red wine known as Fae's blood. They clinked their glasses together.
 
   The world around her disappeared. Everything turned black and silent as she stood, floating in the void. She tried moving her arms and calling out, but nothing could be heard or felt. Panic began to rise and she tried touching the menus, but nothing. She finally realized where she was as she felt panic bubble up within her.
 
   Asura was in the real world. She was Asher again. He couldn't feel, couldn't see, couldn't move. They'd disconnected him from the game. Why? His blood ran cold as the only answer he could think of filled his mind. It was time. They were going to execute him. If he was able to breath on his own he'd have started breathing faster. He struggled to move, even the slightest. Tried to blink, gurgle, beg for mercy, though even if he could he couldn't feel or hear it.
 
   It felt like hours before something flashed into his vision. 'Connection lost, re-establishing.'
 
   Then, as quickly as it begun, she reappeared in her chair. Her drink was sitting, undisturbed, on the table. Her arms wrapped around herself, her body shaking violently. “O-oh god... I just...”
 
   B4hamutt didn't notice, he seemed to be talking to someone, though no sound came out. He looked surprisingly pale. After a few seconds of her return, his hand tapped the air and he jumped to his feet. “Asura? What's wrong?” He gripped her shoulders, she could feel he was shaking just as badly as her. “Is something going on in the real world? You were gone almost ten minutes.”
 
   “T-ten minutes?” she asked softly before shaking her head. “I-I don't know. I-I think they decided to pull the plug. To finish me off. I-I don't know why. I-I guess my parents were more upset t-than I thought...” Tears began to flood her face before she stood up. “I-I need to go. I-”
 
   Suddenly she found herself pulled into his chest, his warmth enveloping her. “Easy girl, easy,” he whispered and stroked her back. “You were only gone about ten minutes. I bet the connection just cut out or someone tripped on the cord. You're not dead. Your parents aren't going to finish you off like this.”
 
   “B-but, I just... I told them today. They're angry, they're going to kill me. I know it. They don't want me to k-keep playing Asura.” She sobbed and felt the panic bubble up inside her.
 
   He shook his head as his hand moved up behind her head, gently patting it. “Shhhh... it's okay. It's okay. They aren't going to do that. You aren't going to die like that. Your parents wouldn't go through all this just to cut you off now,” he whispered before leaning down and kissing her forehead. “You told me about them. How much they care about you and look out for you. They wouldn't just let you die now because you play this character. Okay?”
 
   Asura trembled against him, but slowly his words sunk in. She let out a soft sigh before smiling to him. “You're... you're right. They wouldn't. Someone probably just... just tripped on it or something.”
 
   He nodded and continued to stroke her head. “There, see? It's all okay. Just relax. We'll order our food and have a nice date, okay?”
 
   “Y-yes,” she whispered before looking up to him. “You... said you don't have work tomorrow, right?”
 
   “Probably not, just on-call.”
 
   “Then... can you stay on with me, today? Just... as long as you can?”
 
   He nodded before kissing her once more on the lips. “Of course. I won't go anywhere without you...”
 
   She hugged him tight one last time, content that, at least if she did pass away, she wouldn't be alone when it happened.
 
    
 
   ------ 
 
    
 
   Asura's death didn't come, at least not yet. Days passed until, finally, she found herself hiding amongst dirt and rubble, staring up at an obsidian fortress, a darker replica of Everlight. Dark clouds hovered high overhead, tossing torrents of rain down on them. “So, that's Voidhall?” she asked.
 
   “That's it,” B4hamutt whispered. The main entrance was already under assault, albeit only with a small force. “This will be difficult, so keep an eye out for the siege weapons.”
 
   She nodded. “I know. It's been so long since we've done something like this. Excited?”
 
   “And nervous. If we fail, that's it. The rest of the assault fails as well.”
 
   She grinned and reached out to squeeze his hand. “I know. We'll be fine though. If anyone can do it, we can.”
 
   “Oh, gag,” Skyth grumbled. “Why don't you two keep the make out sessions to when you're home?”
 
   Asura's cheeks flared up. “We aren't, we weren't, we were just, I was just helping him calm down!”
 
   “Sure you were,” Scalios said with a snicker. “Please try to remember that we are on a mission here.”
 
   “I know,” Asura said angrily. “Okay, let's go. Remember, Scales, you take up the rear. You're the only one without the demon's stealth, so we don't want to risk you alerting them to the rest of us.”
 
   “Don't worry, I got it. Let's go!” Scalios said before they looked to each other and nodded. One by one, they all disappeared into the shadows, aside from him. Asura activated her party finder, allowing her to see the outlines of the others before they took to the air and began their approach of Voidhall. She glanced back to the forested area they left behind, though it looked completely empty. She smiled at the thought of the dozens, possibly hundreds of players hiding in stealth, underground or any other assortment of locations throughout the trees.
 
   The five approached as low to the ground as they could fly, struggling to stay in the shadows, each solid ray of light revealing them for a few seconds. They soon disappeared within the shadow of the fortress and flew straight up. She skimmed by the windows and glanced inside, frowning at the people she saw within. “There are a few people inside...”
 
   “There is bound to be,” Scalios said with a sigh. “I wouldn't be surprised to see a few dozen. Once they realize what we're trying, there will be a lot more.”
 
   Asura nodded before they cleared the roof and landed. A few NPC guards stood on the top, but they were quickly dispatched. The five looked around nervously, but nothing was there. “I thought this would be harder...”
 
   “We haven't penetrated their defenses yet,” B4hamutt said before moving to the doorway. “Once we go inside, the alarms will go off. Remember, we'll be--”
 
   “We know what we'll be doing,” Asura said as she moved up behind him. “Come on, the longer we wait, the more chances of someone coming out here to leave the fortress.
 
   The dragon nodded and pushed open the door and the five charged inside. For a second, the world froze around them, before movement returned. They charged down the stairs into a large hallway. “Okay, separate!” B4hamutt yelled. “Keep moving, don't stop unless you find the siege master! Go!” He exited at the top of the stairs while the others continued down. Each level one left them, running into the floor. NPCs and a few lower level players barred their way, but were quickly cut down. On the fourth floor down, Asura ran into the hall.
 
   “Okay, I'm in. I haven't seen any high level resistance yet, anyone else?” Asura asked before her dagger blocked and then cleaved through an NPC's axe.
 
   “Nothing yet,” Andremedia said, though her breathing was fast. “Resistance seems fairly light.”
 
   “Won't be for long,” B4hamutt said with a grunt. “Reinforcements should start arriving any moment, so be prepared for masters. Keep going!”
 
   Asura nodded and ran down the halls, peeping into rooms as she went. A few players quickly disappeared, though she didn't try to stop them. She neared the end of the hall when a she heard someone call out from behind her.
 
   “Asura!”
 
   She turned, a large demon stood at the end of the hall, his polearm held with the blade near the ground. “I've been waiting a long time for this. I'm sure you recognize me, it's time we finish our rivalry.”
 
   She stared for a few moments before enabling local speak. “Star?”
 
   “W-what? No! Caelite!” he yelled, his hands quivering now. “You... you do remember me, don't you? You crushed me back before I had my masteries? It was... you really don't remember?”
 
   “I'm sorry,” Asura said before glancing to the side. “I used to fight a lot of people. Were you one of my bounties?”
 
   The demon's eye twitched. “Yes! My entire guild, we, gah! Never mind!” he yelled before charging at her and thrusting his spear at her head. Her dagger shot out, deflecting the blow before she turned and ran. “What? Get back here you coward!”
 
   “Sorry, can't!” she yelled before re-enabled her party speak. “Okay, I've encountered a master level player. I don't know if he just arrived, but I think he did. Expect company. I'll try to lose him!” She said before lifting her sword up, snuffing out the candles as she ran.
 
   “There are a few! I think I've found where they are holding the siege master. Third floor down,” Andremedia said, before letting out a cry. A moment later her gasping breath could be heard. “I-I'm out. Ow. I had to escape through a window. Oh sh--”
 
   “Media? Media, what happened?” Skyth yelled. Asura turned a corner, melding into the shadows before Caelite ran by. The demon stopped and looked around, a few feet in front of her.
 
   Asura held out her hand. “Ice wall.” It blocked off the hall, before she ran back the way she came down the stairs, fae-stepping through the halls to move faster. She heard pounding on the wall behind her, while the demon struggled to come after her.
 
   “Sorry, back. Ow. Don't try flying out,” Andremedia said with a groan. “I got hit by a catapult amongst other things. Third floor down, it's there. Good luck. I'm respawning back at Everlight.”
 
   “I'm almost to the stairway!” Asura said before turning the corner to the stairs. She froze as players made their way up. “Incoming! I'll try to make my way up, but there are a lot of players!”
 
   “I'm cut off!” Scalios yelled.
 
   She let out a curse before charging up the stair and holding out her hands. “Tornado!” She took the players by surprise before she leaped over their fallen bodies, a moment before turning and holding out both hands. “Ice wall! Okay, Skyth, Mutt, I'm almost to the floor. You two on your way down?”
 
   “Yeah! It's clear up here,” B4hamutt said quickly.
 
   “I'm almost to the stairs, I'll meet you there,” Skyth called. Asura nodded before running up the stairs and onto the targeted floor. She took one step into the hall before being sent hurtling back, twisting through the air before slamming into the wall.
 
   “Owww...” she groaned from the ground, her weapons still clasped firmly in her hands. She slowly raised her head and her mouth fell open. “Star?”
 
   “Asura?” 5t4r asked, staring at her from the opposite end of the crowded hall.
 
   She slowly got to her feet, growling. She tapped the ground twice before appearing in front of him and cleaving down with Excalibur. He brought his own sword up to block it, holding it firmly in both hands. Her left hand moved out, hooking her dagger and its hand guard around his blade and pushing it aside before pulling her sword around. She spun once, cleaving her blade into his side. He let out a gasp of pain and stumbled back, falling to the ground. She took a step closer, but quickly backed away when a polearm was stabbed at her face. She fae-stepped back, readying her guard.
 
   She glanced to the stairs, frowning at the wall of ice that now separated her from her back up. 5t4r groaned before getting to his feet and glaring at her. A quick heal spell and his side was fixed. “Asura, just... just go. There's no way for any of you to break through the fortress's defenses. Why don't you just run away?”
 
   Asura took a small step back. “I... I might die here. But I'm going to take as many of you as I can with me. Especially you,” she growled and narrowed her eyes.
 
   “Really? Are you still that upset about me betraying you guys? It's just a game!” He then glanced to the side. “Oh, right. Umm, Asura, meet Elene. She's my uhh, girlfriend,” he said before motioned to the girl wielding the spear. She wore a black corset and loose black pants. Long fangs jutted up from her mouth, blocking off a portion of her red face, while a single large horn jutted from her forehead.
 
   “Hi, interesting choice of armor,” Asura said nervously as she looked away from the revealing outfit.
 
   “Armor's useless with most the weapons these days,” Elene said before taking a step forward and thrusting out with her spear. Asura's dagger caught it, locked the pole between the blade and handguard, before stepping forward to thrust. Instantly 5t4r's sword was in front of her, forcing her to stumble back to avoid being hit.
 
   “We've got her,” 5t4r said before motioning to the staircase with his head. “Just make sure they don't come in, get the others if you can.” He charged forward, bringing his sword to sweep at her side arm. She caught it with her own, quickly stepping forward to stab him with her dagger, but the spear shot out by his side, forcing her to deflect it with her dagger.
 
   She held out her left hand. “Burst!” The explosion forced the two back from her and she took another step back, frowning. “You've gotten a lot better,” she said grudgingly.
 
   “We play together a lot,” he said before motioning to Elene. “She's really amazing. We even got matching headsets last christmas.”
 
   “Will you stop talking about me to your ex-girlfriend?!” Elene yelled before smacking him on the side with the butt of her spear.
 
   “I'm not his ex!” Asura said instantly, her face bright red. “I never even, with him, ew.”
 
   “What? Hey! What's wrong with me?” 5t4r asked before taking a step back.
 
   “Nothing, just, you're like... I helped train you,” she said awkwardly, gaze lowering. “You're like a little kid. It would be kind of creepy...”
 
   “Because you... wow.” 5t4r shook his head. “You really take this too seriously. It's just a game. Let's just kill her and send her back.”
 
   Asura frowned and leaned forward. When 5t4r charged forward, she fae-stepped behind Elene. The demon spun around and Asura locked the demon's spear up with her sword before stabbing twice into the girl's stomach. She then fae-stepped backward. She let out a shriek when she collided with the wall of demons. “Hellfire!” Black fire burst out from her, enveloping the players and causing them to let out loud, pained screams. She dropped to her knees and swung Excalibur in a wide arc, the blade cleaving through torsos and turning the closest demons to a flurry of red sparkles.
 
   Elene and 5t4r fae-stepped towards her, so she immediately fae-stepped past them to appear on the opposite side of the hall. She quickly tapped the air, re-enabling party chat. “Can you guys hear me?”
 
   “Yes, are you okay?” B4hamutt asked. “Mission is a bust. Too many have arrived, we can't do this. I called off the assault force.”
 
   Asura sighed. “Okay, I'll try to escape. Just a moment, see you soon... one way or another.” She re-enabled local chat. “Star, tell me one thing.”
 
   “What?” he asked as he slowly moved towards her right, as the spear woman moved to her left.
 
   “When did you and her meet?” she asked before taking another step back, quickly losing room
 
   “Ummm, a few weeks before the war even started,” 5t4r said with another blush and looked to the side. “My cousin introduced us and-”
 
   “Okay, so she was a real life girl friend,” Asura said with a smile. “I can forgive that. Fireball!” she cast at him and he tried to cover his face. She then turned left, charging at the woman. Pain shot through her body when a wall of arrows struck her. She crumbled to her knees as pain thrust through her, and she slowly looked to the right. Their audience stood, many holding bows. A hand on her shoulder drew her make to attention.
 
   “Dark echo,” Elene cast, as once again pain shot through Asura's body and she disappeared in a flurry of red sparkles.
 
   The world surrounding Asura was black and empty. She held herself as her eyes watered, the sensation of the arrows and the repeated effect coursing through her, even though the pain bursts had already ended. She took short, ragged breaths until the pain slowly died away, leaving her panting and groaning. “What's... what's happening to me?” she asked, her arms wrapped tight around her stomach. Even now she could still feel the pain flowing through her, long after it should have faded.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 19
 
    
 
   Age: 20 years, 4 months
 
   Weeks passed before Asura and her friends regrouped to take on their third legendary monster. While there were a few incidents with the pain bursts resonating in her, the angel put them out of her mind and tried to ignore them. Skyth had located the angel monster, and B4hamut, Scalios, Asura and Andremedia were flying high above the clouds as they waited for the girl to meet them.
 
   “I hate being so high,” Andremedia whispered and hugged herself. Her colorful fae wings cast rainbows across the clouds when the sunlight passed through them. “I-it's so cold!”
 
   “It's not that cold,” B4hamutt said with a chuckle.
 
   “You only say that because you're a dragon,” Asura said angrily. “Dragons and leviathans are better conditioned for such things. I, on the other hand, keep getting ice in my feathers.”
 
   “I don't know why she's making us wait up here so long,” Scalios said as he looked around. “I understand being paranoid, but come on. There aren't that many people trying to follow us around. There's no way they could have followed us here.”
 
   “I wonder how many people have killed those two bosses now,” Asura said before wrapping her arms tightly around herself.
 
   “No idea,” B4hamutt said with a shrug. “There was only an announcement when we did it, since we were the first. Since we released the information on the second one, there have probably been a few dozen. Oh!” He stopped when a message popped up in front of them.
 
   Skyth invited them into a group, which they quickly accepted. “Sorry I'm late!” she said. “I'll be heading up soon! I figured it out though. Can you guys meet me over Camelot?”
 
   “Huh? Why?” Asura asked before they started flying towards the dragon lands.
 
   “It took me ages to figure out. This boss is hidden in the lore. Remember how Camelot used to be an angel city, before the war?”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “The angel is hidden high up in the clouds! The only way to get to it is by using the wings of the angels,” Skyth said with a chuckle. “I'd been wasting all my time searching in the angel lands for it, when it was up in the sky all this time. Really high up.”
 
   “Are you sure?” B4hamutt asked. When they crossed into dragon lands, the clear weather gave way to thick clouds and below they could hear the sound of rain pouring.
 
   “Yes! I've fought her already. I uhhhh, got thrashed,” Skyth said with a chuckle. “But she's really high up. It's Syn the seraph.”
 
   “The queen of the angels?” Asura asked with a gasp. “But she's dead! Been dead for... well, years before the war ended. Wasn't she corrupted by the demon's assassination attempts and died during the dragon's final push?”
 
   “Nope. She's hidden in the clouds. She looks weird, but I'm very sure she's the boss. I'm here, how long until you'll arrive?”
 
   “We're almost there,” B4hamutt said. Within a few more minutes of flying the group caught sight of the leviathan, hovering above the clouds.
 
   “Took your time, huh?” Skyth asked before motioning around them. “What do you see?”
 
   “Clouds,” Asura said with a chuckle. “Looks like a rain storm.”
 
   “Yup!” the leviathan said before pulling out a small tomb. “I found this while going through Sanctuary's ruins. Just an old history tome. One of dozens.”
 
   “It tells us how to find Syn?” Andremedia asked as she looked around.
 
   “Sorta. Mentions how she'd ride into battle on the clouds themselves, surrounded by... well, that's not important. What is important is when she did, her clouds shot lightning. That's why we had to do it today, another storm was moving in.”
 
   “So she only comes out during the lightning storms?” Asura asked, her eyes scanning for any sign of the ancient angel. “Then where is she?”
 
   “Hidden amongst all these clouds is one of gold. That triggers the fight. So, everyone, get looking!” Skyth said before flying off.
 
   The others nodded and flew off as well, looking through the field of dark clouds for the golden prize. “Are you sure it's still here?” Asura asked after searching a few dozen clouds in vain.
 
   “Yes. It's not very big, so make sure to look close,” the leviathan said softly. “Whatever you do though, don't touch it. It'll teleport you to the fight.”
 
   They searched through the clouds, but after a few minutes of no sign, Asura began to get bored. She flapped her wings and blazed across the field, flying so fast the clouds under her were scattered aside. Her eyes quickly glanced left and right, trying to catch sight of anything gold as she crisscrossed across the field.
 
   The world fizzled out for a moment before reappearing. “Huh?” She stopped and looked around, but her friends were gone. “Uh oh. Guys, I think I found it!” The clouds around her began to shift and writhe. A scream tore threw the air, louder than the crack of lightning. She covered her ears and darted back. Then she saw it.
 
   Wrapped in the clouds was an angel. At least, it had been once. The clouds seemed fused to its body and it stood over twenty feet tall. Syn, the fallen. Chunks of the once glorious angel's armor were torn away, revealing disfigured red skin beneath. The giant angel lifted a hand, the clouds themselves fused with her arm, and held it towards Asura.
 
   “Um, guys? I definitely found her. Oh shit,” she said with a nervous gulp.
 
   “What? Where is it?” Skyth asked.
 
   “I don't know, I was flying and I think I slammed into it. Just, hurry up! I don't know how long she'll wait before attacking.”
 
   “Damn it! We'll find it! Just stay away from the clouds, she uses them to launch lightning and will try to grab you!”
 
   “What?” Asura looked down and let out a shriek. She drew her blade and sliced, cutting a large tentacle of cloud. Unsurprisingly, the cloud just formed around the blade and gripped her. She shrieked again and pulled away, barely escaping its grasp before it could get a firm grip. “Hurry it up! I don't know how long I can hold up against this by myself!”
 
   “We're on our way! We just need to find it! We'll be there as soon as we can! Assuming it's still there...”
 
   “What?” Asura asked and flew up higher, out of reach of the clouds.
 
   “Sorry, didn't mean to say that out loud!”
 
   Syn let out another pained scream and held out her hand. Unsurprisingly, a large golden Excalibur formed in her grasp. The angel held the sword out towards Asura before letting out yet another scream. A dozen rays of light shot out and flew straight at the much smaller angel.
 
   “Ice shield!” Asura yelled and held out her hand. The rays slammed into it, creating dents in the wall before three beams broke through and slashed into her, eliciting a groan. The smaller angel quickly sheathed her blade before looking down. “Very well. I know I can't fight you one on one, but I can fight you this way. Tornado!” She held her hands down at the clouds. A large tornado formed and began to swirl about, clearing a small space in the clouds. She dived through it, though a moment later it closed back up. The rain poured down on her, chilling her body while she flew. She shook her head, trying to ignore the cold before looking back towards Syn.
 
   The larger angel had reversed her position, now dangling upside down from the clouds, still melded with them. She held out her sword and another burst of rays shot out to pursue the smaller angel.
 
   “Ice shield!” The shield formed again, managing to block all the blasts this time. She grinned before drawing her sword and, once the hail of rays stopped, stabbed into the shield so it split down the middle. “River's course!” she yelled before plunging forward. The rain swirled around her and she shot straight at the larger angel.
 
   Syn looked confused, but slowly raised her sword. The two blades clashed against each other and Asura plunged her free hand forward, against the abomination of an angel's chest. “Tornado,” she cast before kicking out and away. Fierce winds quickly enveloped the large angel, tearing the clouds from the monster's body.
 
   Syn let out another pained scream as her mangled body had its white, cushy supports torn from it and she plummeted. For a second Asura thought she had won, but then the creature looked up. Wings spread out from the large angel's back. They were missing the majority of their feathers and the skin was charred black and rotting. When Syn flapped her wings feathers and pus spilled out, oozing across the once beautiful wings. Asura struggled not to gag as the larger angel flew straight at her.
 
   “Eep! R-river's course!” She flew through the rain, as fast as she could. “Crap, crap, crap, AHHHH!” The disfigured angel was suddenly in front of her, blade at the ready. Asura shrieked and tried backing away, but Syn was too fast. The monstrous angel cleaved down, forcing Asura to block with her sword. The blow nearly knocked her sword from her hand before cleaving deep into her shoulder.
 
   “AGHHH! Hurry it up! I can't survive long like this!” she screamed before turning to flee. “She's fast! Even in the water with river's course, she's faster than I am!”
 
   “We'll be there soon,” B4hamutt yelled. “Just hold on as long as you can.”
 
   “I'm trying, but this isn't ea-- EEK!” she barely parried another strike while her free hand covered her bleeding shoulder. “She's brutal!” Another powerful strike sent her backwards. Asura growled and wiped the rain from her eyes. She flew up and through the clouds, her vision clearing when the rain was abandoned below her. Asura watched the cloud line as she held her should. “Greater h-- GAHHHH!” she screamed when a blade pierced through her stomach from behind. She struck back, shoving off Syn and turned to face the larger angel. Her HP were already dangerously low. “G-guys, I need some help. I-- o-oh shit. Ice shield!” Ice encircled her as a torrent of rays slammed into it. They didn't stop though, and after a few seconds the shield crumbled from the assault. She screamed and brought up her arms right before the world went dark.
 
   Pain failed to hit her, and she slowly lowered her arms. B4hamutt smiled down at her, a grin on his face as he held her in a protective hug. “You okay?”
 
   “Took your sweet time, didn't you?” she asked before holding her stomach again.
 
   “Sorry, it wasn't easy to find,” the dragon said before releasing her and turning around, his gauntlets ready. “Heal yourself, we'll take care of her.”
 
   “On it,” Asura said before pulling back while B4hamutt and the others charged forward. “Greater heal. Regeneration.” Her HP shot back up and the wound knit itself. She glanced to her MP and let out an annoyed sigh. “I won't be good for a while on spells, I'm almost tapped out. Need to regen some of it. I should have brought the satchel, but I figured the stat penalties wouldn't be worth it with so many of us.”
 
   “Fine!” Andremedia said while circling around, struggling to pepper Syn with arrows, despite the constant movement and wind. “If your HP is good, we could use you!”
 
   Asura nodded and charged towards the massive angel. Skyth, B4hamutt and Scalios were attacking the angel in close combat, with the dragon focused on keeping the blade knocked away. Syn was being pushed back and down.
 
   Realization dawned on the smaller angel. “Guys! Stop her!” Asura yelled and flew after them, sword ready. “She's trying to get back with the clouds! Use a wind spell, knock them away! Damn it! Guiding blade!” Her sword flashed out and she appeared in front of Syn, slashing across the larger angel's shoulder when she passed. Asura quickly dropped down and held out her hands. “Tornado!”
 
   Nothing happened and she let out a curse. “I don't have enough MP!” She whipped around and gripped her sword in both hands before she shoulder slammed the boss from behind. “Keep her away from the clouds!”
 
   “RAWGGGGG!” Syn shrieked and held her sword high while the group cut into her. Lightning crackled from the tip of the blade before it shot up from the clouds under them. The electricity enveloped all of them and sent them tumbling out from the sky with pained cries.
 
   “Owie,” Asura groaned before spreading her wings and trying to steady herself. Under the clouds again, the rain pounded on her. “P-pain feedback... t-too high for these... I don't know how much more of this I can take. Everyone okay?”
 
   “Fried, but fine,” B4hamutt said with a groan. “Damn it. She's in the clouds and... huh?” The rain began to weaken around them.
 
   “I don't think this is good,” Andremedia said before they looked up. The torrential pour began to turn to a light sprinkle before completely disappearing. The clouds shifted around and formed a large orb of gray. Electricity crackled ominously along the edges as they watched.
 
   “That definitely doesn't look good,” Scalios mumbled as they quickly regathered near the bottom. “Heal yourselves. Media, heal Asura, she doesn't have any MP.”
 
   “On it,” the fae said and held out her hand. As they healed up, the shifting clouds above finally finished compressing. The skies were once again clear and the large orb of condensation descended towards them.
 
   “Circle it, we don't know what it's going to do, so try to keep apart. We don't want to all get wiped out at once,” B4hamutt said before the others nodded and separated. Skyth let out a scream when suddenly a bolt of lightning struck from the cloud, zapping her wings. One of the wings burst into red sparkles and she plummeted towards the ground.
 
   Scalios dove down after her as the other three focused on the cloud. “It might be targeting our wings,” Asura yelled before sheathing her sword. “Use wind spells to... I got it! Media, can you use a tornado arrow into its core?”
 
   “I guess, but I can't see Syn to hit her!” Andremedia yelled and flew up, a lightning bolt missing her narrowly.
 
   “I know, just try it!” Asura yelled and flew at the cloud behemoth. The fae shot an arrow out and cast the spell. The smaller angel flew after it, following its path as the windy arrow tore through the clouds. She held her sword point forward. The arrow stopped suddenly and a wind burst struck through and revealed Syn. Asura plunged her sword into the larger angel's chest. She tore the blade out sideways and slashed as fast as she could.
 
   The clouds started to close in behind her, though a moment later a second burst of wind tore through the clouds and opened a pathway to her. B4hamutt flew in through the hole and held out his hands. “Tornado!”
 
   The clouds around them parted once the powerful winds encased the corrupted angel. Syn let out another scream of pain before lifted her sword to strike the dragon down. As the blade came down Asura quickly blocked it with her own, kicking her leg into Syn's hip and pushing off it to give herself better leverage. “Get her!”
 
   B4hamutt nodded and tore his claws into the gargantuan angel. Asura focused on parrying Syn's large blade, moving around rapidly while she kept the dragon safe. The others soon returned, Skyth's wings restored, and joined in the assault. They worked in tandem, blowing the clouds away and focusing primarily on keeping the disfigured angel distracted.
 
   Syn struggled to pull from them as it raised a hand “Greater he--” Her words were cut off when Asura's fist connected with her mouth.
 
   “Not letting you heal!” Asura yelled before gripping her blade firmly in both hands and slamming it across the larger angel's sword as hard as she could. When the blade was knocked away she moved forward and placed a hand to her chest. “Tsunami's ra-” Before she could finish the spell, the other angel's hand lashed out and gripped her by the throat. The words were cut off as she tugged at the hand helplessly.
 
   “Asura!” B4hamutt yelled and shot up, gripping the hand and trying to tear her free.
 
   “Rapture,” Syn said before white light enveloped the smaller angel.
 
   Asura let out a scream when pain burned through her body and her HP plummeted down to zero. The world around her turned black and she floated in a void. Despite the fact the pain was supposed to be gone, she could still feel it. It streaked through her body like white flame, as she screamed and writhed. Finally, after so much mind numbing agony, the pain slowly faded and she went limp.
 
   She laid there, unmoving and waiting. Sweat coated her body and she tried taking slow, deep breaths. “The hell... w-was that?” she asked with a groan and rubbed her arms. Though the pain was gone, she swore she could still feel it off in the distance. Asura slowly sat up and brought her menu up, starting a report. She then froze as her eyes went wide with fright.
 
   “Oh god,” she said before looking at her hands. “What if I have virtual nerve syndrome?” She slowly pinched herself before shaking her head. “No. Calm down. Even if I have it... it just means I have to be careful. If I tell my parents I have that they'll cut me off for sure... I just...  just need to be careful.” She gulped before bringing up the menu and lowering the feedback levels. Asura shivered and looked down at her hands. “It's fine. I'm fine. It's not like I have to endure much longer. It'll... all be over soon. It's not important.”
 
   She closed her eyes and relaxed. It didn't take long before a small message appeared in front of her, alerting her that someone was attempting to resurrect her. Asura quickly accepted before reappearing by the others. She had to flap her wings to keep from plummeting.
 
   “You okay?” B4hamutt asked and stared at her.
 
   “F-fine. Just, didn't expect that. Heh. How did the rest of the fight go?” she asked nervously.
 
   “Fine,” he said. “Are you sure? We heard you screaming after you died, but then you got knocked out of the call. What happened?”
 
   “Oh, it was nothing.” Asura softly rubbed her shoulder. “They just upped the sensations for this fight again and... well... rapture hurts a lot. I didn't expect it. I'm fine now.”
 
   The dragon opened his mouth to say something else, but was cut off by Skyth. “Come on, she said she's fine. Let's loot the chest and get out of here, it's freezing!”
 
   B4hamutt glared at the leviathan before turning away. A short distance from them a large golden chest stood on top of an even larger cloud. They flew over towards it before taking a deep breath.
 
   “Three down, only three to go,” Asura said with a soft smile. When they opened the chest a loud gong played.
 
   “Please remain logged in,” a female's voice echoed around them. “A game master will be with you momentarily.”
 
   Scalios frowned and took his rewards. “A game master? What could they possibly want? Do they think we cheated to find these items?”
 
   “I don't know,” Asura said nervously and took hers. “I've never heard of the game masters coming to meet the players though. They usually only appear during major festivals and events.”
 
   “Maybe it's because we're the first ones to do this,” Andremedia said.
 
   “I don't know what they want, but I'm not waiting to find out,” Skyth said as her hands danced through the air. “I've got my reward so I'm leaving.”
 
   “What? NO!” Asura said quickly and grabbed the leviathan's hands. “If you leave now, it's not like it would stop them if they intended to punish us. We haven't done anything wrong, so I'm sure we're not in trouble. But if you run off, you might get in trouble.”
 
   Skyth sighed, but slowly lowered her hands to her side. “Fine. I guess you're right. If we were in trouble they'd just transport us to a jail or something... ugh.”
 
   “We should land,” Scalios said. “We're still in an instanced area, so there shouldn't be any issues if we go straight down. They wouldn't set the entire area to being sky only.”
 
   “Right,” Asura said and they tucked in their wings and descended. They soon made it to the ground and sat down to wait. After a few moments she received a private call from B4hamutt. She glanced to him before accepting it. “Yes?”
 
   “Asura, I know something is up. You were lying before. What really happened?”
 
   “Now's not the time. Mutt, I'm fine. Really... I think I just... might be getting VNS,” Asura said and lowered her eyes to the ground.
 
   “Virtual nerve syndrome... but you aren't a pro. How could you possibly get it?” B4hamutt asked as he leaned back, keeping his eyes on the others while scratching his face to hide his talking. “Do you have your feedback on max?”
 
   “What? No! I haven't done that in ages... I just play a lot. I probably had it too high,” she whispered gently. “I had some other incidents with the previous fights and just... I'm sure it'll be fine. I lowered the feedback, so I should be fine.”
 
   “You shouldn't be playing if you're suffering from that, you'll... you'll...”
 
   “What? Go into a coma? Die?” Asura asked with a chuckle. “I'm not playing the max feedback games like the professionals. I'll be fine, really. Please, don't tell the others. I'll be... gone soon. I don't want them thinking I have other issues on top of everything else.”
 
   “But--”
 
   “Please. For me?”
 
   The man went silent for a few moment. “Fine,” B4hamutt finally said. “I'm... I'm sorry. You're right. It's not like you'll have time to suffer the worse effects.”
 
   “I know... besides... I'm not going to have enough time to see the end of this war, the next quest or the last of these monsters. At least, at this rate. I don't want to... lose what I can do.”
 
   The dragon nodded. “I know. I'll keep my mouth shut. I promise.”
 
   Asura nodded before ending the call. A moment later she let out an annoyed groan and spoke up. “Are they really this slow? Why did they tell us to wait if they weren't going to pop up?”
 
   “What if it was a preset reward?” Andremedia asked. “It might just be waiting for the next available game master then?”
 
   “I hope they'd... huh?” Asura looked up as the clouds above disappeared. A beam of light shot down from the sky as a... human appeared in between them. No armor, no weapons, no distinguishing characteristics of any race. Just a human.
 
   “Hello,” he said as he tapped on the air. “Ah, the slayer group. I've been wondering when you five would trigger this. My name is Andre, I'm one of the game masters in charge of AI distribution and development. I've come to award you your limited edition prize. Here.” He held out a large golden orb, with the letter M emblazoned in red on the front.
 
   “What is it?” Asura asked before B4hamutt reached out to take it.
 
   “A one-time use special key. This will allow one of you a chance to take the mastery quest,” Andre said as he kept tapping on the air. “Okay, logged as received... it's a special reward for being the first group to take down three of our special bosses. We really thought people would have killed more of them by now, even as well as we hid them. But then you guys took down three in a year, quite impressive.”
 
   “W-wait,” Asura said, unable to take her eyes off the key. “Y-you mean... this will let us take a mastery quest... now? As in, without making us wait for the quest time?”
 
   “Yes. Normally we only give them as rewards to people behind the curve, but this is a... special reward. It'll only work for one person, one time. So use it carefully. Good bye,” the man said before he disappeared.
 
   Every eye in the group turned towards the orb, though a moment later they turned to Asura.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 20
 
    
 
   Age: 20 years, 4 months
 
   Asura stared at the orb, her heart pounding. After a few seconds she noticed the others staring at her. “I should go,” she said and turned away.
 
   “Asura,” B4hamutt said and took a step forward. “It's the teams item. You have just as much right to it as any of us.”
 
   She closed her eyes and shook her head. “No. I don't. It's... it's better that one of you take it. I... if I take it, that'll be it. Even if I pass I'll be... I'll be gone soon and not able to use it like one of you could. It's better that one of yo--”
 
   “Oh, knock it off!” Skyth yelled before rolling her eyes. “We all know you're going to be the one to use it. You're his girlfriend.” She motioned to B4hamutt, “and our friend. You could mope and say you don't want it all you want. But in the end, you are going to be the one who uses it.”
 
   “But... but,” Asura whispered and her head. “I shouldn't...”
 
   “No, you're taking it. Don't pretend you don't want it,” Skyth said before storming past the dragon and grabbing the orb. She thrust it into Asura's chest so hard the angel stumbled back. “Just... tell us what the quest is like. This way all five of us have a chance of getting our sixth masteries.”
 
   “But, I just, I--”
 
   “Just take it!” the leviathan yelled and pushed harder.
 
   Asura gulped and took the orb in her hands. She slowly looked up to her friends before looking down at the orb. “Are... are you sure?”
 
   “It's only fair,” Andremedia said with a smile. “After all, we'll all get a chance to during the next contest. You won't. Besides, it took all of us to slay these monsters. You probably won't be around when we take the last down so... you deserve your chance to at least see this to the end.”
 
   Asura nodded before chewing on her lip for a moment. Tears slowly flooded her cheeks while she looked up to them. “I... I just want to say. N-no matter what happens. Even... even though I'm going to die. Even if... if I fail. I don't regret any of the time I spent with all of you. I don't regret the time I got to spend in this game. I'm happy I got to... I got to live this life, even if it wasn't r--” She was cut off when Skyth suddenly hugged her.
 
   “If you say it isn't real, I'm going to smack you,” the leviathan said softly. A moment later Andremedia joined in the hug. Skyth glanced back to the other two and rolled her eyes. “Oh, come on. Give the girl a hug, it won't kill you.”
 
   B4hamutt and Scalios slowly joined in the hug. Asura smiled and looked around at her friends. “Okay. I... I'll try this weekend, okay? When everyone is together. Just so you guys can cheer me on... please?” The others quickly agreed, smiles on their faces.
 
    
 
   ------ 
 
    
 
   At the end of the week, Asura appeared in her room in Everlight. She took a deep breath and slowly went through her inventory, just to make sure the orb was still there. She checked her friend list and smiled. “They're all here. I just need to start. That's all...” she whispered before taking the item out of her inventory and activating it.
 
   The orb began to glow with a brilliant golden light, so bright she was forced to squint to see it. A moment later the orb stopped glowing and... nothing happened. She stared at the orb before letting out a furious scream. “ARE YOU KIDDING ME?! It doesn't even work?” Suddenly another flash and a glowing arrow formed in front of her. Asura's cheeks turned red before she nodded. “O-oh, right. Heh. I guess it's the same as the others... have to go to the quest location.” She took a deep breath before looking out from her balcony. “Well... it wouldn't hurt.” She leaped from it and spread out her wings. After a few seconds the world loaded and she flew north.
 
   The arrow directed her north, away from the fortress. She brought up her map and smiled as she saw her destination. “Right in the middle of the neutral territories. I wonder if that was intentional,” she whispered and flew higher and higher, into the clouds and icy altitude. The cold bit at her flesh, though she did her best to ignore it. Her entire body quivered with excitement as she got closer and closer, forced to occasionally give off a little squeal.
 
   When she came closer to the border, she looked around. She didn't see any raiders as she easily passed over and entered the lands. She flew slightly east until she finally came to a large, wooded area. Her destination was in the center. She let out another squeal of delight before flapping her wings harder and diving straight into the middle of the woods.
 
   She landed on a stone platform. Ruined statues of massive tigers and wolves surrounded it, long overgrown. She slowly moved to the nearest one and wiped some of the moss away. Underneath the heavy foliage she could make out markings. “Holy beasts, of course.”
 
   The extended paws of one of the nearby statues broke off behind her, causing her to turn and shriek. She couldn't see anything and shook her head before kicking one of the statues, the stone quickly crumbling away. “Right. Old, broken, falling apart. Calm down,” she whispered before turning back towards the guiding arrow.
 
   It pointed to a large archway over stairs that headed into the ground. She slowly walked towards it and made her way inside, carefully walking down the foliage covered stairs. After a few feet she held out her hand. “Burning hands.”
 
   Guided by the light, she quickly made her way down to another passageway. It had once been guarded by two stone doors, though one had long since toppled over and shattered on the stone ground. She headed inside and took a quick scan of the room.
 
   Inside was a small, round platform. In front of that was a console with a spherical indent. She let out a squeal of delight before running up to the console and inserting the orb. The platform sprang to life and white light sprang from it. She gulped nervously and stared. “A teleporter... of course. I just need to step inside. That's it. I'm almost there. I just-- AGHHHHHHH!” she screamed when a blade popped out from her chest. Pain shot through her body, far stronger than it should have been, before she double tapped the ground.
 
   Asura fae-stepped to the other side of the room, clutching her chest. The pain didn't disappear, even though the burst had. “D-definitely VNS,” she whispered before looking across the room at her assaulter. A demon, large and bulky. Red tattoos and massive horns, with an all too familiar name. “Caelite.”
 
   “You remember me this time?” the demon asked with a scowl. “I'm honored. Hope you don't plan to run away again. What's all this, anyway? Managed to track down another one of the legendary beasts?”
 
   “Huh?” She glanced to the teleporter and shook her head. “No. This is something else. Please, just go. I don't have time to fight you,” she said before placing her hand to her chest. “Greater heal.”
 
   “Not a chance,” Caelite said with a chuckle before stepping towards the portal. “I didn't follow you all the way here just to walk off without the prize, I--”
 
   “Crescent flash!” She drew her blade and appeared in front of him. Her blade slashed out, though the demon parried with his own and moved back. His weapon was a long naginata, the blade black and seeming to absorb the light itself. He held the blade of the weapon up, between the two of them.
 
   “You can't just cut my weapon to pieces anymore, Asura,” Caelite said with a grin. “We're both quin-masters. You'll need to fight me fair and square. I've been waiting a long time for this...”
 
   “Please, stop,” Asura said before pulling her wings close. Even though she'd healed her chest, she could still feel echos of the pain through her body. “I don't want to fight you. This won't work for you, it's a master quest. It's set up for someone who needs the holy beast.”
 
   Caelite smirked before taking a step forward and thrusting his blade forward. She quickly knocked it away and charged forward, but he fae-stepped backwards. “Do you want to know a secret?” he asked with a cocky grin. “That's the final mastery I need as well.”
 
   “It's mine!” Asura said before holding the blade at him. “You have no idea how important this is to me, I--”
 
   “Oh, give it a break,” the demon said with a roll of his eyes. “We're both here, both can use it. I say we fight for it. Winner goes through. I tell you what. I won't even use the master spells if you won't.”
 
   “What? But it was me and my friends who defeated all these monsters and got the chance. I can't risk it based on a simple fight.”
 
   “Relax. It's just a game,” Caelite said with a chuckle.
 
   Asura growled and clenched her fists, the world turning red for a moment. “Fine. But no using the demon's stealth ability either. I can use it just as easily and if you try, I'm going for the portal.”
 
   “Deal! Cleaving stab!” Caelite yelled and charged forward, his blade glowing red. Asura quickly moved to the right so the blade dug into the ground. The moment it hit, the red magic shot out and cut a long, narrow gouge into the stone.
 
   Asura quickly jammed her foot down on the shaft of the weapon and pressed her weight on it. The demon stumbled forward, raising his left hand. “Gust!”
 
   She was knocked backwards a few feet, but quickly fae-stepped behind him. She drove her sword down at his back, but he quickly twisted around and brought the shaft of the weapon between them, catching her sword.
 
   “Damn it,” she said softly. “You're a lot better than I remember.”
 
   “I've been practicing,” he said before holding out his hand. “Fireball!”
 
   “Ice shield!” A wall of ice formed in front of her, narrowly blocking the dangerous assault. Asura stepped back before the naginata blade suddenly thrust through the shield, slicing it in half.
 
   “You aren't too bad yourself.” Caelite said before raising the blade tip to chest level. “Guess you have a lot more experience though, huh?”
 
   “Why did you follow me?” she asked as she took a few steps back. “Ray burst!” She held out her hand as rays shot out from her palm.
 
   “Ice shield!” he yelled and his own barrier appeared. “I saw you flying by yourself!” he yelled and took a step back, quickly turning and bringing up his weapon to block Asura's sword when she fae-stepped behind him. “I knew whatever brought you here had to be good!” He caught her sword across the shaft of his weapon and quickly stepped to her side. He slammed the butt of the weapon forward, leveraging against her sword and smacking her in the back of the head.
 
   Asura stumbled forward and the demon plunged his blade forward. She quickly jumped up and, with a powerful flap of her wings, flew backwards over his head. The angel drove the tip of the sword down at his skull, but he quickly threw himself down to the ground and rolled to the side.
 
   Caelite drove his naginata at her stomach when she landed, forcing her to stumble and fall to avoid it. “Ow!” Pain shot through her backside, stunning her. The demon fae-stepped over her, blade raised high.
 
   “You lose!” he yelled before plunged the blade into her stomach. She let out a cry of pain and her eyes went wide.
 
   Screams tore from her throat as the burning pain assaulted her stomach. Even after the initial burst faded, the pain didn't. Asura's foot lashed out, catching the demon in the stomach and sending him tumbling back. With another pained cry she reached up and yanked the blade from her stomach, tears going down her face as the pain refused to fade. “D-damn it...”
 
   “What's wrong with you?” Caelite asked before getting to his feet. He fae-stepped to his blade and picked it up.
 
   “Doesn't... m-matter,” she whispered as the pain slowly began to fade. She slowly got to her feet, though she stumbled to the right. “It's... I won't lose.”
 
   “You don't look so good. Are you sure you want to keep fighting?”
 
   “Yes!” Asura yelled and charged forward. Her blade flashed in from the right, which he quickly blocked. She refused to let up, even as she felt as if her body might give out at any second. Her left fist shot out, catching him by surprise on the side of the head. She pushed in harder, slashing viciously as he struggled to fend her off. He fae-stepped away, but she quickly joined him with her own, pushing him back with each movement. “I won't LOSE!” she screamed and plunged her blade into his stomach.
 
   “Grk!” Caelite's weapon fell from his hand. He suddenly smirked and reached up, grabbing her shoulders. “Rap--”
 
   Asura slammed her head into his, cutting off his words and making him stumble back. Her free hand gripped him by the shoulder and she narrowed her eyes. “Rapture.”
 
   Caelite let out a scream before disappearing in a flurry of red sparkles. She stared in disbelief and crumbled to her knees. “I... I did it. I won,” she whispered before looking to the teleporter. “I... I've won. I did it. I'm...” She placed a hand to her stomach. “G-greater heal...” Her HP shot back up. With a soft groan she got to her feet and moved to the console. She leaned against it until the pain began to fade.
 
   “It's time. I'm going to do it,” she whispered to herself before she took a few cautious steps towards the light. Memories flashed in her mind with each step. Memories of the life she had lived. Her world. The friends she had made. Everything she'd done up to now. She tapped on the menu as she gave her friends one last call.
 
   “It's finally time,” she said when they answered. “Thank you,” she whispered and placed her hand into the light. It felt warm. “Thank you so much for allowing me this final chance.”
 
   She stepped into the light before the world around her faded. Warmth filled her and she closed her eyes. She could hear the soft flutter of feathers. It was finally her time, her chance. Time for her to show this world what she could do.
 
   There was no longer an Asher. Her name was Asura, and this would be her legend.
 
    
 
   The end.
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